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1 My name is Tes Slominski, and I hold a Ph.D. in Music from New York University 

and an M.A. in Ethnomusicology from the University of Limerick. I specialize in the study of 

gender, sexuality, and race in Irish traditional music, and have published a book, Trad 

Nation: Gender, Sexuality, and Race in Irish Traditional Music (Wesleyan University Press, 

2020), as well as several academic articles on this topic. I have also played fiddle for the past 

30 years, and founded the Blue Ridge Irish Music School in Charlottesville, Virginia in 1999 

and taught fiddle at the Maoin Cheoíl an Chlár in Ennis 2001-2002. In my academic life, I 

have engaged in work toward equity and inclusion for the past 20 years and have held 

leadership positions on the Gender and Sexualities Taskforce and the Board of Directors of 

the Society for Ethnomusicology, as well as on Feminist Theory and Music conference 

organizing committees.  

 

2 It is also relevant to this testimony that I identify as queer and nonbinary, although I 

move through the world in a body most would identify as female. Alongside the camaraderie 

I have experienced in the Irish traditional music scene, I have also faced sexual harassment 

and assault, as well as countless other negative and demeaning encounters because of my 

gender and sexuality—encounters I did not speak out about for many years because of my 

precarious position as a learner and as an American, as well as (at times) a freelance 

musician. Like my peers in FairPlé and MiseFosta, I have been witness to many stories from 

other women and LGBTQ+ people about negative experiences in the traditional music scene. 

So I write here as both an academic and also as a musician—but because so many Irish 

women in the arts have bravely spoken out about their experiences, I will mostly write from 

the perspective of an academic, and offer some observations that may help the Committee 

consider some of the structural causes of gender inequality across the arts and beyond. The 

Committee has a sense of the scope of the problems around sexual harassment and assault 

and the economic and material problems these cause (and more broadly, the question of equal 

pay for equal work). I would like to expand on three problems alluded to in past debates that 

highlight the intersectional nature of the problems the Irish traditional music scene faces 

around sex, gender, and sexuality (and, obliquely, race).  
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3 First, efforts toward equality and non-discrimination in Irish traditional music are 

complicated by the ways traditional music has been used as an emblem of Irish national 

identity for the past few centuries—but especially beginning in the 1890s. I have written a 

great deal about nationalism and gender in Irish traditional music (Slominski, 2013 and 

2020), and have traced the emergence of a number of professional and publicly active women 

musicians in the early twentieth century. These musicians—some of whom continued to be 

active in the scene for much of the century—have been largely erased from the history of the 

genre and their contributions have gone unrecognized. While this indicates a problem of 

recognition (many wrongly believe that women were first active in traditional music 

beginning in the 1960s or 1970s), the larger problem is that these women’s erasure was the 

result of a larger social, governmental, and religious campaign to reinforce misogynistic 

gender roles and the position that a woman’s place is in the home, teaching traditional music 

to her sons—but not playing in public or making a musical career. This campaign included 

the 1937 Constitution’s statements about women’s place in the home and the marriage bar, 

but it lives on in the Intoxicating Liquor Act of 2003. Today, if two parents play traditional 

music and want to attend sessions (which typically begin at 10pm), either they must find a 

babysitter or someone must stay home with the children. Given the longstanding gendered 

division of labor in Ireland, that “someone” is usually the mother—and indeed, mothers still 

routinely disappear from the scene during the years they are raising children, while fathers do 

not (I write about this in Trad Nation). This problem existed before 2003, but it is 

exacerbated by this law. There may be other laws that de facto assume a particular gendered 

division of labor—the Committee is well-positioned to investigate and address any 

exclusions they may find there. 

