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Meet the Bitch

Missy Elliott has been one of the most important forces in popular 

music since the late ’90s. She has been lauded as “one of the few 

music stars to successfully navigate the rap, pop and R&B worlds 

without bowing to any of them”, and her influence and success as 

a singer/rapper/writer/arranger/producer has “changed the male-

dominated hip-hop landscape forever”. As the New Yorker noted, 

“She takes the little she’s given and transforms it into something 

complex… she is outrageous because no one cares what she 

does – that is, until she begins to make money” (Entertainment 

Incorporated, 2001). Missy Elliott is a figure of a rare kind of music 

industry success – a success achieved on her own terms.

Perhaps even more important than how such success was attained are the more subtle 

and profound political ramifications of the Missy Elliott persona: she not only “flips the script” on 

her traditionally marginalised position as a (large) black female, but she does it within an industry 

where she is perhaps most marginalised – the music industry – and, even more impressively, from 

within the one genre which has most marginalised her – Hip-Hop. Missy Elliott’s subversion of the 

archetypes of her chosen genre has seen her emerge as its most successful proponent. That her 

brand “works” is evident enough, from her multi-platinum record sales to the female musical icons 

(such as Janet Jackson and Madonna) employing her to remix their hits and then featuring her 

in the accompanying music videos, effectively buying into her act and riding on her street cred; 

why this works is what makes Missy Elliott worthy of closer examination, especially for Australian 

audiences who are likely to miss most of what is really going on in Missy Elliott’s videos and 

music.

Missy Elliott’s musical and visual antics, at best, might distract people from the subtle 

intelligence of her work; at worst, they scare people away – her music is not always easy. Her 

unique vocal style and often in-your-face lyrical content, married with producer Timbaland’s irregular 

stop-start beats and the cartoon mayhem of her videos, are the earmarks of the complexity of 

the ideas at work. More pointedly, Missy Elliott is scary – and not simply due to Timbaland’s 

sinister-sounding beatscapes or the dark palette of her videos. Yet from her almost hysterical vocal 

attack to her confronting and often abject imagery, the only aggressive quality of Missy Elliott is 

her individuality. So what, exactly, makes Missy Elliott so scary? Whether she knows it or not (and 

this writer certainly believes she does), she’s tapping into the greater narrative of the monstrous 

feminine, and a particularly nigrescent model at that. But thanks to the mind-numbingly vacuous 

nature of the bulk of music television these days, it might escape the notice of the casual music 

video viewer that here, among the sea of easily-digestable (and just as easily forgettable) eye 

candy, one artist is throwing down a challenge – and it will take televisual literacy, intelligence and a 

sense of humour on the part of the viewer to respond. 

Missy Elliott



Despite the R’n’B / hip-hop genre Missy Elliott’s work often comfortably inhabits, 

her videos contain none of the clichéd “cars and girls” imagery associated with the 

genre (Patterson, S. 1999): you will not find any images of Missy Elliott’s booty flashing 

the camera, nor will you see her attempt to play down her large body shape. Over the 

course of her videos, Missy Elliott conjures such worlds as the Sci-Fi superheroine’s 

universe, black glowing technoscapes, enchanted urban forests and the meta-nostalgic 

schoolyard – and in the process presents a variety of unusual, and often unnerving, 

constructions of herself which are at odds with their genre and which seem fresher 

specifically for this reason.

Yet the average viewer residing within the Australian 

culture is likely to miss the more profound aspects of Missy 

Elliott’s message as they reside not in the visuals but in the lyrics. 

From her rapid vocal attack and use of a geographically specific 

language (both in its colloquialisms and its cultural references), to 

the fact that what does translate is often censored on television 

due to its (mostly sexually) explicit content, the verbal message 

will often escape the understanding of the average Australian 

viewer. To make things more elusive, the visuals do not explain 

the lyrics, a characteristic which is largely at odds with both the 

conventions of the genre of her music, and with the information 

overload of popular culture in general - Missy Elliott is not content 

to throw simple, linear messages at her audience; she demands 

more from the viewer, and especially from the listener. 

Therefore, this examination will approach its discussion of the Bitch’s construction as a 

viewer might approach her music videos, and look at each successive level her design operates 

on. To help contextualise the significance of her work, it will begin with an introductory look at 

Missy Elliott’s career and a brief summary of the history of hip-hop and the conventions Missy Elliott 

challenges. This will be followed by a look at key Missy Elliott music videos which highlight the 

evolution of her visual design. Next is an analysis of the lyrical discourse of her music, which though 

often obscured by the intensity of her visuals is even more integral to her design. This will culminate 

in a critique of what the Bitch has evolved into, having attained commercial success and influenced 

other acts both within hip-hop and within pop music in general. This success, especially in light of 

the sexual, racial and cultural politics of her actual message, not only makes Missy Elliott a unique 

and intriguing figure in popular music, but also possibly the only female figure in popular culture 

at the turn of the 21st century actively challenging its generic conventions and gender stereotypes 

- and just possibly succeeding.



Who is the Bitch?

A bitch is what they call a woman who knows what she wants. I’m just taking the term back. 
If a “bitch” is what I am for achieving that, then so be it. 
(Missy Elliott 2001, quoted in Entertainment Incorporated)

Born in Portsmouth, Virginia in 1972, Melissa Elliott’s childhood was characterised by domestic 

terror. Although her father never abused her directly, his daily physical abuse of her mother spurred 

the young Melissa onto a path that would attain her enough financial independence to allow her to 

get her mother out of that home. From age 11, she was writing songs and sending demos to such 

idols as Michael Jackson and Diana Ross. In the early ’90s, the all-female group Sista, of which 

Missy was a member and main songwriter, was dropped from its record label; Missy herself was 

told repeatedly that her unusual body shape made her unmarketable. At age 22 Missy Elliott set 

about making her living in the industry writing music for other, established artists; by 24, she was 

a millionaire. Then, with producer and producer and childhood friend Timbaland, she launched 

her solo career with her debut, Grammy-nominated album, Supa Dupa Fly in 1997 (Patterson, S. 

