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ABSTRACT 
!

Through many sources, Black women are socialized to embrace gender beliefs 

that emphasize passivity, selflessness, sexual appeal, and nurturance. However, endorsing 

these notions is consequential and may undermine their sexual agency and well-being. 

One prominent source of traditional gender messages are mainstream media, which 

young Black Americans consume at higher rates than their peers. Therefore, it is 

important to identify the prevalence of hegemonic gender content in media targeting 

Black audiences and understand whether Black women’s use of these media is related to 

their understandings of their personal and interpersonal sexual desires.  Thus, this 

dissertation investigated representations of gender and sexuality in Black-oriented music 

and tested the association between embracing hegemonic femininity and outcomes 

related to experiences of sex and romantic relationships among heterosexual Black 

women. 

Three studies are presented: 1) A content analysis investigating representations of 

hegemonic femininity and masculinity in Black-oriented music media; 2) Analyses of 

survey data testing whether exposure to these media is associated with Black women’s 

acceptance of heteropatriarchal relationship beliefs; and 3) Analyses exploring whether 

restrictive feminine beauty and body standards are associated with Black women’s 

experiences of sexual well-being. 

Theoretical connections proposed by cultivation theory were supported. Study 1 

indicated that portrayals of women in Black-oriented music increasingly emphasized their 
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physical attractiveness and utility as sexual objects, and men were depicted as 

competitive, dangerous, and sex-focused. Study 2 revealed that women who frequently 

consumed magazines, reality television, and R&B/Hip-Hip music reported greater 

acceptance of heteropatriarchal relationship beliefs. Study 3 confirmed that acceptance of 

restrictive beauty standards was associated with greater negative sexual affect (e.g., 

sexual guilt, self-consciousness during sex) and lower levels of sexual agency (e.g., 

sexual assertiveness, satisfaction).  

Together, findings indicate that restrictive gender content contained in popular 

media prescribe sexual norms that may jeopardize Black women’s sexual well-being. 

Although our findings do not permit us to firmly state that high levels of media 

consumption cause greater acceptance of restrictive gender beliefs that hamper sexual 

well-being (relations may be bidirectional), findings suggest that popular Black-oriented 

media should be considered as an important, but not always empowering, agent in Black 

women’s sexual socialization.
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Yo, this is Sommore – the bitch that has the comedy game on lock 
This is a motherfucking roll call. 
So listen up all the ladies, Nubian queens, Black princesses, African goddesses, 
 choir girls, young girls, models, skeezas, bitches, hos, playettes, dykes, divas, 
housewives, gold diggers, sack chasers, cum guzzlers, chicken heads, crack heads, baller 
bitches, shake dancers, and boosters. 
Say what you want, we’re all one in the same. 
No matter what they call you, or you call yourself. 
There’s only 3 rules in this game: 
Keep your nappy-ass hair done, do your mother fucking sit-ups, 
and whenever you lay on your back, make sure your paper is stacked.”  

- “Intro” by Sommore, Trina Diamond Princess (2002)   
 

Black women receive a range of prescriptive messages in the popular media about 

socially sanctioned gender and sexual ideals. For example, the introductory track on 

mainstream rapper Trina’s album Diamond Princess features popular Black comedian 

Sommore noting a myriad of stereotypical and culturally specific ways that Black women 

exist in the larger social imagination, and the ways in which they may understand and 

define themselves. She also suggests that regardless of the varying ways that Black 

women understand themselves (e.g., respectable vs. deviant/denigrated, empowered vs. 

disempowered), all women are similarly held to and governed by “rules” that reflect 

traditional hegemonic notions about women’s physical, social, and sexual subjugation 

and objectivity in relation to men. These “rules” or socially sanctioned norms for Black 

women mandate that they must prioritize their physical beauty and attractiveness, and 

ensure that they are compensated or financially remunerated for sex. Specifically, these 
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comments emphasize the way in which sex and sexuality function as mechanisms and 

strategies for economic gain, and the ways in which Black women’s sexuality is deeply 

implicated in their experience of broader gender and sexual inequality. In this 

dissertation, I plan to explore the extent to which Black women are exposed to these 

messages and have developed sexual attitudes that reflect the controlling images rooted in 

systemic experiences of race, gender, and class based oppression.   

Black feminist sociologist Patricia Hill Collins attends to these questions in her 

book Black Sexual Politics (2004), and suggests that widespread cultural beliefs 

concerning the sexual attitudes and behaviors of Black Americans occur at the particular 

intersection of gender, race, and sexuality. She argues that gender-specific racial 

oppression includes frequent exposure to controlling images of deviant and pathological 

femininity and masculinity (i.e., outside of the purview of respectability politics), and 

these images frame the ways that Black women and men come to understand, idealize, 

desire, and treat one another. Specifically, it is argued by Collins and others that Black 

women’s racial and sexual oppression in the United States includes rampant production 

and circulation of media images depicting Black women and girls as promiscuous, 

hypersexual/insatiable, untrustworthy, manipulative, opportunistic, adversarial, and as 

sexual commodities to be (ab)used and controlled by men (Collins, 2000, 2004; 

Crenshaw, 1993; Giddings, 1992; hooks, 1992). Collins, and many other feminist 

scholars (see hooks, 1997; Morgan, 2000; Pough, 2004; Rose, 1994, 2008) note that these 

messages are especially salient in the media produced within hip-hop culture.  

It is important that we document the prevalence of stereotypical representations of 

Black women in the media, and we must also examine how these messages are 
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interpreted, internalized, and resisted by the audience. Women are not merely passive 

receptacles for hegemonic beliefs viewed in the media, and their acceptance of and/or 

resistance to controlling images occur in the context of several sociocultural factors. 

Among the many theoretical frameworks concerning sexual socialization and the mass 

media, I find that two theories are particularly useful in explaining the media’s influence 

as a gender and sexual educator for Black women. First, cultivation theory (Gerbner, 

Gross, Morgan, & Signorielli, 1994) argued that highly stylized, stereotyped, and 

repetitive images portrayed in the mainstream media construct a particular portrait of 

reality, and increased exposure to these images facilitates the development of personal 

attitudes and beliefs that reflect this socially/commercially constructed portrait.  

Second, Sara McClelland’s Intimate Justice feminist framework (2010) helps us 

consider the ways that socio-political inequalities constrain the development of liberatory 

beliefs about one’s sexual needs and desires. McClelland argued that cultural 

constructions of sexuality and sexual expectations reflect the broader sociocultural 

conditions that women experience (i.e., heteronormativity, sexism, misogyny, racism), 

and other feminist scholars have noted the injurious consequences that Black women 

experience when they do not uphold the socially sanctioned standards prescribed to them 

(Collins, 2004; Durham, Cooper, & Morris, 2013; Hammonds, 1999; Collins, 2000, 

2004; Giddings, 1992; hooks, 1992). 

Although these theoretical assertions offer important contributions to our 

understanding of the mechanistic processes of Black gender socialization and sexuality 

development, few systematic analyses have tested these processes among young Black 

women. It is important that we have empirical evidence to evaluate claims concerning 
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both the acquisition of attitudes and behaviors about romantic and sexual relationships, 

and the possibly (dis) empowering effects of such attitudes. Therefore, this project has 

two related aims: 1) to investigate contemporary constructions of Black femininity and 

masculinity in popular Black media and 2) to examine how exposure to these media 

contributes to the development of hegemonic sexual attitudes among Black women.  By 

focusing on research questions that inquire about the gendered messages in popular 

media and the psycho-sexual experiences of its target audience, this research contributes 

important insights about the socialization of Black gender and sexual ideologies. It 

examines how Black women use culturally specific media as a site of social learning, and 

develop collective understandings of their personal and interpersonal sexual desires. It 

also examines the ways that exposure to hegemonic messages about Black women may 

undermine culturally specific femininity prescriptions that emphasize female agency and 

strength.  

This work places feminist, Black feminist, psychological, sociological, and 

communication studies literatures in conversation with one another, informing a strategic 

and interdisciplinary thinking about the individual and collective experiences of sexuality 

among Black women. Using a mixed methods design, including content analysis and 

empirical survey methods, my study will provide an innovative and nuanced depiction of 

contemporary Black sexualities by interrogating the role of socially derived hegemonic 

gender beliefs on romantic relationship attitudes and sexual experiences.  

Literature Review 

It is widely understood that sociocultural constructions of sexuality condition 

individuals’ perceptions of gender role norms and influence sexual behavior. The concept 
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of sexual scripts, typically credited as originating with Gagnon and Simon (1973), is 

frequently used among feminist sexuality researchers to explain women’s sexual attitudes 

and behaviors.  The central tenet of script theory is the idea that sexuality is learned from 

culturally available messages that help to determine the details (who, what, where, when, 

and how) of sexual interactions. Sexual scripts are mutually shared conventions that 

guide independent action in sexual interactions, and are influenced at three levels: 

cultural scenarios, interpersonal scripts, and intrapsychic scripts. Cultural scenarios are 

those norms that guide sexual behavior at the societal, cultural, or subcultural level, and 

indicate the requirements for specific roles or group norms. Interpersonal scripts reflect 

individuals’ interpretation of cultural scenarios. At this level, individuals are scriptwriters 

or adaptors who rely on their socialization to actively shape cultural scenarios into scripts 

for their own relationship and sexual behaviors. Additionally, intrapsychic scripts provide 

roadmaps for how to think, feel, and behave in sexual contexts. Internalization of sexual 

scripts both consciously and unconsciously influences individuals’ perceptions and 

behaviors concerning love and sex, and individual adaptation and development of sexual 

scripts comes secondarily to the cultural and collective description of the script (Gagnon 

& Simon, 1973).  

Culturally appropriate sexual scripts are learned from sources like parents, family, 

teachers, clergy, and peers. The mass media have been highlighted as an important source 

of sexual socialization due to their unique ability to frame and define social expectations 

and relations for a national (and increasingly global) audience, and their powerful 

influence on the sexual knowledge, beliefs, and values of their consumers. In this 

dissertation, I will focus on the hegemonic, sexualized gender scripts communicated in 
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contemporary mass media, paying special attention to media oriented toward a Black 

audience. I will then examine the associations among Black media consumption and 

hegemonic gender and sexual relationship beliefs.  

Hegemonic Masculinity and Sexuality 

Within mainstream society (Euro-American culture), women and men receive 

conflicting messages about their expected gender roles and sexual scripts that are guided 

by hegemonic, patriarchal, and heterosexual norms.  Researchers have found that the 

sexual scripts for heterosexual men often reflect “hegemonic masculinity,” a concept 

created by Australian sociologist Raewyn Connell (1995). According to her social theory 

of gender and power relations, hegemonic masculinity ensures the dominant social 

position of men (and subordinate position of women) by scripting traditionally masculine 

characteristics for men that espouse patriarchal relationships with women. These 

characteristics include violence, aggression, emotional restraint, toughness, risk-taking, 

adventure/thrill seeking, competitiveness, achievement, and success. Sexually, 

hegemonic masculinity prescribes that men act as sexual agents, aggressive initiators and 

orchestrators of sexual activity (Connell, 1990, 1995).   

Though some sociological and psychological research has found that that men 

have internalized masculinity ideals that stretch beyond the overdetermined, rigid 

hegemonic masculinity (e.g., Dworkin & O’Sullivan, 2005; Smiler, 2012), other 

researchers (e.g., Bretthauer, Zimmerman, & Banning, 2006; Connell, 1990; Hunter & 

Davis, 1992) have noted that messages linking masculinity to toughness, 

competitiveness, independence, individuality, sexual virility, and domination over 

women are persistently the most frequent representations of men in the mass media, and 



! 7 

many women and men in heterosexual relationships enact culturally dominant sexual 

scripts that idealize hegemonic masculinity.  

Emphasized/Subordinate Femininity and Sexuality 

Conversely, gender scripts communicated about women in the mass media 

emphasize the acceptance of and compliance with patriarchal, hegemonic femininity. 

According to Connell (1987), idealizations of femininity in this society are oriented 

toward accommodating the interests of men. Hegemonic sexual scripts highlight for 

women the importance of nurturance, passivity, emotionality, and modesty (Mahalik et 

al., 2005).  One central aspect of the traditional femininity prescription is the expectation 

of communion, that is, that women are to be highly attuned and responsive to others� 

desires, often at great cost to their own goals, desires, and feelings (Eagly, 1987; Rudman 

& Glick, 2001).  

Hegemonic gender prescriptions for women�s behavior also extend into the 

domain of sexuality, and link femininity with notions of sexual passivity, submission, 

ignorance, and self-objectification (McCormick, Brannigan, & LaPlante, 1984; Tevlin & 

Leiblum, 1983; Wiederman, 2005). Theoretical arguments (e.g., Fredrickson & Roberts, 

1997; Morokoff, 2000) and empirical evidence suggest that endorsing these feminine 

sexual norms jeopardizes women’s ability to express sexual agency resulting in increased 

rates of sexual coercion, lesser perceived ability to negotiate condom use, decreased 

sexual health, and fewer experiences of sexual pleasure and satisfaction (Curtin, Ward, 

Merriwether, & Caruthers, 2011; Sanchez, Crocker, Boike, 2005). These prescriptions 

suggest that in order to fulfill the dominant cultural image of a pure, submissive, and 
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respectable �lady,� women must not appear to be too curious or knowledgeable about sex 

and refrain from communicating and prioritizing their sexual desires. 

When women display traditionally masculine (agentic) traits, they are viewed as 

violating the prescriptions of femininity because agency and communion are viewed as 

oppositional (Hegelson & Fritz, 1999; Rudman & Glick, 2001). In order to ensure partner 

approval and avoid backlash, women are likely to accept the prescriptions of the feminine 

communality stereotype by following it in their own lives (McCormick, Brannigan, & 

LaPlante, 1984; Rudman & Glick, 2001; Wood, Christensen, Hebl, & Rothgerber, 1997). 

Moreover, women gain power and status through accommodating these prescriptive roles 

(Rubin, Nemeroff, & Russo, 2004).  

Research indicates that women�s internalization of restrictive sexual attitudes and 

beliefs often reflect a strong desire to appear sexually attractive to men and receive 

socially desirable responses from their intimate partners (e.g., Fallon & Rozin, 1985; 

Sanchez, Crocker, & Boike, 2005). Women who fear being perceived as unattractive and 

too sexually assertive have difficulty expressing their sexual desires, tend to adhere to 

disempowering sexual scripts (Kiefer et al., 2006; Telvin & Leiblum, 1983; Tolman & 

Porche, 2000) and experience lower levels of subjective sexual well-being and agency 

(Curtin et al., 2011; Sanchez & Kiefer, 2007; Wiederman, 2000; Yamamiya, Cash, & 

Thompson, 2006). Most importantly, internalizing restrictive ideals about women�s 

gender and sexual roles decentralizes the importance of personal pleasure and agency in 

women�s sexual lives, and hampers their ability to assert their authentic sexual desires in 

romantic and sexual relationships. 
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Black Women Learn Multiple Dimensions of Femininity 

Femininity is also a racialized construct, and the implications of femininity 

prescriptions differ for women of different races (Beuboeuf-Lafontant, 2007; Cole & 

Zucker, 2007). Because Black women are a minority group within American culture, they 

receive prescriptions derived from both normative and culturally specific femininity 

ideologies (Nash, 2011). Collins (2004) argued that the mass media frequently circulate 

controlling images of deviant and pathological Black femininity and masculinity, and that 

these images frame the ways that Black women and men come to understand, idealize, 

desire, and treat one another. Before discussing the implications for the gender and sexual 

socialization of women exposed to these media messages, it is important to understand 

the history of Black women’s gender and sexuality in the United States. 

Respectability and Black femininity.  Understanding contemporary constructions 

of gender and sexuality for Black women in the United States is complicated by the long 

history of colonization/oppression and Black women’s enduring desire to resist and 

disrupt dominant discourses and controlling images about their sexuality. Black feminist 

scholars like Patricia Hill Collins, bell hooks, and Toni Morrison have written extensively 

about the impact of issues such as rape, forced sterilization, and violence on the sexual 

lives of Black women in the U.S. According to Hammonds (1999), historical discussions 

of Black women’s sexuality in the U.S. often begin with conventions of sexual 

exploitation and objectification captured in the iconography of Saartjie “Sarah” Baartman 

(popularly referred to as the ‘Hottentot Venus’) during the early 1800s. Crudely exploited 

and objectified by European audiences based on her “unusually large” genitalia and 

buttocks, researchers and medical practitioners “concluded with ever-increasing 
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‘scientific’ evidence that the Black female embodied the notion of uncontrolled 

sexuality” (Hammonds, 1999, p. 95). Stereotypes about their fundamental (sexual) 

anatomical and behavioral deviance was used to justify the enslavement, rape, sexual 

exploitation, and sexual abuse of Black women by white men, and notions of their 

immoral and uncontrollable sexualities have endured in the popular imagination.  

In response to the socioeconomic and political exploitation and mistreatment that 

Black Americans experienced in the U.S. at the turn of the twentieth century, lower 

income women developed a range of strategies to defy the dominant discourses securing 

their social and sexual subordination. Coined by Black feminist historian Evelyn Brooks 

Higginbotham (1993), “the politics of respectability” describes a range of strategies 

deployed by progressive Black women in the early 1900s to promote racial uplift and 

women’s rights by espousing the importance of “manners and morals” to signify notions 

of honor, purity, self-esteem, piety, and propriety. “Respectability constituted a 

deliberate, highly self-conscious concession to hegemonic values” (Higganbotham, 1993, 

p. 193) in order to elicit social equality and respect. The politics of respectability formed 

an integral part of Black women’s collective effort to defend and protect their sexualities, 

and Black feminist historian Darlene Clark Hine (1989) suggests that Black women also 

adopted a self-imposed secrecy and sexual invisibility, or a “culture of dissemblance,” in 

an attempt to “protect the sanctity and inner spaces of their lives” (p. 915). In other 

words, Black women refrained from exposing the details of their sexual lives to the 

public in order to protect themselves from further exploitation. 

As representations of Black female sexuality as primitive, exotic, immoral, and 

uncontrollable have persisted in the dominant discourse throughout the 20th and 21st 
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centuries (e.g., via tropes such as the Baby Mama, Welfare Queen, Jezebel, and Gold-

Digger; Witherspoon, Thomas, & Speight, 2004), so has Black women’s adherence to 

respectability and dissemblance. These cultural endorsements of morality and “silence” 

have largely foreclosed the development of a complex, historically and culturally specific 

analysis of Black women’s sexuality. Furthermore, adherence to hegemonic values has 

helped to reinscribe White, hetero-patriarchy systems of power, and failed to fully disrupt 

public narratives that configure Black women as sexually excessive and deviant 

(Durham, Cooper, & Morris, 2013). These hegemonic discourses ensure that Black 

women’s bodies are “empty spaces that [are] simultaneously ever-visible (exposed), and 

invisible, where Black women’s bodies are always already colonized…[having] so much 

sexual potential it has none at all” (Hammonds, 1994, p. 94). That being said, challenging 

respectability politics is difficult because there are often serious social and political 

repercussions for Black women who liberally express sexual agency, desire, and pleasure. 

As a consequence, Black women’s personal engagement with respectability politics 

continues to be vital. 

Perspectives on Sexual Socialization via Black-Oriented Media  

It has been argued that Black women’s development of sexual agency is 

hampered by the hegemonic discourses and controlling images about their sexuality. For 

example, Black feminist author and activist Toni Cade Bambara (1970) suggests that 

Black women are not immune to the social conditioning of their disempowerment and are 

trapped within the rigid confines of oppressive socially contrived roles suggesting men 

are dominant sexual subjects and women are subordinate sexual objects. Similarly, other 

Black feminist scholars have argued that contemporary Black media are the central 



! 12 

locations for the discussion of Black gender and sexuality, and often serve as the 

mechanisms by which hegemonic gender ideologies are learned (see Collins, 2004; 

hooks, 1992; Rose, 2008; Morgan, 2000). These scholars suggest that the internalization 

of patriarchal, hypermasculine, and misogynistic ideals stems from their frequent 

circulation in the lyrical, video, and print content of the popular Black-oriented media in 

hip hop culture. Empirical evidence exists that support these theoretical claims, and 

findings indicate that increased exposure to hypermasculinity and anti-femininity through 

TV and music videos is associated with Black women’s acceptance of traditional gender 

stereotypes and a tendency to idealize patriarchal and dominating men as sexual partners 

(Gordon, 2008; Ward, Hansbrough, & Walker, 2005; Ward & Friedman, 2006). 

However, these studies did not specifically examine culturally targeted media sources nor 

their impact on culturally specific relationship attitudes.  

Media exposure and gender ideology.  People amass information about culturally 

relevant and socially sanctioned gender role norms from a number of sources, including 

parental/familial models, peers, teachers, and religious leaders (Ward, 2002). A few 

sources believed to be prominent in this learning are TV, magazines, internet and music 

media, which offer abundant examples of how women and men should look, behave, and 

interact. Indeed, media are likely to be especially important sources of gender and sexual 

socialization for Black Americans due to the amount of time they spend with media 

(Ward, Hansbrough, & Walker, 2005). Studies consistently indicate higher levels of 

overall media use among Black Americans than among other ethnic groups in the United 

States, and the majority of the media content they consume is oriented toward a Black 

audience (i.e., R&B/hip-hop music and videos, reality TV shows featuring a primarily 
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Black cast, and blogs/social media websites featuring stories and content about Black 

entertainment and socio-political issues; Hoff, Greene, & Davis, 2003; Jamison, 2006; 

Rideout, Foehr, & Roberts, 2010).  

Few systematic analyses have been conducted of the gender themes in Black-

oriented media.  Instead, research inquiries concerned about the socialization impact of 

popular media have focused on analyzing the prevalence of harmful or risk-related 

content in contemporary Black-oriented media (i.e., R&B, hip-hop, and rap music) 

relative to other popular genres (i.e., pop, rock, and country). Both popular (e.g., Michael 

Eric Dyson, Sister Souljah, Joan Morgan, Melissa Harris-Perry) and academic 

(Armstrong, 2001; Collins, 2004; Oware, 2009; Rose, 1994, 2008) criticisms of Black 

media have often centered on one of three concerns:  the prevalence of misogyny, hyper-

masculinity, and hyper-sexualization of women. To date, little is known about how 

gender role norms are depicted in Black media, and whether or not popular 

representations of femininity and masculinity primarily reflect traditional, hegemonic 

prescriptions that are rooted in the cultural legacy of respectability politics.  

There is evidence indicating the positive associations between media exposure 

and greater acceptance of hegemonic and stereotypical attitudes about sex, gender, and 

relationships (e.g., Ward, Hansbrough, & Walker, 2005), and a new and serious problem 

arises when considering sexual socialization at the intersection of converging social and 

cultural gender messages. How do Black women negotiate hegemonic gender ideologies 

that prescribe sexual purity, passivity and communality for “women,” and hypersexuality 

for “Black women?” In my dissertation, I will address this larger question though a 

rigorous scientific exploration of Black women’s sexual attitudes and behaviors. I 
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propose a set of studies that examine the effects of femininity ideologies on Black women 

along three lines of inquiry: an examination of the frequency with which hegemonic 

femininity and masculinity messages are circulated in Black-oriented media, an analysis 

of associations between Black media consumption and support of heteropatriarchal 

beliefs about romantic relationships, and an investigation of the internalization of 

hegemonic and culturally specific femininity ideologies and their associations with sexual 

well-being among young Black heterosexual women.   

Remixing and Resisting.  The impetus for this research emerged from my interest 

in recent Black feminist scholars who have argued that Black media produced within hip 

hop culture is a site of liberatory praxis, offering Black women an opportunity to produce 

and consume empowering messages that challenge the racist, sexist, and misogynistic 

gender narratives derived from the broader hegemonic social context (J Morgan, 2000; M 

Morgan, 2005; Pough, 2004). Self proclaimed “hip-hop feminist” scholars like Zenzele 

Isoke, Whitney Peoples, Gwendolyn Pough, and Joan Morgan argued that women of the 

hip-hop generation need feminist frameworks that facilitate an examination of the ways 

in which dominant representations and images can be simultaneously empowering and 

problematic. By “remixing” (Black) feminist theory to construct radical inquiries that 

“tackle Black sexual politics by discussing and challenging the persistence and 

prevalence of ‘misognoir’ (the hatred of Black women and girls), respectability politics, 

and compulsory heterosexuality” (Durham, Cooper, & Morris, 2013, p. 730), these 

scholars argue that we facilitate new conversations about Black women’s sexuality and 

their negotiation of the sexual scripts provided for them within media content produced 

within hip-hop culture and society at large (Peoples, 2008). 
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Dissertation Overview 

Black women remain central to discussions of hypersexuality within mass media, 

and representations of them as either sexually objectified or as agentic, manipulative 

“gold-diggers” constitute the most frequently circulated controlling images of Black 

women in the media.  Empirical findings (e.g., Gordon, 2008; Johnson, Adams, Ashburn, 

& Reed, 1995; Ward et al., 2005) suggest that Black women’s frequent exposure to these 

messages influences their acceptance and endorsement of hegemonic gender and sexual 

beliefs, shaping their idealizations and expectations of sex and romantic relationships. 

However, respectability politics frequently impede Black women’s ability to express 

themselves freely, and often foreclose our empirical ability to understand Black women’s 

experiences of sexual agency, sexual pleasure, and internalization of or resistance to 

idealizations of their sexual domination. This project reflects four theoretical frameworks 

about sexual development (cultivation theory, sexual script theory, intimate justice, and 

black feminist theorizing about respectability politics), and aims to explore the 

paradoxical acceptance and negotiation of public (mainstream) and private 

(racial/cultural) prescriptions for Black women’s sexuality.  

The dissertation consists of three studies, each investigating dominant gendered 

and sexualized representations and expectations of young heterosexual Black women, 

and the potential impact of embracing hegemonic femininity on Black women’s 

experiences of sex and romantic relationships. The study goals were as follows: 

Study 1. Although analyses indicate that mainstream media are a prominent force 

in the gender socialization of Black youth, little is known about the nature of gender 

messages in contemporary music, especially in music performed by Black artists. To 
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explore this issue, I sought to examine the prevalence of gendered messages reflecting 

hegemonic femininity and masculinity in popular music via a systematic quantitative 

content analysis of the lyrics to the most widely circulated R&B/Hip-Hop songs between 

1990-2010. I addressed four primary research questions: 1) What dimensions of 

femininity and masculinity are used most frequently to represent women and men?; 2) 

What is the contributing role of the sex of artist in the promotion of traditional gendered 

messages?; 3) Has the communication of these messages varied over the last 20 years?; 

and, 4) Are there significant subgenre (R&B/Soul versus Rap/Hip-Hop) differences in the 

appearance of traditional gender representations? Findings from this study will extend the 

current theoretical and empirical research regarding the potential impact of Black-

oriented media on the gender and sexual socialization of Black Americans and help 

determine which dimensions of femininity and masculinity to include in Study 2 and 

Study 3 of the dissertation.  

Study 2. The central goal was to employ quantitative survey methods to 

empirically examine whether exposure to media targeting Black audiences is associated 

with greater acceptance of heteropatriarchal romantic relationship beliefs. Using an 

anonymous online questionnaire, heterosexual Black female college students were asked 

to indicate the frequency with which they consumed media targeted toward Black 

audiences (i.e., magazines, reality television, music videos, and popular music genres 

featuring predominately Black models/actors/artists/images), and reported the extent to 

which they agree with questions that measured their level of acceptance of the 

heterosexual script, adversarial sexual beliefs, and adversarial beliefs about Black 

heterosexual relationships. 
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 Study 3. Based on findings from Study 1 that indicate the proverbial absence of 

nuance in the representation of women and femininity in Black music outside of the 

controlling messages emphasizing the importance of women’s physical appearance and 

sexual objectification, the main goal of Study 3 was to investigate how acceptance of 

restrictive beauty and body standards is associated with Black women’s experiences of 

sexual well-being. Little research has examined the relation between acceptance of 

narrow, Eurocentric ideals of beauty and Black women’s sexual experiences, and this 

study will attempt to fill this gap in the literature by exploring the role of beauty and body 

appearance beliefs on reduced sexual well being.  

Contributions to the Field 

Together, I propose a set of studies that will both update and substantially add to 

the literature that examines the messages about gender and sexuality in popular media, 

the extent to which these representations are internalized by those who consume this 

media most frequently, and the impact of this internalization on sexual well being among 

Black women in college, a population that is often overlooked. Adhering to socially 

sanctioned gender expectations may have a resounding impact on Black women’s sexual 

health. As the rates of unplanned pregnancies, sexual victimization, and HIV infection 

continue to increase among Black women (Hussen, Bowleg, Sngaramoorthy, & 

Malebranche, 2012; Collins, 2004), it is important that researchers create innovative 

programs of research geared toward understanding the sexual experiences of Black 

women and shedding light on the social and psychological issues that maintain their 

interpersonal and sexual vulnerability. My dissertation research utilizes research methods 

from psychology, women’s studies, and communication studies to conduct a nuanced 
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analysis of Black women’s experiences of gender, romantic relationships, and sexual 

well-being. Ultimately, I will work to increase sexual autonomy among Black women by 

helping to disrupt the internalization of hegemonic gendered ideologies, and explore the 

ways that media content may both hinder and aid in the construction of liberatory, 

empowered, and healthy Black sexualities. 
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CHAPTER 2 

"MIC CHECK 1, 2, 1, 2" REPRESENTATIONS OF FEMININITY  

AND MASCULINITY IN POPULAR MUSIC BY BLACK ARTISTS (STUDY 1) 

Introduction 

 

Gender role beliefs reflect socially and culturally sanctioned ideas or attitudes 

regarding idealized gender-specific roles, responsibilities, behaviors, and traits (Bem, 

1975). Beliefs about gender guide our interpersonal interactions in social relationships 

(e.g., Ridgeway & Correll, 2004), sexual encounters (e.g., Amaro, Raj, & Reed, 2001), 

and inter/intra group relations (for review, see Toosi, Babbit, Ambady, & Sommers, 

2012). According to social identity theory, individuals learn what is expected of them, 

including expectations about gender roles, by observing role performances exhibited by 

culturally relevant socialization agents, such as parental/familial models, peers, and the 

mainstream media (Stets & Burke, 2000; Stryker & Burke, 2000). Because race and 

social class interact to shape cultural constructions of gender, research has sought to 

understand the gender socialization experiences of specific ethnic groups, such as Black 

Americans, from their unique cultural perspective. To date, most research in this area has 

focused on the impact of parental models (for review, see Skinner et al., 2015). However, 

media use is believed to have especially powerful effects on the gender belief 

development of Black youth because of their high rates of media consumption (Ward et 

al., 2005). Although youth in the United States consume media at high rates, in general, 
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Black youth consume media at significantly higher rates than their White American 

counterparts (9 hours and 44 minutes per day versus 6 hours and 22 minutes; Rideout et 

al., 2010). Furthermore, although music is the second most popular form of media 

consumed (behind television), little is known about the gender-specific content featured 

in popular music lyrics.  

