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WHY WAS THIS BOOK WRITTEN?

Interest in a topic often comes from personal experience. As a trumpet player and a conductor 
of collegiate instrumental ensembles, I have lived in a minority world as a woman. Despite 
this, I spent the early years of my career handing down a musical story that greatly ignored the 
achievements of women and the historical issues that impacted (and often limited) their work. 
My excuse might seem weak, but it was practical. There were no materials on the undergradu-
ate market that provided the kinds of engaging experiences that were available in traditional 
musicology and music appreciation textbooks. Like many professors who eventually opted to 
write a separate course on “women in music,” I leaned on research that had been produced 
beginning in the 1980s. As much as that work enriched my teaching, I still faced the challenge 
of finding supporting materials that my students could grasp. Standing on the shoulders of a 
community of scholars who had produced the best research in the field, I created an engaging, 
referenced textbook that undergraduates, including non-music majors, could use.

Women, Music, Culture: An Introduction asks students to think deeply and differently about 
their personal musical experiences as well as the musical world that is typically documented 
in undergraduate materials. This textbook encourages critical thinking skills by challenging 
students to question and assess material as they develop an increasingly sophisticated musi-
cal vocabulary. The ancillary materials encourage students to grapple with important issues 
that impact their lives.

ORGANIZATION AND FLEXIBILITY

This text features a thematic approach that allows students to consider big-picture issues that 
span time and place, but also challenges them to question the separation of art and popular 
music often found in traditional musicology. At the same time, excellent instructors find 
unique ways of delivering course content. Those who prefer to present art music and popular 
music separately can easily scramble the order of the major sections. The components of a 
chronologically based course are in place, and can be assembled as desired.

KEY FEATURES

A good textbook is like a good teacher: flexible and responsive to the needs of the student. Here 
are ways in which Women, Music, Culture delivers a dynamic, interactive learning experience:

• A complete listening experience: A music textbook needs to include ample musical 
examples, not just biographical detail. Over one hundred in-text listening experiences 
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interconnect with topical materials in this edition. The listening guides are designed 
with the non-music reader in mind, but also provide music majors access to more 
extensive analyses through bibliographic references.

• Introductory segments set the stage for each section and chapter.

• Closing summaries serve as a review and help students make connections to current 
music and issues of immediate relevance to them.

• Critical thinking exercises have been carefully developed in both prose sections and 
in end-of-chapter sections.

• A “running glossary” places important terms in the margins of the text to encourage 
immediate application of key terms.

• “Focus” sections explain genres and compositional processes for readers with limited 
musical knowledge, allowing students to use or omit those sections according to their 
various musical backgrounds.

• For students who read music, many of the guided listening experiences are available 
in two anthologies edited by James Briscoe. These include the Contemporary Anthology 
of Music by Women (Indiana University Press, 1997) and the New Historical Anthology 
of Music by Women (Indiana University Press, 2004).

ANCILLARIES

• The companion website is located at www.routledge.com/cw/dunbar. This is an excel-
lent resource, and includes the following features:

o Spotify playlists for each chapter

o Links to interactive websites and music video clips to bring the performed art of 
music to life

o Flashcards with definitions to help with exam preparation

o PowerPoint slides for each chapter to introduce materials and for help with review

o An instructor test bank that includes both multiple choice and essay questions.

NEW TOPICS AND FEATURES IN THE THIRD EDITION

The third edition of Women, Music, Culture: An Introduction represents substantial updates and 
additions, many of which were requested by professors who use the text.

NEW TOPICS

• Greater attention to intersectionality of gender and race in popular music

• Coverage of #MeToo and increased coverage of protest music

• Expansion of guided listening experiences to include more women of color

• Additional guided listening experiences in global music

• Additional discussion of male stereotyping

NEW LISTENING EXPERIENCES

New guided listening charts have been added, per reviewer suggestion, resulting in an expan-
sion from 57 to 112 examples conveniently available on Spotify. Included in the expansion 
is the music of Celia Cruz, Mercedes Sosa, Selena, Mary Lou Williams, Billie Holiday, Ella 

http://www.routledge.com/cw/dunbar
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Fitzgerald, Kaija Saariaho, Florence Price, Jennifer Higdon, Cardi B, Shakira, Jennifer Lopez, 
Beyoncé, and Billie Eilish.

ADDITIONAL IMAGES AND PHOTOS

The number of images and photographs has been expanded to help students connect visual 
and aural elements of music as those elements pertain to gender issues. Especially relevant in 
this regard are images of women in popular music.

A SPECIAL NOTE TO STUDENTS

Women, Music, Culture: An Introduction allows you to examine assumptions about music and 
musicians, and to critically question the control of music that is preserved, distributed, and 
held in high regard. I hope the day will come when the work of women in music is ade-
quately integrated into readily available materials, but that day has not yet arrived. Until 
then, it is my sincere hope that this textbook will allow you to access the world of music with 
greater vision, and to be in control of the knowledge needed to address issues of gender-based 
injustice.

Julie C. Dunbar, June 2020
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TELLING MUSICAL STORIES

Missing Voices in the Documentation of  
Musical Traditions

In Western culture, people from the past become part of the present when they are brought to life on the 

pages of written history. In contrast, those who are not recognized in writing are often forgotten. As such, 

the focus of Part I is to examine the power of perspective, documentation, and publication in the shaping of 

cultural beliefs regarding women’s musical roles. This segment of the text provides a lens through which to 

view historical documentation trends, and also supplies tools that can be used to assess gender representa-

tion in current written materials.

Along with introducing basic terminology and guided listening formats that will be used throughout the 

text, Chapter 1 introduces various genres in which women have been active participants. Examples from 

the worlds of art music, popular music, and jazz allow useful comparisons between art and popular music 

construction. The chapter also introduces a model that explains the role of perspective in determining what 

is deemed “worthy” of historical preservation.

In Chapter 2, the Judeo-Christian roots of historical music documentation are examined, focusing on the 

development of sacred genres that formed a cornerstone of the Western art music canon. Musicologists’ 

tendency to legitimize music that was preserved through written methods is investigated, along with the 

inclination to focus on public-sphere music rituals that initially excluded women. The trajectory of the canon 

is followed by examining modern sacred works by women.

Chapter 3 reflects on the representation of women in the field labeled “world music.” Although many world 

music traditions were originally preserved by aural tradition, some academics in the field initially replicated 

Western musicological models. Resultantly, ethnomusicology was formed with a focus on written structural 

analysis of public sphere works, and there was limited reporting on women’s musical-cultural roles. The chap-

ter examines issues that have sometimes precluded researchers from accessing the musical work of women, 

but also suggests some solutions. To help the reader better understand alternative presentation styles, inter-

view data and storytelling narratives are discussed. In addition, several global superstars are highlighted.