1999). Each of her subsequent albums, Da Real World (1999), Miss E. So Addictive (2001) and 

Under Construction (2003), has produced award-winning singles and videos. In addition to her own 

material with Timbaland, Missy Elliott has written, produced and arranged hit singles with such 

artists as Janet Jackson, Mariah Carey, Aaliyah and Destiny’s Child (the latter’s own music and 

“independent women” status owing much to Missy’s 

influence), and had one of her biggest hits producing 

Mya, Pink, Christina Agueleria and hip-hop peer Lil’ 

Kim in a cover of Patti LaBelle’s ‘Lady Marmalade’ for 

the Moulin Rouge soundtrack. 

The music video of this latter example in 

particular highlights an aspect of the difference Missy 

Elliott embodies. The other divas prance around in 

skimpy burlesque attire for the majority of the video; 

Missy Elliott appears at the start and end of the 

video, dressed in a dark suit, to initiate and to close 

proceedings. She coolly asserts her power – the 

player behind the scenes, the producer of the track, 

and the only female who has attained this power 

without having to objectify her own body or sell her 

sexuality as her identity. 

And this is where the challenge thrown down by Missy Elliott begins: when is she a bitch? 

“When I do my thing,” she asserts on the track in question. What Missy Elliott’s “thing” is largely 

comprised of is language – a lexicon of her own formulation, an audiovisual mode of expression 

which is overtly concerned with sex and whose subtext is one of race. An examination of the 

imagery of her videos, and in particular her lyrics, reveals a host of dominant modes which help 

to construct the Bitch that Missy Elliott positions herself as. And it is no accident; the ideas Missy 

Elliott makes reference to, whether overtly or subversively, reside within recognisable archetypes 

of popular culture. In other words, the Bitch is born both in spite of and for the eagerly awaiting 

society she resides within.



What makes a Bitch?

In order to begin to appreciate just what makes Missy Elliott such an exceptional figure in hip-hop, 

one needs to have an understanding of the generic, cultural and sexual conventions of the genre 

which she subverts and manipulates to generate her persona. A brief look at the history of hip-hop 

might help to further highlight the uniqueness of Missy Elliott’s position within the genre. 

Legendary producer Quincy Jones, who was responsible 

for, among others, Michael Jackson’s Off the Wall and Thriller 

albums, likened hip-hop to jazz in its musically, culturally and 

politically subversive qualities: “Hip Hop is in many ways the same 

as Bebop, because it was renegade-type music. It came from a 

disenfranchised sub-culture that got thrown out of the way. They 

said, ‘We’ll make up our own life. We’ll have our own language’” 

(Gilroy, P. 1995). In the early ’80s, New York hip-hop pioneers such 

as Grandmaster Flash introduced the inherently political concept 

of “scratching up” the white man’s 

sacred records. The hip-hop DJ or producer would “loop” their 

carefully shoplifted, disembodied “samples” to create continuously 

cycling beats over which MCs would “rap”, delivering vocals 

which were spoken rather than sung. The result would be the 

production of an heretical Frankenstein’s monster, a reanimated 

amalgamation of musical corpses. One of the first rap groups to 

attain mainstream crossover success, New York’s Run DMC, did 

so in 1986 with their reworking of Aerosmith’s ‘Walk This Way’.

Two years later, popular music was scandalised, and hip-

hop forever changed, by the “gangtsa rap” explosion of N.W.A. 

(Niggaz With Attitude). Their debut album, Straight Outta Compton, 

was a radical departure from the party vibe of Run D.M.C. and 

even the political thoughtspeak of Public Enemy (whose 1990 

single ‘Fight The Power’ memorably proclaimed Elvis Presley 

“straight up racist” and “simple and plain”). Tracks like ‘Fuck 

tha Police’ and ‘Gangsta Gangtsa’ painted a vivid picture of the 

harshness of life in South Central Los Angeles, under the constant 

threat of police brutality and neighbourhood violence, and were an 

eerie precursor to the Rodney King beating. They also helped to construct what might be termed 

ghetto cool – a fundamental aspect of hardcore rap, which for this reason has been likened to punk 

music in its revolutionary spirit and its affront to “decent” society.

Life ain’t nuthin’ but bitches and money
(N.W.A. 1988, ‘Gangsta Gangsta’)

The ghetto cool of the late ’80s evolved into the Puff Daddy-led “ghetto fabulousness” of 

the ’90s, which Kodwo Eshun defines as “hip-hop’s mindstate of hypercapitalist realism” (Eshun, 

K. 2000, p. 52). The above quote from N.W.A. could serve as the defining credo of the majority of 

commercially successful hip-hop since its utterance – a didactic discourse which equates power 

Run DMC

NWA

Grandmaster Flash



with affluence and misogyny. Groups like N.W.A. may have, as Cheo Hodari Coker 

describes it, “empowered themselves against a system that they felt brutalized them” and “liberated 

the [hip-hop] art form by showing that a black artist could express any viewpoint… and still reach 

the people”, but in the process of attaining commercial success unprecedented within the genre 

(and with a white audience) and forever altering the face of hip-hop, still helped to perpetuate the 

marginalisation of their own women.

Of course, N.W.A. was not the only influential mainstream crossover act of the late ’80s. 

Other acts enjoying commercial success at the time, such as New York’s De La Soul and 

Philadelphia’s Jazzy Jeff and the Fresh Prince, were labelled “hippies” and “phonies” respectively 

when discussed in relation to the “real” offered by N.W.A. In terms of strictly commercial success, if 

the progression of the hip-hop discourse prior to Missy Elliott was from the phony to the real, then 

Missy Elliott represents the art form’s progression into the hyper-real (Coker, C. H., 1996).