 

4 This “disappearing act” (as Clare fiddler Bernadette McCarthy calls it) that many 

women musicians are forced to do during their childrearing years raises a second issue: the 

rate of attrition of women and LGBTQ+ musicians from the traditional music scene. I am 

certain others can corroborate the observation that many girls begin learning traditional music 

at a young age only to leave the scene in their teens or twenties when they begin playing in 

sessions, which tend to be male-dominated. I first began to notice this gap when I was 

teaching fiddle in Ennis in the early 2000s: 9 out of 10 of my students were girls, but when I 

did an informal tally of young women in sessions during the Cuckoo Fleadh in 2002, the 
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sessions were overwhelmingly male. In private conversations with LGBTQ+ and nonwhite 

musicians (as well as in noting which of my peers have left the scene in the past 30 years), it 

has been very clear that discrimination, harassment, and assault have driven attrition rates to 

a significant extent. And because this Committee also attends to tourism, it is worth noting 

here that female musicians visiting from outside Ireland also face sexual harassment and 

assault—perhaps at rates higher than Irish women do, since visitors have even less recourse 

to support in the scene and are typically less willing to speak out. Over the years, I have 

heard many visitors’ accounts of sexual harassment and assault within traditional music 

settings, including from many of my students, including several underage teenage girls.  

 

5 While it would be more difficult to measure attrition among unaffiliated musicians or 

visitors, CCÉ, pipers’ clubs, and other teaching organizations could easily supply data to 

enable researchers to track some students’ participation over time. As Siobhán Bourke 

pointed out in the hearing on 16 February 2022, more data would be invaluable in helping 

assess efforts toward equity. Moreover, putting governmental funding toward longitudinal 

research would give the findings credibility while also recognizing that organizations 

typically would not have the staffing to undertake such work themselves. The question of 

credibility and legitimacy may seem irrelevant, but I know that some musicians had begun to 

try to take a “census” of women musicians before the COVID-19 pandemic, and had received 

pushback and sometimes abusive responses from male musicians about the mere act of 

counting male and female musicians. A government mandate and funded program (perhaps 

carried out by postgraduates) to gather data across the arts would signal the seriousness of the 

problem and give researchers a clear remit and some protection from abuse. It could also help 

ensure a unified research design that would produce results that could be accurately 

compared across sectors.  

 

6 The third problem I address here is the enduringly male homosocial nature of the Irish 

traditional music scene, and more generally, Irish culture’s rigid understandings of 

masculinity and femininity. “Homosocial” refers to a social space that is dominated (and 

almost entirely populated) by one sex. In a homosocial space, one sex is seen as “normal” 

and the other is not—and while members of the non-dominant sex may be invited to 

participate periodically, the dominant sex makes all the rules, written or unwritten. Despite 

the participation of an increasing number of women (including some in positions of relative 
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power), Irish traditional music remains a homosocial male space and will do so as long as the 

rules and practices of that space are maintained. Consciously or unconsciously, women often 

do uphold the rules of male homosocial spaces—and thus, gender inequality—often to 

maintain status or to avoid censure. It is precisely because the Irish traditional music scene is 

built on the rules and practices of a homosocial patriarchy that a separate entity for reporting 

and addressing discrimination and abuse across the arts is necessary, as FairPlé and others are 

asking for. Otherwise, victims of abuse and whistleblowers will face the same kinds of 

recriminations Dr. Karan Casey and others have described. On an institutional level, 

accountability is necessary—but the platitude holds true that an institution will always act in 

ways that preserve that institution, and not always in ways that are in the best interests of 

individuals who seek help. 

 

7 One less obvious piece of evidence that Irish traditional music is still a homosocial 

male space is that the number of openly gay men in the scene is increasing significantly, 

while the number of out lesbians/queer women and gender non-normative musicians remains 

abysmally small—especially among those born before c. 2000. This difference has been a 

topic of conversation in meetings of the Isteach is Amach Queer Collective, but the group’s 

leadership remains almost entirely male. This absence of lesbians and gender non-normative 

musicians points toward the ways that oppressions accumulate for marginalized people: in 

addition to discrimination and harassment from men because of sex/gender, lesbians and 

gender non-conforming people also face discrimination and exclusion from men and women 

because of sexuality and/or gender presentation (for more on the concept of intersectionality, 

see Crenshaw, 1989). I have written more about this topic in a chapter forthcoming in Women 

and Music in Ireland (Boydell and Brewer, eds. Beausang, Watson, and O’Connor-Madsen). 