We live in a noisy world. For a quick reminder of your capacity to selectively listen, close 
your eyes and focus on the sounds that surround you at this moment. Alter your perception 
by listening intentionally to sounds produced by living things and sounds that are created 
electronically; sounds that are musical and sounds that are irritating; sounds that are within 
you, and sounds that are external.1

Many of us listen in the manner in which we read: selectively skimming information 
from an immense field of choices. But if we habitually avoid conscious listening experiences, 
we risk losing the chance to encounter the present, to connect deeply with ourselves and 
others, and to hear the message of the sound.

This textbook is a venture into the world of “deep listen-
ing,” a place to perceive, analyze, interact, and connect with 
music as well as messages conveyed through it. At times, this 
perceptive listening may lead to aesthetic experiences that are 
purely emotional and physiological, resulting in an encounter 
with art for the sake of art. At other times, however, music will 
be examined as a barometer of culture, and as an agent for change. The aesthetic-cultural 
connection is forged strongly throughout the pages of this book, as narratives of women and 
music are discovered, examined, and created.

A SOCIOCULTURAL MODEL FOR STUDYING MUSIC

Music is multi-faceted and is studied from a variety of perspectives. The scientist looks at 
sound waves and acoustics; the mathematician looks at numerical sequences and patterns; 
the political scientist studies music as a vehicle for protest; the sociologist studies ways in 
which music reflects and transforms culture. Even musicians differ in their approaches, as 
some favor a theoretical analysis while others look at overall aesthetic or cultural issues. This 
text places a music analysis method alongside a sociocultural model to deepen the reader’s 
examination of interactions between music and culture (see Figure 1.1). On one side of the 
model are the musical elements of melody, form, rhythm, timbre, and harmony, used by 
musicologists who analyze musical construction. The culture side of the model, meanwhile, 
addresses how non-musical issues intersect with music. Placed side by side, the analytical 
methods help readers understand that while culture reflects and shapes music, music also 
reflects and shapes culture.

C H A P T E R  1

Reflections on “Deep Listening”
Exploring Music in Context

Aesthetic experience: 
emotional and sometimes 
physiological response 
elicited by an artistic work
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To experiment with the model, try a brief exercise to examine perceptions and ste-
reotypes about audiences in popular music venues. Borrow from the sociocultural side of 
the model and consider how belief systems might impact the type of live performance one 
attends, and how non-musical assumptions can become associated with particular genres. To 
assist with this experiment, use the following list of sociocultural descriptors that help shape 
belief systems, and describe the performers and audience members you envision at a heavy 
metal concert: age, gender, educational background, socio-economic status, geographical location, 
race or ethnicity. Now apply the list to folk music performers and their audience. Did your 
assumptions differ in the two settings? Finally, go through the list one more time and define 
yourself. In which ways did your own belief system impact your assessment?

Before leaving the model, consider musical elements that might impact non-musical 
perceptions. What is it about heavy metal music that might be associated with the perform-
ers and audience that you imagined? And folk music? For example, electrifying a guitar (and 
subsequently changing the timbre and volume of the instrument) has historically led to sig-
nificant changes in perception about the guitarist when it comes to gender expectations. As 
the text progresses, there will be frequent explanations of musical elements as they intersect 
with non-musical associations.

GUIDED LISTENING EXPERIENCE 1.1: “FREEDOM” FROM LEMONADE

Listen and Analyze

Let’s begin by taking a former Top-40 hit and analyzing it using both sides of the music-culture 
model. When prompted, you will need to access the Spotify playlist on the companion web-
site to enhance the listening guides in your textbook.

Beyoncé’s 2016 “Freedom” from the video album 
Lemonade is an accessible popular music selection to use 
for an initial elements-of-music exercise. For this analysis, 
we will simply look at form, the “big picture” of a musi-
cal creation. Form is a musical blueprint for presenting 
a work to the listener where the composer decides how 

much unity and variety is needed to create a good listening experience. Too much unity and 
repetition is boring, and can even be perceived as noise. But without some kind of unifying 
pattern, haphazard sounds also can be perceived as noise. Like many pop songs, “Freedom” 
creates a balance of unity and variety by using verse/chorus form, but also uses a spoken word 
bridge to create more variety and interest. The bridge also sets up a powerful final statement 
of the chorus.

Form: the way in which 
segments are structured in a 
unified whole; a “blueprint” 
for the structure of the piece

Figure 1.1 Music-Culture Model
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CONTEXTUAL DISCUSSION: MEANING  
BEHIND LEMONADE

Beyonce’s Lemonade is so topically complex that it 
would take an entire chapter to do it justice, but 
a brief summary will allow us to apply the socio-
cultural model to the album. As readers are likely 
aware, Lemonade is a video album, a film with 
various chapters that tell a story. For this reason, 
you really need to access the web materials for the 
course, or simply go online and directly access the 
video. In terms of the storyline, the album addresses 
two major themes around making the best of things 
when life is hard. Beyoncé’s personal emotional 
journey unfolds throughout, as she works through 
hurt and anger to ultimately forgive her husband 
(Jay-Z) after infidelity. Simultaneously, the album 
tackles big-picture sociocultural issues for Black 
women in particular, and African-American fami-
lies historically, linking Beyoncé’s personal story to 
generations of pain and discrimination that have 
resulted from enslavement and patterns of family 
separation.

“Freedom” from Lemonade (2016) 
Beyoncé, with Kendrick Lamar

LISTENING FOCUS
Verse/chorus form, with extended spoken word bridge to final chorus and speech excerpt

TIMED LISTENING GUIDE

0:00 Introduction with gospel-style accompaniment and chorus

0:27 Verse One

1:01 Chorus (references to “freedom,” “break my chains,” “keep running,” “don’t quit” address Beyoncé’s 
personal situation dealing with marital infidelity while metaphorically referencing enslavement of Africans 
and ramifications for later generations)

1:24 Interlude

1:47 Verse Two (metaphoric references to wading through water and running)

2:20 Chorus

2:55 Spoken word performed by Kendrick Lamar; at 3:29, call and response format as chorus responds to text 
in gospel style

3:39 Final Chorus

4:25 Speech excerpt by Beyoncé’s mother-in-law, Hattie White, at her 90th birthday party. She says, “I’ve had 
my ups and down, but I always find the inner strength to pull myself up. I was served lemons, but I made 
lemonade.”

L I S T E N I N G  E X P E R I E N C E  1 . 1

Figure 1.2  
Beyoncé Knowles and husband Jay-Z (Shawn 
Carter) in attendance at a gala at the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York 2015

Source: Shutterstock.
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Musically, the album features many Black-derived genres, from gospel to hip hop. As is 
common in these genres, Beyoncé’s lyrics here are metaphoric, referencing a current situa-
tion, but also something bigger than the singer herself. When Beyoncé speaks of “freedom,” 
“breaking chains,” and “wading through the water,” it is easy to see the double meaning.