Even more interesting are the paradoxical differences 

between Missy Elliott and other female figures in hip-hop who 

have attained mainstream success. Missy Elliott herself cites 

all-female group Salt ‘n’ Pepa as her biggest influence, whose 

breakthrough single, ‘Push It’, was a highly sexual hip-hop 

ballad whose chorus interpolated the Kinks’ ‘You Really Got 

Me’ (“boy, you really got me goin’ / you got me so I don’t 

know what I’m doin’”). Among their other hits were such tracks 

as ‘Let’s Talk About Sex’ and ‘What A Man’. Yet while Missy 

Elliott’s music is similarly sexual in content, unlike her childhood 

idols, or for that matter her peers (such as sexually aggressive black Barbie doll divas Lil’ Kim and Foxy Brown), 

Missy Elliott has never sold herself as a sex object (look closely at her videos and you will notice that overtly 

“sexual” dance moves, if any, are only ever performed by her backing dancers or guest artists).

Her defiant body politic, groundbreaking musical entrepreneurialism and 

status as a role model are more on par with the likes of Queen Latifah, whose 

hip-hop reign preceded Missy’s by over a decade. After becoming the first female 

hip-hop artist to attain a Gold record, Queen Latifah has since gone on to become 

an actress, label president, artist manager and… a talk-show host. But then, such 

a career twist is characteristic of Latifah’s habit of “redefining what a woman in the 

hip-hop game can and should say and do” (Welcome to Lilith Fair, 1999). Latifah’s 

visual design, however, has never been as bombastic nor as characterised by 

information overload; Missy Elliott approaches the hip-hop game with a multimedia 

savvy worthy of Prince, Madonna, even Bowie 

– although, unlike them, for whom music is only an aspect of their pop-

cultural presence, Missy Elliott constructs her persona entirely through her 

albums, singles and videos. She bears the hallmarks of afrofuturism as 

described by Dr. Ron Eglash in her attempts to construct “a new identity 

that puts black cultural origins as much in categories of the artificial 

as in those of the natural”; yet while she is by no means a Descartes-

quoting philosophical “black nerd” a la, say, DJ Spooky, the challenging 

nature of her musical and cultural subjectivity is nevertheless rooted in 

simultaneously primal and sophisticated ideologies (Eglash, R. 2002).

Lil’ Kim Foxy Brown

Queen Latifah

Salt ‘n’ Pepa



Watch the Bitch

In a genre where music videos are almost “show-and-tell” in their tendency to visually illustrate 

their songs’ lyrical content, an artist whose visuals, unusual enough on their own, seem to 

either contradict or completely disregard their lyrical counterpart, is automatically demanding extra 

engagement of the viewer. The videos for most R’n’B ballads feature linear narratives where 

the viewer can clearly witness the drama of the two lovers. In hip-hop videos, artists position 

themselves in the “phony” or “real” categories through bright or dark visual palettes respectively; 

camouflage, aggressive dance moves (or a lack of dancing altogether) and intimidating, direct 

address of the camera characterise the visual presence of “hardcore” rappers. Missy Elliott’s videos 

are a direct response to such conventions; her deliberately misleading visuals can cause the viewer 

to miss the actual message of a track completely. The six music videos which best showcase 

the evolution of the Missy Elliott persona and highlight the design of the Bitch are ‘Sock It 2 Me’, 

‘She’s a Bitch’, ‘Get Ur Freak On’, ‘One Minute Man’,  ‘Gossip Folks’ and ‘Work It’. So effective 

are these videos at creating their own worlds that they will be examined strictly visually; in the 

following section, the lyrical content (both overt and subversive) will be looked at more closely, 

hence further revealing the deliberate disparity between the visual, the musical and the lyrical 

content in Missy Elliott’s work.



George Clinton once said that the idea for his seminal ’70s group Funkadelic was born 

of the distinct absence of blacks in science fiction (Dancing in the Street, 1996). As if in 

direct response to this concern, Missy Elliott launches herself into space for the clip for 

this sexual ballad. She is the unlikeliest intergalactic superheroine, a rock ’em sock ’em 

robot, large red M emblazoned on her round plastic chest. Missy plays up to the fish-eye 

lens that accentuates her roundness – the end result not only asexual, but comic book in 

its larger-than-life proportions. Missy Elliott is as big as a planet!

A brief examination of the pastiche of sci-fi kitsch in the aesthetic of ‘Sock It 2 Me’ 

reveals a host of intertextual references. Missy and her counterpart are chased around 

a strange planet by giant stop-motion robots (a kind of Jason and the Argonauts sci-fi 

update). At one moment Missy transforms into her own getaway aircraft, the ultimate 

Machine (Wo)Man; in the next, she is a martian blob among a troupe of alien dancers; 

and in the final act, manga-styled female rapper Da Brat swoops down to rescue Missy 

and her sista from the evil alien robots who pursue them. 

Within the genre of hip-hop, here Missy Elliot positions herself as the whimsical, 

humorous and unlikely Superheroine – obviously not a 

male, middle-aged record executive’s female fantasy. 

More importantly, there is an intelligence at work here 

which requires the viewer to draw the link between the 

song’s sexual lyrical content and its asexual imagery 

(the violence of the title, ‘Sock It 2 Me’, hence 

becomes simultaneously an amorous pledge 

and the explosive potential of that love’s 

ultimate consummation). Within the realm of 

the music video, however, it’s just one of the 

ways that Missy Elliott constructs her image – 

that she constructs herself. 

Sock It 2 Me’ (Supa Dupa Fly, 1997)



‘She’s a Bitch’ (Da Real World, 1999)

The colour scheme is black-on-black; this clip, 

comprised of Missy’s in-your-face lyrical content, 

Timbaland’s cutting-edge beats and Hype Williams’ 

dark and disturbing visuals, conveys a much darker 

sci-fi figure than the one in ‘Sock It 2 Me’.