The purpose of this study was to update and expand our knowledge about 

representations of femininity and masculinity in the popular music that Black youth most 

avidly consume in order to better understand its potential contribution to their gender 

development. More specifically, this study is a content analysis of hegemonic depictions 

of femininity and masculinity in commercially successful songs performed by Black 

artists over the last 20 years (between 1990 and 2010). Black youth have a preference for 

culturally relevant media, and the music diets of Black youth are dominated by the work 

of Black artists, producers, and performers (Rideout et al., 2010). It is estimated that 81-

98% of Black youth listen primarily to music oriented toward Black audiences, including 

rap, hip-hop, rhythm and blues (R & B), and pop music performed by Black artists (Hoff, 

Greene, & Davis, 2003; Jamison, 2006). Research also suggests that Black youth identify 

more with media messages by Black artists than White artists (Milkie, 1999; Schooler et 

al., 2004). These findings support premises of social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1994), 

which contends that observers are more likely to model the behavior of those who are 

perceived as attractive, powerful, and similar to themselves. In order to investigate the 

potential role of music lyrics in the gender socialization of Black youth, we have chosen 

to focus on the gendered messages conveyed in the music performed by Black artists. 

Additionally, because popular music content is not static and has been noted to differ 
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based on music genre and historical time period (e.g., Cooper, 1985), we also test 

contributions of these factors.  

Theoretical Perspectives of Media Influences on Gender Development 

 Two theories serve as a framework for this research: Social Identity Theory 

(Stryker & Burke, 2000; Hogg & Abrams, 1988) and Cultivation Theory (Gerbner, 

Gross, Morgan, & Signorielli, 1994). Social identity theory postulates that people have 

two sources of identity: 1) a personal identity as a unique individual, and 2) a collective 

identity as a member of a social group(s). The theory also suggests that a person’s unique 

identity is directly informed by the social categories or groups with which they identify. 

Thus, an individual’s social categories (e.g., race, gender, age) may define the way they 

understand themselves and shape how they think, feel, and behave (Hogg & Abrams, 

1988). For example, a Black girl may utilize the language, beliefs, and values 

communicated in the music of commercially successful Black female artists to develop 

an understanding of the behavior expected of her. Also, by identifying with the social 

category “Black girl/woman,” she may define herself based on the attitudes and 

behaviors deemed socially appropriate and ideal for Black women in the mainstream 

media.  

 Cultivation theory (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, & Signorielli, 1994) is premised 

upon the assumption that highly stylized, stereotyped, and repetitive images portrayed in 

the mainstream media construct a particular portrait of reality, and increased exposure to 

these images facilitates the development of personal beliefs that reflect this 

socially/commercially constructed portrait. Therefore, frequent media exposure is 

believed to lead consumers to gradually come to accept the portrayals and images as 
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models of realistic, acceptable, and expected behavior, and several studies that draw upon 

cultivation theory have confirmed these associations among Black audiences (e.g., 

Gordon, 2008). Methodologically, cultivation theory also provides a useful analytic 

strategy for testing the impact of media use on beliefs. According to Gerbner and 

colleagues (1994), cultivation analysis should begin by identifying recurrent and stable 

patterns in media content, documenting the consistent images, portrayals, and values. 

Therefore, as a first step in understanding contributions of popular music to the gender 

ideologies of Black American youth, we sought to conduct a quantitative, systematic 

analysis of the dominant themes about masculinity and femininity conveyed in popular 

music performed by Black artists. 

Early Analyses of Gender Portrayals in Popular Music Media 

 What do we know about how masculinity and femininity are portrayed in popular 

music lyrics? To date, there have been few systematic, quantitative content analyses of 

gender themes in contemporary music. There have been several excellent analyses of 

gender themes in music videos, which find an abundance of sexualization and 

degradation of women, and portrayals of men as aggressive, domineering, and violent 

(e.g., Aubrey & Frisby, 2011; Conrad et al., 2009; Wallis, 2011). However, despite the 

promise of these findings, any conclusions about the impact of music lyrics remain 

tentative because these analyses focused on the visual images portrayed and not the 

lyrics. Most scholarly work on music lyric content consists of textual or conceptual 

analyses of gender themes in specific songs, genres, or the music performed by a few 

artists (e.g., Adams & Fuller, 2006). In one of the first, large-scale, quantitative studies to 

investigate our question, Wilkinson (1976) analyzed 200 songs across all genres that 
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were “big hits” between 1954 and 1968. This analysis was data-driven, in that the author 

made a list of all of the descriptive adjectives and verbs in these songs that were applied 

to one sex or the other. For men, the most frequently occurring descriptives were cries, 

needs/depends on, submissive, faithful, and lonely. For women the most frequently 

occurring descriptives were cries, pretty, heavenly, unfaithful, sweet, fearful, and loving. 

Using a more theory-driven approach, Freudiger and Almquist (1978) examined the 

lyrics of 151 songs representing the top songs from the Country, Soul, and Easy Listening 

charts for 1973. A subset of 105 songs that contained a “heterosexual theme” were 

examined for the degree to which women were depicted using six traits associated with 

hegemonic femininity (supportive, inconsistent, submissive, dependent, hesitant, and 

beautiful) and to which men were represented using six hegemonic masculinity traits 

(aggressive, independent, demanding, consistent, active, and confident). Women were 

most frequently depicted as supportive (41% of songs) and submissive (37% of songs). 

Men were most frequently depicted as confident (52% of songs) and aggressive (51% of 

songs). These rates varied across genres, although statistical tests were not run. 

 Perhaps the most comprehensive analysis of portrayals of femininity in popular 

music is a study by Cooper (1985), who analyzed the top songs of 1946, 1956, 1966, and 

1976 for the presence (yes/no) of eleven stereotyped images of women. Included in the 

group of stereotypes were images of women as evil, needing a man, as possessions of 

men, as sex objects, as delicate, as childlike, as being on a pedestal, as attractive, and as 

supernatural. Ninety-six percent of the songs coded contained at least one of the eleven 

stereotypes. Themes varied in prevalence across the decades. References to women’s 
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needing men were dominant in 1946 and 1956. References to women as childlike were 

the top themes in 1966 and 1976.  

Gender Portrayals in Popular Black-Oriented Music 

To date, there has been no content-analytic work that investigated the broad range 

of gendered themes depicted in commercially successful songs performed by Black 

artists. However, several scholars (Armstrong, 2001; Balaji, 2010; Beatty, 2005; 

Emerson, 2002; Oware, 2009) have examined depictions of women and men in specific 

musical genres like rap and hip-hop, which are dominated by Black artists. Within these 

studies, researchers focused on one or two specific male gender stereotypes, particularly 

those that endorse aggression and misogyny, as hip-hop and rap music have been singled 

out by scholars for their frequent advocacy of aggression and power over/hatred toward 

women (e.g., Bretthauer, Zimmerman, & Banning, 2006). For example, in his analysis of 

misogyny in rap lyrics, McFarland (2003) found that among 263 popular rap songs 

released from 1999-2002, 37% depicted women as objects of male desire and pleasure, 

and 4% justified violence against women. Additionally, Weitzer and Kubrin (2009) 

investigated the prevalence of misogyny in rap music using a sample of 430 rap songs 

that attained platinum status between 1992 and 2000, and found that misogynistic 

messages were less pervasive than they expected (22% of songs), and that sexual 

objectification of women (67% of songs), distrust of women (47%), and legitimating 

violence against women (18%) were significant themes. Research that analyzed gendered 

portrayals in Black-oriented music has also centered on depictions of men as hyper-

masculine, or excessively aggressive, violent, sexual, materialistic, and overly concerned 
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about displaying status and/or appearing wealthy (Franklin, 1985; Hunter & Davis, 1992; 

Oliver, 1984).  

Most of the contemporary research and scholarship examining gender in Black-

oriented media has focused on the experiences of men, and has both implicitly and 

explicitly linked Black popular culture with masculinity (Emerson, 2002; Rose, 2008). 

The handful of content analyses that explored representations of women in Black-

oriented media often assessed the misogynistic, stereotypical, exploitative, and sexualized 

images of Black women in music videos (e.g., Emerson, 2002; Hunter, 2011; Zhang, 

Dixon, & Conrad, 2010). For example, Conrad and her colleagues (2009) examined 

gender portrayals and skin tone distortion/colorism in 108 rap and R&B music videos and 

found that women were more likely to appear as sexual objects and that there was a 

greater emphasis on conventional feminine beauty standards for women compared to 

men. Although these studies provide critical analyses of the portrayal of Black women in 

music videos, they have focused primarily on graphical images depicting their sexual 

objectification. As a result, little research has considered how Black women are depicted 

in popular music lyrics using a more comprehensive range of gendered attributes. 

Completing a content analysis that includes a more expansive range of feminine attributes 

and the possibility of women’s representations as both feminine and masculine will fill a 

significant gap in the literature.  

Considering Cultural and Multidimensional Beliefs about Gender 

Although previous content-analytic findings offer a provocative portrait of gender 

roles in popular music, they are constrained in their application because of their limited 

analysis of gender. Typically, researchers have examined the content of the music Black 
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youth frequently consume for the presence of only one or two gender dimensions, such as 

aggressive masculinity or sexualized femininity. Yet gender ideals are broader than these 

characterizations, and femininity and masculinity are both multi-dimensional constructs. 

Hegemonic masculinity has been defined to include attributes such as competitiveness, 

emotional restraint, risk taking, dominance, non-relational attitudes toward sexuality, 

independence and self-reliance, sexual objectification of women, and achievement 

(Collins, 2004; Levant, Smalley et al., 2007; Mahalik et al., 2003; Thompson & Pleck, 

1986). Some suggest that these dominant attributes often take an extreme form known as 

hyper-masculinity. According to Mosher (1991), gender socialization primarily 

encourages men to adopt hypermasculine roles, or exaggerated performances of 

masculine gender-typed behaviors like violence, sexual aggression, danger/risk taking 

(including drug and alcohol use), threats, and verbal manipulation to coerce women into 

sexual compliance.  

Alternatively, hegemonic femininity has been conceptualized as compliance with 

patriarchy and a concession to the sexism and misogyny inherent in hegemonic 

masculinity (Collins, 2004). More specifically, hegemonic femininity has been defined to 

include dimensions such as deference and submission, care-taking, seeking romantic 

relationships, emotionality, being appearance-focused, loyalty, and purity (Levant, 

Richmond, et al., 2007; Mahalik et al., 2005; Tolman & Porche, 2000). Collins (2004) 

suggests that an important benchmark in hegemonic femininity includes displays of a 

hyper-sexualized femininity (also referred to as “hyperfemininity;” Murnen & Byrne, 

1991), or an exaggerated adherence to stereotypic feminine gender roles that emphasize 

appropriate feminine demeanor and the enactment of normative standards of beauty. 
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Similarly, others have indicated that hyperfemininity includes the belief that a woman’s 

worth is largely determined by her ability to acquire and maintain a relationship with a 

man, and that her primary value in a romantic relationship is her sexuality (Matschiner & 

Murnen, 1999; Maybach & Gold, 1994). Murnen and Byrne (1991) suggested 

hyperfeminine women use their sexuality instrumentally to achieve the goal of securing a 

romantic relationship. 

Because of the unique historical and contextual factors that shape their 

experiences as underrepresented minorities in the United States, many have questioned 

whether hegemonic gender constructions even apply to Black men and women, especially 

given that Black men lack access to the forms of political, social, and economic power 

available to the elite White men who embody and enact hegemonic masculinity. Black 

feminist scholar Patricia Hill Collins discusses the associations among hegemony and 

gender ideology in her book Black Sexual Politics (2004), and argues that hegemonic 

notions of masculinity and femininity are supported and reproduced among Black men 

and women in the United States.  She reports that Black masculinity and Black femininity 

are both constructed in relation to hegemonic masculinity.   

At the same time, evidence suggests that the narrative constructions of gender 

identity that Black Americans maintain may be more expansive than hegemonic 

descriptions of femininity and masculinity.  For example, qualitative examinations of 

Black men’s narrative constructions of masculinity suggest that in addition to traditional 

characteristics like autonomy, independence, and achievement, Black masculinity is 

relationally constructed and includes responsibility and accountability to family, 

morality, resilience, and self-respect (Chaney, 2009; Hammond & Mattis, 2005). 
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Additionally, scholars have suggested that Black women often serve as the matriarch and 

provider/breadwinner in contemporary family arrangements, and, as a result, Black 

femininity includes expectations that women consistently appear strong, resilient, 

independent, self-determined, and display emotional restraint (Beauboeuf-Lafontatant, 

2007; Romero, 2000; Woods-Giscombé, 2010). These findings suggest that Black 

women and men are socialized to adopt culturally specific gendered selves that contain 

traits characterized within both hegemonic femininity and masculinity.   

Currently, it is unclear how music media may facilitate the development of these 

multidimensional and cultural conventions of gender. Without data that comprehensively 

investigate gendered representations of Black women and men as constituting both 

feminine and masculine gender attributes, we cannot postulate about the potential impact 

of observational learning from the lyrics of Black musical artists. According to 

cultivation theory (Gerbner et al., 1994), the first step in testing the impact of media 

exposure is to first conduct a quantitative, systematic analysis of the dominant themes in 

the media landscape. Accordingly, we addressed this need in the present study by 

conducting a systematic analysis of references to masculine and feminine attributes for 

women and men. Based on existing research and on the theoretical premises of 

cultivation theory and social identity theory, we examined how women and men are 

referenced in popular songs by Black artists. The central research question guiding our 

investigation was:  What are the dominant representations of masculinity and femininity 

in popular music performed by Black artists? Given the trends that emerged in previous 

content analytic studies examining representations of gender-specific attributes in popular 

music, our research hypotheses were as follows: 



! 29 

H1a: Hegemonic masculinity attributes will be more frequently used in reference 
to men than to women.  However, there will be a nontrivial representation 
of men described using hegemonic femininity gender attributes. 

 
H1b:  There will be more references to men as hypermasculine than other 

dimensions of masculinity. 
 
H2a: Hegemonic femininity attributes will be more frequently used in reference 

to women than to men.  However, there will be a nontrivial representation 
of women described using hegemonic masculinity gender attributes. 

 
H2b:  There will more references to women as hyperfeminine than other 

dimensions of femininity. 
 
Contributing Role of Historical Time 

A second means by which we sought to expand existing analysis was by 

examining these trends over time, acknowledging that neither gender norms nor music 

content is entirely static. Indeed, several individual studies have noted that song year 

represents an additional concern when analyzing music lyrics because popular song lyrics 

change in order to reflect patterns of cultural and societal shifts in attitudes about 

femininity and masculinity (e.g., DeWall, Pond, Campbell, & Twenge, 2011). For 

example, a content analysis of popular song lyrics between 1946 and 1976 conducted by 

Cooper (1985) indicated that there was an increase over time in depictions of women as 

harmful to men, sexual objects, and helpless and in need of male protection. Other studies 

found that there have been fewer mentions of love and romance in popular music lyrics 

over time, and that lyrics have become more explicit in communicating messages of 

sexual objectification of and violence against women (Armstrong, 2001; Bretthauer et al., 

2007; Dukes et al., 2003). Lyrical content depicting women simply as sexual objects for 

male desire and pleasure have steadily become more prominent in Black-oriented music 

like rap and Hip-Hop (Weitzer & Kubrin, 2009). 
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Rap began as a personal narrative-based art form that focused on telling the 

individual stories of urban lives that were largely ignored by mainstream media (Rose, 

1994). Rap music traditionally prioritized the lives, voices, and experiences of Black 

women and men, and primarily hosted content that celebrated the language, attitude, 

style, art, and fashion of Black youth in urban American cities. However, rap music’s 

ascendance into the mainstream record and radio industry during the 1990s, following the 

rise of West Coast “gangsta rap,” included a “hyper-gangsta-ization” (Rose, 2008) of the 

music, imagery, and storytelling in rap music. Specifically, West Coast gangsta rap 

expanded and iconized representations of men as street criminal figures (thugs, hustlers, 

gangsters, and pimps), and these hypersexist, hypermasculine, one-dimensional narratives 

of Black men and masculinity began to dominate the storytelling worldview of Hip-Hip 

culture (Rose, 2008). Taken together, this scholarship indicates that time may be a likely 

source for potential differences in portrayals of femininity and masculinity in music 

performed by Black artists; we therefore incorporated time into our analyses and posed 

the following hypotheses:  

H3a:  There will be an increase in depictions of hypermasculinity over time. 

H3b:  There will be an increase in depictions of hyperfemininity over time.  

Differential Content between R & B, Hip-Hop, and Pop Genres 

 A final means by which we expanded on existing analyses was by exploring the 

role of genre, acknowledging possible differences within popular music performed by 

Black artists. Music has acted as a central platform for Black artists to protest for social 

change and give voice to their experiences resulting from oppression, denigration, and 

disenfranchisement in the United States (Neal, 2001; Rose, 2008). Historically, rhythm 
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and blues (R&B) was the most commercially successful music genre showcasing Black 

musical artists, and it largely produced soulful love ballads in the tradition of Blues music 

(Neal, 2001; Stewart, 1979). Introduced to the mainstream audience during the 1960s, 

R&B canonized songs that purported “love conquers all” themes, including celebrations 

of male-female relationships that champion oaths of undying affection, loyalty, and 

desire. An empirical examination of the most popular songs from 1958-1998 found that 

96% of R&B songs were love songs, greater than the amount observed in other popular 

genres (Dukes et al., 2003). Given these findings, we expect that dimensions of 

femininity related to emotional expressions of love or romanticism and desire for 

partnership will be more prevalent in the lyrical content of R&B songs. 

With roots in the Black power and civil rights movements, rap music is perhaps 

the best-known feature of Hip-Hop culture (Kitwana, 2002). Rap is a Black cultural 

expression devoted to the articulation of the pleasures and problems of Black urban life in 

contemporary America (Rose, 1994). Emerging in the late 1970s, rap became 

commercially successful during the 1990s, and its rapid ascendance accompanied a shift 

from earlier “fight the [socio-politically oppressive] power” driven narratives to sanctions 

on hypersexual, misogynist, and consumption-based attitudes and behaviors. Empirical 

evidence indicates that there are genre differences in gender-specific content, with rap 

music emerging as one of the more provocative genres. First, findings indicate that more 

frequent references to men as excessively aggressive, violent, dangerous/risky (i.e., 

consuming illicit substances and engaging in illegal behavior), and materialistic appear in 

rap lyrics compared to other genres (e.g., Brookshire et al., 2003; Hunter & Davis, 1992; 

McFarland, 2003). Second, findings indicate that more degrading references to sex 



! 32 

appear in rap lyrics than in other genres (Primack et al., 2008), as do more slang and 

misogynistic derogatory nicknames for women (e.g., ho, bitch; Bretthauer et al., 2006; 

Frisby, 2010; Weitzer & Kubrin, 2009). Together, these findings suggest that music genre 

may be a likely source for potential differences in portrayals of hypermasculinity and the 

sexualization of women; we therefore incorporated genre into our analyses and posed the 

following hypotheses: 

H4a:  Rap/Hip-Hop songs will contain significantly more depictions of 
hypermasculinity compared with other genres. 

 
H4b: Rap/Hip-Hop will focus more than other genres on hyperfemininity.   
 
H4c: R&B/Soul music will have more portrayals of men and women as romantic 

and emotional compared with other genres. 
 

Method 

Song selection 

 Our sampling strategy focused on selecting the most commercially successful 

songs performed by Black artists between 1990 and 2010, focusing on five-year 

iterations, in effort to capture trends in the data while minimizing the overrepresentation 

of particular artists, themes, or producers. We used Billboard, a national music rating 

service, to identify the most popular songs in the United States during this time frame. 

Billboard compiles music consumption data using an algorithm that integrates data from 

a combination of consumer sales and digital downloads (compiled by Nielsen 

SoundScan), radio airplay (based on Nielsen Broadcast Data Systems), and digital 

streaming. Due to their long history of song-charting and their rich approach to data 

collection, Billboard was the best source to reference when selecting the songs that were 

most widely consumed. Selected for analysis were the songs listed as the top 100 songs 
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on Billboard magazine’s Hot 100 and Billboard’s Hot R&B/Hip-Hop year-end charts for 

each of the following years:  1990, 1995, 2000, 2005, and 2010. The Hot 100 and Hot 

R&B/Hip-Hop year-end charts represent the most popular songs for the entire calendar 

year.  

Billboard’s year-end charts are closed out, and do not change based on the date of 

access. The song titles from both year-end charts were compiled for each of the 5-year 

iterations, yielding a list of 1,000 songs. Because some songs were included on both 

charts, these duplicate songs (195 in total) were deleted, yielding a sample of 805 unique 

song titles. Lyrics for each song title were gathered from one of several websites, 

including www.rapgenius.com, www.sing365.com, www.mldb.org, and 

www.azlyrics.com. During the coding process, coders indicated the demographic 

information (e.g., artist gender and race) for each song in the sample. For this study, only 

songs performed by predominately Black artists or groups were selected for inclusion in 

these analyses (N=527).  This final sample of 527 songs is listed as Appendix A. 

Coding Categories 

 In constructing dimensions of masculinity, we first drew on the “benchmarks of 

hegemonic masculinity” identified by Collins (2004). We then consulted the Male Role 

Norms Scale (Thompson & Pleck, 1986), the Male Role Norms Inventory (Levant et al., 

1992), the Conformity to Masculine Norms Inventory (Mahalik et al., 2003), the Bem 

Sex Role Inventory (1975), and Spence and Helmreich’s PAQ (1980), due to their heavy 

prevalence in the psychological literature about gender roles and norms. Together, these 

sources name the following attributes as components of hegemonic masculinity: 

achievement/status, toughness, anti-femininity/avoidance of femininity, rejection of 



! 34 

homosexuals, self-reliance, aggression, restrictive emotionality, casual attitudes toward 

sex, winning, primacy of work, risk-taking, violence, heterosexual self-presentation, 

power over women, dominant, independent, competitive, takes a stand, active, and stands 

up well under pressure. Finally, we included descriptions of men drawn from literature on 

popular music (e.g., Bretthauer et al., 2007), including notions that men are sexually 

driven and view women as sexual conquests, that men are providers and breadwinners, 

and that men are the heroes (women are rescued). Combining these attributes, and 

reducing redundancies, we produced the following list of 13 attributes representing 

hegemonic masculinity: competitive, emotionally controlled, risk-taking, violence, anti-

femininity, dominance, sex-focused, self-reliance/survivor, provider/ bread-winner/hero, 

aggressive/challenging, homophobia, feminization of men, and status-seeking/material 

goods as status. These attributes are described in the top half of Table 1. Based on the 

literature (Mosher, 1991), we operationally identified the following seven hegemonic 

masculinity attributes as reflecting hypermasculinity: competitive, risk-taking, violence, 

anti-femininity, sex-focused, aggressive/challenging, and status-seeking/material goods 

as status. 

 In constructing dimensions of hegemonic femininity, we first drew on the 

“benchmarks of hegemonic femininity” identified by Collins (2004). We then consulted 

the Femininity Ideology Scale (Levant et al., 2007), the Conformity to Feminine Norms 

Inventory (Mahalik et al., 2005), the Bem Sex Role Inventory (1975), and Spence and 

Helmreich’s PAQ (1980). Together, these sources name the following as components of 

femininity: submissive, passive, dependency/deference, sexual purity, caretaking, 

emotionality, nice in relationships, thinness, modesty, domestic, care for children, 
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prioritizing romantic relationships, sexual fidelity, investing in appearance, 

naïve/childlike, and compassionate. Finally, we included descriptions of women from 

literature on popular music and music videos, including notions that women are sexual 

objects, and that women are opportunistic gold-diggers (e.g., Cooper, 1985). Combining 

these attributes and reducing redundancies, we produced the following list of ten 

attributes representing hegemonic femininity: deferent/ submissive, nurturant/supportive, 

need for a partner/love, importance of physical appearance, emotional, loyal, financially 

dependent, manipulative social climber (gold-digger), sex object, innocent/childlike. 

These attributes are described in the bottom half of Table 1. Based on the literature 

(Murnen & Byrne, 1991), we operationally identified the following three hegemonic 

femininity attributes as reflecting hyperfemininity: importance of physical appearance, 

sex object, need for a partner/love. 

Coding Procedures  

 The unit of analysis for this study was the song. Each song was coded by 3 trained 

coders, who coded the songs independently. At the beginning of a coding session, an 

individual coder first re-read descriptions of the coding categories. Each coder then 

recorded the demographic information for the song’s artist on their coding sheet, 

including the artist name and gender, song year, and song rank. If the artist sex was 

unknown, it was investigated via the web search engine Google. Coders then skimmed 

over the song lyrics to get a gist of the content.   

 Using the 23 gender attributes listed in Table 1, each song was then coded in two 

steps.  Coders first read through each line of the song, coding for what the song was 

saying about men and masculinity. These could be references either by male artists 
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singing about themselves and their lives (“I”), male artists singing about other men, or 

female artists singing about men.  Coders were instructed to seek for clear content, for 

things that did not need to be inferred.  Coding for each variable was done on a 

presence/absence basis. Therefore, if a variable was present at least once in a song, the 

coder checked a box on the coding sheet representing “yes, present in this song.”  

Repeated refrains were not counted, and the number of occurrences within a song was not 

recorded, given that our goal was not to examine how frequently the themes occurred in 

each song, but was to document theme prevalence across the broader media landscape. 

Coders examined how men were referenced, coding for evidence of the 13 masculine 

attributes and the 10 feminine attributes. Songs could contain more than one attribute.   

 For the second step of the coding procedure, the coder read through each line of 

the song again, this time coding for what the song was saying about women and 

femininity. These could include female artists singing about themselves and their lives 

(“I”), female artists singing about other women, or male artists singing about women. If 

an attribute was present, even once, it was coded as “yes, present in this song.”  Coders 

examined how women were referenced, coding for evidence of the 10 feminine attributes 

and the 13 masculine attributes.   

Coder Training  

 Reliably coding an entity as subjective as music lyrics, using attribute categories 

that were also somewhat subjective, such as “deference/submissive,” presented many 

challenges. We therefore undertook an extensive training program and made rather strict 

coding choices.  
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 Development of the coding system, and reliable training of the coders, took place 

over several months, in several steps. The first step involved operationalizing the 

attributes for the coding system. After the foundations of the coding categories were 

established, the researchers consulted additional texts to help operationalize the attributes 

(e.g., what does it mean and/or what does it look like to be deferent/submissive). The 

research team reviewed several content analyses of music lyrics (e.g., Cooper, 1985; 

Dukes et al., 2003; Frisby, 2010), reviewed and discussed several films on music and 

music video content (e.g., Hip Hop: Beyond Beats & Rhymes), and consulted additional 

empirical literature on media and gender stereotypes (e.g., Oliver, 1984; Oliver, 

Ramasubramanian, & Kim, 2007). The research team met twice weekly to formulate and 

revise the coding system, and to operationalize the coding categories. For example, the 

category “self-reliant/survivor” was operationalized with the following descriptors:  

“independent, takes care of own business, doesn’t rely on others, makes own way in the 

world, doesn’t ask for help, not being taken advantage of, street smart, relying on self, 

surviving, overcoming difficulties/ obstacles, tackling problems, never giving up.” 

 Once the initial coding system was established and the coding categories were 

operationalized, the system was tested using lyrics from 1999 and 2004, which were not 

part of the formal sample. Members of the coding team each coded 5-10 songs 

independently, and the results were discussed at a weekly meeting. Discrepancies were 

reviewed, and revisions were made to the coding system or coding rules as needed. Inter-

rater agreement was tabulated, and if the percentages were low, that particular variable 

was discussed in greater detail for clarification.  Several rounds of this procedure 
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occurred over a six week-period. Two quizzes were also given on segments of lyrics to 

investigate whether coders were reading particular passages similarly.     

Computing Inter-rater Reliability 

 Once the coding system was relatively finalized, and once it became apparent that 

coders were beginning to reliably see content the same way, we conducted two rounds of 

inter-rater reliability. Each round was conducted across the 6 coders, based on a test 

sample of 5 songs from 1999 or 2004. Concerning references about women, Cronbach’s 

alpha across the 6 coders was .74 and .78. Concerning references about men, Cronbach’s 

alpha across the 6 coders was .80 and .88. We also calculated percent agreement for each 

of the 23 coding categories across a test sample of 10 songs, for the coding of references 

to women and references to men. Here, we wanted to see if any categories were 

particularly problematic. Percent agreement ranged from .83 to .99. The lowest 

agreements were for references to risk-taking (83%), sex-focused (86%), need 

partner/love (88%), and anti-femininity/power over women (88%).   

 Once it became apparent that coders could reliably see content similarly, we 

assigned coders to code a subset of the data. Three researchers coded each year and each 

song for that year. For each year, we then compiled data across the three coders. Each of 

the codes given for a song was recorded onto one sheet. We then selected into our final 

dataset, only those codes for which 2 of the 3 coders had indicated a code was present. 

Therefore, in the end, there was 100% agreement across at least two coders for each item 

retained in the final dataset. In most content analyses, once reliability is obtained, only 

one person codes each stimulus. Although our choice to seek agreement across at least 
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two coders for each piece of data was a stringent choice, and although some content may 

have been lost, we chose to err on the side of strictness.  

Results 

Descriptives and Preliminary Analyses  

Of the 527 songs that were included in our analyses, male artists accounted for 

329 or 62% of the songs, and female artists accounted for 170 or 32% of the total songs. 

The remaining six percent of the songs were performed by artists and/or groups that 

contained both women and men. Additionally, as illustrated in Table 2, more than half of 

the songs in the sample (58.6%) were classified as R&B/Soul, 30.4% as Hip-Hop/Rap 

songs, and 9.5% as Pop/Dance/Electronic. 

Dominant Representations of Hegemonic Masculinity and Femininity 

The first set of hypotheses centered on possible differences in the gender-specific 

representations of men and women. These potential differences were tested using 

independent-samples T-Tests for each of the 23 variables. Findings for these analyses are 

provided in Table 3. 

The first hypothesis (H1a) was that men would be depicted significantly more 

frequently as masculine compared with women. This hypothesis was supported, and men 

were referenced significantly more frequently than women on every dimension of 

masculinity except for emotional control, survivor, and homophobia (as illustrated in 

Table 3). The second part of this hypothesis predicted that there would be nontrivial 

representations of men using hegemonic femininity attributes. This was also supported, 

and we found that of the 10 femininity attributes examined, the most prevalent 

references were to men as emotional (17% of songs) and as needing love/a partner 
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(15%). Indeed, men were much more likely to be characterized fitting these hegemonic 

femininity attributes than they were fitting masculinity attributes such as homophobic 

(1%), provider/breadwinner (6% of songs), and emotionally controlled (2% of songs). 

