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Final Paper—Lyrics of Christina Aguilera


Having risen to prominence on the pop music scene at the turn of the 21st century, Christina Aguilera is a talented vocal artist whose songs typically refer to sex and sexuality, personal acceptance, and female empowerment. Through various critical analyses of a selected set of her works, it becomes clear that Christina Aguilera’s music oftentimes feeds into the stereotypes she so desperately tries to ignore, all the while promoting an attitude of self-acceptance and disregard for whatever label happens to befall her.


As Christina Aguilera often labels herself as strongly feminist, it is fitting to begin with a feminist critical analysis of her work. Three years after the release of self-titled debut album, Aguilera released her most popular album to date, Stripped, which celebrated her newfound creative independence. Aguilera wrote it “coming off of the height of being a part of…that imagery of that cookie-cutter” pop phenomenon of the late 90s (Vineyard). Refusing to remain in the previous image of a pop “sweetheart” (Vineyard), Aguilera began to experiment with more sexually explicit lyrics in an attempt to challenge “sexual hypocrisy and double standards” (Vineyard). Forty years prior, feminist theorist Betty Friedan challenged gender roles as well in a 1963 article, stating that women striving “for independence and equality with men” have typically been seen as making “American women unfeminine” (“Is This All There Is?”). Aguilera heartily agrees with such a statement. In “Can’t Hold Us Down”, Aguilera asks, “So what am I not supposed to have an opinion/Should I be quiet just because I’m a woman” (1-2), in reference to her lack of input on her previous album—on which she authored only one song (“Christina Aguilera Discography”)—causing her to feel as though she “was under the thumb” of her label (Sandell). Asserting herself as equal to the men who she imagined stifled her artistic creativity, Aguilera condemns those that may “call [her] a bitch” because she “speaks what’s on [her] mind” and imagines it would be “easier” on her creative team if she simply “sat and smiled” (“Can’t Hold Us Down, 3-4). Feminists around the world would commend Aguilera’s “aspirations, interests” and “goals” as being conducive to her ability “to find her own fulfillment” (“Is That All There Is?”), an important aspect of feminist theory. Feminists around the globe would appreciate such an assertive attitude, but along with taking more control of her artistic creativity, Aguilera also began expressing (both in her lyrics and in the media) a more sexualized image, something feminists may not particularly agree with. While asserting one’s independence and autonomy is a critical aspect of feminist theory, Aguilera almost proactively felt it necessary to couple that attitude with provocative imagery used throughout her music and appearances. In “Get Mine, Get Yours”, Aguilera asks her mate to accept that they “have a physical thing” where they will “make love, but don’t fall in love” (Aguilera et al, 38- 39). Blatantly referring to casual sex with no emotional attachment, Aguilera seems to use men as objects of her desires—something there for her own personal satisfaction and entertainment. Obviously, the character of the man is of no importance, nor is building a relationship—stating “[i]t ain’t about the kissin’ and huggin’/Cause this is a physical lovin’” (33-34), Aguilera makes clear the man is there purely for physical reasons. While she does proclaim “[i]t’s a common double standard of society” for a man to get “all the glory the more he can score/While the girl can do the same and yet you call her a whore” (32-33), Aguilera’s use of men as a sex object directly mirrors the stereotypical objectification of her own gender, a tenet she consistently tries to dissuade through her lyrics. By fluctuating between her stances as an advocate of female empowerment while explicitly promoting female sexuality, Aguilera makes it impossible to label herself. While feminists may not wholly support Aguilera’s sexually risqué demeanor, they would ultimately agree with her contradictory expressions and her personal refusal to be labeled as anything other than a musical artist.