The first we see of Missy herself in the 

opening shots isn’t much at all. She is the figure 

at the end of the hallway, too small to make out, 

the Vanishing Point of the frame. Next we see her 

claws, and then glimpse her profile as she walks, cape flowing, down a dimly lit hall, her blackness 

sucking in what little light there is, supernova-style. We do not actually see her clearly until the 

first verse begins – bald, bug-eyed, flapping cape, cybernetic body, a female Darth Vader too alien 

to be human but too horrifying to be anything but. Her vocals skip across Timbaland’s stop-start 

beats, and her erratic dance moves are comprised of waist-led spasms and hysterically gripping 

her head with her hands.



The viewer’s voyeurism is further heightened by the fact that it is only through quick 

cutting, and not until the second verse, that we catch brief glimpses of the “real” Missy – that is, 

wearing costumes toned down just enough that we can see her face and actual body shape. One 

scene breaks with the black-on-black colour scheme of the clip’s opening, putting Missy in a blue 

cybernetic outfit complete with lights which correspond to the geometric lighting of the room she 

dances in. In the second verse, we see her speeding through metallic tunnels behind the wheel of 

a sleek silver automobile (again, the blackness is sliced through with the splash of yellow in her 

outfit). Then we have Latex Cowgirl Missy, her traditionally-styled outfit and face adorned with the 

glittering press-studs of her Darth Vader figure, the surreal juxtaposition of such a country reference 

immediately swallowed up into the larger hyper-real world of the clip. 

The song’s breakdown hails the final rebirth: a black “M”-shaped continental land-mass 

emerges from a black ocean under a thunderous, charcoal sky. Crouching foetally atop it are spike-

headed black-metallic figures. At the apex of the giant “M” is Missy, and she and the other figures 

rise to their feet to sing and dance the final verse and chorus of the song. Collectively their generic, 

asexual bodies glow silver and black – certainly not adherent to the R’n’B video archetype. 



Archetypical elements of fantasy permeate the decadent-ghetto-world-

with-a-twist in which both these videos are set: ‘Get Ur Freak On’ takes 

place below ground in a (Sub-)Urban Enchanted Forest; ‘One Minute 

Man’ unfolds in an eerily magical hotel. Pixie-like creatures observe the 

occupants of this world from atop sewer drainpipe trees, and statues 

spring to life with the power of dance. The laws of physics are vastly 

different in this world also: the dancers freeze and blur from movement 

to movement; Missy’s dancing is not governed by gravity, and she can 

maintain her balance despite assuming bizarre angles – the slightest tap 

of her foot can send her body flying across the room. 

Missy’s very body exists in a realm outside of our own reality: 

in ‘Get Ur Freak On’, her neck extends at will with snake-like quality, 

and in ‘One Minute Man’ it even detaches completely. Missy herself is a 

guerrilla, decked out in camouflage, army-crawling across the hotel floor, 

gettin’ her dukes up with the viewer. Her dancers bounce off eachother 

with an intensely physical and vibrant energy more akin to sparring, all 

jerky head movements, air-punches and high-kicks. The result is highly 

asexual, ironic especially in the case of ‘Get Ur Freak On’, given the 

double-meaning of its title.

‘Get Ur Freak On’ and ‘One Minute Man’ (Miss E. So Addictive, 2001)

‘Get Ur Freak On’ (2001)



‘One Minute Man’ (2001)‘Get Ur Freak On’ (2001)

These clips also introduced what were to become subsequent trademarks of Missy’s videos. 

As if the montage of confronting and wildly imaginative imagery weren’t enough, without warning, 

towards the end of the video, another album track will intrude upon the video’s original track. It’s 

almost as though she were boasting that she is so abundant with styles and ideas that she can 

afford to insert a bonus track within her video and not release it as a separate single. 

The density and complexity of the editing and imagery of these videos crescendos with 

Ludacris’ rap in ‘One Minute Man’. The already thick-and-fast imagery of Ludacris’ lyrics is at first 

offset and then augmented by the seemingly unrelated visuals. However, through amazing editing 

and a remarkable synergy of lyrical, musical and visual sentiment, a televisually dense and literate 

style is demonstrated, subverting the device of suggestiveness while working within constraints of 

broadcast restrictions.

‘One Minute Man’ (2001)

‘One Minute Man’ (2001)‘Get Ur Freak On’ (2001)



The videos for ‘Work It’ and its follow-up single, ‘Gossip Folks’ purvey a metanostalgia (which will be 

discussed later) through their schoolyard settings: swing sets, classrooms and school busses. Her 

featured dancers are young children, waist-high prepubescent bad-asses with the moves and more 

importantly the ’tude to cut it with Missy. 

Stylistically, the video clips for the singles off Under Construction adhere to the format of 

Miss E. So Addictive’s singles ‘Get Ur Freak On’ and ‘One Minute Man’: they are still as visually 

dense, complex and surprising; Timbaland’s beats still as cutting-edge; the production still side-

stepping the obvious (that is, insofar as terms like “surprising” and “cutting-edge” can be applied 

to what has, no matter how original or individual, by now become a formula); and each clip still 

contains the now expected other-album-track interlude. Once again, Missy portrays herself almost 

asexually: in ‘Work It’, Missy is introduced through images of her being dragged through the dirt 

and leaves in the playground, and in a beehive studio, covered in bees. The laws of physics in 

this Missy world continue to be at odds with those of our own – not to the extent of ‘Get Ur Freak 

On’ or ‘Work It’, but just enough to reinforce her trademark hyper-reality. The seemingly chaotic, 

even zany visual associations, and their inherent humour, offer the viewer other levels on which 

to regard the videos. ‘Work It’, in particular, touches on some more lateral associations of the 

song’s title – from the worker bees covering queen Missy within the beehive studio, to the slave 

worker Kunta Kinte. 

‘Work It’ (2003)

Gossip Folks’ and ‘Work It’ (Under Construction, 2003)

‘Gossip Folk’ (2003)‘Work It’ (2003)



Visually, the biggest difference between this 

album’s videos and those of its predecessor, Miss E. 