All of the other hegemonic femininity attributes were rarely applied to men.  

The second hypothesis (H1b) predicted that there would be more references to 

men as hypermasculine than other dimensions of masculinity. In terms of the 13 

hegemonic masculinity attributes coded, the most prevalent references were to men 

emphasizing materialism and consumption (26% of songs), being competitive (24%), 

being driven by sexual desires (22%), taking risks (21%), and misogyny (17%). Each of 

these attributes has been described in the literature as exaggerated displays of hegemonic 

masculinity, lending support to H1b.  

The third hypothesis (H2a) argued that women would be depicted significantly 

more frequently as feminine compared with men; this hypothesis was only partially 

supported.  Although women were referenced more frequently than men on eight of the 

ten feminine attributes, only three of these differences were statistically significant: 

importance of appearance, manipulative social climber, and sex object. The second part 

of this hypothesis argued that there would be nontrivial depictions of women using 

masculine attributes; this expectation was partially confirmed. In terms of the 13 

hegemonic masculinity attributes coded, the most prevalent reference was to women as 

sex-focused (7%). All other masculine attributes were applied to women in less than 5% 

of songs.   

Our findings did support hypothesis H2b, which predicted that there would be 

more references to women as hyperfeminine compared with other dimensions of 
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hegemonic femininity. For the 10 hegemonic femininity attributes coded, the most 

prevalent references were those emphasizing the importance of appearance for women 

(17%), those portraying women as sexual objects (15%), and those portraying women as 

emotional (13% of songs) or as needing love/a partner (13%). Three of these attributes 

have been identified in the literature as dimensions of femininity related to acquiring and 

maintaining a heterosexual relationship, including an emphasis on women’s sexuality as a 

commodity to use in relationships. The other hegemonic femininity attributes were 

infrequently applied to women.  

Differences in Depictions of Men and Women across Time 

 To test the second set of hypotheses, concerning possible changes over time in 

portrayals of hypermasculinity and hyperfemininity, we conducted Pearson chi-square 

analyses for the five years for each of the seven variables representing hyper-masculinity 

and each of the three variables representing hyperfemininity. Given the large number of 

tests run, the p-value was set at p<.002 to minimize Type I error. Results are provided in 

Table 4. For hypothesis H3a, all expectations were confirmed. As predicted, there was a 

significant increase over time in the prevalence of references to men as competitive, 

risk-taking, violent, anti-feminine, sex-focused, aggressive, and focused on materialism 

as a symbol of status. For some traits, such as competitiveness and anti-femininity, the 

numbers appeared to increase steadily over the years. For other attributes, such as violent 

and sex-focused, the change was more curvilinear, with peaks in 2000 and then some 

recession. In all cases, the percentages were lowest for 1990 and 1995. Concerning 

depictions of hyperfemininity (H3b), as expected, there was an increased presence in 

references to women’s appearance and to women as sexual objects. References to 
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women’s physical and sexual attractiveness were lowest in 1995 (5% for both 

appearance and sex object) and occurred in nearly one-quarter of the songs in 2010. 

However, there was no significant change over time in portrayals of women as in need 

of a romantic relationship. 

Genre Differences in Gendered Depictions 

To test our final set of hypotheses, concerning possible differences across music 

genre in hyper-masculinity, sexualized dimensions of hyperfemininity, and 

romanticism/emotionality, we conducted Pearson chi-square analyses for the three main 

music genres (R&B, pop, rap/hip-hop) for each of the seven variables representing hyper-

masculinity and the three variables representing a sexualized hyperfemininity. To test for 

differences in romanticism/emotionality, we selected the following two variables: need 

partner/love and emotional, and tested for genre differences concerning representations of 

both women and men. Again, the p-value was set at p<.002 to minimize Type I error. 

Results are provided in Table 5. All expectations were confirmed. As expected, there 

were significantly more references to men as competitive, risk-taking, violent, anti-

feminine, sex-focused, aggressive, and focused on material goods as a symbol of status in 

rap/hip-hop songs than in R&B or pop songs. Indeed, the prevalence of these hyper-

masculine attributes in rap songs was quite astounding, and often occurred in more than 

50% of songs. These seven attributes were virtually absent in pop/dance songs. Second, 

as expected, references to women’s appearance and to women as sexual objects occurred 

more often in rap/hip-hop songs than in the other genres. Finally, as expected, there were 

more depictions of men as needing a partner/love and as emotional in R&B/Soul songs 

than in Rap/Hip-Hop and Pop songs. A similar pattern was found regarding portrayals of 
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women as emotional, such that R&B songs contained the greatest proportion of such 

references. Genre differences in depictions of women as in need of a romantic 

relationship were less consistent. We found that women were depicted as needing love 

less often in Rap songs compared with other genres, as expected. However, these 

references were equally prominent in pop songs (20% of songs) as they were in R&B 

songs (17%).  

Discussion 

 
Cultural and temporal variations in dominant portrayals of gender in popular 

music lyrics are an important yet seldom studied aspect of media research. Although 

research has critiqued the frequency with which hegemonic notions of femininity and 

masculinity are depicted in rap music (e.g., Adams & Fuller, 2006; Bretthauer et al., 

2006; Weitzer & Kubrin, 2009), few of these studies examined gender-specific themes 

across multiple genres of popular music oriented toward Black audiences, testing how 

these messages may have changed as the genres became more commercially successful. 

Additionally, existing studies have typically analyzed a limited set of gender attributes, 

reducing our ability to succinctly identify the gendered prescriptions that are most salient 

in the lyrical content. Therefore, we sought to update this content analytic work by 

examining the prevalence of multiple gender attributes in the lyrics of popular music by 

Black artists over two decades. Several key findings emerged, and results confirm 

important gender, genre, and temporal differences in depictions of masculinity and 

femininity.   

Generally, this study found that representations of masculinity were most likely to 

reflect hypermasculinity, characterizing Black men as materialistic, competitive, sex-
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focused, and risk-taking. This pattern reinforces previous scholarship about the 

prevalence of negative portrayals of men and masculinity in popular music and music 

videos (Aubrey & Frisby, 2011; Conrad et al., 2009; Wallis, 2011). Depictions of men 

using culturally specific, relational attributes (e.g., provider) rarely occurred in the songs 

we coded, suggesting that music performed by Black artists may not be a likely source of 

socialization from which men learn these beliefs. However, we also speculated that there 

would be nontrivial representations of men that reflect hegemonic femininity attributes, 

such as emotional expressiveness and desire for love/romantic partnership, and our 

predictions were confirmed. These portrayals provide a nice balance to the 

hypermasculine characterizations, and allow Black men a fuller humanity.  

Consistent with previous content analyses (e.g., Cooper, 1985), we also found that 

representations of women were more likely to reflect hyperfeminine, sexualized attributes 

that emphasize the importance of their physical appearance or utility as sexual objects for 

male pleasure than other aspects of femininity. Compared with earlier studies, the sexual 

objectification of women in our sample of rap lyrics was less prevalent than in previous 

work (e.g., Weitzer & Kubrin, 2009), which may indicate a new and positive finding. The 

prevalence of sexualized femininity also confirms similar content analyses that explored 

representations of Black women in music videos (Emerson, 2002; Hunter, 2011; Zhang, 

Dixon, & Conrad, 2010), supporting broader concerns about the role of popular media in 

the acceptance and endorsement of women’s sexual objectification and subordination 

(Matschiner & Murnen, 1999). Given that Black women often serve as the stoic, 

matriarchal provider in contemporary family arrangements (Beauboeuf-Lafontatant, 

2007; Woods-Giscombé, 2010), we expected that representations of women would 
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include some hegemonic masculinity attributes related to being a strong, self-reliant 

provider. Interestingly, representations of both men and women were infrequent for these 

dimensions of masculinity. Together, these findings underscore a critical need for greater 

diversity among gendered representations of men and women in popular music by Black 

artists. Cultivation theory (Gerbner et al., 1994) suggests that these kinds of portrayals 

may affect listeners’ beliefs and behaviors, particularly during adolescence and emerging 

adulthood when youth are coming to terms with sexuality and gender identities.  

Differences across Time 

 Our third goal was to test whether the communication of hypermasculinity and 

sexualized femininity in commercially successful songs performed by Black artists varied 

over the 20-year time period, perhaps reflecting societal or music industry shifts in 

attitudes toward hegemonic femininity and masculinity. Findings indicated a persistent 

increase in representations of men with lyrics that reflect hypermasculine traits, and 

decreases in references to them as in need of love or a romantic partner. There was also 

an increased emphasis on the importance of women’s physical attractiveness and 

references to women as sexual objects. These increases in the prevalence of 

hypermasculinity and the sexualization of women mirror the general findings and 

critiques of previous hip-hop researchers (e.g., Armstrong, 2001; Bretthauer et al., 2007; 

Herd, 2014; McFarland, 2003).  

 Our study also suggests that these findings are associated with an increase in the 

presence of Rap/Hip-Hop songs on Billboard’s Hot 100 and Hot 100 R&B/Hip-Hop Song 

charts. Whereas rap represented only 7% of the songs on the charts in 1990, it 

represented roughly half of the songs on the charts in 2010. This shift, perhaps, is the 
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most important factor in our consideration of the potential role of Black musical artists in 

the gender socialization of its listeners. Because Rap/Hip-Hop music has come to present 

the most uni-dimensional representations of gender and increasingly dominates the 

popular music charts, commercially successful Black artists may be dangerous models 

from which Black youth derive beliefs about gender and sexual ideals.  

Genre Differences 

A final goal of the current study was to investigate the contributing role that genre 

may play in the promotion of traditional gender messages. One of the dominant patterns 

emerging from our data is that portrayals of hypermasculinity and hyperfemininity differ 

deeply by genre, adding complexity to our understanding of popular music performed by 

Black artists. In terms of depictions of hypermasculinity, men in R&B/Soul songs were 

referenced more frequently than men in Rap/Hip-Hop songs as expressing a need for love 

and as emotional, which are hegemonic femininity attributes. At the same time, Rap/Hip-

Hop songs contained more depictions of men using hypermasculine attributes than did 

songs in other genres. Indeed, more than 50% of Rap/Hip-Hop songs contained elements 

of hypermasculinity, such as being competitive, violent, anti-feminine, materialistic, and 

taking risks. These findings are consistent with previous research documenting the 

prevalence of hypermasculinity messages among commercially successful Rap/Hip-Hop 

songs (e.g., Bretthauer et al., 2007). Interestingly, Pop songs were less likely to contain 

depictions of hypermasculinity and hyperfemininity than other genres, and it had more 

references to women and men as expressing a need for romantic partnership. Although 

this is a rather encouraging finding, it is important to note that Black artists are vastly 

underrepresented in Pop music genres, and that less than ten percent of the Pop songs 
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between 1990 and 2010 were performed by Black artists. Consequently, Black youth may 

be less likely to identify with Pop music artists in their gender development.  

Concerning genre differences in representations of women, there were more 

frequent references to women as sexual objects and references to the importance of their 

physical appearance in Rap/Hip-Hop songs compared to R&B/Soul songs. This finding 

lends support to previous content analyses, such as work by Frisby (2010), who found 

that songs classified as Rap/Hip-Hop were more likely to include demeaning and sexually 

objectifying references to women compared with other popular music genres. In terms of 

cultivation theory, the pervasive and narrow focus on women’s sexual attractiveness may 

facilitate the acceptance of hyperfeminine beliefs suggesting that a woman’s primary 

value lies in her sexuality.     

Homophobia 

Finally, a notable contribution of our study lies in its evidence indicating the low 

occurrence of homophobia in popular music performed by Black artists. Empirical and 

popular cultural scholars have asserted that there is rampant and pervasive use of 

homophobia in Black-oriented music genres like Rap/Hip-Hop, and in Black culture 

more broadly (Rose, 2008; Sharpley-Whiting, 2007; Oware, 2011). Hill (2009) suggested 

that rappers deploy anti-gay rhetoric as a tool to bolster their social status through the 

denigration and emasculation of their competitors. Perhaps researchers may have 

conflated homophobia, misogyny/anti-femininity, and the feminization of other men in 

their analyses. We found that examining these constructs separately, where homophobia 

was considered a distinct occurrence of verbal bashing of homosexual/queer/same-gender 

loving individuals or the use of pejorative language with an anti-gay stance, there were 
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few mentions. Specifically, we found no incidences of homophobia in the commercially 

successful R&B/Soul lyrics over the 20-year time span analyzed, and found that 

homophobic references to men and/or women occurred in less than 2% of the Rap/Hip-

Hop songs analyzed. Although we did not find that the lyrical content of the songs 

reflected circulation of homophobic messages, we acknowledge that homophobic 

messages may have been present in the genres at large, but not in the chart-topping songs. 

Perhaps such references are used by less mainstream and/or commercially successful 

artists. It is also possible that anti-gay messages and slurs may appear more frequently in 

the lyrical content of other songs on the albums of these popular artists. Also, we are 

mindful that self-identified gay/queer artists were not well represented among the popular 

Black-oriented artists analyzed in this dataset.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

The results of this study must be understood in the context of the project’s 

limitations. First, we acknowledge that we may not have captured and assessed all 

gender-related attributes.  Although we tried to be as inclusive as possible with our 23 

attributes, there may be some gendered traits that were excluded. Second, no systematic 

attempt was made to triangulate our findings regarding the most widely circulated songs 

before constructing our list of song lyrics to include in the analysis. It may have been 

useful to identify the top songs based on several lists other than the Billboard Hot 100 

and Hot R&B/Hip-Hop year-end charts (i.e., SoundScan, RIAA, NIELSON). Thus, our 

study provides a snapshot of the prevalent hegemonic masculinity and femininity 

messages as they are represented in mainstream music performed by Black artists; we 

should therefore use some reservation in our understanding of these results as 
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characterizing the most popular songs in the United States during the given time frame. 

Billboard ranks their Hot 100 songs using a comprehensive score that relies on Broadcast 

Data Systems and Nielson SoundScan to identify and measure radio circulation and 

record sales. Using this ranking system, popular independent and “underground” songs 

that were featured on mixed tapes, artist websites, and social media sites may not be 

included in the year-end charts. Additionally, despite national trends, there may be vast 

regional differences in the popularity and circulation of particular artists. In this way, the 

implications for the potential role in the gender socialization of popular Black-oriented 

music may vary in different regions of the United States. Thus, our conclusions may not 

be generalizable to specific local contexts.   

Conclusion 

Music produced by Black artists often validates the existence and lived 

experiences of Black youth, giving voice and power to those often rendered aberrant and 

invisible by the dominant social culture (George, 1999; Rose, 1994; 2008). In line with 

Hip-Hop culture’s historical tradition of empowering Black youth, popular music 

performed by Black artists often includes messages that assert a sense of agency and an 

identity in opposition to the oppressive social conditions they experience in urban 

environments (Kitwana, 2002). The music produced within hip-hop culture provides not 

simply a voice for disenfranchised youth, but a sense of self that challenges racial 

practices, speaks to economic struggles, and sometimes provides a blueprint for the 

possibility for social change (Ginwright, 2004; Kelley, 1996). Black music reaffirms 

Black love, beauty, humanity, dignity, and promise at a time when Black youth are 

increasingly socially targeted, racially profiled in stores (Gabbidon, 2003) and in vehicles 
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(Ramirez et al., 2000), stopped and frisked on the street (Gardiner, 2012), and 

systematically excluded from educational and employment opportunities (Aspen 

Institute, 2005). In this way, readily accessible platforms like Black music and media that 

showcase Black talent and innovation, and promotes the inherent value of Black lives are 

indispensible. However, the explicitly exploitative and increasingly hypersexist, 

hypermasculine, and hypersexual messages contained in these media should not be 

overlooked as they may directly, albeit unintentionally, influence the gender belief 

systems of the Black youth who tune in. 

The relationships between Black cultural practices, social and economic 

conditions, media and technology, and sexual attitudes and beliefs are complex and in 

constant motion. It is our hope that the findings presented here will facilitate an 

expansion in current discussions regarding the potential impact of Black musical artists 

on the socialization of the gender ideologies of its listeners. To date, critics have chiefly 

purported the dangers inherent in frequent depictions of hypermasculinity, misogyny, 

hypersexualization of women, and homophobia in the lyrical content of mainstream 

music performed by Black artists. Although our results noted the increasing 

pervasiveness of hypermasculinity, misogyny, and the sexual objectification of women, 

they also indicated that there are important gender and genre differences in depictions of 

masculinity and femininity that must be considered in efforts to understand how this 

content shapes popular perceptions of Black women and men. The broader American 

audience may rely heavily on these images when constructing their attitudes toward 

Black men and women, and Black audiences may use these images to inform their gender 

ideologies and relationship expectations. Consequently, given the rates at which listeners 
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are purchasing and listening to this music, hypermasculinity and hypersexual attitudes 

about Black men and women are likely to persist in the popular imagination. 

We also note that Black artists are not monolithic and that there are several 

commercially successful Black artists like Lauryn Hill, Erykah Badu, Maxwell, and 

Janelle Monae who perform songs with greater variation in the depictions of femininity 

and masculinity. However, as long as narrow, one-dimensional representations of women 

and men dominate the gender-related messages in commercially successful songs 

performed by Black artists, it is unlikely that critical perceptions about the potential 

impact on gender socialization of Black youth can (or should) change.  
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Table 1 
Summary of Hegemonic Masculinity and Femininity Categories Coded 

 
Hegemonic Masculinity Dimensions 

Competitive Bragging, boastful 
swagger 

“My whole aura’s so mean in my white tee/Nobody light-skinned reppin’ harder since Ice-T” 
(Ludacris, Number One, 2005)  
 
“Run through your town I shut it down/Brilliant. Resilient. Fan mail from 27 million.” (Rihanna ft. 
Yung Jeezy, Hard, 2010) 

Emotional 
control 

Control emotions, don’t 
cry or show 
vulnerability; hard 

“Swear nothing is wrong, you're so strong/Baby, don't hold this inside, relax your pride” (Anita 
Baker, Talk To Me, 1990) 
 
“We were lost in our frustration/We’re too proud to even cry” (Freddie Jackson, All Over You, 
1990) 

Risk-taking 

Daring, taking chances, 
engaging in illegal or 
dangerous activities 
 

“Ross that’s my nickname/Cocaine running in my big vein” (Rick Ross ft. Styles P, Blowing Money 
Fast, 2010) 
 
“If you looking for me you can find me/On the block disobeying the law/Real G, thoroughbred from 
the streets/Pants saggin’ with my gun in my drawers” (Jeezy ft. Akon, Soul Survivor, 2005) 

Violence 
Refs. to committing a 
violent act; gun talk; 
refs to fighting 

“Still, niggaz run up and try to kill at will/But get popped like a pimple, so call me Clearasil/I wipe 
niggaz off the face of the Earth since birth.” (Dr. Dre, Keep Their Heads Ringing, 1995) 
 
“I’ll kill you if you try me for my Air Max 95s/Told Banks when I met him I’mma ride/And if I 
gotta die, I’d rather homicide” (Game ft. 50 Cent, Hate It Or Love It, 2005) 

Anti-Femininity 
Devaluing women & 
anything feminine; 
whore, bitch, hoochie 

“Makes a mill’ up off a sorry ho/Then sit back and peep my sce-nahr-i-o/Ooops, my bad, that’s my 
scenario/No, I can’t fuck a scary ho” (Jay Z, Big Pimpin’, 2000) 
 
“Bougie ass bitches, you can kiss my ass” (Game ft. 50 Cent, How We Do, 2005) 

Dominance Being a leader, taking 
charge, giving orders,  

“Gangsta, true to your gang, street master/You the one I need when there’s beef, street blaster/Ain’t 
afraid to stop a cat, plus pop a cat/Soldier, cash money, rule your world/What’s topping that?” 
(Missy Elliot ft. Eve, Lil’ Mo, Nas, & Q-Tip, Hot Boyz, 2000) 
 
“Did y’all think I’m a let my dough freeze, ho please/You better bow down on both knees/Who you 
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think taught you to smoke trees/Who you think brought you the oldies/Eazy-E’s, Ice Cube’s, and 
D.O.C.’s/The Snoop D-O-double-G’s/And the group that said fuck the police” (Dr. Dre ft Eminem, 
Forgot about Dre, 2000) 

Sex-Focused 
Player, sex-driven, 
professing sexual 
needs, appetites, skills 

“The only sound I’m tyrin’ to hear is your moan/You ridin’ topless, no panties on/And I’ve been 
thinkin’ ‘bout this all day long” (112, You Already Know, 2005) 
 
“Take you home, and maybe we could bone or something/It’s no limits to what we can do, cause 
tonight we cutting, gut busting/I’m digging in your walls something vicious/With your legs to the 
ceiling, catch a nut something serious” (Trillville ft. Cutty, Some Cut, 2005) 

Self-Reliance/ 
Survivor 

Independent, resilient, 
emotionally strong, 
handle own business 

“Will take care of this business I need to attend to ‘cause my rent’s due/And this rap shit’s my meal 
ticket/So you god damn right: I’m gonna kick it or get evicted” (Dr. Dre, Keep Their Heads Ringing, 
2000) 
 
“All the shit I been through/It’s a wonder why I’m still here/ Said I was gone but I’m still here” (Ja-
Rule, Wonderful, 2005)  

Provider/Bread-
winner/Hero 

Being a financial 
provider, ambitious, in 
control of finances 

“I’m takin’ you places you only see on TV/Tryna show you how your livin’ is trife/How many guys 
you know can bring the travel channel to life/One day we on the Autobahn, swerving drivin/Next 
day we in the sun on the Virgin Islands/If you with me ain’t no time to sleep” (Ludacris ft. Bobby 
Valentino, Pimpin’ All Over the World, 2005) 
 
“Take ‘em out the hood, keep ‘em looking good” (Jay Z, Big Pimpin’, 2000) 

Aggressive/ 
Challenging 

Being confrontational, 
challenging someone, 
in your face, pushy 

“Get back motherfucker, you don’t know me like that/Yeek yeek woop woop, I ain’t playing 
around/Make one false move I’ll take you down” (Ludacris, Get Back, 2005) 
 
“And while you’re getting your cry on, I’m getting my fly on/Sincere/I see you aiming at my 
pedestal/I better let you know/That I’m so hard.” (Rihanna ft. Yung Jeezy, Hard, 2010) 

Homophobia 
Disdain for 
homosexuals; anti-gay 
slurs 

“Faggot wanna peep my blue prints, I'm like whoa!/Had to hit the brakes on ya niggas like whoa!” 
(Black Rob, Whoa, 2000) 
 
“You homo niggas getting AIDS in the ass” (Lil Wayne ft. Mannie Fresh, Go DJ, 2005) 

Feminization of 
Men 

Denigration & 
feminization of other 
men; questioning 

“I’m tired of weak ass niggas whinin’ over pussy/That don’t belong to them, fuck is wrong with 
them?/They fuck it up for real niggas like my mans and them”  (DMX, Party Up In Here, 2000) 
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masculinity “We can end the speculation ‘cause today we gone see/What’s the future of a pussy nigga hatin’ on 
me” (T.I., U Don’t Know Me, 2005) 
 
“Pussy nigga what’s up?/Hell naw you ain’t gon’ buck/All that poppin’ at the mouth/Gon’ get you 
fucked up”(Lil Jon ft. East Side Boyz & Lil Scrappy, What U Gon’ Do, 2005) 

Material 
goods=status 

Glorifying 
money/possessions; 
references to 
consumption  

“And I ain’t trippin cause my pockets stick out mo’ than my belly/They know I’m paid, livin’ laid in 
the shade/2 slabs in the Escalade with fo’ or five estates/They know that I got it made, I’m a 
motherfuckin’ baller” (Mike Jones, Back Then, 2005) 
 
“Two G’s blown just for cologne/Money never limited/So icey with benefits/My driver needs a 
passport/All my cars are immigrants” (Gucci Mane ft Trey Songs, Beat It Up, 2010) 

Hegemonic Femininity Dimensions 

Deferent/ 
Submissive 

Being submissive, 
being a victim, needing 
guidance, deferring 

“Why I’m so confused for you, I have no answer boy. When I feel so used by you just like a toy.” 
(Jazmine Sullivan, Holding You Down, 2010) 
 
“When you come home late tap me on my shoulder, I'll roll over/Baby I heard you, I'm here to serve 
you.” (Destiny’s Child, Cater 2 U, 2005)  

Nurturant/ 
Supportive 

Taking care of 
emotional needs of 
partner/friend/child; 
compassion 

“I understand, here’s my hand/Why stand alone in the dark, open up your heart/Let this go, set it 
free, now my baby, talk to me” (Anita Baker, Talk to Me, 1990) 
 
“Baby I’m the kind of man who shows concern/Anyway that I can please you let me learn” (Joe, I 
Wanna Know, 2000) 

Need for a 
partner/Love 

Longing for 
love/partner; seeking 
commitment; 
incomplete w/out a 
partner 

“Here in my heart I believe/Your love is all I’ll ever need/Holdin’ you close through the night/I need 
you, yeah” (Luther Vandross, Here and Now, 1990) 
 
“Everything is not anything/If you’re not here to share my dreams/You don’t know what it means to 
me/If you’ll accept my love” (After 7, Ready or Not, 1990) 
 
“When you left I lost a part of me/And it’s still so hard to believe/Come back baby please because 
we belong together” (Mariah Carey, We Belong Together, 2005) 

Importance of 
physical app. 

Refs. to someone’s 
attractiveness; making 
efforts to look good 

“I like ya hair and every style that you wear it/And how the colors coordinate with your 
clothes/From your manicured nails to your pedicured toes” (Ludacris ft. Bobby Valentino, Pimpin’ 
All Over the World, 2005) 
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“I got a cute face, chubby waist/Thick legs, in shape/Rump shakin, both ways/Make you do a double 
take” (Missy Elliot ft. Ciara & Fatman Scoop, Lose Control, 2005) 

Emotional 

Being overwhelmed by 
emotion; crying; 
Stating a strong felt 
emotion 

“Love takes time/To heal when you’re hurting so much/Couldn’t see that I was blind/To let you go/I 
can’t escape the pain/Inside” (Mariah Carey, Love Takes Time, 1990) 
 
“Now they can see the tears in our eyes/But we deny the pain that lies deep in our hearts/Well 
maybe that’s a pain we can’t hide/’Cause everybody knows that we’re both torn apart” (Boyz II 
Men, Water Runs Dry, 1995 

Loyal 
Loyal to a partner; 
faithful; talking about 
“one and only” 

“Here and now/I promise to love faithfully/You’re all I need/Here and now/I vow to be one with 
thee (You and me)/Your love is all I need” (Luther Vandross, Here and Now, 1990) 
 
“When you’re far away and I’m not around/And temptation fills your heart/Think of all the ways 
that I’m faithful babe/To replace me would be hard/Cause aint nobody/Aint nobody gonna treat you 
better” (Mary J. Blige, I Am, 2010) 

Financially 
dependent 

Being taken care of 
financially by another 

“She was spose to buy ya shorty TYCO with ya money/She went to the doctor got lypo with ya 
money/She walkin around lookin like Michael with ya money” (Kanye West, Gold Digger, 2005) 
 
“But I keep her and Irv and Jeffrey quite icy” (Ja-Rule, Wonderful, 2005) 

Manipulative 
social climber 

Using beauty/sexuality/ 
false sweetness to get 
status, material goods, 
or advance self; gold-
digger; opportunist 

“She take my money when I’m in need/Yea she’s a trifflin friend indeed/Oh she’s a gold digga way 
over town” (Kanye West, Gold Digger, 2005) 
 
“From all these superficial golddigging bitches in here/They get a baller think that they ain’t got to 
pick a career/Guess they plan on sucking dicks until some millions appear” (Drake ft. Swizz Beatz 
and T.I., Fancy, 2010) 

Sexual 
objectification 

Refs. to women/men as 
being primarily body 
parts for others’ sexual 
use/pleasure; valued 
only for one’s sexuality 

 “Girl shake that thing, yeah work that thing/Let me see it go up and down/Rotate that thang, I 
wanna touch that thang/When you make it go round and round” (50 Cent, Just a Lil’ Bit, 2005) 
 
“Honey got a booty like pow, pow, pow/Honey got some boobies like wow, oh wow” (Usher ft. 
Will.I.Am, OMG, 2010)  

Innocent/ 
Childlike 

Wholesome, pure, 
naïve, chaste, refs to 
“good reputation” 

“Baby, don’t you know I really want you?/Innocent, girl, innocent lover for more than one 
night”(The Whispers, Innocent, 1990) 
 
“And she don’t drink or know how a L look” (Mya ft. Jadakiss, Best of Me, 2000) 
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Table 2 

Distribution of Song Sub-genre by Year 

Genre 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 Total Percent 

R & B/Soul 77 77 60 47 48 309 58.6 

Hip-Hop/Rap 7 21 34 53 45 160 30.4 

Pop/Dance/Electronic 17 13 4 4 12 50 9.5 

Other (Gospel, Jazz) 4 0 2 0 2 8 1.5 

Total 105 111 100 104 107 527  

Note. Sample drawn from all Billboard Hot 100 Hip-Hop and R & B Songs featuring Black 

artists and all Billboard Hot 100 songs featuring Black artists for each of the 5-year iterations. 
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Table 3 

Proportion of Songs with Particular Representations of Men and Women (across Genres and 

Time) 

Attribute Refs. to Men Refs. to Women T-Test (df=526) 

Hegemonic Masculinity Dimensions 

Competitiveness .24 .02 10.959*** 

Emotional Control .02 .01 .904 

Risk-Taking .21 .03 9.566*** 

Violence .13 .02 7.184*** 

Anti-Femininity .17 .03 8.332*** 

Dominance .11 .03 5.406*** 

Sex Focused .22 .07 8.223*** 

Survivor .04 .04 -.480 

Provider/Breadwinner .06 .00 5.239*** 

Aggressive .09 .03 3.926*** 

Homophobic .01 .00 1.343 

Feminization of other men .03 .00 4.187*** 

Focus on status/material goods .26 .04 11.026*** 

Hegemonic Femininity Dimensions 

Deferent .01 .02 -2.006 

Nurturant .04 .06 -1.132 

Need a partner/love .15 .13 1.029 

Importance of Appearance .05 .17 -7.040*** 

Emotional .17 .13 2.334 

Loyal .04 .04 -.493 

Financial dependence .00 .01 -1.735 

Gold-digger/Social climber .00 .05 -4.622*** 

Sex object .05 .15 -6.534*** 

Innocent/naive .01 .01 .000 

Note.  ***p<.001.
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Table 4 

Changes Over Time in Proportion of Songs Containing References to Hyper-masculine Men 

and Hyper-feminine (Hyper-sexualized) Women 

 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 Chi-square 

Hyper-masculinity 

Competitiveness .10 .13 .22 .38 .40 45.350*** 

Risk-Taking .03 .14 .27 .35 .30 40.585*** 

Violence .00 .09 .20 .22 .12 30.134*** 

Anti-Femininity .01 .09 .22 .26 .30 42.195*** 

Sex-Focused .11 .16 .33 .28 .26 18.733*** 

Aggressive .00 .07 .14 .14 .09 18.099*** 

Status/Material 

Goods Focused 

.10 .05 .36 .43 .39 68.059*** 

Hyper (sexualized) femininity 

Importance of 

Appearance 

.14 .05 .18 .25 .25 20.328*** 

Sex Object .06 .05 .20 .24 .23 27.755*** 

Need Partner/Love .19 .14 .10 .11 .09 6.106 

Note. *** p < .001. 
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Table 5 

Music genre differences in proportion of songs containing references to hyper-masculine 

men, hyper-feminine (sexualized) women, and romanticism/emotionality 

 
R&B/Soul 

(N=309) 

Pop/Dance 

(N=50) 

Rap/Hip-Hop 

(N=160) 

 

Chi-square 

            Hypermasculinity 

Competitiveness .08 .08 .62 178.230*** 

Risk-taking .06 .04 .58 182.603*** 

Violence .01 .00 .40 155.140*** 

Anti-Femininity .03 .00 .52 158.858*** 

Sex-Focused .17 .02 .39 43.188*** 

Aggressive .02 .00 .25 74.767*** 

Status/Material Goods Focus .12 .06 .60 140.270*** 

            Hyper (sexualized) Femininity 

Importance of Appearance .13 .06 .29 22.591*** 

Sex object .07 .02 .36 75.964*** 

Need partner/love .17 .20 .03 21.695*** 

            Romanticism/Emotionality 

MEN - Need partner/love .23 .04 .03 37.804*** 

MEN - Emotional .26 .06 .06 34.081*** 

WOMEN – Need partner/love .17 .20 .03 21.695*** 

WOMEN - Emotional .17 .14 .02 22.631*** 

Note. *** p < .001  
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CHAPTER 3 
 

REMIXING THE SCRIPT? ASSOCIATIONS BETWEEN BLACK-ORIENTED 

MEDIA CONSUMPTION AND BLACK WOMEN’S HETEROPATRIARCHAL 

ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIP BELIEFS (STUDY 2) 

Introduction 

 
Robyn Rihanna Fenty, better known by her stage name “Rihanna,” is a young 

Black female recording artist who frequently communicates gender and sexual messages 

in her music that suggest she does not conform to the socially sanctioned codes of 

behavior reserved for women. Earning an Icon Lifetime Achievement award from both 

the American Music Awards (2013) and the Council of Fashion Designers of America 

(2014), the 27-year old Barbadian has undoubtedly become one of the most influential 

Black women in the media. Billboard named Rihanna the top Digital Songs Artist of the 

2000s, and TIME named her one of the Most Influential People in the world (2012) after 

she was established as the bestselling digital artist of all time based on Neilson 

SoundScan records (Billboard, 2010, 2011; Kennedy, 2013).  