Visually, the album utilizes settings and images that insert 
Beyoncé and other women into spaces where Black women 
have historically been abused and devalued, allowing them 
to bodily command these settings for themselves. Much of 
the album was filmed on former plantations, where women in 

the video are seen taking back spaces such as the plantation dining room. There are tremen-
dously powerful moments, such as the chapter “Forward,” where Trayvon Martin’s mother 
(Sybrina Fulton), Eric Garner’s mother (Gwen Carr), and Michael Brown’s mother (Lezley 
McSpadden) sit silently inside the plantation holding photographs of their slain sons. “For-
ward” is linked to “Freedom,” the song we just heard, where Beyoncé includes footage of her 
own baby daughter, and sings on stage in front of a group of women to proclaim a message 
of persistence and hope to those who historically have been called upon to lead families.

Many people consider Lemonade a feminist album, but feminists disagree about labeling 
Beyoncé a feminist, even though her message is undeniably one of female empowerment. For 
some, hypersexual images in Beyoncé’s work (such as appearing as a stripper or pole dancer) 
are controversial, discrediting feminism and undermining Beyoncé’s verbal message. Others 
argue that when Beyoncé uses the body to reclaim spaces that formerly repressed and abused 
Black women, and as she freely expresses sexuality on her own terms, she is engaging in 
feminist activity.

Feminism is not easily defined, and throughout the text, we will dive deeply into the 
intersectionality of sex, race, gender, and socioeconomic status to address this. We will also 
examine various waves of feminism to see the myriad ways in which feminism is revealed in 
music and culture.

MUSIC HELD IN HIGH REGARD: WHO DECIDES?

Just as individuals vary in their perception of what constitutes feminism, so too do they 
disagree in assessing musical value. One way in which musicologists have historically 
assigned musical significance is by separating art and popular music into spheres deemed 
“worthy” and “not worthy” of study. In short, art music has been favored academically, 
even though the line that separates art and popular music is sometimes blurred. Even 
when focusing on art music alone, however, musical value is not solely evaluated on 
compositional merit.

One of our tasks in this textbook is to investigate similarities and differences between a 
variety of musical genres, both structurally and culturally. The two art songs featured next, 

one by German Romantic-era composer Fanny 
Mendelssohn Hensel (1805–1847), and the 
other by twentieth-century composer Florence 
Price (1888–1953), provide a good starting point 
because the art song genre is usually short, and 
typically features just one singer with a piano 
accompaniment. In terms of big-picture form, 
the art songs here are similar in form to many 
pop songs, but we’ll note that they are melodi-
cally complex, especially in regard to subtle text 
connections.

Song: musical work that 
is sung and has lyrics

Genre: a classification or style; in music, 
could refer to any number of popular or 
art music styles such as rock, pop, songs, 
symphonies, opera, etc.

Art song: a song written by a trained 
composer to convey a specific artistic 
idea, as in projecting the mood and 
meaning of a poetic text
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GUIDED LISTENING EXPERIENCE 1.2 AND 1.3: “SCHWANENLIED”  
AND “HYMN TO THE DARK VIRGIN”

Listen and Analyze

Before you listen, it is important to understand 
that art song features texts by poets who are 
assigned cultural significance. In the case of 
Romantic-era Germany, writers such as Johann 
Wolfgang von Göethe and Heinrich Heine were 
favored by composers like Hensel. Meanwhile, 
Florence Price used a text by a renowned writer 
and leader of the Harlem Renaissance, Langston 
Hughes. Both Hensel and Price composed music 
to highlight the emotional impact of their 
selected texts.

In Hensel’s art song, the form is simple, fea-
turing just two verses and no chorus. Musicolo-
gists would call this modified strophic form, and 
would label the sections A A’ to reflect the slight 
musical change in the second verse, a change 
that is noteworthy in terms of text depiction. 
Rhythm and melody are manipulated to bring 
the text to life, in a technique known as word 
painting. To understand this technique, listen 
carefully to Hensel’s melodic contour and rhythmic text setting, noting how the singer’s 
melody gently rises and falls against the backdrop of a smoothly rolling piano accompani-
ment to musically capture Heine’s portrait of a swan moving across water. Also notice how 
the singer portrays the text “the teasing breezes come and urge on their game” with a lift of 
the voice and melismatic melodic motion. In the second verse, the singer pauses to represent 
a serious turn of events: the swan disappears into the depths of the river, still and dark. At 
the end of the poem, the swan song fades away, not only depicting the ancient story of the 
mute swan that sings one last beautiful song before it dies, but metaphorically referring to 
lost love.2 For a guided listening experience, return to the “Schwanenlied” listening experi-
ence table on page 8.

Price’s art song features a modified strophic form as well, but has three verses, each of 
which ends with a small refrain on the text “thou dark one.” Like Hensel, Price used the 
musical setting to bring out subtleties in the text, in this case a social commentary by Hughes 
on race, gender, and the threat of being Black in the twentieth century. The Black Madonna 
also references gender and race, along with the importance of the church as a place of hope 
and freedom for the Black community.3

Many of Price’s works combine elements of Black musical styles with European art music 
characteristics, and here, the art song is not completely assimilated into European tradition 
even though the vocal timbre and piano accompaniment are typical of that style. In keeping 
with the song’s title as a “hymn,” the opening is slow and prayer-like, and the rolling chords 
in the piano accompaniment are similar to styles found in Black church hymns. Price brings 
musical attention to Langston Hughes’ imagery about the Black woman’s body by high-
lighting references to shame of the body, hiding the body, and even a reference to lynching 
(burning the body). To do this, Price musically sets oppositional references of light/dark 
and hope/fear by using ascending and descending melodies. On the text “hide thy body,” 

Harlem Renaissance: an artistic 
movement that expressed Black 
nationalistic thought through literature, 
art, and music. The movement centered 
on Harlem (1917–1935) and continued in 
Chicago (1935–1950).

Strophic form: form in which each 
poetic verse is set to the same music

Word painting: in texted works, using 
musical gesture or elements to reflect 
movement and emotion in the text

Melody: a sequence of single tones, 
usually unified in a system such as a key 
or mode; the “tune” of a work

Melisma: a succession of multiple 
pitches sung on a single syllable
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“Schwanenlied” (1846) 
Fanny Mendelssohn Hensel 

“Hymn to the Dark Virgin” 
(1941) Florence Price
Scores available in the New Historical Anthology of Music by Women

LISTENING FOCUS
Notice how the texts in these songs are brought to life by “word painting,” a technique in which musical elements 
help depict the narrative.

FORM AT A GLANCE
Both songs use modified strophic form.

