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Introduction: Background of the Song

❖ Aim: to discuss how power can be 

negotiated through multi-vocal and multi-

faceted feminine and masculine acts of 

identity.

➢ More specifically in the song “Run the 

World (Girls)” by Beyoncé Giselle Knowles-

Carter.

❖ The study contributes to the somewhat 

limited work which shows that musical 

performances, and even vocal aspects of 

singing in particular, can be a very useful 

source of data for sociolinguists.



Introduction: Power, Femininity and Masculinity

❖ Power dynamics

➢ Power complicates the very concepts of masculinity and femininity.

➢ Power dynamics are often correlated with norms of masculine and feminine behaviors.

➢ Vocal link: vocal variation is tied with masculinities and femininities

❖ Both men and women (+ other groups) can be regarded as feminine/masculine.

➢ “‘like women’ or ‘like men’ refers not to women and men so much as to characteristics associated 

with women and men— characteristics that are commonly judged undesirable in the other gender” 

(Eckert 2004, 47).



Introduction: Sociolinguistics of Singing

❖ Sociolinguists have employed songs in their analyses to shed light on the social meanings of 

linguistic variation (e.g. Coupland 2011; Jansen & Westphal 2017; O’Hanlon 2006; Simpson 

1999; Trudgill 1983; Wilson 2013). 

➢ ‘USA-5 model’ (Simpson 1999).

❖ As we will show, even vocal variation can be used in socially meaningful ways in singing.

❖ What we do:

➢ We show how Beyoncé negotiates power through her performance of masculinity and 

femininity in “Run the World (Girls).”



Methodology: Motivation

❖ Motivation: 

➢ The song was chosen as it has attracted some attention within the disciplines of musicology and 

feminist theory (Muchitsch 2016; Utley 2017).

➢ The topics of the song are explicitly gender-related (feminism).

➢ Popularity and impact (YouTube comments, some below).



Methodology: Procedure

❖ Procedure:

➢ The wav file of the song was extracted from a youtube video with Audio Hijack (Rogue Amoeba 

2021) 

➢ to allow for analyses in Praat (Boersma & Weenink 2021)

➢ phonation and lexical items (linguistic level) + visuals and instrumentals (non-linguistic level).



Methodology: Phonetic Analysis

❖ Auditory analysis in Praat 

❖ where possible, the acoustic signal was inspected to provide support for the auditory 

analysis

➢ Two types of singers: Beyoncé and backing vocalists.

➢ Phonation types and pitch variation.

➢ B: Modal voice, breathy voice, tenser voice, harsh voice, whisper and electronically 

altered voice.

➢ Other vocal events also coded (e.g. roaring, chanting…)



Analysis I

❖ Performance of stereotypical femininity:

➢ Seductive movements.

➢ Smiling and batting her eyelashes → sudden change of facial expression as the chorus starts.

➢ Breathy voice (& softer background music) → breathiness as a manipulative strategy (Hall 1995).

❖ Postfeminism:

➢ Sexual subjectification rather than sexual objectification (Gill 2007, 5)

➢ “Women are not straightforwardly objectified but are presented as active, desiring sexual subjects 

who choose to present themselves in a seemingly objectified manner because it suits their liberated 

interests to do so” (Goldman 1992 cited in Gill 2007, 9).

➢ “[i]ndependence, choice, empowerment, and sexual freedom.” (Butler 2013, 48).

https://youtu.be/VBmMU_iwe6U?t=121

https://youtu.be/VBmMU_iwe6U?t=121


https://j.gifs.com/79DQp1.gif

https://j.gifs.com/79DQp1.gif


Analysis II

❖ Perfomance of power and dominance:

➢ Tenser voice.

➢ Harsh voice→ heard much less commonly in women than men (Laver 2009, 128).

➢ Paralinguistic signal of anger (Laver 2009, 132).

❖ Postfeminism:

➢ Women can do a woman’s job AND a man’s job (Gill 2007; Butler 2013).

➢ High pitch → narrative of motherhood.

➢ Low pitch → narrative of entrepreneurship.

https://youtu.be/VBmMU_iwe6U?t=185

https://youtu.be/VBmMU_iwe6U?t=185


Conclusion

So far…

❖ Postfeminist discourse

➢ The female body, motherhood, entrepreneurship, female empowerment.

❖ Seductive parts (femininity):

➢ Breathy voice, manipulative, bodily exposure and movements.

❖ Dominant parts (masculinity):

➢ Tenser/harsh voice, dominant/powerful movements.

➢ Ability to do both men’s and women’s jobs.

→ simultaneous acts of feminine as well as masculine identity.

Further steps

❖ Other scenes/parts - work in progress.

❖ Reading up on feminist theories.
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❖ Femininity:

➢ “[b]ehaviour or qualities regarded as characteristic of a woman; feminine quality or characteristics;

womanliness” (OED, s.v. femininity, n).

❖ Masculinity:

➢ “[t]he state or fact of being masculine; the assemblage of qualities regarded as characteristic of

men; maleness, manliness” (OED, s.v. masculinity, n).