Her success as a recording artist has brought her to widespread prominence in 

mainstream media, where she offers a prototypical example of young Black women’s 

sexual liberation and resistance against conformity to restrictive and oppressive sexual 

roles. For example, in her song Cockiness (2011), she instructs her partner to “Suck my 

cockiness, lick my persuasion. Eat my words and then swallow your pride,” and follows 
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with “I want you to be my sex slave, [do] anything that I desire.” More provocatively, in 

her song S&M (2010) she states, “Feels so good being bad, there’s no way I’m turning 

back….‘Cause I may be bad, but I’m perfectly good at it. Sex in the air, I don’t care, I 

love the smell of it. Sticks and stones may break my bones but chains and whips excite 

me.” Rihanna’s lyrics promote women’s abandonment of traditional and cultural 

expectations for respectable, passive, communal, and submissive “lady-like” sexual 

ideals and instead encourage women to prioritize their own sexual desires and act on their 

sexual needs. Given previous feminist critiques of mainstream media’s heteronormative 

conceptualizations of female-male relationships that support dominance and power over 

women (MacKinnon, 1994; Yost & Zurbriggen, 2006), sexualized images that transgress 

the mores that constrain female sexual agency arguably represent moments of social 

progress. 

However, after the 2013 MTV Video Music Awards, the liberatory potential of 

these representations of Black women’s sexuality was called into question when Rihanna 

wore a vintage graphic t-shirt that read “gotta get a ruff neck,” adorned with a photo of 

MC Lyte1. Some feminist discussions on popular blogs and social media websites 

emphasized how empowering it was to see a young Black female artist paying homage to 

one of hip-hop’s pioneer feminists—the first female lyricist to release a successful solo 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1!MC Lyte was the first female solo rapper ever nominated for a Grammy award based on 
the success of her rap song “Ruffneck” (1993). The classic hip-hop anthem explicitly 
celebrates women’s acceptance of and desire for male partners that display gender 
characteristics that have been described as hypermasculine, or excessively aggressive, 
(hetero)sexual/virile, dominant, violent, and dangerous. In “Ruffneck,” Lyte raps a final 
stanza that describes attitudes and behaviors of her ideal man: “I need a ruffneck/I need a 
man that don’t stitch like a bitch/shed tears or switch…Eat sleep shit fuck, eat sleep 
shit/Then it’s back to the streets to make a buck quick...Hard boppin’ always grabbin’ his 
jock and braggin’ about his tec…Pissin’ in corners/Doing 80 by funeral 
mourners/Showing little respect/Now that’s a ruffneck.” !
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rap album and earn a Grammy award nomination. Other discussions were less 

enthusiastic about her outfit. Given her widely publicized experience with domestic 

violence at the hands of fellow musician Chris Brown, popular social networks were 

filled with vitriolic criticism about her promotion of Lyte’s “Ruffneck” because it 

endorses an acceptance and sexualization of misogynist, homophobic, violent, and 

hypermasculine gender ideals.  

Feminist criticisms of Rihanna’s “Ruffneck” endorsement mirror previous 

theoretical arguments that suggest that Black women’s development of sexual agency is 

hindered by the broader hegemonic social context. For example, Black feminist author 

Toni Cade Bambara (1970) suggests that Black women are not immune to the social 

conditioning of their disempowerment and are trapped within the rigid confines of 

oppressive socially contrived roles suggesting men are dominant sexual subjects and 

women are subordinate sexual objects. She argues that Black women’s individual beliefs 

about the physical and psychological aspects of sex and relationships often reflect 

broader social constraints. In other words, Black women’s beliefs about how much they 

are entitled to sexual pleasure, agency, and relational equity may be dampened by the 

institutionalized power inequities that they systematically experience socially, politically, 

and economically. Bambara’s framework is a useful guide to conducting research that 

highlights issues of perceived entitlement and deservingness resulting from inequities in 

hegemonic social structures, and addresses how these perceptions may jeopardize Black 

women’s sexual well-being. 

Some contemporary Black feminist scholars have argued that Black media 

produced within hip hop culture can be a site of liberatory praxis, offering Black women 
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an opportunity to produce and consume empowering messages that challenge the sexist 

and misogynistic gender narratives derived from the broader, hegemonic social context 

(Morgan, 2000; Morgan, 2005; Pough, 2004). Conversely, canonical Black feminist 

theorists like Patricia Hill Collins (2000, 2004), bell hooks (1997), and Tricia Rose 

(1994, 2008) argue that contemporary Black media are a central location for the 

discussion of Black sexuality, and often serve as vehicles by which hegemonic gender 

ideologies are learned. They argue that the internalization of patriarchal, hypermasculine, 

and misogynistic ideals are linked with the prevalence of these elements in the lyrical, 

video, and print content of popular Black-oriented media.  

Whereas it is possible that exposure to agentic sexual messages in popular music, 

television, and print media may have positive implications for Black women’s 

empowerment, these messages may also have negative implications for the gender and 

sexual socialization of young Black audiences due to the perpetuation of traditional 

gender and sexual roles. For example, in a systematic content analysis of the top songs 

performed by Black artists released between 1990 and 2010, Avery et al. (2016) found 

that representations of men frequently reflected a hypermasculinity that characterized 

men as competitive, dangerous, sex-focused, and materialistic, and portrayals of women 

narrowly focused on the importance of their physical attractiveness, utility as sex objects, 

and excessive emotionality. If  “agentic” sexual content in the media (like Rihanna’s 

frequent endorsements of sexual transgression) mirrors hegemonic hyperfemininity 

narratives that are used to justify women’s subjugation and victimization in heterosexual 

relationships, then popular media may, indeed, perpetuate and maintain women’s sexual 

oppression, as Collins, hooks, and Rose suggested.  
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Drawn by this paradox, we examined exposure to Black-oriented media and its 

association with the acceptance of heteropatriarchal relationship beliefs. If frequent 

exposure to popular media is associated with Black women’s acceptance of traditional 

gender stereotypes and a tendency to idealize patriarchal and dominating men as sexual 

partners (Gordon, 2008; Ward, Hansbrough, & Walker, 2005; Ward & Friedman, 2006), 

these findings will contribute greatly to future consideration about the potential 

socializing impact of media on Black women’s sexualities.    

Heteropatriarchal Gender Beliefs  

Hegemonic power relations are naturalized in traditional renderings of 

heterosexuality such that sexual norms and expectations for women and men reflect a 

heteropatriarchal structure – a conflation of compulsory heteronormative and patriarchal 

ideals that privileges masculinity and heterosexual men while subordinating all other 

sex/gender types (Rich, 1986; Valdes, 1996). Heteronormative social scripts prescribe 

mutually exclusive social and sexual roles for “females” and “males” under a binary 

passive/active paradigm that devalues and penalizes persons who are feminized (Jackson, 

1984; Richardson, 1996; Valdes, 1996). Patriarchy has been defined as a system of social 

structures in which men dominate, oppress, and exploit women (Walby, 1989), and 

patriarchal heterosexual relationship structures situate men in dominant positions of 

power and authority over women, operating on the assumption that relationships between 

women and men are inherently unequal and hierarchical in nature (Walby, 1989).  

Heteropatriarchal sexual scripts characterize masculinity as dominant, active, 

powerful, and instrumental, while femininity is seen as complementary and primarily 

passive, communal, and submissive in nature (Eagly & Mladinic, 1989; Hussen, Bowleg, 
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Sangaramoorthy, & Malebranche, 2012; Jack & Dill, 1992; Rudman & Glick, 2001). 

This conceptualization creates a set of oppositional and adversarial relations between 

femininity and masculinity that reinscribe gender-based inequalities in relational power 

and agency. In this way, hegemony serves to naturalize male domination over women by 

instituting patriarchy and misogyny as cornerstones of heteronormative sexualities (Eaton 

& Matamala, 2014; Hill, 2006; Smith, 2005), and heteropatriarchy is presented as the 

“natural,” normative, and inevitable romantic relationship dynamic (MacKinnon, 1994). 

According to Sexual Script Theory (Simon & Gagnon, 1986), sexual scripts 

function in ways that establish dating norms and practices, structure beliefs for sexual and 

romantic interactions between women and men, and guide women’s romantic 

relationship expectations. Although sexual scripts may shift to accommodate socio-

political, cultural, and social changes throughout history, the overarching norms and 

expectations for each gender with respect to courtship, romance, and sex have largely 

remained constant because they reflect traditional gender ideologies (Collins, 2004).  

DeLamater (1989) suggested that the most commonly occurring sexual scripts in 

U.S. culture include relational scripts (i.e., the notion that sex fosters intimacy between 

partners), procreational scripts (i.e., sex is for reproduction), and recreational scripts (i.e., 

sex is for pleasure). Kim and colleagues (2007) provided a framework called the 

heterosexual script to describe the interactional nature of hegemonic heterosexual 

relationships that prescribe different, often oppositional, behaviors for women and men. 

The heterosexual script relies on hierarchical and patriarchal gender ideologies that 

prescribe proactive sexual roles for men while suggesting that appropriate and acceptable 

sexual behavior for women involves being passive (and reactive) sexual gatekeepers 
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(Kim et al., 2007; Seabrook, 2016; Tolman, 2002). For example, men are expected to 

attract women with their power (either through physical prowess or material resources), 

be the aggressors and initiators of sex, and value sex itself over relationships (Bem, 2000; 

Dworkin & O’Sullivan, 2005; Sadalla et al., 1987; Wilkinson & Kitzinger, 1993). On the 

other hand, women are expected to be sexually desirable while maintaining weak sex 

drives, prefer sex that occurs in the context of a romantic relationship over casual sex, 

supremely desire commitment and monogamy, be sexually passive, and primarily seek 

emotional intimacy and trust in sexual encounters (Bay-Cheng, Robinson, & Zucker, 

2009; Diekman, McDonald, & Gardner, 2000; O’Sullivan & Byers, 1993; LaMarche & 

Silverman, 2006).  

The misogyny couched in the hegemonic structure of these binary gender 

expectations paints men as highly coveted sources of stability and security in 

heterosexual relationships (Bem, 2000; Kim et al., 2007), and sees women as 

antagonistic, judgmental, calculating, deceitful, and untrustworthy relational liabilities 

(Burt, 1980). Reflecting historically codified expressions of denigration and mistrust 

toward women (i.e., Freud’s writings about women as “hysterical”), research reveals that 

Black women are chiefly perceived as aggressive, hostile, sly, and untrustworthy in the 

social imagination (Collins, 2000; Hammonds, 1999; Stephens & Phillips, 2003). As 

Patricia Williams (2000) stated in her remarks about social perceptions of Black women 

in the commercial real estate marketplace, “I was raised to be acutely conscious of the 

likelihood that no matter what degree of professional or professor I become, people 

would greet and dismiss my Black femaleness as unreliable, untrustworthy, hostile, 

angry, powerless, irrational, and probably destitute” (p. 83). Similar to the historical 
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images of Black women as sexually savage and insatiable (e.g., Jezebel; Stephens & 

Phillips, 2003) that were created to justify their exploitation and incessant violation 

during enslavement, these pervasive stereotypical and disempowering speculations about 

the quality and content of Black women’s moral, psychological, and sexual character 

foster the belief that male dominance over Black women is justified in sexual and social 

contexts (Burt, 1980; Briere et al., 1985).  

Heteropatriarchy and Black Relationships 

To date, there is little research that focuses specifically on Black women’s 

acceptance of patriarchal gender roles in romantic and sexual relationships, but the 

literature focusing on Black women’s non-traditional gender role socialization is 

relatively robust. Studies conducted exclusively with Black women have found that they 

are socialized to adopt conflicting definitions about socially sanctioned roles for women 

and men, and they tend to hold more egalitarian gender ideologies than White or Latina 

women in their adulthood (Binion, 1990; Collins, 2005; Harris, 1996; Harris & Firestone, 

1998; West, 1995). For example, in a qualitative study investigating interpersonal 

relationship attitudes among a sample of 14 lower to middle-income Black women aged 

22-39, Bowleg and her colleagues (2000) found that participants were more likely than 

other groups to simultaneously endorse expressive (e.g., emotionality, nurturant, 

communal) and instrumental (e.g., autonomy, assertiveness) gender ideologies. Scholars 

have suggested that Black women’s tendency toward “psychological androgyny” is 

rooted in the socio-historical context of slavery and institutional discrimination that 

required that Black women work outside the home to support themselves and their 

families, unlike their White female counterparts (Binion, 1990; Wyatt, 1997). These 
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findings suggest that a prevailing relationship script for Black women is that they must 

fulfill hegemonic feminine expectations in their intimate heterosexual relationships, and 

also exert behavioral characteristics reserved for masculinity in terms of their workforce 

participation. These inconsistencies in societal prescriptions may complicate the 

development of romantic relationships that reflect traditional patriarchal heterosexual 

coupling dynamics because the concept of being the “man of the house” or “king of the 

castle” may be usurped when women are perceived as competition for the role of 

provider.  

Although the beautiful, nurturing, nice, passive, and submissive woman describes 

the socially sanctioned expectations for heterosexual women in romantic relationships 

according to the heteropatriarchal relationship script (Collins, 2004; Kim et al., 2007; 

Seabrook, 2016; Tolman, 2002), Black women are often viewed as being overbearing, 

controlling, and unfeminine in their social and sexual roles within romantic relationships 

(Hutchinson, 1999; Lawrence-Webb et al., 2004; Stephens & Phillips, 2003). 

Specifically, Black women are frequently characterized as angry, domineering, hostile, 

nagging, and combative “Sapphires” who emasculate men, similar to the character 

Sapphire from the 1940s and 1950s radio and television program called Amos ‘n’ Andy  

(Collins, 2000; Thomas, Speight, & Witherspoon, 2004; West, 2012). 

It is reasonable to speculate that adversarial and antagonistic romantic relationship 

beliefs might develop and manifest differently within Black heterosexual relationships 

compared to White populations due to some historical and socioeconomic contextual 

factors. Conflict in Black heterosexual relationships has often been linked to acceptance 

of traditional gender roles and perceived economic inequalities between Black women 
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and men. For example, Cazanave (1983) surveyed 155 middle-class Black men and found 

that they were more likely to harbor antagonistic beliefs toward Black women if they 

believed that women had greater access to economic resources. Although Black women 

have been able to function as both wage earners and family caretakers, a substantial 

percentage of Black men have not been able to serve as the primary breadwinner and 

provider because they have been denied access to economic resources and employment 

that would enable them to do so (Collins, 2000; West & Rose, 2000). Despite the fact that 

Black women’s social realities are incongruent with heteropatriarchal gender 

expectations, Black couples’ attempts to enact traditional gender roles and family 

configurations may contribute to role strain and relationship conflict. For example, in an 

ethnographic study using a sample of 41 Black teenagers from a small city in the 

Northwest, White (1997) found that young women primarily characterized their 

boyfriends as dominant and aggressive, and indicated that they frequently acquiesced to 

the sexual demands of their partners due to the belief that sexuality was one of the few 

areas where their boyfriends could assert their masculinity. In an effort to avoid 

emasculating their boyfriends, participants prioritized their role as supporters and 

caretakers despite experiencing excessive aggression and violence from their male 

partners who were trying to exercise power in the relationship. Although little research 

has explored adversarial sexual beliefs among Black Americans, one study indicated that 

Black female undergraduates endorsed male-female relationships as negative and 

antagonistic more often than their White females counterparts (Edmonds & Cahoon, 

1993). Thus, it is likely that young heterosexual Black women will strongly endorse 
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adversarial beliefs about romantic relationships, especially intraracial male-female 

relationships.  

Women are encouraged to uphold the heteropatriarchal relationship script despite 

the fact that it places them in positions of limited power.  Although there are certainly 

women who do not endorse the heteropatriarchal sexual script, they are typically aware 

that it exists and understand that they will be judged for violating its prescriptions 

(Hussen et al., 2012; Tolman & Porche, 2000). Thus, as a result of naturalized and 

systemic power inequities, women may come to accept heteropatriarchal sexual scripts 

that include endorsement of (1) traditional/binary gender roles that emphasize male 

dominance over women in romantic relationships and sexual encounters (heterosexual 

script), and (2) adversarial and antagonistic beliefs about sex and romantic relationships.! 

Images of the Heteropatriarchal Script in Black Media 

We know from previous research that beliefs reflecting heteropatriarchal sexual 

expectations and idealizations are learned from various sources, including parents, peers, 

religious teachings, and the mainstream media (Skinner, Perkins, Wood, & Kurtz-Costes, 

2015; Ward, 2003). Media are likely to be especially important sources of gender 

socialization for Black women due to the amount of time they spend consuming them. 

Studies consistently indicate higher levels of overall media use among Black Americans 

than among other ethnic groups in the United States (Nielsen, 2013; Rideout, 2010). 

Dominating in their media diets are culturally oriented sources that are targeted toward a 

Black audience (e.g., R&B/hip-hop music and videos, television shows featuring a 

primarily Black cast, and magazines featuring stories and content about Black celebrities, 

entertainment, and socio-political issues; Hoff, Greene, & Davis, 2003; Jamison, 2006; 
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Rideout, Foehr, & Roberts, 2010). Black-oriented music, magazines, and television 

programs were originally designed and operated by Black-led enterprises to counter the 

pervasive stereotypical images about Black Americans that occurred in mainstream 

media (Rose, 2008). Black media have provided an opportunity for many to produce and 

consume empowering messages that diverge from the standard racist and classist 

narratives perpetuated by the mainstream media (Morgan, 2000; Morgan, 2005; Pough, 

2004). However, Black media have also been criticized for having a predilection for 

portraying images of Black life that reflect heteropatriarchal gender and relationship 

ideologies (Rose, 2008; Wanzo, 2011).  

In one of the few studies to specifically examine the media consumption habits of 

Black Americans, RadioOne and research firm Yankelovich (2008) surveyed 3,400 Black 

women and men ranging in age from 13-74, and found that young Black adults (ages 18-

34) spent an average of 31 hours per week on the Internet (compared with the national 

average of 35 hours per week of digital media use). The study indicated that more than 

60% of the sample reported reading at least one magazine per week, and spent an average 

of 45 hours per week watching TV (compared with the national average of 35.1 hours; 

Nielsen, 2013). The vast majority of the television stations and programs respondents 

watched focused on Black Americans and/or were music related. Additionally, Black 

Americans spent an average of 31 hours per week listening to music (compared with 14 

hours per week on average nationally; Nielsen, 2013), primarily listening to Black-

oriented genres like R&B, Hip/Hop, and Gospel—with Black women reporting more 

R&B and Gospel preferences than men (39% vs. 24% and 27% vs. 17%, respectively). 

Thus, because Black audiences are especially drawn to media that feature people and 
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content reflecting their own identities and experiences, Black media are likely to play a 

more prominent role than mainstream media in their socialization into patriarchal gender 

and sexual roles. This association may be especially apparent among young Black adults 

due to their heavy media consumption. 

Although there is no singular measurement of heteropatriarchal romantic 

relationship beliefs, there is evidence suggesting that hegemonic, patriarchal ideals that 

privilege men and masculinity while subordinating women are prominently featured in 

Black-oriented media. One arena where images of women often reflect and reinforce 

notions of hegemonic femininity and women’s subjugated social positioning are 

mainstream magazines. Feminist media scholars Byerly and Ross (2006, p. 49) argue, “if 

women are vulnerable to gender stereotyping across all media, nowhere is more obvious 

than in the shaping of an entirely unreal construction of passive female beauty in 

women’s magazines.” Evidence drawn from several recent content analyses of the 

depictions of women in magazines indicate that they are a key site for the construction 

and dissemination of hegemonic feminine gender and sexual roles. For example, Sullivan 

and O’Connor (1988) found that there was a significant increase (60%) in the percentage 

of images that portrayed women in purely decorative and sexually objectifying roles in 

their examination of magazine advertisements from 1958 to 1983, and Stankiewicz and 

Rosselli’s (2008) examination of women’s depictions in 58 popular U.S. magazines 

indicated that fifty percent of the ads featuring women portrayed them as sexual objects.  

In a study that examined the stereotypical portrayals of women in 1,374 popular 

magazine advertisements across a 50 year time span, Lindner (2004) observed that there 

was a greater tendency for women to be portrayed as smaller in size, objectified, and in 
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postures that suggest submission and inferiority compared to men. However, Baker 

(2005) found that power-based depictions of women in magazines vary depending on the 

target audience. Specifically, her content analysis of over 600 magazine advertisements 

indicated that women were significantly more likely to be portrayed in roles that suggest 

dependency on men/male partners, submissiveness, and less independence in White-

oriented magazines (e.g., Cosmopolitan) than they were in Black-oriented magazines 

(e.g., Essence). Baker’s findings also indicated that images depicting women in sexually 

objectifying physical positions (e.g., bending over) and portrayals of women as having 

lower relative authority occurred more frequently in Black magazines compared with 

White magazines. These findings suggest that magazines designed specifically for Black 

audiences contain gendered imagery that may subtly perpetuate and reinforce hegemonic 

social beliefs and expectations concerning male dominance over women.  

 A second media format that may provide gender socialization models and content 

for Black youth is television. Television portrayals have been found to contribute directly 

and indirectly to shaping individuals’ notions of gender and sexual behaviors because 

they convey explicit messages about cultural norms and belief systems, providing 

information about what is valued, expected, and attainable. One format of particular 

interest is reality programming, which comprises the vast majority of the primetime 

programming that African Americans consume (Nielsen, 2013; Rideout et al., 2010).   

Evidence suggests that this format may be an informational tool used by audiences to 

determine what is or is not socially desirable and acceptable behavior (Tyree, 2011). For 

example, Siobhan Smith (2013) conducted a content analysis of the gendered messages 

featured in Black Entertainment Television’s College Hill, a reality television program 
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that focuses on the experiences of students who attend Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities, and found that Black female cast members were more frequently depicted as 

arrogant and domineering than male cast members. She also found that women were 

depicted as nice and kind, happy, optimistic, and emotionally strong less often than male 

cast members. Additionally, her findings indicated that female cast members were more 

often portrayed as sexually attractive, well-groomed, lighter skinned, and more concerned 

with their physical appearance compared to their male counterparts.  

Another study conducted by Bland and Montemurro (2015) utilized a national 

sample of diverse women aged 18-50 to explore the impact on women’s attitudes about 

relationships and sexuality of watching Real Housewives of Atlanta, a documentary-style 

program that is argued to predominately reflect variations of the Jezebel and Sapphire 

stereotypes through its emphasis on women’s aggression, anger, and hypersexuality 

(Reid, 2013; Tyree, 2011). They found mixed effects. Although most of the participants 

in their study did not report being directly influenced by watching the program, many 

conveyed modeling—a form of learning how to act or perform by observing another 

individual—and an indirect internalization of the sexual and romantic scripts shown. For 

example, 72% of the participants in their study believed that portrayals of love and 

commitment shared among the married cast members featured on the show was genuine, 

and frequent viewers reported feeling more sexually self-confident and empowered due 

to their exposure to female cast members who display a high level of sexual interest, 

desire, assertiveness and confidence. However, 84% of the participants responded “No” 

when asked, “Do you aspire to be like any of these women relationship wise.” Taken 

together, the literature suggests that reality TV programs may be used by viewers to 
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gauge who they are, to understand their relationships with others in their communities, 

and to ascertain socially desirable and acceptable sexual behavior.  

 A final arena that has been found to influence women’s romantic and sexual 

attitudes is music related media, including music videos. There have been several 

excellent analyses of gendered imagery in music videos suggesting that love and sex 

predominate as themes in popular music and music videos (Andsager & Roe, 1999; 

Arnett, 2002), and evidence suggests that there is an abundance of sexualization and 

degradation of women in the lyrical and video content of contemporary music (e.g., 

Dixon & Zhang, 2009; Wallis, 2011; Ward et al., 2005). For example, Aubrey and Frisby 

(2011) explored the prevalence of sexual objectification across musical artists’ gender 

and musical genres and found that female artists were more sexually objectified, held to 

stricter appearance standards, and more likely to demonstrate sexually alluring behavior 

compared to male artists. Similarly, a recent content analysis of the gendered attributes in 

the top commercially successful songs performed by Black artists from 1990 to 2010 

revealed that women were most likely to be represented as hyper-feminine sexual objects, 

emphasizing the importance of their physical attractiveness, utility as sexual objects, and 

emotional expressiveness (Avery, Ward, Moss, & Üsküp, 2016). Avery and her 

colleagues also found that representations of men were most likely to reflect hegemonic, 

hypermasculine attributes such as competitiveness, dangerous, sex-focused, and 

materialistic.  

These findings raise serious questions regarding the ways that all Black people, 

and in particular, Black women, may be adversely affected by exposure to media that are 

sexually objectifying and socially denigrating. Social learning theories of media use 
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suggest that traditional and stereotypic gender portrayals may affect the sexual attitudes 

and behavior of heavy media consumers. Specifically, cultivation theory (Gerbner, Gross, 

Morgan, & Signorielli, 1994) argues that people who frequently consume media will 

gradually come to adopt attitudes and beliefs similar to the images and messages 

conveyed in the media. Additionally, social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001) suggests 

that identification with media characters and perceived realism of the content will deepen 

a person’s level of engagement with media, often leading to stronger acceptance of its 

content. Although cultivation theory assumes that the audience passively and uncritically 

consumes media content, a notion which many Black feminist and media scholars 

challenge, several empirical studies have found that frequent exposure to traditional 

gender and sexual ideals in media content is indeed associated with greater 

acceptance/endorsement of traditional stereotypes.  

Several correlational studies have linked music video exposure with more 

stereotypical attitudes toward gender roles (Ward, 2002; Ward, Hansbrough, & Walker, 

2005), more adversarial attitudes toward male-female relationships (Bryant, 2008), 

greater acceptance of sexual objectification and degradation of women (Conrad, Dixon, 

& Zhang, 2007; Gordon, 2008; Hust & Lei, 2001; Ward, 2002), and more acceptance of 

sexual violence against women (Keastle, Halpern, & Brown, 2007). Other researchers 

have used experimental designs to link music video exposure to stereotypical gender 

beliefs. For example, one study examined effects of exposure to nonviolent rap music 

videos on Black adolescents’ acceptance of dating violence using a sample of 60 Black 

girls and boys aged 11-16 (Johnson, Adams, Ashburn, & Reed, 1995). Findings indicated 

that girls exposed to the music videos showed greater acceptance of men’s violent 
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behavior than girls who were not exposed. Similarly, Ward, Hansbrough, and Walker 

(2005) found that frequent music video exposure was associated with stronger 

endorsement of sexual stereotypes like “using her body and looks is the best way for a 

woman to attract a man,” in their study examining the impact of music video exposure on 

traditional gender role acceptance. Thus, existing findings indicate that frequent music 

and music video exposure is associated with a greater acceptance of hegemonic and 

heteropatriarchal beliefs about women, gender roles, and sexual relationships among 

Black and White women.  