1.2 “Schwanenlied”

TIMED LISTENING GUIDE

0:00 Brief piano introduction

Verse One (translated from the original German)

0:03 Phrase One: A star falls down from its twinkling height, initial lulling rhythmic motive; wide-ranging 
melodic leaps

0:14 Phrase Two: It is the star of love that I see falling there; similar rhythmic style, new melodic material

0:27 Phrase Three: So much falls from the apple tree, from the white leaves; new melodic material again

0:37 Phrase Four: The teasing breezes come and urge on their game; new melodic material

0:47 Phrase Four: repeated melodic leap and long melisma to musically depict the idea of “teasing breezes”

1:07 Piano interlude

Verse Two

1:06 Phrase One:  The swan sings in the pond, and paddles up and down. Identical to phrase one, verse one

1:27 Phrase Two:  And singing more and more gently, he disappears into the depths of the river. Initially iden-
tical to phrase two, verse one, but with complete pause in both piano and voice on “Fluthengrab” to 
musically depict “the depths of the river”; very soft

1:46 Phrase Three:  It is so quiet and dark, scattered is leaf and blossom. Identical to phrase three, verse one

1:58 Phrase Four:  The star has flickered into dust, the swan song has faded away. Identical to phrase four, verse one

2:09 Phrase Four:  Repeated The star has flickered into dust, the swan song has faded away. As in verse one, 
with melodic leap and melisma

1.3 Hymn to the Dark Virgin

TIMED LISTENING GUIDE

0:00 Verse One: Opens with slow, reverent, hymn-like setting. Light and dark texts are contrasted with 
melodic ascent and descent, ending in a low-range presentation of the refrain, “thou dark one”

0:30 Verse Two: Begins similarly to verse one, but presents an emotional peak as the melody begins to rise 
(0:43) with text references to “wrapping and absorbing” the body; the verse again ends in the low range, 
with rhythmic elongation of the text “hide thy body, thou dark one” (1:04)

1:24 Verse Three:  Begins in much the same style as the opening verse; word painting is used as the melody 
ascends on the text “leaping flame” (1:31) and elongates and peaks on “annihilate” before it concludes 
with the final utterance of the text “thou dark one” in the upper range

L I S T E N I N G  E X P E R I E N C E  1 . 2  A N D  1 . 3
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she elongates the rhythm and puts the melody in a low range, symbolizing the shame that 
women often were made to feel. Word painting is used again as the melody ascends on the 
text “leaping flame” and peaks on “annihilate” before it concludes with the final utterance of 
the text “thou dark one.” By setting the text this way, Price highlights Hughes’ overlapping 
imagery until the song’s end, as fire and flame symbolize oppression and fear, but also images 
of freedom and hope that many Black women found in their church communities. The “dark 
and light” text references are metaphors for hope amidst oppression, but Hughes’ candid text 
never hides the terrible realities faced by Black Americans of his era.4

CONTEXTUAL DISCUSSION: WHO WRITES ART MUSIC?

“The art of music has always been the product of specialists,” claimed Hermann Closson in a 
1930 article in Modern Music, a journal sponsored by the League of Composers.5 His statement 
is loaded with meaning, because in claiming art music as a restricted field, we have to ask 
what it takes to ultimately be accepted or rejected as an expert. Historical evidence reveals 
that members of the League of Composers did not believe that women belonged in the art 
music composition field, and that sentiment was deeply rooted in history. But there are 

Figure 1.3 The cover of Fanny Mendelssohn Hensel’s Six Songs for Voice and Piano, published in Berlin in 1846

Source: Public domain.
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subtler things to learn regarding how women composers broke through barriers to become 
recognized.

To see how Fanny Mendelssohn Hensel’s work became music “worthy of study,” we 
must understand the intersection of gender politics, socioeconomic status, and the culture 
of Romantic-era Berlin. At first, “Schwanenlied” and other Hensel works were performed as 
high-end entertainment, presented in Hensel’s home in keeping with societal expectations of 
upper-middle class women in nineteenth-century Germany. The Mendelssohns’ social class 
allowed Fanny to gather a select, socially connected audience who could discuss and verbally 
disseminate her work. This was not the domestic setting of the average Berliner, but rather 
was a salon series aimed at least in part to showcase Hensel’s ability.

It isn’t that Hensel was musically incapable of taking her work to the public stage; 
her performing and compositional capabilities were at least as strong as those of her more 
famous composer-brother Felix, according to his assessment, and she was educated by the 
same privately hired composition teachers. Rather, she risked embarrassing her well-to-do 
family by presenting her work in public, and that included publication. While Felix Men-
delssohn traveled, published, and became famous, the Mendelssohns’ father warned Fanny 
not to publish, and to focus instead on being a wife. Fanny ultimately defied family and 
cultural expectations and published anyway, and thus you are studying her work in this 
textbook exercise.

Had Fanny Mendelssohn Hensel not been socially connected enough to receive the 
type of music education that was usually reserved for men, and had she lacked connec-
tions to publishers, her work would have suffered the fate of many compositions composed 
by women, remaining lost in the annals of time. If music from this era was to be known, 
revered, and perceived as the work worthy of study and performance, publication was vital. 
By publishing, Hensel carried her work into the wider world of preserved Western art music. 
Even so, publishing alone was not enough to push this composer’s work into posterity. Hen-
sel’s compositions were suppressed by her son and nephew after her death, and were not 
widely known until they were rediscovered in the late twentieth century, when feminist 
musicological research brought them to wider attention.

For Florence Price, sociocultural beliefs about race add further complexity to the recep-
tion of her work. Like Hensel, Price was educated in European art music composition, though 
at an American university. She had ties to a socially and artistically sophisticated audience, 
too, as part of the Harlem/Chicago Renaissance where participants believed that Black con-
cert music, literature, and poetry could address social justice, and could help Black Americans 
express cultural pride as they also attained recognition within Western high art culture. Con-
nections within this movement led to localized performances of Price’s compositions by such 
well-known Black performers as Marian Anderson and Margaret Bonds.

Being part of this artistically elite group 
was not enough to ensure wide distribution 
and placement of Price’s work into the Western 
art music canon, however. Price met with dis-
crimination that all women composers faced at 
that time, as well as the stereotype that Black 
musicians are natural experts in blues, jazz, 
gospel, and vernacular styles, but are not Euro-

pean art music composers and performers. Price fiercely fought against those perceptions, 
promoting her compositions by writing letters to people who served as gatekeepers into 
the wider art music world, and admonishing publishing firms for rearranging her work by 
inserting vernacular musical elements. To encourage interest in one of her symphonies, 

Canon: a collection of works considered 
representative of an era or genre, and 
most worthy of study and use

Vernacular: “of the people,” as opposed 
to work of the educated elite
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Like many Black artists, Florence Price (Figure 1.4) and Marian Anderson (Figure 1.6) 
fought stereotypes that accepted them as experts in Black vernacular music, but not European 
art music. Along with many of Price’s compositions and spirituals, including “Hymn to the 
Dark Virgin,” Anderson’s repertoire included a wide array of European art music works. Note 
here the typed statement by Price to publisher AMI (Figure 1.5) in which the composer suggests 
that the publisher altered her art music manuscript to “change it into jazz of an inferior sort.”

for example, she wrote a letter to Boston Sym-
phony Orchestra conductor Serge Koussevitzky, 
imploring him, “I am a woman; and I have some 
Negro blood in my veins,” but “I should like to 
be judged on merit alone.”6 Price wrote to Kous-
sevitzky nine times before he finally examined 
one of her scores, but it was actually a compo-
sition contest that made her famous. When she 
won top prize in the 1932 Wanamaker compe-
tition for her Symphony Number One in E Minor, 
her compositional ability awarded her not only 
the $500 cash prize, but national recognition. 
Even so, Florence Price’s art songs are relatively 
unknown today. Merit alone is not enough to 
propel composers to fame in art music.