A biographical analysis of Christina Aguilera’s works finds particular moments of her life—all of which include man’s mistreatment of her—referred to numerous times throughout her work. Because Aguilera’s musical repertoire carries a number of love songs, ballads, and the like, her mention of specific events easily stand out, thereby signifying the impact they’ve had on Aguilera. Aguilera’s father, Fausto, was a military sergeant in the United States Army in Aguilera’s early childhood. Originally from Ecuador, Fausto met and married Shelly Fidler and eventually gave birth to Aguilera in 1980. Fausto’s nationality (and Aguilera’s subsequent identification as a Latino woman) is referenced in the lyrics “Mama used to warn me/To beware of those Latin lovers” (“Infatuation”, 10-11). Though a mixture of Irish and Ecuadorian descent, Aguilera never felt it necessary to portray herself as strictly one or the other, stating she “was always proud” of both her Latin and Irish roots, never feeling it necessary to “be white, or all Latin” (Rivera). Throughout Aguilera’s childhood, her father Fausto spent years physically and emotionally abusing his household, particularly Aguilera’s mother (“Christina Aguilera—Biography”). An influential component in Aguilera’s life and creative artistry, her father’s abuse is mentioned several times throughout Aguilera’s discography, most notably in a song entitled “I’m OK.” Describing her “early years” as a time in which “she had to learn/How to grow up living in a war that she called home” ( 2-3), Aguilera expresses how it hurt her “to see the pain across [her] mother’s face/Every time [her] father’s fist would put her in her place” (5-6). Still harboring the “echo of a broken child screaming ‘please no more’” (17), Aguilera details her and her mother’s abuse, remembering “the lines” her father left “along her [mother’s] neck” (25); instances when, as a child, Aguilera “was thrown against cold stairs” (26); and ultimately, how she was kept “so afraid” (30). Aguilera asks her father, “Daddy, don’t you understand the damage you have done” (17-18). Reinforcing her determination to succeed despite her abusive past, Aguilera seems to address her father personally in her pop-rock anthem “Fighter”, declaring “[a]fter all you put me through/You think I’d despise you/But in the end I wanna thank you/Cause you’ve made me that much stronger” (Aguilera and Storch, 1-4). Another specific aspect of Aguilera’s life that has made an appearance in her music is the media-fueled feud that emerged between Aguilera and the rapper Eminem. During a special that aired on MTV in 2000, Aguilera chose a number of music videos to “watch” with her friends and then critique. After watching a video of Eminem’s, Aguilera began commenting on the rapper’s well-publicized relationship with his ex-wife Kim, which was riddled with domestic violence and disputes. Because of her past, Aguilera made comments about this negative aspect of Eminem’s career; Eminem then chose to name check Aguilera in his single “The Real Slim Shady”, calling her a “little bitch” and suggesting her to be both promiscuous and a carrier of venereal disease. The following year, Aguilera released Stripped, and included her own on reaction to Eminem’s lyrics. In her feminist anthem “Can’t Hold Us Down”, Aguilera states that Eminem called her “a bitch” because she “speaks what on [her] mind” (3), and that such a reaction from the rapper devalues his masculinity. In Aguilera’s opinion, “that for sure is not a man”, and that “it’s sad” that “slanderin’ names for popularity” and “through controversy” is Eminem’s “only” way of maintaining his fame (11-12). Further admonishing the rapper, Aguilera belittles Eminem for the fact that “when a female fires back,” the “big talker [doesn’t know how to act]” and responds as “any little boy would”, by “makin’ up a few false rumors or two” (5-8). In a few short stanzas, Aguilera brings up the topic that had been circulating through the media at the time and verbally lashes out against the rapper that had been giving her a sore reputation. All of these instances include men’s behavior towards and mistreatment of women, a topic Aguilera particularly loves to discuss.