Each of the studies conducted using Black participants focused on Black 

adolescents (a critical developmental stage), and therefore cannot address the issue of 

whether Black media portrayals are harmful to the development of healthy romantic 

relationship beliefs among young adults.  Additionally, these studies did not 

simultaneously examine multiple genres of Black oriented media nor did they test ways 

that each medium is associated with heteropatriarchal relationship belief acceptance. The 

extant research often focuses on traditional media such as television, magazines, and 

music related media. Little is known about distinct contributions of these media to the 

sexual socialization of Black women. The purpose of this study was to update and expand 

our knowledge about media exposure and the acceptance of disempowering beliefs about 

gender roles in romantic and sexual relationships.  In this study, we explore the potential 

impact of Black reality TV, magazines, and music related media consumption habits in 

the acceptance of heteropatriarchal relationship beliefs by Black women.  
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Control Variables 

 In this study, we aimed to measure the independent effects of Black media use on 

the acceptance of heteropatriarchal relationship beliefs, and it was important that we 

identified and controlled for any potential confounding factors that may have adversely 

affected our results. Given that Black women are not a homogenous group, we expected 

that there would be individual differences in demographic and socio-psychological 

identity factors that could shape women’s media use patterns and practices. First, 

multiple studies have shown that Black Americans who have relatively low education, 

occupational status, and income consume more media than those with higher levels of 

socioeconomic status (Bickham et al., 2003; Ward, Day, Thomas, 2010). These studies 

examined the associations between socioeconomic status (SES) and media use among 

Black adolescent samples. Although to date there have been no studies exploring these 

associations among Black emergent adults, our study considered potential social class 

based differences in Black women’s media consumption. 

 Second, another potentially confounding factor that we considered was ethnic 

identity, or an individuals’ acceptance of and positive feelings toward being Black. 

Studies have shown that Black college students who identify strongly or positively with 

being Black reported more time using Black oriented websites and were more critical of 

the media in general in comparison to those with a weaker ethnic identity (Bickham et al., 

2003).  Additionally, Ward, Day, and Thomas (2010) analyzed the ways that ethnic 

identity influenced media use among a sample of 139 Black adolescent girls and boys and 

found that stronger ethnic identity was associated with more frequent computer use and 

stronger identification with their favorite musical artist and TV character. 
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Finally, religiosity and religious involvement are significantly associated with 

media use patterns among Black Americans. Ward et al. (2010) found that organized 

religious involvement was associated with less frequent TV viewing and less criticism of 

gender portrayals in music videos. Given its strong presence in the Black community, 

religion has also played a substantial role in shaping attitudes about gender and sexuality. 

The Black church, or the primary religious institution that serves Black communities, has 

historically been a source of political, social, and psychological strength for Black 

Americans. Compared to White Americans, Black Americans attend religious services 

more frequently, engage in daily prayer at higher rates, and feel more strongly about their 

religious beliefs (Taylor, Chatters, Jayakody, & Levin, 1996). Church affiliation is strong 

among all socioeconomic levels of Black Americans, and biblically-based sexual 

discourses have been described as oppressive, patriarchal, and hegemonic because they 

privilege heterosexuality in ways that constrain and prohibit female sexual agency, 

instrumentality, and desire (Collins, 2005; Douglas, 1999; Taylor et al., 1996). Because 

gospel music is an integral component of the Black church, and religiosity may influence 

media consumption habits, we considered the contributing role of organizational religious 

participation on Black media engagement and heteropatriachal beliefs.  

The Current Study 

Although Black Americans are consistently reported to be the heaviest media 

consumers in the United States, little investigation has been conducted concerning the 

potential association between Black media use and the sexual socialization of young 

Black women. The purpose of our study was to explore the associations between multiple 

dimensions of Black oriented media exposure and acceptance of heteronormative and 
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patriarchal sexual beliefs. If cultural constructions of gender and sexuality are derived in 

part by women’s media engagement, does contemporary Black media use facilitate 

women’s acceptance and idealization of relationships in which women are dominated 

(and at times violated) by hypermasculine men? Does Black media consumption lead 

women to endorse heteropatriarchal sexual scripts and expect/desire adversarial 

interpersonal relations? And if so, may we still understand Black media as a praxis 

oriented medium with emancipatory and empowering outcomes?  

Based on previous empirical studies that link heavy media usage with more 

stereotypical attitudes about gender and sexuality, our hypotheses examined whether 

frequent exposure to six (6) dimensions of Black oriented media consumption [reality 

television shows, magazines, music videos, and music (R&B/Soul, Hip-Hop/Rap, and 

Gospel)] would be associated with greater endorsement of heteropatriarchal relationship 

attitudes among Black women. To our knowledge, no comprehensive single measure of 

heteropatriarchal romantic relationship beliefs currently exists; therefore, we used three 

scales that assess the concepts within this larger umbrella: the Heterosexual Script Scale 

(Seabrook et. al, 2016); Adversarial Sexual Beliefs Scale (Burt, 1980); and a scale we 

developed for this study called the Heteropatriarchal Beliefs about Black Relationships 

Scale. Specifically, we expected: 

H1: Women who consume more media content oriented toward a Black audience 

would report more acceptance of the heterosexual script. 

H2: Women who consume more media content oriented toward a Black audience 

would report more adversarial sexual beliefs than women with lower exposure 

to these media. 
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H3: Women who consume more media content oriented toward a Black audience 

would report more heteropatriarchal beliefs about Black relationships than 

women with lower exposure to these media. 

Method 

Participants  

The data for this analysis were collected as part of a larger study administered to a 

random sample of 378 self-identified Black undergraduate and graduate women aged 18-

30 (M = 21 years) attending a large Midwestern university during the fall 2013 semester. 

Although the majority of the sample identified as Black/African American (76%), 

another 14% identified as Bi/Multi-racial, 4% as African, 3% as West Indian/Caribbean, 

and 1% as Afro-Latina (e.g., South or Central American, Dominican, Puerto Rican).  We 

measured parents’ educational background as a proxy for socioeconomic status. On 

average, the young women sampled came from relatively well-educated backgrounds. 

Specifically, 27% of their mothers had completed Bachelor’s degrees, and another 23% 

earned a graduate or professional degree. Additionally, 19% of their father’s earned a 

Bachelor’s degree, and 23% of their father’s earned graduate or professional degrees. 

Inclusion criteria did not require that women have sexual experience in order to 

participate in the study, and as such, 33% of the women indicated that they had never had 

vaginal intercourse. Research has indicated that previous sexual experiences significantly 

influence women’s attitudes and expectations about dating and sexuality (see Tolman, 

2000 and Impett et al., 2006). However, our preliminary analyses revealed that sexual 

experience was not significantly correlated with any of the dependent variables; 

therefore, we did not include it in our final analyses. Participants indicated their sexual 
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orientation on a scale from 1 = exclusively heterosexual to 5 = exclusively homosexual, 

and the majority of the sample identified as exclusively or predominantly heterosexual 

(93%). They were also asked to describe their sexual attraction and behavior using a 

similar rubric, and 91% described their sexual attraction as exclusively or predominantly 

heterosexual, and 89% of the sample described their sexual experiences as exclusively or 

predominantly heterosexual.  

Procedure  

 For the full survey, a random sample of Black female college students was 

recruited with assistance from the university’s Office of the Registrar. The Registrar’s 

office emailed 932 self-identified Black undergraduate and graduate students and invited 

them to participate in an anonymous online study that examined the unique experiences 

that affect Black women’s health and personal development (response rate of 

approximately 25%). The email indicated that participants would be compensated $25 for 

their participation and included a link to the online survey. Interested students used the 

link to complete the online survey, and were directed to a second survey upon completion 

to provide their contact information for compensation.  Administration of the full survey 

took approximately 60-90 minutes to complete, and all the participants were assured that 

any information given would be kept confidential and that their participation was 

voluntary. Following completion of the measure, all participants were debriefed. The full 

survey included a broad range of measures assessing sexual socialization, sexual body 

image and esteem, sexual desire and perception of attractiveness, sexual experience, 

stereotypes about Black women, satisfaction with life, mental health, and general health 
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behaviors and practices that were not analyzed here. For this study, we analyzed 

measures related to media use and romantic relationship beliefs.  

Measures 

Black media use.  

Magazines. Participants were asked about the rates at which they consume five 

popular magazines that target a predominately Black audience. Ebony, Essence, and 

VIBE magazines were included because they represent the most highly circulated Black 

magazine publications according to media monitoring reports conducted by Pew 

Research Center (2013) and Cison (2013). We also included The Source and XXL 

because they are widely consumed among young Black audiences between 18-34, and 

contain content related to hip hop music, culture, and politics.  Participants indicated how 

often they read each publication, and response options ranged from 0 to 12 issues in a 

typical year.  On average, participants reported relatively low levels of Black oriented 

magazine readership with only 20% having read at least one magazine issue (M=.57, 

SD=1.08). 

Reality Television. Previous State of the African-American Consumer Reports 

conducted by Nielson (2013) noted that of the top ten primetime television programs 

consumed by African Americans between ages 18-49, eight are reality television 

programs featuring a predominately or exclusively Black cast. Of these eight shows, we 

selected Love & Hip Hop Atlanta, Real Housewives of Atlanta, and T.I. and Tiny because 

they were listed as the reality television programs most viewed by Black Americans and 

they showcased stories and content reflecting contemporary Black culture, communities, 

relationships, and lives. We also included Basketball Wives because it was a highly 
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viewed reality television program that featured similar content. Using a 4-point scale that 

ranged from 0 (Never/None) to 4 (All of the time/Most or all episodes), participants were 

also asked to indicate how much of each popular reality TV program they had watched. 

Average reality television viewing scores were calculated across all four programs. 

Overall, participants reported moderate consumption of these reality television programs 

oriented toward Black audiences (M=2.09, SD=.97).  

Music Videos. Using a scale that ranged from 0 hours to 12+ hours, participants 

were asked to indicate the number of hours that they watch music videos on a typical 

weekday and weekend. Average weekly viewing hours were calculated by multiplying 

weekday use by five, multiplying weekend use by two, and then summing the scores to 

create a composite total. Generally, participants watched music videos somewhat 

frequently (M=5.07, SD=10.16).   

Music. Black oriented music consumption was assessed using a mix of open-

ended and closed-ended measurement items. First, participants responded to the 

following open-ended question, “We often listen to many types of music. How would 

you describe your overall music diet? (e.g., 20% pop, 40% rock, 10% R & B, and 30% 

jazz) Numbers should add to 100%).” We coded the open-ended responses and assigned 

each participant a genre usage value (ranging between 0 and 1, where 40% = .40) for 

each of the three Black-oriented music genres found to dominate the music diets of Black 

participants in previous studies (R&B/Soul, Rap/Hip-Hop, and Gospel; Hoff, Greene, & 

Davis, 2003; Jamison, 2006; Williams & Keen, 2008).  Next, average weekly music 

hours consumed was measured using two close-ended questions, “How many hours on a 

typical weekday do you listen to music (radio, iPod, CDs, etc.)?” and “How many hours 
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on a typical Saturday or Sunday do you listen to music?” Weekly music consumption 

scores were calculated by multiplying weekday use by 5 and adding Saturday/Sunday 

use. Response options ranged from 0 hours to 12+ hours per week. Finally, a regular 

music genre exposure score was calculated for each of the three genres by multiplying the 

genre usage value and the average weekly music hours, yielding a score that we 

interpreted as the amount of exposure that each participant had to that genre, 

(MR&B=11.67, SD R&B=14.08, MRap=8.34, SDRap=11.55, MGospel=2.23, SDGospel=7.96). 

Heteropatriarchal romantic relationship attitudes.  

Heterosexual Script. This construct was assessed using a 22-item measure 

created by Seabrook and colleagues (2016) to examine the extent to which participants 

endorse multiple elements of the heterosexual script, including the sexual double 

standard, gender-specific courtship strategies, and gender-specific orientations toward 

commitment. The Heterosexual Script Scale was developed from the Women are Sexual 

Objects, Men are Sex Driven, and Dating is a Game subscales of the Attitudes Towards 

Dating and Relationships Measure (ATDR; Ward & Rivadeneyra, 1999) used in Ward 

(2002) and Ward and Friedman (2006). Items reflecting male and female commitment 

strategies were added to these scales. Participants rated their agreement with each 

statement on a 6-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). 

Sample items include “A woman should be willing to make personal sacrifices in order to 

satisfy her partner” and “Men should be the ones to ask women out and to initiate 

physical contact.” Internal consistency was good (α = .90). On average, participants 

reported low acceptance of the heterosexual script (M=2.87, SD=.78).  
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Adversarial Sexual Beliefs. The 9-item Adversarial Sexual Beliefs Scale (Burt, 

1980) was used to capture participants’ beliefs that romantic relationships are 

fundamentally exploitative and that both sexes, but especially women, are manipulative, 

sly, dishonest, cheating, and not to be trusted. Sample items include “Most women are sly 

and manipulative when they are out to attract a man” and “Women are usually sweet until 

they’ve caught a man, but then they let their true self show.” Participants reported to what 

extent they agreed with each of the nine statements using a 6-point Likert-type scale, and 

responses were anchored by 1 (strongly disagree) and 6 (strongly agree). Internal 

consistency for the scale was acceptable (α = .85) and participants generally reported low 

acceptance of the belief that women and men are inherently adversarial in relationships 

(M=2.38, SD=.87).   

Heteropatriarchal Beliefs about Black Relationships. Whereas the previous two 

measures have been used to document how hegemonic (White) gender ideal acceptance 

influenced romantic relationship beliefs, there are no scales that consider patriarchal 

sexual beliefs between Black women and men in the context of their sociocultural and 

historical experiences in the United States. Charleston (2014) conducted a qualitative 

study that investigated how Black women and men understand patriarchal performances 

in romantic relationships. She used Steve Harvey’s (2009) New York Times Bestseller Act 

Like a Lady, Think Like a Man: What Men Really Think About Love, Relationships, 

Intimacy, and Commitment (which now has a sequel and two film adaptations) to develop 

the interview guide that she used in the focus groups. Charleston chose the book 

specifically because it explicitly communicates patriarchal values, focuses specifically on 

Black cultural and social experiences, and was commercially successful. In order to 



! 87 

develop a quantitative scale that measured Black women’s acceptance of patriarchal 

values in romantic relationships, we relied on the emerging themes of these qualitative 

studies and also consulted the Steve Harvey (2009) book. We created a 12-item measure 

that asked participants to rate their level of agreement with each statement using a 6-point 

Likert scale anchored by 1 (strongly disagree) and 6 (strongly agree). Sample items 

include “Black women have too much control and power in their families” and “Many 

Black men, without realizing it, have helped to keep the Black woman down because of 

their low regard for her.” Mean scores across the 12-items were calculated (α = .86), with 

higher scores translating to more traditional views of women’s roles in romantic 

relationships. On average, student’s reported moderate acceptance of heteropatriarchal 

beliefs about Black relationships (M=3.22, SD=.90).  

Religiosity. To determine the role of religion and spirituality in the lives of the 

participants, women were asked to indicate their organizational religious involvement 

using a 3-item measure.  Responses to these items were provided on a 5-point Likert-type 

scale anchored by never or not at all and very or very regularly. Items included, “How 

religious are you?” “How often do you attend religious services? and “How important is 

your religious training to your beliefs about sexuality?” Responses to each question were 

scored from 0 to 4, and the means were calculated across the three questions to produce a 

religiosity score for each participant (α=.86). On average, participants were somewhat 

religious (M=3.00, SD=1.15).  

Ethnic Identity. The Racial Centrality subscale of the Multidimensional 

Inventory of Black Identity (MIBI; Sellers et al., 1997) was used to measure the strength 

of participants’ ethnic identity, or how much participants felt that being Black/African 
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American was an integral part of their self-image. Participants were asked to rate the 

extent to which they agreed or disagreed with such items as “I have a strong attachment 

to other Black people” and “Being Black is an important reflection of who I am” using a 

4-item, 7-point Likert-type scale anchored by 1 (strongly disagree) and 7 (strongly 

agree). Participants’ scores were averaged across the 4 items such that higher scores 

correspond with higher levels of racial centrality. The scale yielded an acceptable level of 

internal consistency (α=.86), and participants somewhat agreed that they felt a strong 

identification with Black individuals and/or culture (M=5.37, SD=1.16). 

Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

 As a first set of preliminary analyses we examined inter-correlations among the 

six media variables and the three heteropatriarchal relationship attitudes (see Table 6). 

Heavier consumption of one media genre was often related to more frequent consumption 

of other media genres except for gospel music, which was associated with less frequent 

consumption of other media genres outside of magazines. The Heterosexual Script Scale 

was significantly correlated with both the Adversarial Sexual Beliefs Scale and the 

Heteropatriarchal Beliefs about Black Relationships Scale, suggesting that traditional 

gender role ideology may be conceptualized as a viable measure of women’s acceptance 

of the normative heteropatriarchal sexual script.  

 As a second set of preliminary analyses, we conducted zero-order correlations 

between the three heteropatriarchal relationship belief variables and the following set of 

demographic factors: age, sexual experience, sexual orientation (via a 0/1 dummy code 

whereby 1=predominantly or exclusively gay), mother’s level of education (as a proxy 
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for socioeconomic class status), romantic relationship status, religiosity, and racial 

centrality. Correlations are presented in Table 7. Overall, religiosity was associated with 

stronger endorsement of each of the relationship belief outcome variables, and racial 

centrality was associated with stronger support of heteropatriarchal beliefs about Black 

relationships. In addition, sexual orientation was associated with stronger endorsement of 

the heterosexual script and adversarial beliefs about Black relationships. Because racial 

centrality, religiosity, and sexual orientation were the most consistent correlates, only 

these three demographic factors were included as controls in the subsequent analysis. 

Testing the Main Hypotheses 

 In order to examine the role of Black-oriented media use and acceptance of 

heteropatriarchal relationship beliefs, we conducted hierarchical multiple regressions for 

each of our three outcome variables: the Heterosexual Script, Adversarial Sexual Beliefs, 

and Adversarial Sexual Beliefs about Black Relationships.  The demographic controls 

were entered on the first step and the six media variables were entered on the second step. 

Heterosexual Script. The first set of analyses examined whether women who 

consumed more Black-oriented media would report greater acceptance of the 

heterosexual script. Results are provided in Table 8. The predictors accounted for 15% of 

the variation in the Heterosexual Script. Our hypothesis was supported, and our findings 

indicated that greater consumption of Black magazines and heavier exposure to rap music 

was each significantly associated with stronger endorsement of the Heterosexual Script.  

More frequent viewing of Black reality TV programs was associated with notably higher 

endorsement of the Heterosexual Script.  
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 Adversarial Sexual Beliefs. For this hypothesis, we anticipated that greater 

exposure to Black media would be related to more adversarial sexual beliefs, or the 

expectation that female-male relationships are fundamentally exploitative and that 

women are especially sly, manipulative, and untrustworthy (H2). The predictors 

accounted for 14.9% of the variation in the Adversarial Sexual Beliefs Scale. Similar to 

findings from H1, we found that more frequent Black magazine consumption was 

significantly associated with greater acceptance of the belief that women and men are 

fundamentally adversarial in romantic and sexual relationships. Additionally, we found 

that women who had watched more episodes of the selected Black reality television 

programs also reported more adversarial sexual beliefs. There were no other significant 

associations between the remaining media genre variables and adversarial sexual belief 

acceptance (see Table 8).  

Heteropatriarchal Beliefs about Black Relationships. For our last hypothesis, we 

predicted that greater exposure to Black media would be associated with greater 

acceptance of Black heteropatriarchal relationship beliefs (H3). Our predictors accounted 

for 14.7% of the variation in the Heteropatriarchal Beliefs about Black Relationships 

Scale. Results indicated that greater weekly consumption of both R&B/soul and rap/hip-

hop music was positively associated with heteropatriarchal relationship belief acceptance. 

There were no other significant associations between the media genre variables and 

acceptance of heteropatriarchal beliefs about Black relationships (see Table 8). 

Discussion 

The influence of Black-oriented media on the sexual socialization of Black 

Americans is a highly theorized yet understudied aspect of scholarship on contemporary 
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Black sexualities. Explicit media depictions of sexual and romantic relationships may be 

an especially relevant source of information for college-aged women as they navigate 

their first romantic relationship experiences. Our study examined the associations 

between young Black women’s media consumption patterns and their endorsement of 

heteropatriarchal relationship beliefs that sanction male dominance over women and the 

expectation that women and men are inherently adversarial in romantic relationships as a 

result of these naturalized power inequities.!Our findings suggest a strong connection 

between the frequency with which Black women consumed some genres of Black 

oriented media and their patriarchal relationship belief acceptance.   

First, as anticipated, we found that levels of consumption shared significant 

associations with women’s acceptance of heteropatriarchal romantic relationship 

attitudes, over and above the main effects of religiosity and racial centrality. First, the 

frequency with which participants read contemporary Black-oriented magazines emerged 

as a significant correlate of their acceptance of the non-culturally specific dimensions of 

heteropatriarchal relationship beliefs. More specifically, women who frequently read 

magazines targeting Black audiences were more likely to endorse complementary but 

inherently unequal roles for women and men in their romantic and sexual interactions 

(heterosexual script) and were more likely to believe that women are fundamentally 

exploitative, manipulative, untrustworthy, and antagonistic in romantic relationships 

(adversarial sexual beliefs). Notably, frequent magazine readership was not significantly 

associated with greater acceptance of heteropatriarchal beliefs about Black relationships.   

Similarly, we found that more hours spent watching Black reality television 

shows was associated with greater acceptance of the non-culturally specific dimensions 
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of heteropatriarchal relationship beliefs. Questions about whether reality TV reasserts 

heteronormativity and traditional gender norms have increased over the last two decades 

as the genre has become more popular, yet empirical evidence supporting this premise 

has been slow to accumulate. Whereas several studies indicate the direct link between the 

socialization of traditional gender ideology endorsement and television consumption 

broadly (e.g., Aubrey, 2006; Gordon, 2008; Ward, 2003; Ward & Friedman, 2006), little 

attention has been paid to the analysis of reality television shows that target Black 

audiences and to contributions of their viewing habits to their acceptance of hegemonic 

gender ideologies. A few studies have found that Black youth do not blindly accept 

sexualized television portrayals of Black women as representative of reality and tend to 

criticize and contest any images that they perceive as demeaning to themselves, friends, 

and female family members (Adams-Bass, Bentley-Edwards, & Stevenson, 2014; 

Strasburger, Wilson, & Jordan, 2009). The tendency to contest denigrating and 

stereotypical depictions of Black women on television may help to explain why reality 

TV viewing habits were unrelated to the hegemonic and patriarchal beliefs about Black 

heterosexual relationships in this study. Given that there is a dearth of information 

available about the sexual content featured in popular reality TV programs that are 

targeted toward Black audiences, future research should investigate the prevalence of 

gender and sexual themes in Black reality TV programs to assess the prevalence of 

gender and sexual representations that reflect a heteropatriarchal structure.  

Although many of our expectations were confirmed, one finding emerged that 

warrants further investigation. Our results indicated that music video consumption was 

not found to be a significant correlate of heteropatriarchal relationship belief acceptance. 
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Previous studies (e.g., Kalof, 1999, Ward, Hansbrough, & Walker, 2005) found that 

frequent viewing of music videos was linked with stronger acceptance of traditional 

beliefs about gender and sexual roles. In our study, frequent music video consumption 

was significantly correlated with the heterosexual script, adversarial sexual beliefs, and 

patriarchal beliefs about Black relationships, but these associations were not significant in 

hierarchical linear regressions when effects of other media use variables were held 

constant. Despite the null results, it may be premature to dismiss the viewing of music 

videos as unimportant. We found that women who more frequently watched music videos 

also reported greater magazine issue consumption and listened to more rap/hip-hop music 

on average, and these dimensions shared significant positive associations with 

heteropatriarchal relationship beliefs. Additionally, although television viewership 

reports suggest that overall music video consumption has subsided since the conclusion 

of daily television programs that exclusively feature music videos (e.g., MTV’s Total 

Request Live and BET’s 106 & Park), other reports by Nielsen Entertainment indicate 

viewership has been persistently growing online with the development of on-demand 

music video websites like YouTube and Vevo. According to Victor Luckerson of TIME 

Magazine (2013), music video viewership has far exceeded its historical trends and 

currently incurs over 12 billion domestic views and 55 billion worldwide views 

(compared with 200,000 televised plays in 1999). Technological innovation has enabled 

music videos to become the most popular visual genre on the internet, and future research 

should investigate how the shift from cable-based programming to on-demand web 

viewership has impacted the role of music video viewership on the sexual socialization of 

young consumers.  
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Limitations 

 Although these findings offer many unique insights into Black women’s Black 

media use patterns and sexual attitudes, we acknowledge several limitations that future 

research will want to address. First, because this study is correlational, we cannot 

speculate on the directionality of our main effects. That is, we do not know whether 

media consumption affects romantic relationship attitudes, or whether women who 

endorse hegemonic, patriarchal beliefs about heterosexual relationships are more likely to 

seek out particular types of Black-oriented media. We anticipate that both paths are likely 

appropriate.  

Second, we examined exposure levels to a somewhat limited selection of media in 

our study. For example, we only included five magazines, four reality television 

programs, and three musical genres. Although we selected the titles and genres found to 

be most popular among Black audiences according to media monitoring reports (e.g., 

RadioOne, 2008; Nielsen, 2013), the inclusion of a wider array of Black-oriented media 

shows and musical genres (e.g., films, scripted series, sitcoms, reggae) may yield 

contributions to what we know about the associations between media exposure and 

sexual attitudes. Additionally, we did not assess previous exposure to Steve Harvey’s 

book, which may have influenced our findings in that participants who had read the book 

or seen the movies may have endorsed the heteropatriarchal beliefs about Black 

relationships scale to a greater degree than those who had not been exposed to the 

material. 

Finally, our study was conducted using a relatively homogenous sample of Black 

female college students at an affluent, predominately White university. Previous research 
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has shown that the meaning and importance of race are integrally related to the extent to 

which students participate in ethnic group affirming activities.  Specifically, perceptions 

of congruence between African Americans and their educational environment influence 

the importance of race in their lives, and the extent to which they feel comfortable 

expressing their ethnicity and participating in ethnic group affirming activities (Chavous, 

2000). For example, in a study examining the role of impression management in exposure 

to stereotypical representations of Black characters in the media, Richeson and Pollydore 

(2002) found that Black students experienced increased anxiety after exposure to Black 

characters who behaved counter stereotypically during interactions with White characters 

compared to stereotypical behavioral depictions. The authors credited this unexpected 

response to Black students’ attempts to balance opposing needs for positive group 

identity and the positive need to have positive relationships within a larger White cultural 

context. Future research should further investigate culturally specific media content 

exposure in culturally incongruent environments, and the potential salubrious and 

deleterious effects that occur in this intersectional context. 

Conclusion 

 There is a great deal at stake for Black women whose sexual development is 

heavily influenced by the gendered messages learned from the mainstream media. 

Existing data have demonstrated several ways that repeated exposure to narrow 

representations of hegemonic gender and sexual norms can contribute to how Black 

women conceptualize ideal sexual roles and scripts in romantic relationships with men. 

The implications of these beliefs are evident in analyses that explore how Black youth 

evaluate dating violence. For example, Squires, Kohn-Wood, Chavous, and Carter (2006) 
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conducted focus groups with 35 Black high school students to assess their attitudes about 

gendered interpersonal violence in romantic relationships. After reading examples of 

dating violence portrayed in rap music lyrics and a vignette about the sexual assault of a 

hip-hop fan (or “groupie”), participants believed that women’s behavior was to blame for 

their own victimization. Specifically, students made comments like “‘nasty’ dancing was 

her downfall,” suggesting that women were primarily to blame for their abusive 

relationships with men due to their expressive sexual character or behaviors.  Although 

their data did not permit a causal linkage between hip hop music exposure and acceptance 

of interpersonal relationships violence, their findings suggest that Black youth have been 

socialized to believe that when women agentically express sexual interest and/or desire, 

they choose to be sexually abused, and that while male perpetrators are merely products 

of their social and familial environments, women’s sexuality and strength were the 

catalyst for their victimization. Repeated exposure to music lyrics like those from 

Rihanna’s S&M (2010), which include statements like “I may be bad, but I’m perfectly 

good at it. Sex in the air, I don’t care, I love the smell of it. Sticks and stones may break 

my bones but chains and whips excite me,” may contribute to the socialization of these 

beliefs. 

Gerbner’s (1998) cultivation theory suggests that repeated exposure to traditional 

gendered images in the media results in viewers’ believing that those representations are 

acceptable and expected behaviors for people in real life.  According to this theory, the 

prevalent gender and sexual images in popular media oriented toward Black audiences 

may help shape their conceptualizations about what an ideal romantic relationship is 

"supposed to" be like. Avid Black-media consumers may come to believe that Black 
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women are “perfectly good at being bad” in relationships and perhaps deserving of and 

entitled to punishment and denigration in romantic relationships. Findings from our 

research suggests that exposure to magazine, reality television, and music featuring 

stories, images, and performers that reflect Black American lives plays a significant role 

in the acceptance of these “transgressive” yet potentially harmful beliefs. 

If Black women are learning that ideal heterosexual intraracial romantic 

relationship configurations involve submission to men who display hypermasculine and 

patriarchal behaviors, they may come to develop a complicity with misogyny, a 

predilection for sexual subjugation, and a desire for intimate partners that support Black 

women's inauthenticity, invisibility, and sexual silence. Although mean scores on the 

heteropatriarchal belief scales were relatively low for the non-culturally specific 

measures, they were moderately high for the measure that specifically related to 

patriarchal beliefs about Black romantic relationships, which is consistent with research 

that indicates that Black women are at greater risk for domination and violence in female-

male intraracial relationships due to thier broader social location and marginalization 

(Hussen et al., 2012; Thomas et al., 2004; West, 2000).   

In conclusion, this study is further documentation that exposure to popular Black-

oriented media content is associated with greater acceptance of hegemonic and 

patriarchal gender roles in intraracial romantic relationships among young Black women. 

Although exposure to representations of Black women who display a high level of sexual 

interest, desire, and assertiveness may help some Black women feel more sexually self-

confident and empowered (Bland & Montemurro, 2015), evidence indicates that such 

portrayals may also lead Black women to internalize stereotypical gender role attitudes 
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and a stronger acceptance of objectifying notions about women and beliefs that romantic 

relationships are inherently adversarial. Understanding the social and psychological 

dynamics that place this population at increased risk of interpersonal violence is an 

important research priority that warrants further investigation. 
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Table 6 

Zero-Order Correlations Between Black-Oriented Media Use and Heteropatriarchal 

Relationship Belief Acceptance 

 1.  2.  3.  4.  5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 
1. Reality TV Viewing --         
2. Magazine Issues Read .18 b --        
3. Music Video Hours .12 a .40 b --       
4. R&B/Soul Music .14 b .03 .09 --      
5. Rap/Hip Music .13 b .10 .12 a .18 b --     
6. Gospel Music -.11 .01 -.03 -.06 -.13 a --    
7. Heterosexual Script .15 b .25 b .15 a .11 a .19 b .02 --   
8. Adversarial Sexual Beliefs .16 b .23 b .18 b .13 a .15 b .01 .80 b --  
9. Heteropatriarchal Beliefs  
      about Black Relationships 

.10 .14 b .14 b .20 b .21 b .04 .48 b .43 b -- 

Means .80 .60 5.20 11.51 8.30 2.20 2.86 2.38 3.26 
Standard Deviations .64 1.20 10.65 14.05 11.52 7.92 .76 .87 .90 

Note. ap<.05; bp<.01; cp<.001. 
!
 