I apologize that this chapter is not yet available (I am happy to provide it in manuscript form 

if any Committee members are interested), but in it, I recount the testimony of an American 

male transgender musician who is currently in a relationship with another man. He describes 

the contrast between the extensive harassment he faced while living in Ireland as a butch 

lesbian and the almost-total lack of harassment he now faces as a gay man. His story suggests 

that male privilege is a much larger factor than homosexuality. While I do not mean to 

suggest that gay men face no violence or discrimination in Ireland or its traditional music 

scene, and there are few enough transgender people in the scene to identify larger trends, this 

contrast remains compelling. 
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8 In her testimony of 16 February 2022, Ms. Jessica Traynor of SAOI cites “systemic 

issues around power and misogyny” across Irish society. Here, I would like to connect sexual 

harassment and assault, inequity, discrimination, and other forms of “gender trouble” in the 

arts with toxic masculinity and toxic femininity in Irish society more broadly. As long as a 

society only recognizes one set of behaviors as “masculine” and another as “feminine” and 

upholds a gender binary where alternative masculinities and femininities are punished 

through bullying and social exclusion, strife and violence will prevail in and outside the arts. 

Although this recommendation may seem oblique, I believe that any resources put toward 

existing initiatives to reduce the suicide rate and foster more acceptance of LGBTQ+ people 

will help in creating a more expansive sense of gender in Ireland—a space where men can 

champion gender equality without fear of censure and women can make fashion choices 

without being bullied by other women. This more expansive sense of gender will benefit 

everyone by decentering “lad culture” and providing some escape from “mean girls,” since 

both are based on policing gender expression within social groups. 

 

9 I conclude with two other items on my own “wish list” for gender equality in Ireland 

and in Irish traditional music. First, that the boards of directors of arts organizations that 

receive government funding face an audit, and that recommendations be made to include 

enough women, LGBTQ+ people, and/or people of color on those boards to affect decision-

making in real ways. Progress has been made in this area in recent years, but the Arts Council 

should remain vigilant to ensure that moves toward more equal participation remain 

permanent rather than a short-term response to the high-profile work of MiseFosta, FairPlé, 

and others. Second, a review of Ireland’s university music programs should be conducted by 

external reviewers well-versed in diversity/equity/inclusion to specifically consider equity in 

both curriculum and staffing. Such a review should consider more than raw numbers of men 

and women, and investigate power dynamics and the distribution of teaching, advising, and 

administrative work, since women typically perform much of the invisible labor in academic 

departments. On a related note, the number of excellent scholars of gender in Irish music 

(traditional, popular, and classical) has increased dramatically in the past few years, but this 

increase—and the growth of interest in studying gender and music—has largely not been 

reflected in the creation of new full-time, permanent positions or the selection of candidates 

who specialize in gender for open university positions in Irish traditional music. Universities 
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are an increasing point of contact for the young musicians who go on to shape the Irish 

traditional music scene and provide an unmissable opportunity for the kind of education 

around gender equality my peers across the arts in Ireland have called for. 

 

10 Recommendations in summary: 

- Examine existing legislation for gender bias and amend. 

- Establish and fund longitudinal research programs on gender equity across the arts 

sector. 

- Establish a separate entity to address harassment, abuse, and assault in the arts. 

- Continue funding and carrying out efforts to reduce suicide rates, improve mental 

health, and increase acceptance of LGBTQ+ people. 

- Review boards and leadership structures of arts organizations with an eye to equity. 

- Review university programs in the arts (and specifically in Irish traditional music) to 

consider equality across multiple axes. 

 

Respectfully submitted, 

Dr. Tes Slominski 
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