Figure 1.4 Florence Price

Source: University of Arkansas Libraries, Florence Price 
Collection, Series One, Box One, Folder 12.

Figure 1.5 Typed statement from Florence Price

Source: Florence Price Addendum Papers (MC 988a), Series II, Box 1, Folder 
12. Special Collections, University of Arkansas Libraries, Fayetteville. Used 
by permission. Figure 1.6 Marian Anderson

Source: Van Vechten Collection, Library of Congress.
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BEYOND SONG: WHO WRITES INSTRUMENTAL MUSIC?

It was fitting to begin our study of art music with song, since the first women to break 
through compositional barriers usually were composers of vocal and keyboard music. With 
roots in semi-private settings like the court “chamber,” the salon, and the home, vocal and 
keyboard works were considered appropriate for women to perform and thus many women 
also composed them.

Women have had even more difficulty 
becoming known for large-scale works which 
require knowledge of the capabilities of multiple 
instruments. Even those who were afforded the 
education necessary to write appropriately for 
large ensembles struggled to gain access to the 
ensembles themselves. Whereas women could 
easily perform and debut art songs and keyboard 

works in small, private spaces where one or two musicians were needed, it has been historically 
difficult to gain access to professional ensembles and the public venues in which they perform.7 
One might think that the tables have turned by now, but stop for a moment, take out your 
phone, and look for gender imbalance as you do internet searches for images of “world’s great-
est orchestras” and “world’s greatest composers.” Then search “world’s greatest opera singers.”

Reasons for the perpetuation of gender stereotypes in music will be addressed through-
out this text, but we can briefly examine the 
musical element of timbre to address indirect 
ways in which instrumental music has been asso-
ciated with culturally defined gender characteris-
tics. For example, the blaring sound of a trumpet, 
with militaristic roots, has cultural connotations 
of the authority and power afforded men in 

patriarchal societies. Meanwhile, the soft, gentle sounds of the harp and flute have been 
gendered female, expressing delicacy. Aside from timbre, physical strength and endurance 
also are linked with notions about music, and at times those ideas intersect with non-musical 
power constructs.8 For example, some people still cite physical strength and size as reasons 
why women cannot effectively play the tuba or the Japanese taiko drums. As women proved 
skeptics wrong, it became apparent that control of tradition was really the underlying con-
cern. There were legal cases as recently as the late twentieth century where male conductors 
of major orchestras cited lung capacity as a reason to remove women from the professional 
orchestral ranks.

LISTENING EXPERIENCE 1.4: AN ENCOUNTER WITH DEEP LISTENING

Listen and Analyze

Despite cultural ideas about gender and music in her lifetime, twentieth-century composer 
Pauline Oliveros (1932–2016) became recognized in her profession. As a pioneer in electronic 
composition in the 1960s, she broke into a field that relied on mathematics and physics, sub-
jects that were largely reserved for men at that time. Throughout her long career, Oliveros’ 
style evolved to include less form-driven styles, intended to remove listeners from the con-
stant noise and perpetual activity of modern culture. For Oliveros, Deep Listening describes an 
album, a “deep listening” institute where participants experience healing through listening, 
and a musical expression that is not driven by form, rhythm, or melody.

Large-scale work in music refers to 
genres that require large numbers of 
performers (such as symphonies and 
opera); also refers to genres that are of 
significant length

Timbre: the characteristic quality of 
sound that distinguishes one voice or 
musical instrument from another; “tone 
color”
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Musically, “Lear” is an excellent 
study in timbre and features an absence 
of strict form. Oliveros and two other 
performer/composers used rope to lower 
an accordion, sea shells, a trombone, a 
garden hose, didgeridoos, and them-
selves into a deep, abandoned cistern 
in the Seattle, Washington area. With 
no alternating current available, the 
musicians recorded their session using 
battery-powered equipment. In a space 
that once held two-million gallons of 
water, the three composers began to 
experiment with the forty-five-second 
reverberation time of their acoustical 
chamber, creating sounds that almost 
seem to be electronically produced. Listening and reacting to one another as the sound inter-
connected with the space was challenging and rewarding. Not only was the sound amplified, 
but it continually surrounded the composers and melded into subsequent sounds that the 
composers produced in response to the rever-
berated tones, creating harmony. According to 
Oliveros, the space inside of the cistern was in 
effect “an instrument played simultaneously by 
all three composers.”9

CONTEXTUAL DISCUSSION: DEFINING MUSIC

Was “Lear” music to you? How did it make you feel? Trying to define music with words is as 
elusive as trying to describe the smell of your favorite food or the touch of water; the splen-
dor of the sensory experience is largely found in its ineffability. At the same time, it is helpful 
to think about why people consider some sound “music” and other sound “noise.” Further, 
it is important to investigate how sound that is labeled music is further labeled “good” and 
“bad,” “worthy of study” or “trivial.” Only then can one begin to assess how women fit into 
the broader musical picture.

Music is often defined as humanly organized sound, and although that definition negates 
the musicality of spontaneous laughter, birdsong, and other natural sounds that composers 

“Lear” from Deep Listening (1989)
Pauline Oliveros

LISTENING FOCUS
Take a few minutes to listen to an excerpt from “Lear,” from Oliveros’ Deep Listening recording of 1989. Block out 
all other distractions and listen intently to the sounds that you hear. Bring your mind back to the musical sounds if 
your attention begins to diminish. After you have listened deeply, continue with the reflections that follow.

L I S T E N I N G  E X P E R I E N C E  1 . 4

Figure 1.7 Pauline Oliveros

Source: Photo by Pieter Kers, Courtesy of Pauline Oliveros.

Harmony: two or more pitches sounding 
simultaneously; a vertical element of 
music
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like Oliveros embrace, it will help us think about how humans perceive music versus noise. 
Imagine sounds that exist along a continuum where extreme unity and extreme variety are 
found on each end. Incessant pencil tapping or hammering might represent noise at the 
unity end of the spectrum, while a child haphazardly striking piano keys might be considered 
noise on the variety end. At some point along a continuum, most listeners find a balance that 
equals a musical experience (see Figure 1.8). More than likely, there are some people who 
would not consider “Lear” music because it lacks patterns of repetition, and instead places 
the listener in a sonic environment that varies as it unfolds. Formal structure is not the only 
musical element that impacts how listeners perceive music. For example, most people are 
fairly set in their opinions about country music and opera, and their preference has much 
to do with their familiarity with various types of vocal timbre. Interestingly, listeners who 
deepen their awareness of music’s inner workings by exposure to new genres, sounds, and 
styles can alter their perception.