 
 
Table 7 

Correlations among Heteropatriarchal Relationship Beliefs and  

Demographic Covariates  

Demographic 
Variables 

Heterosexual 
Script 

Adversarial 
Sexual Beliefs 

Heteropatriarchal 
Beliefs about 

Black 
Relationships 

Age -.07  -.20 b .01 
Sexual Experience  -.02 -.03 -.01 
Sexual Orientation -.14 a  -.12 a -.19 c 
SES  -.03 -.08 .01 
Relationship Status .09  -.08 -.04 
Racial Centrality  .03 .00 .24 c 
Religiosity .18 c .12 b .22 c 

Note. ap<.05; bp<.01; cp<.001. 
!
!
!
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Table 8 
 
Multiple Regression Analyses of Black-Oriented Media Use Predicting Heteropatriarchal 

Relationship Beliefs 

 Heterosexual Script 
(N=373) 

Adversarial Sexual Beliefs 
(N=371) 

Adversarial Beliefs 
 about Black Relationships 

(N=364) 
 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 

Religiosity .14 b .13 a .15 a .10  .13 b .13 b 

Racial Centrality .00 -.08 -.02 -.10 a .21 c .16 b 

Sexual Orientation -.09 -.10 a -.09 -.09 -.13 a -.13 a 

Reality TV   .09   .14 b   .10 

Magazines   .20 c   .18 c   -.10 

Music Video    .06   .09   .09† 

R&B Music    .06   .08   .11 a 

Rap Music   .14 b  .09  .16 b 

Gospel Music   .01  .02  .02 

Final Adjust R2 .03 .13 .02 .12  .10 .14 

Adjust. R2 Δ -- +.10 -- +.10 -- +.04 

Equation F 4.60 b 6.75 c 3.29 b 6.60 c 14.10 c 7.56 c 

Note. ap<.05; bp<.01; cp<.001. † p=.06. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

DOES “PRETTY HURT?” ACCEPTANCE OF EUROCENTRIC BEAUTY 

IDEALS AND REDUCED SEXUAL WELL-BEING (STUDY 3) 

Introduction 

“Mama said, you’re a pretty girl 
What’s in your head, it doesn’t matter. 
Brush your hair, fix your teeth 
What’ you wear is all that matters… 
Blonde hair, flat chest 
TV says bigger is better 
South Beach, sugar free 
Vogue says thinner is better… 
Pretty hurts 
We shine the light on whatever’s worst 
Perfection is the disease of a nation.” 
  “Pretty Hurts” by Beyoncé, self titled album (2013) 
 

Beyoncé, the 17-time Grammy Award winning Black female artist, recorded 

“Pretty Hurts” to express contempt for the ways in which feminine beauty ideals 

negatively impact women, and the consequences that women experience in pursuit of 

“perfection.” Intended as a self-empowerment anthem, “Pretty Hurts” is an example of 

the important liberatory messages that hip-hop feminist scholars (e.g., Balaji, 2008; 

Morgan, 2000; Peoples, 2008; Pough, 2004; Stephens & Few, 2007) argue are present in 

the media produced within mainstream hip-hop culture.  Yet, it is important to highlight 

that these types of messages are infrequent, and representations of Black women in the 

mainstream media primarily emphasize the importance of their physical beauty and 
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sexual attractiveness. The limited variation in these representations serves to uphold and 

legitimize the dominant hegemonic social system (Collins, 2004).  

In studies based in the U.S. and other countries, unrealistic beauty standards are 

often implicated in low self-esteem and unhealthy behavior among young women and 

adolescents (Makkar & Strube, 1995). Feminist scholars like Naomi Wolf (1990) have 

used theory and empirical research to indict feminine beauty ideals as the context and 

cause for psychological distress in young women, including low self-worth, rampant 

dieting, and disordered eating. However, the emphasis on beauty also suggests women’s 

value lies primarily in their role as objects for the sexualized male gaze, which could 

promote a heightened investment in achieving physical beauty. Relatively few studies 

explore the ways in which embracing restrictive ideals of beauty influences the sexual 

attitudes and behaviors of women, and even less research examines these associations 

among Black women, who are socialized to idealize both European centered beauty 

standards and more expansive, culturally-derived notions of feminine appearance. The 

studies that exclusively focus on Black women’s perceptions of feminine beauty and 

attractiveness shed no light on the ways that their negotiation of appearance-related 

aspects of feminine gender roles impacts their sexual functioning.  

Building on prior work linking sociocultural factors to women’s sexual well-being 

(e.g., Curtin, Ward, Merriwether, & Caruthers, 2011; Laumann, Paik, et al., 2006; 

Tolman & Porche, 2000; Wiederman, 2000), this study uses a sociocultural theoretical 

framework to explore the potential liabilities in Black women’s acceptance of 

Eurocentric beauty ideals. We contended that endorsement of the narrow and unattainable 
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beauty ideals would be associated with a decrease in the positive cognitive and physical 

aspects of sexual functioning such as sexual self-esteem, pleasure, and assertiveness. 

The Elements of Beauty 

Within the United States, women and girls are socialized to value physical 

appearance as an essential aspect of their gender, sexuality, and self-concept. From an 

early age, girls are taught that an attractive appearance is essential to the feminine gender 

role, and they learn the dominant socially-sanctioned standards of beauty and physical 

attractiveness through cultural sources such as fairy tales, fashion dolls, and “princess 

themed” animated films (Baker-Sperry & Grauerholz, 2003).  Through various sources, 

including the mainstream media, women and girls are taught that beautiful women are 

viewed more positively than less attractive women and that they should prioritize their 

physical attractiveness because it is one of the major means by which they will gain 

social status. For example, consistent with the “beautiful is good” stereotype (Dion, 

Bersheid, & Walster, 1972), several studies have found that individuals view attractive 

women as more sociable, friendly, warm, competent, and intelligent than less attractive 

women (for reviews, see Langlios et al., 2000). Furthermore, several studies have 

documented the importance of physical attractiveness in person perception (see Cash, 

1981, for review), indicating that attractive people are viewed as having more desirable 

personalities (e.g., Dion et al., 1972), are preferred as dating partners (e.g., Byrn, Ervin, 

& Lamberth, 1970), and are typically more successful in social interactions (e.g., Reis et 

al., 1982). Given the presumed social advantages and opportunities available to “beautiful 

women,” the pursuit of beauty occupies a central role in many women’s lives throughout 

their adulthood, especially among relatively affluent White women who have the 
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resources, time, and energy to expend on acquiring beauty. Bordo (1993) argued that 

beauty regimes of styling one’s hair, applying makeup, and selecting clothing and 

accessories are central elements in the daily lives of many women.  

Although some have argued that beauty cannot be quantified or objectively 

measured (e.g., Saltzberg & Chrisler, 1997), there is a body of research on perceptions of 

physical attractiveness. Although much of this research oversimplifies the definition of 

women’s physical attractiveness in ways that centrally focus on physical facial or body 

features and characteristics (e.g., Coetzee et al., 2014; Cunningham et al., 1995; Riggio, 

Widaman, Tucker, & Salinas, 1991), other studies have conceptualized beauty as a 

multifaceted construct that includes the investment in grooming activities (e.g., dress, 

cosmetic use, hair styling; Cash, Melnyk, & Hrabosky, 2014) and the idealization and 

prioritization of weight management and a thin body (e.g., Bissell, 2002; Harrison, 2003 

Hesse-Biber et al, 2010) in addition to specific facial features. 

Eurocentric Beauty Ideal. Although there are a multitude of different ways that 

individuals conceptualize beauty across cultures and historical periods, what remains 

consistent is that dominant notions of beauty are rooted in hegemonically defined 

expectations (Collins, 2004; Patton, 2006). In the United States, standards of beauty are 

heavily communicated via the mainstream media and most often reflect physical 

characteristics most commonly occurring among those of European descent. European 

centered—or Eurocentric—aesthetic is highly valued in popular culture in the United 

States, and a premium is placed on youthful appearing women with fair skin, lighter 

colored eyes (e.g., blue/green), and hair that is long, straight, and light in color, smaller 

facial features, and thinner bodies (Awad et al., 2015; Devalost et al., 2007; Halliwell & 
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Dittmar, 2003). Conversely, features more akin to an African centered aesthetic (e.g., 

darker skin, larger/curvier bodies, short and kinky/curly hair, full lips, wider noses) are 

deemed ugly, undesirable, and less feminine (Awad et al., 2015; Collins, 2004).  

Appearance Investment. Given that attaining and maintaining an attractive, 

youthful appearance is believed to be central to a woman’s role, value, and social 

standing, women come to believe that achieving the “perfect” body is an important 

component of their sense of self-worth, and their inevitable failure to meet these narrow 

gender and beauty ideals has been linked with an increased experience of sexual 

problems (McKinley & Hyde, 1996). Women who internalize these hegemonic notions of 

feminine appearance may begin judging themselves harshly against societal standards of 

beauty as a measure of their own self-worth. For women whose self-worth is highly 

contingent upon their achievement of a socially sanctioned appearance ideal, the degree 

to which they engage in activities and behaviors to enhance their appearance may be 

intimately linked to their body satisfaction and self esteem. Researchers suggest that 

conformity to Western appearance related beauty and body ideals does not merely 

comprise the physical aspects that women come to embrace (e.g., lighter skin tone and 

thin bodies), but also the importance that women place on achieving those standards 

(Mahalik et al., 2005). Appearance investment is distinct from, but related to, Eurocentric 

beauty ideal acceptance. Whereas acceptance measures one’s general attitudes about 

Eurocentric beauty standards, appearance investment is related to attitudes about the 

importance of those beauty standards to one’s sense of self (Mahalik et al., 2005). 

Women with high appearance investment often spend a great deal of time attending to 

and/or attempting to maintain or enhance their feminine appearance (Cash et al., 2004).  
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Thin ideal. Hegemonic femininity largely involves distinguishing women’s 

physical appearance from men and masculinity, and one important benchmark of 

femininity concerns achieving a small, or thin, body size and shape. Mahalik et al.’s 

(2005) research on contemporary norms of femininity suggests that appearance, and 

specifically an emphasis of thinness, is inextricably tied to notions of femininity, and 

other research has identified repeated exposure to increasingly thin images of women in 

the mainstream media as a mechanism through which the thin ideal of feminine beauty 

becomes internalized (e.g., Harrison, 2003; Stice et al., 1994; Sypeck et al., 2004). In 

addition to increased vulnerability to weight bias in employment, medical, and 

educational settings, recent studies have increasingly documented the adverse affects of 

weight bias for women in sex and romantic relationships (see Puhl & Heuer, 2009, for 

review). For example, Sheets and Ajmere (2005) surveyed 554 undergraduate students 

and found that overweight women were less likely to be in romantic relationships, more 

likely to have been told to lose weight by their partners, and reported lower relationship 

satisfaction than thinner peers. 

 Few studies have explored the role of weight stigma on subjective sexual well-

being; however, one study conducted by Chen and Brown (2005) asked college students 

to rank order six pictures of hypothetical sexual partners (N=449) and found that men 

ranked the image of the overweight woman as least desirable sexual partner compared to 

the others. Other findings indicate that overweight women are rated as being less sexually 

attractive, skilled, warm, responsive, and less likely to experience sexual desire compared 

to thinner women (Regan, 1996). Taken together, these findings suggest that women with 

body sizes that are more substantial than those prescribed by Eurocentric feminine beauty 
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ideals experience a range of weight-based discrimination in romantic and sexual 

relationships. Therefore, it is unsurprising that women who have internalized a thin-ideal 

of beauty largely attribute their pursuit of thinness to a desire to attract male partners 

(Fallon & Rozin, 1985).  

In an effort to appear physically attractive to men, some women may embrace 

restrictive beauty standards that value thinness, and studies have linked thin-ideal 

internalization with adverse psychological consequences, including body dissatisfaction 

(Thompson & Stice, 2001) and low self-esteem (Webster & Tiggemann, 2003). Indeed, a 

great deal of research in the body image literature highlights the contributing role of thin 

beauty ideal endorsement on women’s sexual self-consciousness and body dissatisfaction 

(see Groesz, Levine, & Murnen, 2002, for review); a smaller literature suggests that thin-

ideal internalization predicts lower sexual self-esteem and less sexual satisfaction. 

Several studies have linked thin-ideal internalization to appearance anxiety during sexual 

intimacy and diminished sexual functioning in women (Moradi et al., 2005; Calogero & 

Grogan, 2009; Harper & Tiggemann, 2007; Wiederman, 2000), but these studies largely 

utilized samples of predominantly White women, thereby limiting our ability to estimate 

about these associations within diverse samples of women. 

Black Women and Eurocentric Beauty Standards 

Assuming that Western societal standards of physical attractiveness similarly 

dominate the feminine beauty ideals of Black women would be fallacious given the 

diversity of Black women’s bodies and the richness of their sociocultural context. 

Although the effects of thin ideal acceptance have been relatively understudied, there is 

evidence that Black women are accepting of larger body sizes and report greater 
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satisfaction with their body size despite generally higher rates of overweight (Celio et al., 

2002; Shoneye et al., 2011). It has been argued that Black women are “protected” from 

sociocultural pressures of thinness due to cultural acceptance of shapelier bodies (Malloy 

& Herzberger, 1998). However, there is also evidence suggesting that Black women 

evaluate themselves according to an alternative version of the thin ideal called the 

curvaceous body ideal (Harrison, 2003). Although often described as “thick” in Black 

popular culture, the curvaceous but thin beauty ideal is described as a woman with a 

sexually mature feminine body frame; more specifically, this ideal includes having an 

hourglass figure with larger breasts, full/round buttocks, and a thin waist (Ahern et al., 

2011; Harrison, 2003; Poran, 2006).   

There is a small but growing literature on Black women’s negotiation of social 

expectations to be curvaceously thin. In a qualitative examination of young Black college 

women’s attitudes toward the thin ideal, Poran (2006) found that the body shape 

participants thought most heterosexual men preferred was curvaceous, but thin. Similarly, 

using a sample of 116 Black and 222 White female college students, Overstreet and her 

colleagues (2010) found that Black women preferred a curvaceous body shape more often 

than their White counterparts. These idealized feminine body standards were highly 

represented in the popular music video content analyzed by Emerson (2002) and 

Stephens and Few (2007), suggesting that the dominant, socioculturally salient images of 

physical attractiveness for Black women emphasize a simultaneously thin and voluptuous 

body. Although a curvaceous shape could be understood as widely divergent from the 

traditional thin ideal, it is important to recognize that the desire for curves is limited to 

those that appear on slim bodies. Thinness, as opposed to fatness, remains an important 
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marker of physical attractiveness for Black women, and endorsement of these largely 

unattainable standards of beauty may carry adverse consequences to women’s 

psychosexual health and functioning. Thus, although we have reason to believe that 

Black women are more resistant to the internalization of the thinness ideal compared to 

White women and are generally more accepting of their bodies (Malloy & Herzberger, 

1998), this study aims to empirically test this association in order to expand the emerging 

literature on the sociocultural liabilities of restrictive beauty ideal acceptance for the 

sexual well-being of Black women. 

Physical Appearance and Subjective Sexual Well-Being 

In addition to assessing Black women’s acceptance of and engagement with 

Eurocentric standards of beauty, our second goal is to examine their association with 

multiple aspects of Black women’s sexual well-being. A key aspect of sexual health for 

women is comfort with and confidence in their bodies during sex. As women’s sexual 

desirability is often equated with their levels of physical attractiveness, sexual intimacy 

may pique appearance related concerns, and any discomforts may negatively impact 

women’s experience of sex. As might be expected given the degree of bodily exposure 

that occurs during partnered sexual activity, subjective feelings about one’s physical 

attractiveness may be highly salient during sex, as one may be partially or fully naked. 

Studies have shown that women with more body esteem demonstrate better sexual 

adjustment, including higher self-reported sexual desire in response to erotic stimuli, and 

lower levels of sexual anxiety, avoidance, and sexual dysfunction (Pujos et al., 2010; 

Tolman & Porche, 2000; Wiederman, 2000; Wiederman & Hurst, 1998).  
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For these reasons, appearance related concerns are argued to play an important 

role in sexual pleasure and functioning. Researchers argue that if people are distracted by 

concerns about their physical appearance, they may be unable to relax enough to 

experience sexual pleasure. Evidence exists that supports this assertion, linking body self-

consciousness to lower levels of subjective sexual well-being and agency (Curtin et al., 

2011; Sanchez & Kiefer, 2007; Wiederman, 2000; Yamamiya, Cash, & Thompson, 

2006). Subjective sexual well-being refers to the perceived quality of an individual’s 

experience with sex and intimate relationships (Laumann, et al., 2006) and considers the 

cognitive and emotional aspects of an individual’s sexuality as well as the physical 

qualities associated with sexual activity.  

If evidence suggests that being concerned about one’s appearance may interfere 

with sexual functioning and jeopardize subjective sexual well-being, then this dynamic 

may be a particularly significant problem for women because concern about appearance 

is a defining feature of femininity. Additionally, Black women place greater importance 

on creating and maintaining a feminine appearance compared to their White female 

counterparts (Cole & Zucker, 2007), suggesting that it could be a critical liability to their 

well-being. Although occasional sexual difficulties are common and varied, 

preoccupation with one’s physical appearance has been identified as a stable predictor of 

sexual dissatisfaction and dysfunction (Dove & Wiederman, 2000). There is little 

research looking at this phenomenon among Black women, as most of the literature about 

Black women’s sexual health focuses on risk behaviors (e.g., Rickert, Sanghvi, & 

Wiemann, 2002; Whyte, 2006; Wingwood & DiClemente, 1998).  In the current study, 

we move beyond notions of risk, conceptualizing Black women’s sexual wellness in 
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terms of the subjective experience of agency and pleasure—as an affective and physical 

sensory experience of sexual intimacy. Black women’s subjective experiences of pleasure 

and agency include the following two components:  sexual affect and sexual well-being.      

Sexual Affect 

Sexual Guilt, Shame, and Distancing. According to Bem (1987), when an 

individual believes they have failed to uphold socially sanctioned gender ideals and 

expectations, they often experience shame that directly threatens their self-concept and 

feelings of self worth. Similarly, Zahn-Waxler et al. (1991) suggested that violating 

traditional feminine prescriptions often involves feelings of guilt and irresponsibility 

among women and leads women to try and repair the damage for which they feel 

responsible. The experience of shame is generally linked with the tendency to devalue 

oneself, and guilt is associated with increased attempts to achieve external validation in 

addition to punishing oneself for violating gender appropriate behavior (Tangney, 1995), 

suggesting that both of these personality traits critically undermine safety, enjoyment, 

and satisfaction during sex.  

Research has linked high sexual guilt and shame with restricted sexual behavior 

and interest, lower sexual satisfaction, less contraceptive use, refusal to seek out sexual 

information, feelings of sexual inadequacy, low sexual self-worth, and negative affective 

reactions following sex or exposure to explicitly sexual material (Darling, Davidson, & 

Passarello, 1992; Davidson & Moore, 1994).  Much of the extant research on guilt, 

shame, and emotional distancing during sex utilized primarily White college students and 

does not permit our speculation about the ways these associations may vary across 

cultural and social contexts. However, given the findings suggesting that Black women 
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are highly invested in physical appearance and attractiveness (Cole & Zucker, 2007), we 

expect similar trends among Black women, such that those who endorse Eurocentric 

standards of beauty and are highly invested in physical appearance, will also experience 

more emotional distancing and feelings of guilt and shame in sexual contexts. 

Specifically, we hypothesize: 

H1:  European beauty ideal acceptance and appearance investment will be 
associated with more frequent experiences of sexual guilt and shame.  

 
H2: European beauty ideal acceptance and appearance investment will be 

associated with more frequent emotional distancing during sex. 
 

Sexual Self-Consciousness. There is a growing body of literature that points to the 

deleterious effects of intrusive appearance-based cognitions on sexual functioning. 

Several studies have documented that women�s heightened awareness and monitoring of 

their physical appearance during intimacy ultimately detracts from ability to focus on 

their own sexual desires (Dove & Wiederman, 2000; Wiederman, 2000). For example, in 

a clinical study using a community sample of adult women, Meston (2006) found that 

high public self-focus during sex, or self-evaluations that were based on a viewer�s 

perspective of one�s appearance or performance, was related to lower subjective sexual 

arousal and increased experiences of pain during sex.  Research has also demonstrated 

that women high in appearance orientation, or who generally place a high degree of 

emphasis on their physical appearance, may be more prone to experiencing self-

consciousness during sexual interactions and may view themselves as less desirable 

sexual partners (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Wiederman & Hurst, 1998).   

Several studies utilizing predominately White samples have found that women 

often report feeling self-conscious about their bodily appearance during intimacy, 
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specifically in relation to concerns over being perceived as fat by their sexual partners 

(e.g., Harrison, 2003; Molloy & Herzberger, 1998; Weaver & Byers, 2006; Wiederman & 

Hurst, 1998). Given that larger-bodied women are socially stigmatized with regard to 

sexuality and courtship (Halpern et al., 1999), and Black women often report higher body 

sizes and greater satisfaction with their bodies compared to other racial groups of women 

in the United States, the extent to which beauty ideal endorsement is linked to sexual self-

consciousness in Black women is unclear. Irrespective of Black women�s general 

satisfaction about their physical appearance, a heightened awareness about how one�s 

body appears to a sexual partner paired with the perceived deviation from Eurocentric 

physical appearance standards may result in increased body shame or sexual self-

consciousness during sex. Consistent with the literature based on White women (Sanchez 

& Kiefer, 2007; Wiederman, 2000), we hypothesize that Black women who are highly 

invested in achieving a physical appearance consistent with Eurocentric standards of 

beauty will also experience more body image self-consciousness in sexual contexts. 

H3: European beauty ideal acceptance and appearance investment will be 
associated with more body image self-consciousness during sexual 
interactions. 

 
Experiential Sexual Agency 

Sexual assertiveness. A second dimension of sexual well-being that may be 

affected by Black women�s beauty and body cognitions is experiential sexual agency, 

which includes sexual assertiveness and sexual satisfaction. Assertiveness about intimate 

needs and desires is distinct from general assertiveness (Morokoff et al., 1997). 

According to Gervasio and Crawford (1989), asserting oneself in intimate relationship 

settings has different emotional associations and consequences than asserting one�s rights 
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in impersonal settings (e.g., insisting on service in a restaurant). Moreover, individuals 

who are generally assertive are not necessarily assertive in intimate settings. Morokoff 

and colleagues (1997) operationally defined female sexual assertiveness as the ability to 

a) communicate sexual likes and dislikes to intimate partners, b) concentrate on one�s 

own pleasure during intimacy (as opposed to focusing on partner�s satisfaction), and c) 

direct sexual activity in a manner that ensures one�s desires or needs are met, including 

active initiation and/or refusal of sex (Hulbert, 1991; Morokoff et al., 1997). This 

literature suggests that female sexual assertiveness is demonstrated when a woman takes 

responsibility for and control over her sexual stimulation and activity (e.g., pleasure and 

physical and/or reproductive safety), and moves away from the idea that sex is centered 

around the male orgasm by asserting her own sexual desires and needs during 

heterosexual encounters (Hurlbert, 1991). A woman�s ability to effectively prioritize and 

communicate her sexual beliefs and desires is a necessary step toward the development 

and achievement of healthy sexual intimacy (Curtin et al., 2011; Morokoff et al., 1997); 

however, it is not clear whether Black women who are highly invested in physical 

appearance standards may be likely to engage in these behaviors. Additionally, in order 

to experience pleasure during sex, a woman must possess a sense of entitlement to those 

feelings. When women feel insecure or self-conscious about their physical appearance 

during sex, they may feel less deserving of (or entitled to) sexual pleasure (Tolman, 

2009). Accordingly, we expect that European beauty ideal acceptance will be associated 

with reduced levels of perceived sexual assertiveness and entitlement to sexual pleasure.  

H4: High European beauty ideal acceptance and appearance investment will be 
negatively associated with sexual assertiveness. 
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H5: High European beauty ideal acceptance and appearance investment will be 
negatively associated with entitlement to sexual pleasure. 

 
Sexual satisfaction. Although scholars have argued that sexual satisfaction is a 

core component of sexual well-being, few studies have considered the construct in 

women. The studies that do focus on women often examine satisfaction in clinical studies 

of relationship duration and quality among married and partnered heterosexual couples 

(e.g., Byers et al., 1998; Cupach & Comstock, 1990; Davies, Katz, & Jackson, 1999; 

Waite & Joyner, 2001). Sexual satisfaction has been operationalized to consider a 

person�s level of happiness with both the physical and affective dimensions of her sexual 

interactions, including frequency of activity and orgasm, experience of emotional 

closeness with her partner, and quality of sexual sensation and pleasure (Haavio-Mannila 

& Kontula, 1997; Štulhofer, Buško, & Brouillard, 2010; Wyatt & Lyons-Rowe, 1990). 

Evidence demonstrates that traditional gender ideology adherence is a key predictor of 

reduced sexual satisfaction in women. For example, Kiefer and Sanchez (2007) found 

that women who engaged in submissive behavior perceived themselves as having a lack 

of sexual autonomy which then predicted greater sexual problems, including lower sexual 

satisfaction. Although gender differences in sexual satisfaction have been small, they 

consistently indicate that women report lower levels of sexual satisfaction compared to 

men (Laumann et al., 1999; Petersen & Hyde, 2010; Waite & Joyner, 2001), and these 

findings suggest that women�s investment in and adherence to socially prescribed gender 

roles for women may be an important culprit.  

Although research on sexual satisfaction has increased in recent years, there is a 

scarcity of information available regarding sexual satisfaction of African Americans in 

general and African American women, in particular.  Using a sample of 126 Black 
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women, a study conducted by Wyatt and Lyons-Rowe (1990) found that frequent 

experiences of positive affective feelings during sex (e.g., not feeling guilty or afraid), 

comfort engaging in and initiating sex, and openly expressing their sexual needs were key 

predictors of sexual satisfaction. Given that body image concerns and distracting 

appearance related thoughts during sex are negatively correlated with sexual efficacy, 

esteem, and satisfaction (Davidson & McCabe, 2005; Dove & Wiederman, 2000; Pujois, 

Meston, & Seal, 2010), we hypothesize that high investment in Eurocentric beauty 

standards may lead to decreased sexual satisfaction in Black women.  

H6: High European beauty ideal acceptance and appearance investment will be 
negatively associated with sexual satisfaction. 

 
Control Variables 
 
 In this study, we aimed to measure the role of European beauty ideal acceptance 

on affective and experiential dimensions of sexual well-being among young Black 

heterosexual women. In order to explore the independent associations between physical 

appearance beliefs and sexual well-being, it was important that we consider aspects of 

women�s backgrounds that may contribute to a lower level of sexual agency and well-

being, such as age, level of sexual experience, sexual orientation, romantic relationship 

status, and identification with racial group membership. Previous research has indicated 

that greater organizational religious involvement is a consistent predictor of sexual 

thoughts and behaviors, and is associated with lower levels of sexual activity, risk-taking, 

and fewer sexual partners (McCree, Wingwood, DiClimente, Davies, & Harrington, 

2003), and greater levels of sexual guilt and shame (Wyatt & Dunn, 1991) in young 

Black women. Research also suggests that racial identity and socioeconomic status (SES) 

are potentially confounding factors that may affect our results, given that lower SES has 
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been linked with lower self-esteem and self-efficacy, greater psychological distress, and 

more frequent experiences of sexual victimization in Black women (Russo, Denious, 

Keita, Koss, 1997). Thus, we consider the role of religiosity, SES, and racial identity in 

our exploration of the associations between physical beauty ideals and sexual well-being.  

The Current Study 

Although we may speculate that Black women�s generally high levels of self-

esteem and evaluations of their own attractiveness may enable positive experiences of 

sexual intimacy, there has been no research that supports these predictions. What role 

might acceptance and investment in mainstream standards of beauty play in shaping the 

emotional and physical aspects of sexual well-being? The current study built upon 

previous research and examined the connections between beauty ideal endorsement, 

including thin-ideal internalization, and sexual well-being in a group of young Black 

undergraduate and graduate students. We sought to extend previous findings linking 

appearance investment and thin idealization to diminished sexual well-being agency in 

Black women. In general, we hypothesized that women who report higher levels of 

beauty ideal endorsement would also report more frequent negative affective cognitions 

and less sexual pleasure, assertiveness, and satisfaction.  

Method 

Participants and Procedure  

The analysis sample for the present study is identical to the analysis sample used 

in Study 2 (please refer to pages 87-88 for details on sample characteristics and study 

procedure). In short, 378 Black female undergraduate and graduate students (M= 21 

years) completed an anonymous online questionnaire that included a broad range of 
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measures assessing sexual socialization, sexual body esteem, sexual desire, media use 

habits, romantic relationship beliefs, stereotypical images about Black women, and 

general physical and mental health practices. For this study, we analyzed measures of 

feminine beauty ideal acceptance and affective and experiential sexual well-being.  

The sensitive topic being studied may have restricted the participants� comfort, 

thereby resulting in guarded reports or missing data. Black women may be less willing to 

report information about sexual thoughts, feelings, desires, and behaviors because of 

negative stereotypes often ascribed to Black women (i.e., insatiable and hypersexual; 

Kaplan, 1997).  Although the vast majority of our participants provided responses for 

each of the variables included in this study, nearly 100 participants elected to refrain from 

responding to the sexual satisfaction items. Sexual satisfaction was one of the few scales 

included in our questionnaire that measures participant experiences within a specific time 

frame (e.g., during the past six months). If the participants had not been sexually active 

during that time frame, they make have chosen to skip those questions. Due to missing 

data, hypotheses were tested on a sample of between 279 and 349 women, depending on 

the analyses.  