So Addictive, is Missy’s body image. Her proclamation 

on ‘Work It’ (“Lost a few pounds and my whips 

for ya”) doesn’t sum up the half of it; gone with 

her pounds are the in-your-face costumes, startling 

makeup and erratic dance moves. Instead we have a 

more traditionally feminine construction of Missy: her 

pink pseudo-old skool Adidas, flattering makeup and 

“softer” dance moves (revolving less around the fists 

and knees and more the shoulders and feet). She 

is more casual and relaxed than her dancers when 

carrying out the same moves, the end result conveying 

a sultry confidence, a statement of power. 

‘Gossip Folk’ (2003)



Out of the Mouth of the Bitch

People always say… ‘Why yo’ mouth so vulgar?’… But I be representin’ for da ladiez, 
and we got something to say. We been quiet too long – lady-like, very patient…
(Missy Elliott, monologue following ‘Pussycat’ on Under Construction)

While the visuals of her video clips are cutting-edge, confronting and often overwhelming, the true 

challenge in Missy Elliott’s music is found in her lyrical discourse. As a black female operating 

independently within the typically misogynistic genre of hip-hop and the traditionally sexist music 

industry, a lyric as simple sounding as “I’m gonna make you scream ‘Don’t Stop’ / But you must first 

respect this lady” becomes a statement of muscular femininity (‘Dog In Heat’, Miss E. So Addictive). 

And the statement only begins there; Missy Elliott’s unique verbal language is even more integral to 

her design than her visual language. Femenist theorist Hélène Cixous describes the importance of 

the female finding her voice – and its direct link to the body – thusly:

It is by writing, from and towards women, and by taking up the challenge of speech which has been 
governed by the phallus, that women will confirm women in a place… other than silence. Women 
should break out of the snare of silence. They shouldn’t be conned into accepting a domain which is 
the margin or the harem. (Cixous, p. 881)

A recurrent theme explored throughout Missy Elliott’s work is the hypocritical link between the quiet, 

well-behaved “lady” and the sexually repressed woman. Leading by example, her brand of hip-hop 

is characterised by its in-your-face sexuality, itself a direct response to the masculine hip-hop 

archetype. For every ‘Just Don’t Bite It’ (N.W.A.), Missy has a response like ‘One Minute Man’. 

She unabashedly makes constant reference to her pussy the way male rappers brag incessantly 

about their dicks, sexual prowess and exploits, and in the same breath then proceeds to address 

the gender politic issues raised by her actions. But more importantly, she redresses the power 

dynamic that is resultant of hip-hop’s traditional misogyny, and even comments directly on this 

double-standard in Under Construction:

We [women] always had to deal with the guys, you know, talking about how they gonna 
wear us out on records… so I had to do records that were strictly representing for 
my ladies, and how to keep your man, keep his eyes from wandering, looking around.
(Missy Elliott, monologue following ‘Pussycat’ on Under Construction)

As part of this redress, and with Cixous’ attitude towards the feminine voice in mind, it becomes 

clear that of equal importance to Missy Elliott’s message is the language she delivers it in. Kodwo 

Eshun describes Missy Elliott’s vocal attack as “an indelible onomatopoetry of Vrrooms, Beep 

Beeps, Uggghs, Heees and Brrrrrrs. Elliott is a mindstresser” (Eshun, K. 2000, p. 53). And indeed, 

it has evolved over the course of her releases: from her breakthrough as the guest-rapping “‘Hee 

Haa’ girl” on Gina Thompson’s ‘The Things You Do’ and the “mindstress” of ‘She’s A Bitch’, to 

the gutteral grunts and hysterical screams in the video for ‘Get Ur Freak On’ and the neologisms 

and clang associations in ‘Work It and ‘Gossip Folks’. The evolution of the Missy Elliott language 

is of equal importance to the message she communicates through her music – especially when 

examining the true threat of the discourse from within which her lyrics originate.



The Bitch Enjoys Sex

Her libido will produce far more radical effects of political and social change 
than some might like to think. (Cixous, p. 882)

A necessary part of any liberated feminist discourse is the free discussion of sex, 

which is by defenition, as Missy herself points out, often considered “vulgar” when 

at its most liberated; that vulgarity, it seems, increases in direct proportion to that 

liberation. As Cixous argued, the most sinister form of gender subjugation is through 

language. Derogatory terms are only sexual in nature when applied to women; the 

insults of “bitch” and “slut” presume a fixed set of moral laws which their male 

counterparts, “bastard” and “asshole”, barely brush with, if at all. Female sexuality 

is, effectively, highly political; the female who enjoys sex is by defenition an affront 

to moral, “decent” society; and the female who discusses that enjoyment, uses that 

phallocentric domain of language to assert feminine sexuality, is most threatening 

of all.

Missy Elliott sets out to establish herself as a highly sexual being; she does 

not construct her sexuality upon masculine fantasy models, but nor does she operate 

within a naïve or idealistic vacuum. While much of her lyrical content is concerned 

with exposing and exploring the hypocrisy of the sexual power politic, this is not so 

much her goal as a means to an end; ultimately, this exploration allows her to assert 

her individual brand of sexuality – to do her “thing”. Within Missy Elliott’s discourse, 

and depending on which gender she is addressing at any time, sex is by various 

turns weapon, gauntlet, power and mediator. When addressing men, longevity, oral 

sex and circumcision figure prominently in Missy’s lyrics. When addressing women, 

Missy’s message alternates between sex as a statement of her own power as a 

woman, the power that all women should share, and strictly an every-woman-for-

herself wake-up call.