Throughout this chapter, we have already seen cases in which music is more than “art for 
the sake of art.” Just as learning about musical structure impacts how we perceive music, so 
too does non-musical knowledge influence how we respond to music and to those who create 
and perform it. To that end, the final listening example in this introductory chapter will shift 
to an important discussion about how musical narratives impact our assessment of music’s 
role in culture, and even what is ultimately honored, documented, and preserved.

LISTENING EXPERIENCE 1.5: “SWING SHIFT”

For many listeners, the everyday joy of music is found beyond the music itself, in “extra-mu-
sical” connections and activities. Work, healing, dancing, exercising, and teaching are just 
some of the categories that fall under the auspices of utilitarianism—a functional “use” for 
music that is enhanced by the musical experience. Many utilitarian musical functions are 

strongly associated with women, but we will consider one 
that was traditionally connected with men when we inves-
tigate dance-band music of the swing era in America. At 
the same time, we will consider how labeling this genre as 
merely utilitarian is a result of social construction.

Listen and Analyze

A typical jazz performance features alterations 
between full ensemble, sections within the ensem-
ble, and soloists who improvise upon a melodic and 
harmonic foundation. In this short excerpt, a solo 

Figure 1.8 Unity/Variety Model

Utilitarian: stressing 
usefulness over aesthetic 
value

Improvise: to compose, or 
simultaneously compose and perform,  
on the spur of the moment
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saxophonist quickly takes over after the ensemble opening and improvises to the accompani-
ment of a steady-driving bass and embellishments from the brass section. The entire saxophone 
section takes over and engages in a call-and-response dialogue with the brass until the saxophone 
soloist returns, again with brass accompaniment. The brass section takes the lead one more time, 
dialoguing with the saxophones once, and then again until the pianist takes over. With a kick of 
the drums, the saxes battle the brass one more time and end with a final unison scalar rip.

Part of the appeal of this selection is found in the fast tempo, but there is another rhyth-
mic element of interest here as well. One of the 
greatest changes to overtake popular music in 
the twentieth century was the concept of swing. 
Swing literally turned the musical world around 
with its emphasis on beats two and four—a 
marked reversal from the emphasis on beat one 
that was evident in most popular music prior to 
the 1920s. Whether it is the toe-tapping feel of a 
John Philip Sousa march or the oom pa pa of a Tin 
Pan Alley hit like “Take Me out to the Ballgame,” 
an accent on beat one marks the sound of a bygone 
era in popular music. The popular music world 
resoundingly embraced the rhythmic notion of 
swing, and although the syncopated elements of 
the rhythmic line have waxed and waned over 
time, a two-four backbeat remains the “back-
bone” of popular music across the globe.

CONTEXTUAL DISCUSSION: WOMEN’S MUSIC HISTORY NARRATIVES

This recording of “Swing Shift” provides some good material for a speedy introduction to 
jazz concepts, but the brevity of the recording is perhaps the bigger story in the sense that it 
aurally represents the lack of press coverage that women jazz instrumentalists had through-
out the twentieth century.

Jazz is musically complex and could easily reside in the art music sphere as well as the util-
itarian-entertainment world. Imagine trying to rhythmically notate the sounds heard in the 
recorded example you just heard. Against the backdrop of melodic and harmonic structures 
that are far more complex than those used in other popular music forms, the improvisational 

“Swing Shift” (recorded live during World War II Jubilee Session) 
International Sweethearts of Rhythm

LISTENING FOCUS
Rather than listening for large formal sections this time, try to imagine the band on stage, and outline a “play by 
play” description of who is performing. Your goal is to identify shifts between full sections and featured soloists. 
This recording is less than two minutes long and the section changes come quickly, so you may have to listen 
several times. Here is an opening statement to get you started:

Full band opens, followed by tenor sax solo break . . .

L I S T E N I N G  E X P E R I E N C E  1 . 5

Tempo: the speed at which a work is 
performed

Rhythm: the time-oriented organization 
of silence and sound

Swing: a style of jazz; characterized 
by the use of large bands, fast tempos, 
and written arrangements for ensemble 
playing

Syncopate: to accent a note that falls 
between main beats

Backbeat: in popular music, a primary 
accent on the second and fourth beats of 
a four-beat measure
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element of jazz additionally requires the performer to utilize appropriate rhythmic figures 
while simultaneously comprehending and negotiating chordal changes that impact scale 
selection and execution. The lack of acceptance of jazz as a scholarly genre, at least until the 
late twentieth century, is connected to social construction and racism. As we briefly investi-
gate one particular story of women in jazz, we must simultaneously recognize the intersection 
of gender and race that impacts historical placement and documentation of this genre.

———––

“People have always said that I play like a man. When I was a child that was a compliment. Now 
that I am an adult, it is not. I play like a competent woman.”10

Fostina Dixon-Kilgoe, jazz saxophonist

To begin, it is important to consider the value that music historians place on recordings in the 
modern era, and how racism and sexism might impact opportunities to record. In genres like 
jazz in which performances are at least partly improvised, capturing live performance is consid-
ered essential to assessing the musical worth of a group or soloist. A fast perusal of available jazz 
recordings reveals a noticeable absence of performances by women, and that absence results in 
the erroneous belief that women did not participate in jazz at the professional level.

The short excerpt that you heard, for example, was recorded outdoors in Europe in the 
mid-1940s, and the audience in the background was a group of Black soldiers. Along with 
separation of the troops for battle, entertainment for soldiers during World War II was also 
segregated, and this recording is from a segment of the Armed Forces Radio “Jubilee Ses-
sions,” a variety show intended to entertain Black troops during the war years. It is one of 
only a few recordings readily available of the International Sweethearts of Rhythm, despite 
the fact that the band toured and performed extensively.

Regardless of a lack of recordings, we know about the success of the International Sweethearts 
of Rhythm today in part because they were written about extensively in the Black press. The Chi-
cago Defender online archives contain over one hundred articles on the International Sweethearts 
alone, following the band from downtown Chicago to the European warfront. But despite the 
group’s widespread popularity in the Black community, this band remained unknown in jazz his-
tory materials until a surge of interest in women’s bands emerged in third-wave feminist studies 
that considered the intersectionality of gender and race. In the following section, you will find 
condensed versions of two common big band narratives, one of which examines a narrow seg-

ment of women’s big band activity, and the other 
that considers intersectionality. Both narratives 
contain accurate information but result in quite dif-
ferent accounts of big band history.