Feminine Beauty Ideal Acceptance 

European Beauty Ideal Acceptance. The 12-item Image Acceptance Measure 

(IAM; Plybon, Pegg, & Reed, 2003)!examines the degree to which Black women endorse 

traditional European standards of beauty, such as a lighter skin tone, straight and long 

hair, and a small or thin body appearance. The scale also measures Black women’s 

acceptance of artificial enhancements and augmentations that will facilitate Black 

women’s achievement of a more European appearance (e.g., nail extensions, physical 
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alterations of natural hair, and a desire to alter facial features that may be defined as 

Afrocentric). Sample items include “Straightened hair looks better than natural hair,” “I 

think guys prefer girls who have lighter skin,” and “Being thin (small) gives you a better 

appearance.” Participants rated twelve items on a 5-point scale (1= strongly disagree to 

5= strongly agree), and responses were averaged to create a mean score such that higher 

scores indicate greater preference for a physical appearance consistent with Eurocentric 

beauty ideals. This measure displayed strong inter-item consistency in the original study 

(α =.78), and the α value was 0.87 in this study. 

Thin Ideal and Appearance Investment. Two subscales from the Conformity to 

Femininity Norms Inventory (CFNI; Mahalik et al., 2005) were used to measure the 

extent to which participants internalized two appearance-related dimensions of traditional 

femininity: idealization of thinness and investment in appearance. Participants rated their 

agreement with items on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 

agree). Sample items for Idealization of Thinness (5 items) include “I would be happier if 

I was thinner” and “I would be perfectly happy with myself even if I gained weight” 

(reverse scored). Items for Investment in Appearance (4 items) include “I spend more 

than 30 minutes a day doing my hair and make-up” and “I feel attractive even without 

make-up” (reverse scored). Negatively worded statements were reverse-coded, and 

responses were averaged to create a mean score. Higher scores on these subscales 

indicate greater acceptance of the appearance related dimensions. Internal consistency for 

the Idealization of Thinness subscale was strong (α = .88), while the consistency for the 

Investment in Appearance subscale was not as strong (α = .61).  

 



! 120 

Sexual Affect Measures 

Sexual Guilt, Shame, and Distancing.  The 10-item Women�s Sexual Working 

Models Scale (WSWMS; Birnbaum & Reis, 2010) was used to measure two dimensions 

of negative sexual affect: sexual guilt/shame and emotional distancing. Using a 9-point 

scale ranging from 1 (very uncharacteristic of me) to 9 (very characteristic of me), 

participants were instructed to rate the extent to which specific activities or attributes 

apply to them, via items such as �Sexual activity makes me feel ashamed� (guilt and 

shame subscale, 6-items, α =.93) and �During sexual activity, intruding thoughts often 

distract me� (distancing subscale, 4-items, α =.79). Means were calculated for the 

participants, with higher scores indicating more shameful, guilty, and distancing feelings 

related to sexual activity.  

Sexual Self-Consciousness. The Body Image Self-Consciousness during 

Intimacy Scale (Wiederman, 2000) examines women’s feelings about their bodies during 

physical intimacy with a partner. A sample item is “I could only feel comfortable enough 

to have sex if it were dark so that my partner could not clearly see my body.” Participants 

rated 15 items on a 7-point scale (0= Never to 6= Always). The measure was reliable (α= 

95). 

Experiential Sexual Agency Measures 

  Sexual Assertiveness.  Sexual assertiveness was assessed using the Hurlbert 

Index of Sexual Assertiveness (HISA; Hurlbert, 1991; α =.92). This 25-item instrument is 

designed to assess the frequency with which respondents engage in activities related to 

assertive behavior in sexual situations. Participants were asked to indicate the level of 

agreement with each of the 25 statements using a 5-point Likert-type scale, anchored by 1 
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(never) and 5 (all of the time). Example items include: �I speak up for my sexual feelings� 

and �I feel comfortable initiating sex with my partner.�  Negatively worded statements 

were reverse-coded, and scores across statements were averaged to create a sexual 

assertiveness index; higher scores on this index indicate higher levels of sexual 

assertiveness with a typical partner.  

Entitlement to Sexual Pleasure.  The 4-item Entitlement to Sexual Pleasure 

scale was designed by the L. Monique Ward and her graduate students (α =.84) to 

measure the extent to which participants emphasized their own sexual pleasure during 

sexual encounters. Participants were asked to indicate the level of agreement with 

statements like �I attempt to achieve orgasm during my sexual encounters� and �It is 

important for me to achieve orgasm during my sexual encounters� using a 5-point Likert-

type scale, anchored by 1 (never) to 5 (all of the time). Means were calculated for 

participants, with higher scores indicating greater feelings of entitlement to experience 

sexual pleasure during sex. 

Sexual Satisfaction. An adapted version of the New Sexual Satisfaction Scale 

(NSSS; Štulhofer, Buško, & Brouillard, 2010) was used to measure participants’ overall 

evaluation of their level of satisfaction with multiple domains of their sexual behavior 

including frequency of activity, experience of emotional closeness, and quality of sexual 

sensation and pleasure (12-items, α =.94). Using a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all 

satisfied) to 5 (extremely satisfied), participants rated their level of satisfaction with 

sexual statements like �The balance between what I give and receive in sex,� �The quality 
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of my orgasms,� and �My body�s sexual functioning.� Mean scores were computed with 

higher scores indicating greater sexual satisfaction.  

Control Variables 

Religiosity. To determine the role of religion and spirituality in the lives of the 

participants, subjects were asked to indicate their organizational religious involvement 

using a 3-item measure. Items included: “How religious are you?”, “How often do you 

attend religious services?” and “How important is your religious training to your beliefs 

about sexuality?” Responses to these items were provided on a 5-point Likert-type scale 

(0= never or not at all to 4= very or very regularly), and scores on the scale were 

averaged to create a religiosity index (α= .86). On average, participants were somewhat 

religious (M=3.00, SD=1.15).  

Socioeconomic Status (SES). Mother’s level of education was used as a proxy 

for socioeconomic status. Using a single-item that read, “What is the highest level of 

education reached by their mother,” participant responses were measured using a scale 

anchored by the following options: 1 (a few years of high school) to 10 (Ph.D.). Higher 

scores on this index reflected a higher level of educational attainment and presumably a 

higher socioeconomic class status. The young women sampled came from relatively well-

educated backgrounds. Specifically, one-quarter (N=94) of their mothers had completed 

Bachelor’s degrees, and of those, 88 of the participants’ mothers had also earned a 

graduate or professional degree (M= 4.70, SD= 2.08). 

Racial Identity. Finally, we used the Racial Centrality subscale of the 

Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity-Short (MIBI-S; Sellers, Rowley, Chavous, 

Shelton, & Smith, 1997) to measure racial identity. Racial centrality is the extent to 
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which respondents feel being African American is central to their self-definition. A 

sample item is “Being Black is an important reflection of who I am.” Participants rated 

four items on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree), and responses 

were averaged to create a scale score (α= .92). Higher scores indicate that the 

respondent’s racial identity is more integral to their self-concept (M=5.37, SD=1.16). 

Results 

 
Preliminary Analyses 
 

As a first set of preliminary analyses, we examined inter-correlations among the 

three feminine appearance variables and the six dimensions of sexual well-being (see 

Table 9). Acceptance of the Eurocentric beauty ideal was significantly associated with 

every dimension of sexual well-being. Specifically, high endorsement was related to 

greater levels of negative sexual affect and lower levels of sexual assertiveness and 

satisfaction. Similar trends were found in relation to thin-ideal internalization.  However, 

appearance investment was not significantly correlated with any of the sexual well-being 

variables.  

As a second set of preliminary analyses, we conducted zero-order correlations 

between the six dimensions of sexual well-being and the following set of demographic 

factors: age, sexual experience, sexual orientation (via a 0/1 dummy code whereby 

1=predominately or exclusively gay), mother’s level of education (as a proxy for 

socioeconomic class status), romantic relationship status, religiosity, and racial centrality. 

Correlations are presented in Table 10. Overall, sexual experience was associated with 

fewer negative sexual feelings and more sexual agency. Similarly, being in a committed 

relationship status was significantly correlated with fewer negative sexual feelings and 
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greater levels of sexual agency. Religiosity was correlated with more sexual guilt and 

shame, greater sexual self-consciousness, less sexual assertiveness, and less perceived 

entitlement to sexual pleasure. Mother’s level of education was positively associated with 

sexual guilt and shame and negatively correlated with entitlement to sexual pleasure. 

Finally, racial centrality was positively correlated with entitlement to sexual pleasure. We 

controlled for sexual experience, relationship status, religiosity, SES, and racial centrality 

in the subsequent regression analyses. 

Associations between Beauty Ideals and Sexual Variables 
 

Our analyses involved testing a series of Multiple Ordinary Least Squares 

regression equations. To test our first set of hypotheses that acceptance of Eurocentric 

standards of physical attractiveness would be associated with frequent experiences of 

negative affective sexual cognitions, Eurocentric beauty ideal acceptance, thin ideal 

internalization, and appearance investment were regressed onto the exogenous predictor 

variables and the measures of negative sexual affect. For these analyses, the control 

variables of organized religious involvement, mother�s level of education, and racial 

centrality were entered on the first step, and the sexual affect variables were entered on 

the second step.  

Results supported our hypotheses (see Table 11). As indicated in Step 2 of the 

regressions, European beauty ideal acceptance was significantly related to more frequent 

experiences of sexual guilt and shame (H1), more emotional distancing during sex (H2), 

and greater levels of sexual self-consciousness (H3). Thin-ideal internalization was 

associated with more sexual distancing and more self-consciousness during sex. 
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Appearance investment was not related to any of the dimensions of negative sexual 

affect.  

Our next set of hypotheses examined associations between Eurocentric beauty 

ideal acceptance and experiential sexual agency (Table 12). Hierarchical multiple 

regression analysis was utilized to test whether beauty ideal acceptance, thin 

internalization, and appearance investment were associated with lower levels of 

perceived sexual assertiveness, sense of entitlement to sexual pleasure, and lower levels 

of sexual satisfaction. As in the previous analyses, control variables were entered on the 

first step and the three beauty variables (Eurocentric beauty ideal, thin-ideal 

internalization, and appearance investment) were entered on the second step.   

As hypothesized, women reporting higher levels of beauty ideal acceptance also 

reported lower levels of sexual assertiveness; there were no significant associations for 

thin-ideal internalization or appearance investment (H4). Evidence partially supported 

our expectations regarding beauty ideals and sexual pleasure (H5). Beauty ideal 

acceptance was negatively associated with entitlement to sexual pleasure. Similar to the 

previous test, there were no significant associations for thin-ideal internalization and 

appearance investment for women�s perceived entitlement to sexual pleasure. Finally, 

thin-ideal internalization was related to lower levels of sexual satisfaction (H6). 

Discussion 

This research evaluated the relation between beliefs about beauty, including 

Eurocentric beauty standard endorsement, and sexual well-being among young Black 

women. Overall, findings from this study provide evidence that endorsing restrictive 

standards of beauty is associated with reduced affective and physical sexual well-being. 
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Although several studies indicate that Black women generally report high levels of 

physical body esteem, and authors speculate this esteem may protect Black women from 

the sociocultural pressures of thinness (Celio et al., 2002; Malloy & Herzberger, 1998; 

Shoneye et al., 2011), sexual contexts where one�s body is exposed can heighten women�s 

awareness of idealized feminine appearance standards that revolve around thinness 

(Harrison, 2003). We hypothesized that Black women would not be exempt from the 

negative sexual consequences of Eurocentric beauty ideal endorsement, and that higher 

levels of restrictive appearance acceptance and investment would be associated with 

more negative sexual cognitions and less sexual assertiveness, agency, and perceived 

entitlement to pleasure.  

 Our results revealed many expected relations. Eurocentric beauty ideal 

acceptance�which emphasizes the importance of light skin tone, thin body 

shape/weight, and straight hair�was negatively related to every dimension of sexual 

affect and well-being except sexual satisfaction. Specifically, women who endorsed 

restrictive Eurocentric physical appearance ideals reported higher levels of sexual guilt 

and shame, emotional distancing during sex, and body self-consciousness during sex. 

These participants also reported lower levels of sexual assertiveness and less entitlement 

to experience sexual pleasure. Our results are consistent with previous studies that found 

that habitual monitoring of one�s physical body enhances dissatisfaction with physical 

appearance (Moradi et al., 2005; Overstreet & Quinn, 2012), which may in turn 

negatively impact women�s sense of self worth and sexual self-efficacy (Impett et al., 

2006; Salazar, DiClemente, & Wingood, 2004; Yamamiya et al., 2006). 
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Novel to the current study, thin-ideal internalization was also related to the 

broader appearance related beliefs of the Black women in our sample. Contrary to the 

extant research indicating that thinness in not an important marker of physical 

attractiveness for Black women (Celio et al, 2002; Shoneye et al., 2011; Malloy & 

Herzberger, 1998), we found that 40 percent of our sample emphasized the importance of 

thinness�agreeing that they would be happier if they were thinner (nearly 20 percent 

reported relatively strong agreement).  We also found that thin-ideal internalization was 

significantly related to more emotional distancing during sex, more sexual self-

consciousness, and lower levels of sexual satisfaction. Thin-ideal internalization was 

significantly correlated with increased guilt and shame and lower sexual assertiveness, 

but these associations were null in our regression analyses likely due to other variables 

absorbing some of the variance between thin-ideal internalization and these outcomes. 

Our findings corroborate those from previous studies conducted with White female 

samples that link body image concerns with lower sexual assertiveness, pleasure, and 

agency (Impett et al., 2006; Shulman & Home, 2003; Yamamiya et al., 2006).  

A notable exception to the findings described above was an unexpected neutral 

association between appearance investment and sexual well-being. In our study, 

appearance-managing investment was unrelated to the sexual affect and experiential 

sexual agency measures. This finding suggests that unlike buying into restrictive beauty 

ideals, enjoying and adorning one�s physical body by applying make-up and spending 

time styling hair is not associated with sexuality. In other words, it is not harmful to be 

invested in maintaining a feminine appearance; instead, it is harmful to be invested in 

achieving a restrictive and largely unattainable appearance. This interpretation mirrors 
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previous investigations with White women that link negative sexual outcomes with body 

dissatisfaction and beauty ideal discrepancies (Davidson & McCabe, 205; Dove & 

Wiederman, 2000; Hoyt & Kogan, 2001; Wiederman & Hurst, 1998).  

The take home message is not to suggest that women abandon their individual 

efforts to achieve and maintain a socially sanctioned feminine appearance. Rather, our 

findings highlight the costs associated with women�s attempts to invest their self-worth in 

the achievement of idealized standards of beauty. Specifically, highlighting the ways that 

altering or enhancing one�s appearance in order to more closely approximate White 

hegemonic beauty ideals that inextricably bind Blackness with inferiority can diminish 

psychological and sexual well-being. Jones and Shorter-Gooden (2003) defined the Lily 

Complex as a process of altering, disguising, and covering up one�s physical self in order 

to assimilate and be accepted as attractive according to Eurocentric standards. They 

argued that the constant pressure to meet a beauty standard that is inauthentic and often 

unattainable may lead Black women to loathe their natural physical appearance and 

believe they are undeserving of pleasure, safety, health, success, and esteem.  

The Lily Complex is a useful framework for considering the dangers in the 

pursuit of an investment in �pretty.� Although Black women are generally more satisfied 

with their physical appearance than White women, and heavier Black women are more 

satisfied with weight/body sizes than heavy White women, we must not overlook the fact 

that Black women, like their White counterparts, experience dissatisfaction in response to 

social pressures to fulfill hegemonically defined beauty standards. Future research should 

consider the ways that investment in achieving and maintaining Afrocentric feminine 

beauty standards (i.e., curvaceous body, natural hair styles, moisturized skin, adorning 
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culturally-oriented clothing and accessories) is related to positive self-concept, 

satisfaction with physical appearance, and sexual well-being. Black women engage in a 

process of disrupting and challenging dominant notions of gender, power, and Black 

inferiority when they embrace an Afrocentric aesthetic, and future studies should explore 

implications of these acts of resistance in the sexual domain.  

In interpreting the results of this study, it is important to take into consideration its 

limitations. The first limitation is that correlational models were used to test the 

associations between beauty ideal acceptance and sexual well-being, restricting our 

ability to make causal inferences. Our findings do not permit us to firmly state that 

endorsing Eurocentric standards of physical attractiveness causes more intrusive 

appearance-related cognitions during sex that jeopardize sexual well-being. 

In addition, this study utilized a sample of Black female undergraduate and 

graduate students from a large, predominately White university in the Midwest. Factors 

such as geographical location, racial homogeneity of neighborhood and school context, 

and racial composition of friends and intimate partners are also potential factors that may 

impact sexuality attitudes and should be further examined in research. Research suggests 

that racial and cultural context may play a significant role in Black women�s acceptance 

of Eurocentric appearance related ideals. For example, Hesse-Biber and colleagues 

(2010) conducted a qualitative analysis of Black women�s body image attitudes and found 

that Black female college students who attend a predominately White university were 

more likely to endorse Eurocentric appearance related ideals, such as straight hair and 

thin-body ideals. Other studies indicate that the extent to which Black women identify 

with hegemonic, White culture can increase Black women�s vulnerability to Eurocentric 
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standards of beauty and physical appearance (Abrams et al., 1993; Roberts et al., 2006; 

Sabik, Cole, Ward, 2010; Smolack & Stiegel-Moore, 2001). Future research should 

further investigate the contributing role of diverse socio-cultural contexts on Black 

women�s beauty and body ideals and their associations with experiences of sexual well-

being. 

Nonetheless, the present study has several strengths. It is one of the few studies 

that measure Black women�s investment in achieving Eurocentric beauty and thinness 

standards from a culturally specific standpoint (e.g., considering skin tone, hair 

straightening and/or lengthening, artificial nails), and also measures how endorsement 

relates to sexual attitudes, behaviors, and affective cognitions. The importance of 

studying Black college women�s gender and sexual socialization in the context of their 

own culture has not always been acknowledged in the extant literature, and this study is 

part of an emerging body of research that uses culturally specific measures of gender and 

sexual ideologies to examine sexual well-being (e.g., Overstreet & Quinn, 2012; Poran, 

2006; Stephens & Phillips, 2003). 

Conclusion 

Overall, the current work suggests that Black women are not protected from the 

sociocultural pressures of hegemonic femininity and its emphasis on Whiteness and 

thinness. Although Black women navigate complex and multifaceted appearance 

expectations that enable them to maintain a positive sense of their physical bodies, in the 

context of sex, they also engage in a process of body surveillance that hinders their 

capacity to focus on achieving sexual pleasure. The present study sheds light on how 

acceptance of beauty standards staked in domains encouraging Whiteness and thinness 
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could increase intrusive appearance-related cognitions and body surveillance—critical 

factors that often contribute to a host of negative sexual well-being outcomes such as 

increased sexual guilt and shame, emotional distancing during sex, body image self-

consciousness, and diminished sexual satisfaction and assertiveness. Although Black 

women have been socialized to highly value their larger bodies, our findings show that 

they are also highly invested in hegemonic notions of feminine appearance and thinness 

likely due to the fact that there are grave socio-political, economic, and interpersonal 

consequences for falling outside of the boundaries of “pretty” as it is currently defined in 

the mainstream social imagination.  

In Beyonce’s song “Pretty Hurts,” she states that pretty (i.e., beauty) is!harmful 

because “we shine the light on whatever’s worst” and that “perfection is a disease of a 

nation.” These lyrics, albeit unintentionally and indirectly, underscore the ways in which 

contemporary beauty and feminine appearance standards reflect the longstanding 

European colonial practice of creating inter-ethnic hierarchies that utilize White 

superiority as a rubric for allocating power, describing desire, and placing a premium on 

White bodies to the detriment of people of color. “Pretty” supremely values and 

privileges phenotypical features and attributes commonly found among White women, 

and devalues physical features common to women of African descent. In doing so, it 

creates a binary conceptualization of worth in which Blackness comprises “the worst” 

(e.g., good hair vs. bad hair) and consistently emphasizes the ways in which Black 

women fall outside of the parameters of sanctioned (good or best) femininity. Focusing 

on Black differences in ways that justify and reinscribe notions of their inferiority and 

disempowerment is definitively a disease, or pathology, of our nation. As bell hooks 
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(1994) so beautifully articulates, imperialist white-supremacist capitalist patriarchy 

describes the interlocking political, institutional, and social systems that are the 

foundation of our national politic—whereby patriarchy is the hegemonic sociopolitical 

system that ensures that White men are endowed with the right to dominate and rule over 

the weak (i.e., women and people of color). As long as the beauty politics rely on social 

constructions that serve to ensure Black women’s place at the bottom of the sociopolitical 

hierarchy, and commercial messages perpetuate these derivations via the mainstream 

media, conformity to “pretty” will continue to be a psychological ill that both produces 

and perpetuates Black women’s social, psychological, and sexual disempowerment. 
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Table 9 
Correlations among Eurocentric Beauty Ideal Acceptance and Sexual Well-Being 
Variables  

! 1.! 2.! 3.! 4.! 5.! 6.! 7.! 8.! 9.!

1. European Beauty Ideal! --! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! !

2. Thinness! .13b! --! ! ! ! ! ! ! !

3. Appearance Investment! .18 c! -.02! --! ! ! ! ! ! !

4. Sexual Guilt/Shame! .38 c! .12 a! -.02! --! ! ! ! ! !

5. Sexual Distancing! .05! .01! -.07! .58 c! --!  ! ! ! !

6. Sexual Self-Conscious.! .15 b! .02! -.09 ! .42 c! -.40 c! --!  ! ! !

7. Sexual Assertiveness! -.21 c! -.06! -.02 ! -.46 c! -.40 c! -.57 c! --! ! !

8. Entitlement to Pleasure! -.17 b! -.22 c! .13 a! -.43 c! -.27 c! -.30 c! .57 c! --!  !

9. Sexual Satisfaction! .08! -.04! .05! -.22 c! -.30 c! -.43 c! -.48 c! .35! --!

Means 2.41 3.60 2.87 3.14 2.34 2.82 3.56 3.78 3.46 

Standard Deviations .74 1.37 1.03 2.40 1.82 1.21 .77 .98 1.02 

Note. ap<.05; bp<.01; cp<.001. N= 283-378. 
 
 
 
Table 10 
Correlations among Sexual Well-Being and Demographic Covariates  

 Sexual Well-Being 

Demographic 
Variables 

Guilt/ 
Shame Distancing Self-

Conscious. Assertive. Entitled to 
Pleasure Satisfaction 

Age -.09 -.04 -.13 a .06 .04 -.06 
Sexual Experience 
(Virginity Status) -.34 c -.18 c -.34 c .38 c .34 c .14 b 

Sexual Orientation -.13 a .00 -.04 .07 .04 -.11 

SES  .12 b .01 .02 -.06 -.22 c -.04 

Relationship Status -.23 c -.17 b -.28 c .36 c .26 c .38 c 
Racial Centrality -.02 -.07 -.09 -.02 .18 b .05 
Religiosity .38 c .05 .16 b -.21 c -.17 b .08 

Note. ap<.05; bp<.01; cp<.001. N= 283-378. 
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Table 11 
Multiple Regression Analyses of Eurocentric Beauty Ideal Acceptance on Sexual Affect  
 
 Sexual Guilt/Shame 

(N=316) 
Sexual Distancing 

(N=292) 

Sexual Self-
Consciousness 

(N=329) 
 Step 1 β Step 2 β Step 1 β Step 2 β Step 1 β Step 2 β 

Sexual Experience 
(Virginity Status) 

-.23 c -.23 c -.16 b -.14 b -.23 c -.23 c 

Relationship Status -.13 b -.13 b 0.12 a -.12 b -.24 c -.20 c 

Religiosity .34 c .34 c .06 .05 .08 .07 

Mother’s Education .02 .00 -.02 -.05 -.05 -.10 a 

Racial Centrality -.06 .00 -.04 .01 -.05 .01 

Euro. Beauty 
Acceptance 

 .23 c  .22 c  .19 c 

Thin Ideal  .02  .10   .31 c 

Appearance Investment  .05  -.05  .02 

Final Adjust. R2 .23 .29 .04 .10 .16 .32 

Adjust. R2 Δ -- +.06 -- +.06 -- +.15 

Equation F 20.27 c 16.86 c 3.46 b 4.88 c 13.64 c 20.62 c 

Note. ap<.05; bp<.01; cp<.001. †p=.056. Standardized Betas are reported.  
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Table 12 
Multiple Regression Analyses of Eurocentric Beauty Ideal Acceptance on Experiential 
Sexual Agency 
 
 Sexual  

Assertiveness 
(N=317) 

Entitlement to  
Sexual Pleasure 

(N=290) 

Sexual Satisfaction 
(N=265) 

 Step 1 β Step 1 β Step 1 β Step 1 β Step 1 β Step 2 β 

Sexual Experience  
(Virginity Status) 

.27 c .27 c .24 c .23 c .05 .03 

Relationship Status .25 c .25 c .14 a .15 b .36 c .35 c 

Religiosity -.14 b -.13 b -.14 b -.13 b .06 .08 

Mother’s Education .02 .04 -.14 b -.13 b -.02 .00 

Racial Centrality -.02 -.07 .16 b .14 b .01 -.04 

Euro. Beauty Acceptance   -.19c    -.13 a   -.11 

Thin Ideal    -.01  .02    -.15 b 

Appearance Investment    -.05  .01   .00 

Final Adjust. R2 .21  .25  .18 .19  .13 .17 

Adjust. R2 Δ -- +.03 -- -- -- +.04 

Equation F 18.22 c 14.10 c 14.03 c 9.53 c 9.15 c 7.72 c 

Note. ap<.05; bp<.01; cp<.001. Standardized Betas are reported.  
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CHAPTER 5 

GRAND DISCUSSION 

 
Broad concerns reflected both at research and policy levels have surrounded the 

sexual practices, health, and experiences of young Black women in the United States, 

particularly in relation to the early age of sexual intercourse, low marriage rates, and high 

rates of teenage pregnancy, sexually transmitted infections, and sexual/dating violence 

among this group (Hussen et al., 2012). These concerns give rise to an image of excessive 

sexuality among this group, situating articulations about Black female sexualities outside 

the purview of respectability and instead within discourses of hypersexuality and 

pathological femininity. Although there are more representations of Black women 

available for consumption in the mass media than ever before, the substance of these 

images has changed little over the past 25 years (Avery et al., 2016; Rose, 2008; Stephens 

& Phillips, 2003). Less is known about the contributing role of these historical, 

theoretical, and popular representations on the way that young Black women experience 

sexuality in practice. Although sexualized messages of Black women are pervasive in the 

mainstream media, silences continue to surround the nature and expression of Black 

female sexuality (Rose, 1990; Weekes, 2002). The silence about Black women’s 

sexuality harkens back to concessions made by Black feminist historians about the 

importance of cultural dissemblance (Hine, 1989), respectability politics (Higganbotham, 

1994), and similar practices of resistance to exploitative and oppressive renderings of 

Black women’s interior lives. However, it has been argued that maintaining these silences 



137 

has merely failed to produce the ‘politics of articulation’ necessary to disrupt hegemonic 

narratives that configure Black women as sexually excessive, pathological, victimized, 

and simultaneously hypervisible and invisible (Durham et al., 2013; Hammonds, 1994; 

Morgan, 2015). Instead, Collins (2004), Hammonds (1994), Morgan (2015), and Nash 

(2014) call for the development of a Black feminist theoretical framework for 

investigating sexuality that employs a “politic of articulation” – that elucidates and 

communicates the broad range of sexual feelings, desires, and activities that Black 

women experience in ways that excise Black sexuality from heteropatriarchal renderings 

that foreclose possibilities of liberatory sexual subjectivities, sexual well-being, sexual 

pleasure, and erotic justice.  

 Thus, this dissertation is my effort to investigate Black college women’s sexual 

socialization and sexual well-being in ways that utilize these conceptual and theoretical 

Black feminist frameworks. The current work contributes to the literature in three ways: 

by expanding what we know about the hegemonic gender messages that dominate the 

media genres that Black women most avidly consume, by exploring how romantic and 

sexual relationship beliefs are shaped by the prevalence of gendered messages in these 

media, and by identifying links between the restrictive feminine appearance ideals and 

sexual well-being. Further, these contributions compliment the nascent literature about 

representations of Black femininity and sexuality by using multiple methods. The 

findings from this dissertation emphasize the nuances, contradictions, and patterns in 

Black women’s negotiation of Eurocentric, patriarchal notions of gender, heterosexual 

romantic relationships, and sex.    
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 Study 1 demonstrated that hegemonic gendered messages varied across time and 

musical genre. Findings indicated that representations of hegemonic masculinity were 

most likely to reflect hypermasculinity, characterizing Black men as competitive, 

dangerous, sex-focused, and materialistic. Portrayals of women were more likely to 

reflect hyperfeminine attributes that emphasized the importance of women’s physical 

attractiveness, sexual objectification, and utility as sex objects. Representations of men as 

hypermasculine and women as hyperfeminine sex objects increased over time, and were 

more frequent for Rap/Hip-Hop music than for other genres. Given that beliefs about 

gender guide our interpersonal interactions in social and sexual relationships (Amaro et 

al., 2001; Toosi et al., 2012), these findings have strong implications for the sexual 

socialization of Black women. Specifically, findings from Study 1 have important 

implications for the potential role of popular Black-oriented music on the gender and 

sexual development of Black women. If Black women are frequently exposed to this 

content, especially to themes in contemporary rap and hip-hop music, then they are 

repeatedly exposed to narrow constructions of femininity and masculinity that have been 

linked with greater acceptance dating violence (Johnson, Adams, Ashburn, & Reed, 

1995), the sexual objectification of women (Conrad, Dixon, & Zhang, 2007; Gordon, 

2008; Hust & Lei, 2001; Ward, 2002), and sexual violence against women (Keastle, 

Halpern, & Brown, 2007). If these messages become the ideal, are other forms of 

femininity and masculinity possible to conceptualize and achieve? Do potentially 

disempowering relationship behaviors and expectations become more acceptable and 

normative?  
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 Study 2 built upon Study 1 in two ways. First, Study 2 verified that popular music 

related media targeted toward Black audiences were, indeed, linked to the increased 

acceptance of hegemonic beliefs about gender and romantic relationships among Black 

women in college. Secondly, Study 2 illuminated the nuances in acceptance of patriarchal 

beliefs about heterosexual relationships, underscoring the contributing role of cultural 

specificity and racial salience in Black women’s gender ideologies. By focusing on Black 

women’s repeated exposure to narrow representations of gender and sexual norms 

featured in Black-oriented media, I was able to highlight the complexities and nuances of 

their acceptance of diverse heteropatriarchal gender and relationship beliefs.  More 

specifically, exposure to reality television and magazines was associated with their 

acceptance of dominant (White) patriarchal, hegemonic, and misogynistic beliefs about 

heterosexual relationships, whereas consumption of Black-oriented music (e.g., rap and 

R&B) was exclusively linked with greater acceptance of patriarchal beliefs about Black 

women and men in the context of their sociocultural and historical experiences in the 

United States. The patriarchal underpinnings of socially sanctioned femininity and 

masculinity are especially salient in the lyrical content of music performed by Black 

artists, and Study 2 is further documentation that exposure to these media is linked with 

Black women’s acceptance of hegemonic and patriarchal gender roles in intraracial 

romantic relationships.  