Girls, girls, get that cash
If it’s 9 to 5 or shakin ya ass
Ain’t no shame ladies, do your thang
Just make sure you ahead of tha game
(Missy Elliott 2003, ‘Work It’)

She does not withhold sex as 

punishment, for that means she misses out too 

and then nobody wins; she insists, however, 

that her man earn it – not his reward, but his 

keep. “When you come home from work, I’m 

gon’ make you do more work,” she promises 

at the opening of Miss E. So Addictive in ‘Dog 

In Heat’, soon followed by ‘One Minute Man’ 

in which, despite its accusatory title, Missy’s is 

more the part of seductress, promising the “keep” in return for the man’s work once more. The 

critical duties fall instead to (male) guest rapper Ludacris, who offers male listeners advice: “It’s all in 

your mind, punks, so keep your air tight!” Oral sex ranges from being the measure of prowess to a 

challenge and even a confrontational device, whether it be her own (“If I give you head, you’ll never 

leave” – ‘Lick Shots’, Miss E. So Addictive) or her man’s (“You do or you don’t or you will or won’t ya 

/ Go downtown and eat it like a vulture” – ‘Work It’, Under Construction). She lives up to her claim of 

being a real chick, refusing to tone down the abjection of that reality: “Is you drinkin’ Bloody Mary?… 

My attitude is bitchy, cuz my period is heavy” (‘Funky Fresh Dressed’, Under Construction). And 

finally, beware, should you be a “playa”, Missy will “cut you off like circumcise” (‘Smooth Chick’, 

Da Real World). Invoking the pleasure principle and the castration complex almost interchangeably, 

Missy’s sexuality tantalizes and threatens in a back-and-forth, hacksaw motion. 

But it is acknowledged that men have “intentions to sleep with someone else”, and within 

this discourse, sex becomes a means for women to “keep their man”. Rather than assign blame or 

preach of how things should be, Missy instead places the onus on herself – specifically, her sex: 

“Pussy don’t fail me now, I gotta turn this nigga out / So he don’t want nobody else but me and 

only me” (‘Pussycat’, Under Construction). The pussy is a double-edged sword, however; should a 

female employ hers like an amateur, Missy does not take responsibility for the consequences: “You 

been suckin’ his dick / Tastin’ my clit” (‘You Don’t Know’, Da Real World) and “You might catch me 

somewhere stickin’ yo baby daddy” (‘Beat Biters’, Da Real World).

Perhaps her most overt feminist statement can be found in Work It, where Missy makes 

repeated reference to the fine line between power and prostitution:



The Bitch is Black

Dig a little deeper into the discourse established by Missy Elliott through 

her videos and her music and it becomes apparent that there is still more 

to discover working within her message, far beneath the surface stunts 

and shocking hooks. Ironically, it is revealed at the rare moments where 

her otherwise deliberately disparate visuals and lyrics actually intersect – 

the more obvious “show-and-tell” moments the R’n’B and hip-hop video 

genres are characterised by, and which Missy’s videos work in deliberate 

opposition to. What’s more, with an esoteric convention established, 

where the worlds of her visuals and her lyrical content can range from 

seeming mutually exclusive to engaging eachother in some disjointed 

schizophrenic dialogue, the stark moments when Missy Elliott’s videos 

actually marry the visual and the lyrical have specifically to do with race. 

What is revealed at the root of the Missy Elliott discourse is a strong 

undercurrent of nigresence. 

As mentioned earlier, the very genre of hip-hop originated in a 

form of socio-political protest which is part of a specifically black American 

tradition. It has long been the domain of black American culture, and 

hip-hop culture in particular, to appropriate traditionally derogative 

terms and redefine them as statements of identity. In hip-hop, the 

“sample” is the gesture of disrespect for white institutions and values; 

in black culture generally, this is best 

typified by the socio-political etymology of 

the term “nigger”/“nigga”. This inversive 

recodifying of signifiers, most often white 

and derogatory in origin, is ultimately a 

power statement.

‘She’s a Bitch’ – both the track and 

the video – is Missy Elliott’s single most 

direct statement on her positioning in so 

many areas – within hip-hop specifically, 

as an artist generally, and as a black 

female. From her choice of her likeness 

of Darth Vader, arguably late 20th Century 

popular culture’s most powerful (white) 

figure of (black) evil, to the ebonic 

vocalisations which act as the listener’s only explanation of why or how 

she is a Bitch, she is dark and elusive but totally in your face. There is no 

“real” Missy Elliott; she has the intelligence and the sense of humour to 

ensure of that all the viewer will see is construction after construction. She 

is abject because she strategically eludes objectification and indulges her 

lack of any fixed or “whole” identity. (This idea will be explored shortly).



In Beyond the Masks, Amina Mama examines mainstream psychology’s attempts to define 

the ‘Negro personality’, which during the 1930s and 40s in particular were characterised by their 

inability to acknowledge or understand the “long black experience of oppression”, or to view the 

formative elements of black subjectivity as resulting from anything other than racism. Black boys 

were diagnosed as suffering from “wishful thinking”, a desire to be white. The idea that self-hatred 

was a fundamental part of black subjectivity carried through among psychologists right up to and 

including the ’70s (Mama, A. 1995, pp. 48, 50)

Within one shot, cut into two scenes which each last only split seconds, the video clip for 

Missy Elliott’s ‘Work It’ manages to turn the theory of “negative self-concept” on its head (Mama, 

p. 49). 

The first cut is of the slave saying “Yessa, master” to his white master before slapping his face. 

The master’s white skin is smashed away like a fragile plaster cast, revealing him to be black 

underneath: “No!” The master, stripped of his white eggshell skin, stares in horror at his own 

black skin, screams and backs away. Most interestingly, the black slave does not look in the least 

surprised. The discourse is not a correction but an inversion of the negative self-concept; no longer 

is being white the black man’s dream, but being black is the white man’s nightmare.