The First All-Women’s Big Band Story to 
Emerge: Like the factory scene in America during World War II, the entertainment industry 
was profoundly impacted by the longevity of the war and the number of men serving in the 
armed forces. Two areas of entertainment where women came to the rescue were professional 
baseball and music. The All-American Girls Professional Baseball League came into wide-
spread American consciousness after the release of Penny Marshall’s 1992 movie A League of 
Their Own, which was a fictionalized version of the actual women’s league that Philip Wrigley 
started during the war years. Professional ballplayers were required to “play like men” but 
“look like women.” Along with charm-school training and unneeded make-up, they were 
required to wear above-the-knee skirts that exposed bodies to bruising as well as gawking.11

Similar to the women’s baseball league was the phenomenon of all-women big bands. Like 
the professional baseball teams, the ranks of all-male big bands were depleted during the war 
years. To keep morale high and to keep the country’s popular dance music alive, all-women big 

Narrative: written or spoken chronicle of 
a past event; a story
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bands were formed during this era. “All-girl” band members also endured a dual demand to be 
talented and glamorous. Women were expected to maintain “red or yellow” hair color and were 
required to stain their lips with red dye because lipstick would come off when they played their 
instruments. It was critical to maintain a feminine image on stage.12 Like the baseball players, 
women musicians in the war years did their part in the war effort by providing a needed service 
until male entertainers returned from the warfront. When the war was over, women’s bands 
faded into history as women band members left the music industry and returned home.

Reconstructed Narrative: Sherrie Tucker’s extensive research on women in big bands 
provides an alternative telling of the big band narrative. Tucker acknowledges that many 
famous all-male bands suffered loss of membership during the war years, but finds fault with 
the narrative that all-women bands only formed during the war years. That narrow view was 
based on the idea that most women did not work outside of the home prior to the war, based 
on the so-called “Rosie the Riveter” image of white women who left home to fill vacant fac-
tory positions. In reality, seventy-five percent of women who worked during the war years 
had worked prior to the war, and many were women of color who had worked in domestic 
positions, laundries, and other lower-paying jobs.13 Black women also were employed as pro-
fessional musicians, and some of their swing bands were formed well before the war.14

Tucker offers additional information about the International Sweethearts of Rhythm, too, 
noting that the group was formed in 1937. Although they had their start as a non-professional 
touring ensemble of the Piney Woods Country Life School in Tennessee, the group eventu-
ally separated from the school, became professional, and began to hire their own arrang-
ers. They eventually expanded their ranks to become a multi-racial, multi-ethnic ensemble. 
Using interview material from former band members, Tucker goes beyond the glamour that 
often accompanies the Rosie the Riveter narrative, and explains how band members suffered 
as they toured the Jim Crow South. White band members darkened their faces to pass as 
Black, since whites and Blacks traveling together could be jailed. Tales of discrimination 
included lack of housing (band members had to lodge with Black families or sleep on the bus 

Figure 1.9 The International Sweethearts of Rhythm in an RCA recording session, 1946, with Anne Mae Winburn conducting

Source: Leonard Feather Collection. Used by permission of the University of Idaho.
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while touring) and a frightening “firebomb” incident in a dance hall, intended as a warning. 
The police frequently stood on the sidelines as the group performed.15

Just as the Rosie the Riveter image doesn’t apply in terms of the formation and function of 
these bands, neither did band-women abandon musical careers to return home at the end of the 
war. All big bands, male and female, were soon replaced by other forms of popular music, nota-
bly rock and roll. But former band members found work as musicians in other venues, including 
studio employment, solo work in nightclubs, and teaching.16 Many of the women Tucker inter-
viewed for her book remained active as musicians for decades, some of them into the 1990s.

As we turn back to our brief recording one more time, we do so with an expanded view of 
a musical performance setting that reflects deep cultural issues surrounding gender, race, and 
the labor market. Although their opinions are somewhat divided by generational differences, 
many Black women interviewed by Tucker believed that gender discrimination in music was 
overshadowed by racial discrimination. Jazz keyboardist Shirley Scott noted, “I have not had 
a problem being a Black woman on stage with a group of Black males, but I have indeed 
experienced problems being a Black person in American society.”17 Black women of the swing 
band era shared the indignities of male band members who suffered discrimination and 
harassment on the road and, additionally, lack of coverage by the white press.

SUMMARY

Even with the addition of Tucker’s research, the story of the International Sweethearts of 
Rhythm recounted in this chapter tells the tale of just one “all-girl” band among hundreds 
that existed. In this textbook too, there will be stories left untold, because written history is 
a phenomenon that limits the telling of stories. While some written history is simply false, 
often it is the omission of stories—about people, issues, and events—that leads to inaccurate 
beliefs and deeply held convictions. In cultures that preserve music history through written 
documents and recordings, the power of the documentation process is tremendous, for it 
shapes what subsequent generations believe to be true.

Like any historian, I run the risk of misrepresentation by omission, both willful, for sake 
of space, and unintentional. In addition, much revealing work is yet to be done in the field 
of research on women and music. As such, just as Pauline Oliveros encourages listeners to 
interact deeply with sound, I encourage readers to interact deeply with this book. Read these 
narratives, but question the material, and seek more. Allow this book to be only the begin-
ning of your journey into the world of women in music.

JAZZ PERFORMANCE FOR WOMEN: IN THEIR OWN WORDS

For links to National Public Radio recorded interviews of women jazz musicians from the 
swing era, access the web links for Chapter 1.

QUESTIONS FOR CRITICAL THINKING AND DISCUSSION

1. Find a piece of popular music from your own collection and do a form analysis. How much unity/
variety is featured? Will this piece withstand the test of time?

2. Select a music video of your choice and watch it without sound. What do you notice about the visual 
images when the soundtrack is absent?

3. List as many genres as possible and speculate about gender roles in each. Why do you think these 
particular gender roles exist in each of these genres?
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IDEAS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

1. Seek information on “all-girl” bands of the early twentieth century. Do you notice a racial divide in 
terms of marketing and availability of recordings? Also research the label “all-girl,” and attempt to 
discover varying perspectives regarding that terminology.

2. Write a paper reflecting on this statement: In written documents and in the recorded music industry, 
selection bias has had a powerful role in the perpetuation of stereotypes regarding the “proper” 
role of women in music.