A cultural analysis by one suffering from an eating disorder would easily recognize certain components of Aguilera’s music as representative of the disease. Two of the three most prevalent eating disorders, anorexia nervosa and bulimia nervosa, are used as both an emotional coping mechanism and a weight-controlling tool. Eating disorders easily, however, spiral out of control into a compulsive obsession that inhibits the person suffering from living a normal life. Those with an eating disorder may easily recognize certain lyrics of Aguilera’s. For example, once an eating disorder becomes a compulsion, it becomes nearly impossible to “just let it go” even when the sufferer acknowledges he or she may be “caught” in the “web” of the compulsion (“Walk Away”, 1, 4). Eating disordered individuals typically begin suffering from low self-esteem at an early age, but are also highly motivated individuals. Aguilera recognizes that “in life there’s gonna be times” when one is “feeling low”, and that it is common that one’s “insecurity seems to take control”, causing someone to “look outside [themselves]/For acceptance and approval” (“Soar”, 8-12). An eating disordered individual can easily recognize the reference to the idea of controlling one’s “outside” or physical appearance to better cope with internal and emotional struggles. Being “addicted” to the “allure” of an eating disorder (the idea that it will make a person thin, or correct everything bad in one’s life) makes it extremely difficult to give it up (“Walk Away”, 24); for bulimics (a disease characterized by repeated cycles of bingeing and purging), an attempt may be made to eat “normally” or “taking one more bite than is allowed” (Cohn, 21), only to cause the sufferer to feel overwhelmed by the number of calories he or she had just consumed. This in turn may cause one to then begin the binge and purge cycle, considered by a sufferer to be a failure and referenced with Aguilera’s mention of how “every step” she takes “leads to one mistake” (“Walk Away”, 25). A never-ending cycle as such may make the sufferer feel trapped, and Aguilera’s lyric stating “darlin’ you hold me prisoner” (14) holds sympathy for those who suffer. Eventually wreaking havoc on a person’s physical appearance—either through weight loss/gain, brittle hair or nails, or a sallow complexion—one will find themselves in front of a mirror, “face to face with her fears/Her own reflection now foreign to her after/All these years” (“Soar”, 44-47). Becoming so out of tune with one’s emotions, due to malnourishment and a reliance on an unhealthy coping mechanisms, anorexics and bulimics eventually realize their lives have been spent trying “to be/Something besides [themselves],” and that “once time has passed” the realization of a wasted life ends up filling one “with regret” (48-51). Eating disorders are often described as being the sufferer’s “friend who does not criticize, judge, compete, or reject” the one afflicted (41). Being such a “friend,” an eating disorder becomes an extremely dangerous companion, something a sufferer will use to rely on for everything, including intense feelings “such as depression, anger, rejection, loneliness, selfishness, fear of independence or dependence, and love” (Cohn, 44). Aguilera consistently addresses these emotions throughout her music, making it even easier for one with an eating disorder to identify with her lyrics. 


A Marxist analysis of Aguilera’s work demonstrates her proclivity to empower women as being as strong, capable, and equal to men in all aspects of society. Growing up in an abusive household, feeling stifled creatively by her management and record company, and constantly fighting criticism of her sexualized image, Aguilera’s ultimate goal is to express her self-acceptance and to encourage her audience to do the same. Aware that her audience is primarily female, Aguilera insists that they let suppressive men everywhere “know we’re gonna stand our ground” and to “take a deep breath and say it loud/Never can, never will, can’t hold us down” (“Can’t Hold Us Down”, 18, 20-21). Suggesting that her audience should not “be scared/To fly alone” (“Soar”, 14-15), Aguilera seeks to dissuade young women from feeling compelled to fit into molds considered socially acceptable. For Aguilera, gender roles do exist, but only because they are perpetuated and not because they are valid; there is no “need/To keep pretending” (52, 53) to act, do, or look a certain way. Adolescent girls—Aguilera’s audience—face a wide variety of influence from peers, parents, media, and authoritative figures, all of which seem to promote a specific way of being. Aguilera counters this with a comment that “the world is yours” (18), meaning possibilities for women are endless and attainable. Even if one encounters suppression by another, Aguilera recommends one thank the suppressor, as overcoming an obstacle “makes [one] that much stronger” and “makes [one] work a little bit harder”, ultimately making one “wiser”, “faster,” and “smarter” (Aguilera, Storch, 16-22). Writing and performing for “girls all around the world” who’ve encountered men that believe “all women should be seen, not heard” (“Can’t Hold Us Down”, 13-14), Aguilera passionately proclaims that, rather than keep quiet or conform to societal stereotypes, women should “shout out loud” (17) and express their opinions, wants, desires, and fantasies. Aguilera consistently asserts her independence from men throughout her music, stating that certain components were “directed to any male who puts down a female for stating her mind” and that women should “feel empowered to do and say what they want to” (Vineyard). Remarking that, despite the fact that she “was brought up in a household of chaos,” she was “never going to feel helpless” or “weak around a man” (Sandell). For Aguilera, women are not sex objects, possessions, or items meant to be molded to fit the likes of men; instead, they are highly capable human beings with an equal right to behave and act in any way they see fit, regardless of whether or not men—or society as a whole—agrees with such choices.


Themes of self-acceptance, female empowerment, sexual liberation, and independence are common throughout all of Christina Aguilera’s works. Various critical analyses further detail such thematic elements of her work, and end up, ironically, giving her a label (as a feminist)—something she’s continuously tried to stay away from. 
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