‘Work It’ (2003)

‘Work It’ (2003)

Also interesting to observe within the same 

video is the image of Missy the class Dunce. The 

troublesome child who refuses to conform or think 

like the others, is considered mischievous and, fists 

in the air, is proud of it, is apparently reflective of 

Real Life Missy: obviously affected by the violence 

at home, young Melissa’s “P” (dunce)-level grades 

had school teachers convinced she had a learning 

disability; sitting an intelligence test, however, she 

earned the results of a “genius”. Mama observes that 

by the 1960s, “Black people in the United States 

were still being excluded from housing, jobs, health-

care and education by institutional discrimination: an 

apartheid system of segregation that had developed in 

the post-slavery years”. This has been evidenced in black popular music in the decades since, from 

Marvin Gaye in the ’70s and Stevie Wonder in the ’80s to Michael Franti in the new millennium.1 

It’s a musical tradition which Missy Elliott taps into, although again in her own way: not immediately 

obvious, hardly ever overt or literal, but just as sharp in its insight as it is for its surprise value 

when nestled amongst a host of seemingly frivolous, distracting ideas. She is still counting on being 

underestimated and misinterpreted – and she works this to her continued advantage.



Who’s Afraid of the Bitch?

Missy Elliott’s videos have portrayed her in a number of surreal, shocking and often horrifying 

images: a cyberpunk Darth Vader with claws, a snake-necked Medusa figure, even a human 

beehive. But just as important in rendering these images horrifying are those where she is portrayed 

relatively harmlessly – the urban denim-clad girl, or the more conventionally attractive, old skool 

tracksuited femme fatale (a figure so nostalgic itself that it is rendered clawless by cliché).

One popular cultural theory is that one of the subtler forms of threat to a given society 

is “fluid subjectivity”, an identity which is not fixed or easily containable. Missy Elliott’s perpetual 

construction and reconstruction of her cultural identity is Jacques Lacan’s mirror stage in perpetual, 

self-reflexive action. It is “an identification… the transformation that takes place in the subject when 

he assumes an image” (his emphasis) (Lacan, J. 1977, p. 2). Intrinsic to this notion is that the 

subject cannot exist without an object; there can be no “self” without an “other”. Derogatory attitudes 

are exclusionary by definition and elitist by nature, the result of one party attempting to subjugate 

another through its discourse. Jeopardy results when an “other” attempts to be become a “subject”. 

As a hip-hop artist, Missy is “other” because she is not only female and vocal, but because of her 

unique approach. As an artist, she is “other” because she has attained commercial success and 

maintains pop-cultural influence through subversion and innovation. As a black female, Missy Elliott 

is twice othered – by race and by gender, by whites and by men. “Bitch” is a term used by both 

groups, including the black men who are already othered by white men. As a result, in the process 

of making her statement of identity Missy goes one further: she attempts to construct herself as 

being not subject or object but abject; she positions herself as being beyond other, beyond the 

realm of that which is acceptable. She becomes a threat to everyone. She is not only a “bitch” and 

proud of it, but she is powerful because of it.

Freud’s theory of the unconscious “presupposes a repression of contents” (Kristeva, J. 1982, 

p. 7) which, while repulsive or taboo, are fundamental to the formation of the subject.  According to 

Julia Kristeva, however, these things are not repressed but excluded, forever threatening to breach 

the whole, fully-formed, “clean and proper body” of the subject (be it the individual or society). 

“Food, waste and sexual difference” are evidence that the subject is not fixed; the abject is “what 

the symbolic must reject, cover over or contain”, and is “a condition of the unified, thetic subject, yet 

is intolerable to it” (Grosz, E. 1989, p. 73). The skin on milk, faeces, blood – these things remind 

us that we are breachable, and the reminder elicits a violent physical reaction – choking, spasms, 

vomiting. Horror is not that thing which I fear, but the fact that it is “what I permanently thrust aside 

in order to live” (Kristeva, p.3). Missy Elliott positions herself as abject; she locates her power from 

within the “vortex of summons and repulsion [which] places the one haunted by it literally beside 

himself” (Kristeva, p. 1) and uses this power to launch her audiovisual assault – on the viewer, 

the genre, gender stereotypes, and pop music culture. As Hélène Cixous says of the “impossible 

subject”, the woman who writes her body: “Her appearance would necessarily bring on, if not 

revolution… at least harrowing explosions” (Cixous, p. 879). Missy Elliott obviously realises that 

to bring about true change, she must aim not just to challenge but to horrify on every level she 

speaks on: whether it be as a threateningly nigrescent (anti)superheroine or a sexually empowered 

warrior; through sensory overload via the quick-cut, non-linear multinarratives of her videos; or 

simply over a beat that isn’t straight four-on-the-floor, but which demands unusual dance moves 

from the listener. 



Lyrics: “Silence when I spit it out / [spitting sound] … in yo’ face / 
Open your mouth, give you a taste” (Missy Elliott 2001, “Get Ur Freak On”)

The accompanying imagery in the video clip explores the euphemism seemingly blatantly (and 

harmlessly), but is actually an example of Missy Elliott’s abjection. Missy stops dancing to turn and 

lob a loogie straight at a male dancer; the camera follows the loogie as it flies into his mouth; 

he stops dancing, involuntarily swallows, pulls a face (“yuck!”), and wipes away at his mouth with 

the back of his hand. Rather than spitting out her spit, his gesture is reminiscent of wiping female 

juice off his face after giving oral. These split-seconds are at once a statement of role reversal 

and of power: “Give you a taste” (my emphasis) is as much a response to the oft-invoked male 

rap references to female sexual subservience (oral sex as the ultimate statement on the power 

relationship) as it is to critics of her music, and in particular her rhymes (“spitting” also refers to 

personal expression, whether it be dancing, DJing, producing or, in this case, vocalising, rapping). 

More literal in-yo-face action can be found in ‘Work It’: “Call before you come, I need to shave my 

cho-cha” Missy demands, holding out a handful of pubic hair before blowing it in the viewer’s face.