NOTES

 1. Brunner, 2006.
 2. For a full analysis, see Citron, 2004, 134. The author also acknowledges Citron’s translation of 

the German text.
 3. Smith, 2007.
 4. Ibid.
 5. As cited in Dunbar, 1998.
 6. Brown, 1999, xxxv.
 7. Doubleday et al., 2008.
 8. Ibid., 21. Doubleday et al. cite Judith Tick.
 9. Oliveros, 1994.
 10. As cited in Hayes and Williams, 2007, 123.
 11. Marshall, 1992.
 12. Placksin, Jazz Profiles. This website also features interviews of women who performed with the 

bands. Placksin has also written extensively on the subject of women’s big bands.
 13. Arnett and Mattaei, 1999, 131–142.
 14. Tucker, 2001.
 15. Ibid.
 16. Ibid.
 17. Hayes and Williams, 122.
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F O C U S  O N  F E M I N I S M

Defining Feminism: Nineteenth-Century Roots and Women’s Suffrage

Feminism is a term that can be simply defined but defies simple analysis because of its shift-
ing historical meaning. At surface level, feminism is a “diverse set of beliefs that address 
the political, economic, and social equality of the sexes.” The “diverse” portion of the 

definition takes a bit longer to understand.
Feminism has changed over time, adapt-

ing to cultural phenomena; it also has paved 
the way for cultural change. Within its over-
arching principles, many specific movements 
have arisen over time, but regardless of era, 
and despite differing methods of reform, 
feminists have shared the goal of addressing 
equality of the sexes.

Recognizing that women’s issues could 
not be addressed without legal support, first-wave feminists focused on granting women 
suffrage, or the right to vote. At that time, women lacked property rights, equal access to 
education, and even child custody rights, so there was much at stake.

The earliest feminist movement began in Europe in the nineteenth century, and 
then moved to Australia, New Zealand, Canada, and the United States. In Great Britain, 
Mary Sophia Allen and Emmeline Pankhurst led the charge toward women’s suffrage. 
Pankhurst’s husband, Richard Pankhurst, authored the first British women’s suffrage bill, 
as well as the Married Women’s Property Acts in 1870 and 1882. After her husband’s death, 
Pankhurst continued the suffrage battle. She founded the Women’s Franchise League in 
1889, and the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) in 1903. Frustrated with slow 
results, the WSPU adopted a militant stance in the early twentieth century and began 
marching in the streets, conducting hunger strikes and breaking windows of politicians 
who refused women the right to vote. Mary Sophia Allen was imprisoned three times in 
1909 for smashing windows, and went on several hunger strikes. British composer Ethel 
Smyth also participated in the activism, responding to the WSPU’s request to smash win-
dows. Smyth’s 1911 “March of the Women” became a musical call to women’s suffrage, 
and women began to march globally.

First-wave feminism in the United States 
also arose in the nineteenth century. Lead-
ers such as Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth 
Cady Stanton, and sisters Sarah and Ange-
lina Grimké (whose father was a plantation 
owner) were white abolitionists who linked 

women’s freedom with emancipation of enslaved peoples. Many first-wave feminists were 
Quakers whose religion allowed some measure of equality between women and men. 
Quaker women were allowed to serve as leaders, to speak in public, and to travel on their 
own. Quakers Lucretia Mott, Susan B. Anthony, and Alice Paul all used the testimony tra-
dition of the Quaker meeting to create and deliver highly organized, systematic speeches. 
Their prolific and powerful speaking propelled the suffragist movement.1 When Mott and 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton were refused seats at the 1840 World Anti-Slavery Convention 

Feminism: diverse set of beliefs that 
address the political, economic, and 
social equality of the sexes

Suffrage: the right to vote

Suffragist: a person who advocates for 
voting rights, especially for women

Quaker: Christian denomination that 
emerged in England during in the 
mid-1600s
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in London, they joined other women in creating a convention of their own at the Stan-
ton home in Seneca Falls, New York in 1848. The “Seneca Falls Convention” resulted 
in a document known as the Declaration of Sentiments, a re-writing of the Declaration of 
Independence that addressed how women were not being treated as equals. Seneca Falls is 
considered the spark that ignited first-wave American feminism.2

Less-documented in typical first-wave feminist accounts is the work of Black Amer-
ican abolitionists such as Sojourner Truth, Maria H. Stewart, and Harriet Tubman, all 
of whom also were deeply involved in advocacy for women. Stewart was the first Afri-
can-American woman to publicly lecture about women’s rights, and did so in front of 
audiences that included whites and Blacks, men and women. In 1844, Truth joined 
the Northampton Association of Education and Industry, an abolitionist organization 
that also supported women’s rights. Both 
Truth and Tubman were highly regarded 
public speakers. Tubman additionally was 
a founding member of the National Federa-
tion of Afro-American Women (NFAAW), an 
organization that focused on pay equity, job 
training, child care, and women’s suffrage 
that arose out of the Black women’s club 
movement.3

By the late 1800s, women had gained some advancement in property rights, employ-
ment, and educational opportunities. The right to vote, however, did not come quickly. 
In 1872, Susan B. Anthony was convicted of breaking the law by voting in the presi-
dential election.4 Anthony, Truth, and many of the other early suffragists did not live 
to achieve voting rights for themselves, but their work paved the way for women of 
the future. Women were allowed to vote in Finland in 1906, Australia in 1910, Poland 
in 1917, and Austria in 1918. British women over 30 were allowed to vote in 1918, and 
in 1920, the right to vote was granted in the United States. After World War II, voting 
rights for women expanded globally: 1945 in France, Italy, Japan, and Senegal, among 
others; Greece in 1952; Cambodia and Honduras in 1955. Many African nations granted 
women voting rights in the 1960s and 1970s as post-colonial governments reconfigured, 
and then women’s suffrage expanded again in the 1980s and 1990s, into the Middle East. 
Some of the most recent countries granting voting rights to women include Kuwait in 
2005, and Saudi Arabia in 2015.

The right to vote is critical, but equality comes slowly. Initially, some women 
were denied equal access to voting despite the law, just as Black women and men in 
the United States were deterred from voting freely as late as the 1960s in the South. 
Women still lacked job opportunities and did not make satisfactory progress in terms 
of political representation or equal pay for equal work. Social change that positively 
impacted white, upper-class women did not necessarily assist women of color. These 
issues would be addressed by feminists of the future, whose work is discussed through-
out the textbook.

  For a link to Ethyl Smyth’s 1911 “March of the Women,” see the Spotify playlist for  
Chapter 1.

Black women’s club movement: 
grassroots reform movement of the late 
nineteenth century; grew out of religious 
and literary societies as a response to 
racism
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Pictured are Women’s League Officers in Newport, Rhode Island (above) in 1899 as well as a Women’s League 
daycare (upper right) of the same time period. Since it was common for Black women to work during this era, 
child care was an important women’s rights issue. Also pictured in the upper left are white abolitionists Susan 
B. Anthony (standing) and Elizabeth Cady Stanton (seated).

Source: Library of Congress.
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION AND FURTHER RESEARCH

1. Research and discuss connections between women’s suffrage, abolitionism, the temperance 
movement, and religious organizations. In which ways did these organizations intersect in 
their goals for women’s rights, and in which ways did they fundamentally differ?

2. Investigate changes in higher education for women in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. How did women’s education impact the suffrage movement?

NOTES

 1. Ruether, 2011.
 2. O’Dea, 2013, as cited in Dollahan, 2015.
 3. Ford, 2008.
 4. Ibid.
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