Although findings from Study 2 make unique contributions concerning the impact 

of Black-oriented media exposure on women’s gender and sexual beliefs, we 

acknowledge a critical limitation that future studies will want to address. As with most 

analyses that employ cultivation theory, these findings are correlational and do not allow 
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us to draw conclusions about causality. It is likely that exposure to Black-oriented media 

may influence women’s beliefs about patriarchal roles in heterosexual relationships 

between Black women and men; however, we cannot rule out that relations may be 

bidirectional, such that women who highly endorse hegemonic gender beliefs are drawn 

to media content that upholds their beliefs. The reinforcing spirals model (Slater, 2014) 

provides a framework for conceptualizing this phenomenon, suggesting that individuals 

often select media content that is consistent with their existing beliefs, values, and 

identities, and that “selective exposure” to attitude-consistent content is a mechanism 

used to reinforce their existing beliefs. Moreover, scholars have found that selective 

exposure may also strengthen people’s existing attitudes, in a process known as attitude 

polarization (Bennett & Iyengar, 2008; Stroud, 2010). Additional longitudinal analyses 

are needed (e.g., Aubrey, 2006) to help clarify the direction of causality. 

 In Study 3, associations were established between acceptance of Eurocentric 

beauty standards and reduced sexual well-being among Black women in college. 

Specifically, greater acceptance of physical appearance ideals that reflect dominant 

beauty standards for White women (e.g., long, straight hair, lighter skin tone, and thin 

bodies) was linked to more experiences of intrusive thoughts and less physical pleasure, 

assertiveness, and satisfaction during sex. These findings suggest that Black women are 

not protected from the sociocultural pressures of hegemonic femininity and its emphasis 

on Whiteness and thinness, despite previous research indicating that Black women are 

socialized to value their larger bodies (Celio et al., 2002; Shoneye et al., 2011). Although 

Black women navigate complex and multifaceted appearance expectations that enable 

them to maintain a generally positive sense of their physical bodies, they also engage in a 
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process of body surveillance in sexual domains that often contribute to a host of negative 

sexual well-being outcomes. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

Although my studies made several contributions and provide compelling support 

for the influential associations between Black-oriented music media exposure and sexual 

well-being, any conclusions must be tempered by the study limitations. The primary 

limitation was that Study 2 and Study 3 were correlational, and therefore I am not able to 

determine causality or speculate on the directionality of our main effects. The 

correlational nature of these studies means that I cannot rule out that Black women who 

strongly endorse heteropatriarchal gender and sexual beliefs seek out media that reflects 

their ideologies (as opposed to media exposure influencing the development of those 

ideas). However, because experimental evidence exists linking music video exposure to 

stereotypical gender role beliefs (Johnson et al., 1995; Ward et al., 2005), we do have 

reason to expect that cultivation theory is a useful framework to aid in the interpretation 

of our findings.  

Related, another limitation is that the current sample included students from only 

one university, which was an elite institution with a fairly wealthy and predominately 

White student body. Institutions of higher education differ in their prestige, selectivity, 

and the social demographics of their student body, and these factors have been found to 

impact both the sociocultural climate of the educational context and Black women’s 

vulnerability to White appearance standards and concerns about the availability of 

eligible mates within these spaces (e.g., Ferguson, Quinn, Eng, Sandelowski, 2006; Oney, 

2012; Sabik, Cole, & Ward, 2010; Smolack & Striegel-Moore, 2001). 
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A final limitation is the recognition that the sample used is not fully representative 

of the national population of Black women, and therefore the data cannot be considered 

as normative or typical. However, because the data were obtained from Black college 

women at a highly selective, public four-year institution who were also from relatively 

well-educated backgrounds, the findings represent meaningful contributions to the 

literature on Black women’s sexualities, which often utilizes lower income samples.  

 Identifying what young Black women learn about sex and relationships is a 

fundamental step toward understanding the complex and dynamic process of how 

heteropatriarchal sexual scripts are used (and resisted) in their sexual lives. Findings from 

the current studies suggest several directions for future research. Longitudinal studies are 

necessary to look at the developmental implications surrounding Black women’s 

transition out of emerging adulthood. Young adults are likely experiencing their first 

serious romantic relationships while attending college (Petersen & Hyde, 2009), and 

media messages about gender and sexuality may be especially influential in the absence 

of extensive levels of sexual experience. Laumann and colleagues (2006) conducted a 

cross-national and longitudinal study of subjective sexual well-being and found women’s 

feelings of happiness, fulfillment, and satisfaction with their sexual experiences and 

relationships appear to improve with age. Similar to findings reported by Haavio-Mannila 

and Kontula (1997), women reported greater dissatisfaction with their sexual lives across 

all ages compared with men; however, older women reported significantly higher levels 

of subjective sexual well-being than their younger female counterparts. Given that age 

has been identified as a significant correlate of media consumption patterns among Black 

Americans, with young adults (18-34) consuming far more average hours per day 
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compared with other age groups (although older adults aged 65+ consume more 

traditional television media than other age groups; Nielson, 2011, 2013), future research 

should consider how the associations between media and sexual appearance attitudes 

change across the lifespan. These questions should also be explored among Black women 

at culturally congruent colleges (e.g. Historically Black Colleges and Universities) and 

among community samples of women who live their lives primarily outside of a college 

context. In doing so, the complexities of Black women’s socialization to hegemonic 

sexual and feminine appearance beliefs can be examined in the context of environmental, 

economic, and partnership status changes.   

 Our inclusion of college students who self-identified as either Black or African 

American may have obscured significant differences within the group regarding ethnicity 

and nationality. It is important that we avoid perpetuating the myth of the homogenous 

Black woman by reducing the experience of Black women in the United States to a 

mono-ethnic group with a single racialized narrative of gender, femininity, and beauty. 

Future studies should investigate the contributing role of popular media on the gender 

and sexual socialization of Black women with roots in the Caribbean and other parts of 

the diaspora. The meaningful inclusion of transnational Black identities will facilitate the 

development of a more inclusive and generalizable conceptualization of Black women’s 

sexual socialization.  

Finally, future research should also consider the contributions of different types of 

media on Black women’s sexual attitudes and beliefs. For example, study is needed of 

scripted television programs with strong Black female leads (e.g., Scandal, How to Get 

Away With Murder, Being Mary Jane), movies that feature a predominately Black cast, 
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and digital media (e.g., websites, blogs, and podcasts) that target predominately Black 

audiences.  

Hegemonic (Emphasized) Femininity as a Health Risk 

 Collectively, these three studies demonstrate the utility of using cultivation 

theory, sexual script theory, and social identity theory to empirically excavate and 

articulate the contributing role of culturally specific media on the gender socialization 

processes of Black women. The extant literature on Black women’s gender ideologies has 

chiefly focused on the internalization of historically controlling images and its impact on 

sexual attitudes and mental health symptomatology. However, each of these studies 

addresses an important aspect of the gender development process for Black women in 

college. Building from Toni Cade Bambara’s (1970) argument that Black women are 

socially conditioned to accept restrictive gender roles and sexual disempowerment, this 

dissertation moves from identifying the messages in the media that reflect socially 

contrived roles that maintain our hegemonic social structure (hierarchically organized to 

ensure White heterosexual male supremacy), to assessing the effects of this discourse on 

women’s experiences of sex and relationships.  

 In order to develop a framework for understanding Black women’s sexual 

socialization, it was necessary to build on previous discussions about hegemonic gender 

prescriptions that emerge in media produced within hip hop culture, as it is one of the 

sources believed to be an especially important source of gender socialization for Black 

Americans due to the amount of time they spend consuming it (Ward, Hansbrough, & 

Walker, 2005; Ward, Day, & Thomas, 2010) and its specific attention to the political, 

social, cultural, and economic events and conditions that are unique to this cohort of 
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Black college women. Although such discussion has generally been reserved for 

criticizing and contextualizing depictions of Black women as hypersexual, recent Black 

feminist scholars have argued that there are emancipatory possibilities in women’s 

engagement with hip-hop culture via its depictions of Black female sexuality that 

centralize the experiences of agency, pleasure, and power. It was critical to investigate 

Black women’s media engagement as a potential source of social conditioning and 

resisting hegemonic gender beliefs that serve as liabilities to sexual well-being. During an 

episode of MSNBC’s Melissa Harris-Perry Show in 2015, Professor Brittney Cooper, 

feminist scholar and co-founder of the Crunk Feminist Collective, boldly exclaimed that, 

“there is no justice for Black women without pleasure and power.” Echoing this powerful 

statement, this dissertation sought to treat Black women’s erotic justice and sexual well-

being as both aspirational goals and fundamental rights. 

 Despite my implementation of a liberatory possibilities framework, increases in 

women’s Black media engagement were shown to have significant associations with 

gender ideologies and sexual beliefs that reflect heteropatriarchal sexual scripts that 

reinscribe gender-based inequalities in relational power and agency. Further, frequent 

Black media consumption was linked with the belief that male domination over women 

in relationships was normative, inevitable, and ideal, and that women are antagonistic, 

deceitful, untrustworthy relational liabilities – perhaps deserving of the violence and 

victimization they experience in the broader hegemonic social system. Representations of 

Black women in Black-oriented media include displays of hypersexualized femininity, or 

an exaggerated adherence to stereotypic feminine gender roles that emphasize appropriate 

feminine appearance, demeanor, and enactment according to hegemonic, Eurocentric 
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standards of beauty. Whereas women are taught to believe that achieving these standards 

of beauty is required to attract and secure a male partner, our findings suggest that 

endorsing hegemonic femininity ideologies will likely lead to experiences of sexual 

disempowerment in relationships and reduced sexual well-being. 

 For young Black women, the struggle to develop sexual agency appears to stem 

from a collective lack of rejection of the sexual double standards inherent in the 

heteropatriarchal sexual script. Whereas the heteropatriarchal sexual script for men ties 

sex to the experiences of power, mastery, and pleasure, sex for women is tied to morality, 

security, and procreation. Given the narrow conceptualization of sexual roles for women 

and the unique historical and contextual factors that shape their experiences as 

underrepresented minorities in the United States, it is unsurprising that the three 

dissertation studies illustrate that Black college women receive and are affected by 

restrictive messages about femininity and sex. These findings bolster previous arguments 

made by feminist scholars like Toni Cade Bambara (1970) and Patricia Hill Collins 

(2004) about the reproduction of hegemonic notions of femininity and masculinity as a 

critical liability to the development of healthy sexualities among Black Americans. 

Conclusion 

This dissertation has demonstrated that gendered messages in popular media 

targeting Black audiences are relevant for the sexual socialization of Black college-aged 

women, yet the aspects of women’s sexual lives that are affected differ based on the types 

of media they consume. Frequent consumption of popular Black-oriented magazines, 

reality television programs, and musical genres like Rap and R&B are associated with 

greater endorsement of heteropatriarchal sexual ideals, including the belief that Black 
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women should aspire to achieve restrictive beauty standards and submit to hyper-

masculine male partners who assume patriarchal gender roles in intimate relationships. 

Additionally, this research links heteropatriarchal gender ideal endorsement with adverse 

consequences to Black women’s psychosexual health and functioning. Although we have 

reason to believe that Black women are more resistant to the internalization of restrictive 

and stereotypical notions of gender roles and are more accepting of their bodies than 

women from other racial groups (Malloy & Herzberger, 1998; Overstreet et al., 2010), 

this research suggests that adherence to socially prescribed gender roles and physical 

attractiveness standards is linked with low sexual self concept and satisfaction, a 

predilection for sexual subjugation, and a desire for intimate partners that support Black 

women's inauthenticity, invisibility, and sexual silence.  

 This dissertation serves as a preliminary step towards future research on Black 

women’s sexual well-being that will evaluate how the constructs of racial identity, 

culturally specific sexual gender norms, body image, and media exposure work together 

to influence sexual attitudes and behavior.  Further understanding of how these factors 

work in diverse samples of Black women and men will facilitate the development of 

interventions that will best meet the sexual needs and interests of the young Black 

American population and increase the experiences of sexual agency, esteem, pleasure, 

and wellness.  
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APPENDICES 
 

APPENDIX A 
 

ITEMS ASSESSING DEMOGRAPHIC VARIABLES 
 

What best describes your ethnic background/identification? 
 
____ Afro-Latino (e.g., South or Central American, Dominican, Puerto Rican, etc.) 
 
____ West Indian/Caribbean (e.g., Haitian, Trinidadian) 
 
____ African 
 
____ Black/African American 
 
____ Biracial or Multiracial 
 
____ Other  
__________________________ 
 
 
Highest level of education reached (please mark one for each row) 
 

      Mother  Father       You  

       A few years of high school or less  ______  ______             ______ 

       High school graduate    ______  ______          ______ 

       Some college     ______  ______         ______ 

       Junior college/trade school graduate  ______  ______          ______ 

       College/university graduate   ______  ______        ______ 

       Some graduate school    ______  ______        ______ 

       Master’s Degree    ______  ______         ______ 

       Business school graduate (MBA)  ______  ______        ______ 

       Law or medical school graduate  ______  ______        ______ 

       Ph.D.     ______  ______       ______ 
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Religiosity 
 
How religious are you?    1  2  3  4 

 5 

            not at all           somewhat               

very 

How often do you attend religious services?  

never       once in a blue moon      occasionally, maybe      semi-regularly, maybe      very regularly, usually 

   (less than once a yr.)      a few times a year         once or twice a month       once a week 

How important is your religious training to your beliefs about sexuality?     

1  2  3  4  5 

not at all                 somewhat                             very 

!
!

Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity Racial Centrality Subscale  
(MIBI; Sellers et al., 1997) 

 
Directions: How do you feel about being Black? 
 
Response Options: 
 
1=Strongly disagree 
2=Disagree 
3=Slightly disagree 
4=Neutral 
5=Slightly agree 
6=Agree 
7=Strongly agree 
x=Decline to answer 
 
Survey Questions/Items: 
 
1.  In general, being Black is an important part of my self-image. 
2.  I have a strong sense of belonging to Black people. 
3.  I have a strong attachment to other Black people. 
4.  Being Black is an important reflection of who I am. 
 

Level of Sexual Experience 
 
Have you ever had vaginal intercourse?  ____Yes        ____No 
 
How old were you the first time you had vaginal intercourse (Age in years)?  ____ 
 
How many total vaginal intercourse partners have you had?  ____ 
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Sexual orientation, Sexual attraction, and Sexual behavior 

 
1.  In terms of my sexual orientation, I identify myself as: 
 
(1) Exclusively heterosexual/straight (2) Predominately heterosexual/straight, (3) 
Bisexual -- interested in men and women somewhat equally, (4) Predominately 
homosexual (gay/lesbian), (5) Exclusively homosexual (gay/lesbian), (6) Other, (7) 
Decline to answer 
 
2.  I would describe my sexual attraction as:  
 
(1) Exclusively heterosexual (only men), (2) Predominately heterosexual/straight, (3) 
Bisexual -- attracted to men and women somewhat equally, (4) Predominately 
homosexual (gay/lesbian), (5) Exclusively homosexual (only women), (6) Other, (7) 
Decline to answer 
 
3.  In terms of my sexual behavior, I would describe my sexual experiences as:  
 
(1) Exclusively heterosexual (only male partners); (2) Predominately 
heterosexual/straight (mostly male partners); (3) Bisexual (had sex with men and women 
somewhat equally); (4) Predominately homosexual (mostly female partners), (5) 
Exclusively homosexual (only female partners), (6) Other, (7) Decline to answer 
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APPENDIX B 
 

ITEMS ASSESSING BLACK-ORIENTED MEDIA USE 
 

How many issues (0-12) of the following monthly magazines do you read (i.e., browse 
through and check out at least a few articles) in a typical year? 
 
____ Ebony 
____ Essence 
____ VIBE 
____ The Source 
____ XXL 
 
Please indicate how much you have watched TV programs using the 4-point scale. 
 
Reality TV Shows Never Rarely Sometimes Often 
Love & Hip Hop Atlanta 0 1 2 3 

Real Housewives of 
Atlanta 

0 1 2 3 

T.I. and Tiny 0 1 2 3 

Basketball Wives 0 1 2 3 

 
 
How often do you watch music videos? (on TV, the internet, iPod) 

How many hours on a typical weekday do you watch music videos?  

  0      .5      1       2       3       4       5       6       7       8       9    10    11    12+       

How many hours on a typical Saturday do you watch music videos?   

 0      .5      1       2       3       4       5       6       7       8       9    10     11    12+     

How many hours on a typical Sunday do you watch music videos?      

0      .5      1       2       3       4       5       6       7       8       9    10      11    12+          

 
Overall Music Diet 
We often listen to many types of music.  How would you describe your overall music 
diet? (e.g., 20% pop, 40% rock, 10% R & B, 30% jazz).  Numbers should add to 100%. 
______________________________________________________________ 
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How often do you listen to music (e.g. radio, ipod, cP3, Pandora, etc)? 
How many hours in a typical weekday do you listen to music?  

0      .5       1        2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9     10     11    12+     

How many hours in a typical Saturday do you listen to music?    

0      .5       1        2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9     10      11    12+               

How many hours in a typical Sunday do you listen to music?   

0      .5       1        2        3        4        5        6        7        8        9     10      11    12+             

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
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!
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APPENDIX C 
 

ITEMS ASSESSING HETEROPATRIARCHAL ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIP 
 BELIEF ACCEPTANCE 

 
Heterosexual Script 

(Seabrook et al., 2016) 
 

Directions: What do you think about dating and heterosexual relationships?  There are 
lots of opinions about what dating is like and how relationships work between women 
and men.  For each statement below, indicate how much you agree with each of the 
following statements.  How much do you agree that: 
 
Response Options: 
 
1=Strongly disagree 
2=Disagree 
3=Disagree a little 
4=Agree a little 
5=Agree 
6=Strongly agree 
x-Decline to answer 
 
Survey Questions/Items: 
 
1.  Women with a lot of “experience” should expect a bad reputation. 
2.  Men are mostly interested in women as potential sexual partners and not as “just 
friends.” 
3.  Women should be more concerned about their appearance than men. 
4.  No matter what she says, a woman isn’t really happy unless she’s in a relationship. 
5.  A woman should be willing to make personal sacrifices in order to satisfy her partner. 
6.  Guys like to play the field and shouldn’t be expected to stay with one partner for too 
long. 
7.  The best way for a woman to attract a boyfriend is to use her body and looks. 
8.  It is better for a woman to use her “feminine charm” (e.g., flirting, body language) to 
indicate her interest than to express it directly. 
9.  It is difficult for men to resist sexual urges and remain monogamous. 
10.  Being with an attractive woman gives a guy prestige. 
11.  In dating, the goal for men is to score with as many women as they can. 
12.  Guys are always ready for sex. 
13.  It is natural for a guy to want to admire or check out other women, even if he is 
dating someone. 
14.  Women should do whatever they need to (e.g., use make-up, buy sexy clothes, work 
out) to look good enough to attract a date/partner. 
15.  Men are more interested in sex and women are more interested in relationships. 
16.  Men should be the ones to ask women out and to initiate physical contact. 
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17.  The way to win a woman’s heart is to spend money on her (e.g., flowers, gifts, nice 
dinner). 
18.  A woman wants a man because she wants someone to protect her. 
19.  Women like to admire men’s bodies & are attracted most to men who are muscular 
and handsome. 
20.  There is nothing wrong with a man’s being primarily interested in a woman’s body. 
21.  Women are attracted most to a man with a lot of money. 
22.  Sometimes women have to do things they don’t want to do to keep their man happy. 
23.  It is up to women to keep things from “moving too fast” sexually. 
24.  A man’s sexual needs take priority over the woman’s needs. 
 
 

 
Adversarial Sexual Beliefs 

(Burt, 1980) 
 

Directions: What do you think about dating and heterosexual relationships, in general? 
 
Response Options: 
 
1=Strongly disagree 
2=Disagree 
3=Disagree a little 
4=Agree a little 
5=Agree 
6=Strongly agree 
x=Decline to answer 
 
Survey Questions/Items: 
 
1.  A woman will only respect a man who will lay down the law to her. 
2.  Many women are so demanding sexually that a man just can’t satisfy them. 
3.  A man’s got to show the woman who’s boss right from the start or he’ll end up 
dominated. 
4.  Women are usually sweet until they’ve caught a man, but then they let their true self 
show. 
5.  A lot of men talk big, but when it comes down to it, they can’t perform well sexually. 
6.  In a dating relationship a woman is largely out to take advantage of a man. 
7.  Men are out for only one thing. 
8.  Most women are sly and manipulating when they are out to attract a man. 
9.  A lot of women seem to get pleasure in putting men down. 
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Heteropatriarchal Beliefs about Black Relationships Scale 
(created for this study) 

 
Directions: Here are some things some people think about Black relationships.  What do 
you think? 
 
Response Options: 
 
1=Strongly disagree 
2=Disagree 
3=Disagree a little 
4=Agree a little 
5=Agree 
6=Strongly agree 
x=Decline to answer 
 
Survey Questions/Items: 
 
1.  Too many Black men date and marry outside the race. 
2.  Black women have too much control and power in their families. 
3.  Many Black men, without realizing it, have helped to keep the Black woman down 
because of their low regard for her. 
4.  All Black men have a little “dog” in them. 
5.  Black men don’t respect Black women. 
6.  It’s a Black woman’s job to make her man feel like a king. 
7.  Even if a woman makes a lot of money at work, she still needs to let her man be the 
“man of the house.” 
8.  If a woman doesn’t let a man know how to treat her, it’s her own fault if she gets 
played. 
9.  Many Black men are reluctant to date Black women because men think Black women 
have too much attitude. 
10.  Because there aren’t enough good Black men to go around, sometimes Black women 
have to expect to share their men. 
11.  Black men are threatened by Black women who are too successful or too smart. 
12.  it’s a Black man’s job to make his woman feel like a queen. 
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APPENDIX D 
 

ITEMS ASSESSING EUROCENTRIC BEAUTY IDEALS 
 

Image Acceptance Measure 
(IAM; Plybon, Pegg, & Reed, 2003) 

 
Directions: Next, we’re going to ask you some questions about women and beauty.  
Please indicate your level of agreement with each statement below. 
 
Response Options: 
 
1=Strongly disagree 
2=Disagree 
3=Neither agree nor disagree 
4=Agree 
5=Strongly agree 
x=Decline to answer 
 
Survey Questions/Items: 
 
1.  It is important to have “good” hair. 
2.  If I could change my natural hair texture, I would. 
3.  Getting the latest hairstyle is more important than letting my hair grow naturally. 
4.  Nail extensions look better than natural nails. 
5.  Being thin (small) gives you a better appearance. 
6.  I think guys prefer girls who have lighter skin. 
7.  I would change the way my skin looks if I could. 
8.  I think guys prefer girls with straight hair. 
9.  Straightened hair looks better than natural hair. 
10.  Having long hair gives you a better appearance. 
11.  I think guys prefer girls that are small (thin). 
12.  If I could change how my face features are, I would. 

 
!
!
!
!
!
!
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Conformity to Femininity Norms Inventory Subscales  
(CFNI; Mahalik et al., 2005; Parent & Moradi, 2010) 

 
Directions: Please indicate your level of agreement with each statement below. 
 
Response Options: 
 
1=Strongly disagree 
2=Disagree 
3=Disagree a little 
4=Agree a little 
5=Agree 
6=Strongly agree 
x=Decline to answer 
 
Thinness Survey Questions/Items: 
 
1.  I would be happier if I was thinner. 
2.  I would like to lose a few pounds. 
3.  I am always trying to lose weight. 
4.  I would be perfectly happy with myself even if I gained weight. (reverse coded) 
5.  I am terrified of gaining weight. 
 
Appearance Investment Survey Questions/Items: 
 
1.  I spend more than 30 minutes a day doing my hair and make-up. 
2.  I feel attractive without makeup. (reverse coded) 
3.  I regularly wear makeup.  
4.  I get ready in the morning without looking in the mirror very much. (reverse coded) 
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APPENDIX E 
 

ITEMS ASSESSING SUBJECTIVE SEXUAL WELL-BEING 
 
 

Women’s Sexual Working Models Scale 
(WSWMS; Birnbaum & Reis, 2010) 

 
Directions: Now, we’re going to ask you some questions about your personal 
experiences with sex.  How characteristic is each of the following statements of your 
perspective toward sexuality?  To select your answer, please click and slide the bar to the 
appropriate number (choose one number 1-9). 
 
Response Options: 
 
1=Very uncharacteristic of me 
9=Very characteristic of me 
 
Survey Questions/Items: 
 
1.  Sexual activity makes me feel guilty. 
2.  Sexual activity makes me feel ashamed. 
3.  To me, sexual activity feels like something forbidden. 
4.  Sexual activity makes me feel sinful. 
5.  I often feel critical of myself during or after sex for doing something wrong. 
6.  Sexual activity feels like something impure. 
7.  During sexual activity, intruding thoughts often distract me. 
8.  During sexual activity, my thoughts often wander to unrelated things. 
9.  During sexual activity, I sometimes feel apathetic. 
10.  While having sex, I sometimes feel like I am not involved but I am watching myself 
from the outside. 

 
!
!
!
!
!
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Body Image Self-Consciousness during Intimacy Scale  
(Wiederman, 2000) 

 
Directions: Please use the following scale to indicate how often you agree with each 
statement or how often you think it would be true for you.  The term partner refers to 
someone with whom you are romantically or sexually intimate.  You do not currently 
need to be in a relationship to answer these items. 
 
Response Options: 
 
1=Never 
2=Rarely 
3=Sometimes 
4=Often 
5=Usually 
6=Always 
x=Decline to answer 
 
Survey Questions/Items: 
 
1.  I would feel very nervous if a partner were to explore my body before or after sex. 
2.  The idea of having sex without any covers over my body causes me anxiety. 
3.  While having sex, I am (would be) concerned that my hips and thighs would flatten 
out and appear larger than they actually are. 
4.  During sexual activity, I am (would be) concerned about how my body looks to my 
partner. 
5.  The worst part of having sex is being nude in front of another person. 
6.  If a partner were to put a hand on my buttocks, I would think, “My partner can feel my 
fat.” 
7.  During sexual activity it is (would be) difficult not to think about how unattractive my 
body is. 
8.  During sex, I (would) prefer to be on the bottom so that my stomach appears flat. 
9.  I (would) feel very uncomfortable walking around the bedroom, in front of my 
partner, completely nude. 
10.  The first time I have sex with a new partner, I (would) worry that my partner will get 
turned off by seeing my body without clothes. 
11.  If a partner were to put an arm around my waist, I would think, “My partner can tell 
how fat I am.” 
12.  I (could) only feel comfortable enough to have sex if it were dark so that my partner 
could not clearly see my body. 
13.  I (would) prefer having sex with my partner on top so that my partner is less likely to 
see my body. 
14.  I (would) have a difficult time taking a shower or bath with a partner. 
15.  I (would) feel anxious receiving a full-body massage from a partner. 
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Hurlbert Index of Sexual Assertiveness  

(HISA; Hurlbert, 1991) 
 

Directions: This index is designed to measure the degree of sexual assertiveness you 
have in relationships with a typical partner, either casual or long-term.  You do not 
currently need to be in a relationship to answer these items.  
 
Response Options: 
 
1=Never 
2=Rarely 
3=Some of the time 
4=Most of the time 
5=All of the time 
6=Not applicable 
 
Survey Questions/Items: 
 
1.  I feel uncomfortable talking during sex. (reverse coded) 
2.  I feel that I am shy when it comes to sex. (reverse coded) 
3.  I approach my partner for sex when I desire it. 
4.  I think I am open with my partner about sexual needs. 
5.  I enjoy sharing my sexual fantasies with my partner. 
6.  I feel uncomfortable talking to my friends about sex. (reverse coded) 
7.  I communicate my sexual desires to my partner. 
8.  It is difficult for me to touch myself during sex. (reverse coded) 
9.  It is hard for me to say no even when I do not want sex. (reverse coded) 
10.  I am reluctant to describe myself as a sexual person. (reverse coded) 
11.  I feel uncomfortable telling my partner what feels good. (reverse coded) 
12.  I speak up for my sexual feelings. 
13.  I am reluctant to insist that my partner satisfy me. (reverse coded) 
14.  I find myself having sex when I do not really want it. (reverse coded) 
15.  When a technique does not feel good, I tell my partner.  
16.  I feel comfortable giving sexual praise to my partner. 
17.  It is easy for me to discuss sex with my partner. 
18.  I feel comfortable initiating sex with my partner. 
19.  I find myself doing sexual things I do not like. (reverse coded) 
20.  Pleasing my partner is more important than my pleasure. (reverse coded) 
21.  I feel comfortable telling my partner how to touch me. 
22.  I enjoy masturbating myself to orgasm. 
23.  If something feels good, I insist on doing it again. 
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24.  It is hard for me to be honest about my sexual feelings. (reverse coded) 
25.  I try to avoid discussing the subject of sex. (reverse coded) 
 

 
 

Entitlement to Sexual Pleasure Scale 
(Ward et al., 2013) 

 
Directions: Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements. 
 
Response Options: 
 
1=Never 
2=Rarely 
3=Some of the time 
4=Most of the time 
5=All of the time 
6=Not applicable 
 
Survey Questions/Items: 
 
1.  Sexual pleasure is important to me. 
2.  I feel entitled to sexual pleasure. 
3.  It is important for me to achieve orgasm during my sexual encounters. 
4.  I attempt to achieve orgasm during my sexual encounters. 
 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!



162 

Adapted Version of the New Sexual Satisfaction Scale 
(NSSS; Štulhofer, Buško, & Brouillard, 2010) 

 
Directions: Thinking about your sex life during the last 6 months, please rate your 
satisfaction with the following aspects: 
 
Response Options: 
 
1=Not at all satisfied 
2=A little satisfied 
3=Moderately satisfied 
4=Very satisfied 
5=Extremely satisfied 
x=Decline to answer 
 
Survey Questions/Items: 
 
1.  The quality of my orgasms. 
2.  My “letting go” and surrender to sexual pleasure during sex. 
3.  The way I sexually react to my partner. 
4.  My body’s sexual functioning. 
5.  My mood after sexual activity. 
6.  The pleasure I provide my partner. 
7.  The balance between what I give and receive in sex. 
8.  My partner’s emotional opening up during sex. 
9.  My partner’s ability to orgasm. 
10.  My partner’s sexual creativity. 
11.  The variety of my sexual activities. 
12.  The frequency of my sexual activity. 

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
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