Cixous’ notion that speech is “governed by the phallus” is true, if nowhere else, in the realm 

of hip-hop and, specifically, rapping. She equates female writing and female orgasm as modes 

of forbidden expression. Missy Elliott, revelling in abjection, refers to her own rhyming as female 

ejaculation:



The Bitch is Under Construction 

Let’s take hip-hop back to the rope. (Missy Elliott 2003, Under Construction)

So in light of the evolving and ever-deepening complexity of the design of the Bitch, why does her 

latest album, Under Construction, seem like such a step backwards? Having already established 

her self through a confronting body image and a provocative lyrical discourse, the slimmer, more 

“marketably” attractive Missy Elliott dancing around the cutesy schoolyard settings of the videos 

for ‘Work It’ and ‘Gossip Folk’ seems like a regression – she has already attained success on 

her own terms, despite the condemnations of record executives at the start of her career; and 

she has horrified the music video-viewing public into buying her records. Yet after cutting three 

groundbreaking and hugely influential albums, her way forward seems to be to go retro: Under 

Construction is a meta-nostalgic romp through realms of the dead – old skool hip-hop (itself the 

genre of animated musical corpses), dead rap and R’n’B peers (whose graffitied portraits adorn 

walls, cars and even one of Missy’s jackets in the videos), and a long-gone way of musical life. 

Under Construction opens and is interspersed with 

monologues spoken by Missy Elliott. Contextualising her message 

by incessantly name-dropping old skool heroes, she makes 

reference to a wonderful time now gone when artists could be 

successful and still get “respected in the street” – the clichéd 

equation of “the good old days” with a kind of sublime simplicity 

which is inherently positive and “pure” in its old-fashioned nature. It 

becomes meta-nostalgia precisely because this notion of simplicity 

is merely proffered: Missy’s take on archetypical old skool hip-hop 

is a typically hyper-real simulacra of the era’s music (and its fashion 

especially). Under Contruction is not simply ’80s music reworked 

with ’90s production, it is super-’80s. Anthemic old-skool hip-hop 

grooves permeate the album, stark when juxtaposed with Timbaland’s more progressive beats 

(such as at the conclusion of the album’s first single, ‘Work It’) and her startlingly bare monologues. 

The implication that she is “keeping it real” by relating directly to the listener, speaking sans the 

distraction or distortion of melody, beats and production, signals that she is reigning herself in. 

The train ride that began with ‘Sock It To Me’, kicked into high gear with ‘She’s a Bitch’ and then 

exploded out of control with ‘Get Ur Freak On’ must be slowed down, and she has the sense – 

and the power – to do it. Witness the uncanny proximity of her references to “lost” artists (including 

her former prodigy Aaliyah, R’n’B supergroup TLC’s Lisa 

“Left-Eye” Lopez, and Run DMC’s Jam Master Jay, all 

of whom died in the year preceding the album’s release) 

with her monologues extolling the virtues of traditional 

hip-hop values (“‘beef’ back then wasn’t death threats 

between artists, ‘beefs’ was who had da really skills” – 

Missy Elliott, Under Construction). The branding of an 

artist, it seems, is a lethal weapon. The “sincerity” of her 

spoken word interludes (she accuses herself of almost 

eulogising, beating her listeners – and critics – to the 

punch) is not the issue; but the format does not inherently 

‘Work It’ (2003)

‘Gossip Folk’ (2003)



render this message any more or less sincere than those on the albums preceding it. The 

sinister implication, however, is that Missy Elliott’s offer to be the first to lay down her own marketing 

guns, with the expectation that other artists and the music media will follow suit, is merely her 

newest marketing weapon. Under Construction is most definitely a progression, the same as any 

other Missy album; it is a deceptive step forward along the lines established by its predecessorsand 

ironically her most consistent release to date. As mentioned earlier, the Bitch has, temporarily at 

least, become pop music’s femme fatale. 

Yet the femme fatale is inherently masculine in its construction - the woman whose 

“dangerous” sexuality tantalises and taunts the male, supposedly because his torture is to her 

satisfaction. Yet Missy Elliott’s Bitch never employed such a pleasure principle; her subjectivity was 

never defined by the male (around or in spite of). And so, slyly, secretly, her development continues; 

her new, “softer” image belies this fact. The most telling indicator of her progression is the continued 

evolution of her language. Granted, gone are the zig-zag vocalisations introduced in ‘She’s a Bitch’ 

and refined in ‘Get Yr Freak On’, replaced instead by clang associations (nonsense rhymes) like 

“water” with “blah blah” in ‘Work It’, and neologisms in the chorus for ‘Gossip Folk’. Yet while 

these brazen hooks are childish-sounding (and no doubt deliberately so, given the schoolyard 

setting of the videos and the connotations of youthful simplicity and innocence that accompany 

them), it is interesting to note that, psychologically speaking, clang associations and neologisms 

are considered symptomatic of schizophrenia and other neurological illnesses.2 Missy Elliott often 

invokes the female hysteric, with lyrics proclaiming herself a “crazy ho” and dance moves involving 

her clawing at her own head as though it were about to explode; it is no coincidence that such 

a threatening discourse must ultimately develop its own form of communication. From her dance 

moves to the absurdity of the imagery in her video clips, what is designed is not merely a pattern of 

speech but an entire realm. The most essential part of Missy Elliott’s particular vocabulary, after all, 

is that she is constantly flippin’ her own style. 

Redesign of the Bitch

The explicit implication (and such an oxymoron can only be made with regards to a subject/abject 

who has become so self-reflexive) seems to be that the next construction of the Missy Elliott 

persona is just around the corner, and is sure to be typically atypical. The irony, of course, is that 

the Bitch is characterised both by her challenge to the society which rejects her and the fact that 

she is destined never to succeed in changing it. As self-defeating as such an assertion reads, 

the question is raised: can a Bitch remain in a society has accepted and even celebrated her? 

Perhaps the next construction will spring from an even more radical redesign, one so fluid we are 

at a loss to reconcile it with the brand of bitch that has come before. Or perhaps, having made 

her point so successfully that her audience is disappointed when she fails to horrify it, she has 

in fact effected the sort of radical social and political change Cixous prophesised. The Bitch is 

Dead. Long Live the Bitch.
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