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1. Background 

 

1.1 I am a musician, composer, researcher, and sound engineer. I held the Rosamund 

Harding Research Fellowship in music at Newnham College, Cambridge from 2016-

2019. This fellowship supported the research that resulted in the publication of my 

paper “121 Stories: The Impact of Gender On Participation in Irish Traditional Music” 

(Monaghan, 2021). I refer the Committee to this paper to be read as an integral part 

of my submission, and for full details of the scope and methodology.   

 

1.2 In November 2017, I began work on a performance piece in response to my own 

experiences of sexism and misogyny, particularly in Irish traditional music, in the 

course of over twenty years of participation as a musician and sound engineer 

(Monaghan 2018). While working on the piece, I encountered many individual 

stories from peer musicians that alone could not support general conclusions, but 

taken together warranted examination. I noted that some people were afraid to 

share their experiences for a range of reasons, including fear of backlash, 

consequences for their career, rejection by the community, respect for the tradition 

and accusations of bringing the tradition into disrepute. In parallel with the global 

feminist movements of 2017 onwards, FairPlé, a campaign advocating for gender 

balance in Irish traditional and folk music began in February 2018. FairPlé prompted 

opposition and debate in the Irish traditional music community, including the 

assertion from some musicians that they did not perceive gender to be an issue at all 

(Williams 2020: 25-26). In the context of these discussions and debates, and more 

general national and international awareness of the effect of gender on music 

making and cultural production (see for example Ní Fhuartháin 2021; Keychange 

https://www.ictm.ie/121-stories-the-impact-of-gender-on-participation-in-irish-traditional-music-una-monaghan/
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2020; Sisario 2018; Kernodle 2014; Scharff 2017 and Europe Jazz Network 2018) I 

sought to analyse the impact of gender on participation in Irish traditional music. An 

anonymous online questionnaire was used to gather and collate current experiences 

in a structured and protected way, and my paper  (Monaghan, 2021) presents an 

analysis and discussion of the responses submitted.  My research focused on Irish 

traditional music, but outcomes may be relevant to other sectors.  

 

 

2. Findings 

 

2.1 Respondents’ experiences of gender affecting participation in Irish traditional music 

can be understood in relation to two themes, each theme comprised of a number of 

sub-themes: 

 

A) Systems, causes and examples of gender inequality 

- Aspects specific to the Irish traditional music scene 

- Mechanisms of the Irish traditional music industry 

- Instrumentation 

- Sexism and gender roles in society manifested in the Irish traditional music scene 

- Assault, aggression and gendered power dynamics 

- Physical appearance and image 

- Relationships and family life directly affecting participation 

 

B) Personal experiences of the effects of gender inequality 

- Emotional cost, mental load and vulnerability 

- Silencing 

- Isolation 

- Learned behaviour and challenging established norms 

 

Please refer to the full paper for detailed discussion and examples of these themes and 

subthemes.  

 



 3 

 

3. Discussion and Implications 

 

3.1 It is clear from respondents’ experiences that gender affects participation across all 

contexts in Irish traditional music. Impacts are not confined to the professional 

sphere, nor are they confined to the past. While some of the submissions describe 

clearly abusive experiences, the majority represent subtle incidents that individually 

may be dismissed as being one person’s behaviour, unrelated to gender, or a 

mistake. Collectively, the responses provide the first empirical data documenting the 

ways in which gender affects participation in Irish traditional music, and thus provide 

crucial evidence to a field in which gender has historically been overlooked. Those 

who contribute to gender inequality in Irish traditional music and those who 

experience it, struggle to see it happening, and there is not one simple cause or 

solution. This makes it difficult to identify, describe, or challenge factors contributing 

to gender inequality, and difficult to prove that it exists at all. The complexity of the 

issue is illustrated both in the nature and prevalence of the three most frequently 

assigned codes: women’s extra emotional and mental load, societal sexism 

manifested in Irish traditional music, and these experiences being repeated or 

sustained over time. The findings highlight that this hidden, longstanding, 

unacknowledged complexity is wearing, and when considering the broader 

implications of this, respondents noted a decline in women’s involvement with age, 

and lower numbers of women in professional traditional music contexts. 

 

3.2 Some respondents used the prevalence of sexism in general society as a reason to 

oppose attempts to address it in Irish traditional music. They viewed its presence in 

Irish traditional music as inevitable, and felt it was therefore inappropriate to 

interrogate questions of gender in that arena, or to find fault with the scene itself. 

However, it is clear from respondents’ experiences that some of the systems of Irish 

traditional music allow gender bias to continue, and in some cases actively 

perpetuate it—from sessions and summer schools, to the ways in which traditional 

music is sold and promoted. In addition, a worrying tendency to protect the tradition 
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from disruption was noted, a further illustration of the silencing of women 

participants described by respondents. 

 

3.3 The findings highlight women’s experiences of isolation in traditional music, and the 

consequences of this isolation warrant further consideration as it affects their 

development, their perception of themselves and their confidence. Women 

removing themselves from sessions and other musical environments affects their 

musical development in a way that it does not affect the equivalent male musician’s 

development. The isolation is both physical and mental. When women remove 

themselves from such musical encounters for whole evenings, or whole lifetimes–

they lose out on equivalent group playing time, networking, relationship-building, 

making personal and professional connections, cementing musical partnerships, 

rehearsing more, and playing more. These are significant factors in success and skill 

level generally, and career development in music for those who desire it. 

 

3.4 Sessions are noted several times to be uncomfortable contexts. In terms of the 

implications of the findings it is important to consider and promote other ways of 

playing and participating in traditional music. Session mechanisms, culture and 

etiquette often highlight hierarchies, which are not always hierarchies of ability, but 

of certain types of power. Many festivals now have beginner, intermediate and 

advanced sessions. The findings suggest that further consideration must be given to 

acknowledging these different types of power hierarchies and considering the steps 

that can be taken to adjust certain contexts for traditional music. 

 

3.5 It is important to have an awareness of which groups these structures serve or 

exclude, as these effects are not confined to questions of gender. The demographic 

information of the current sample shows little gender or racial diversity. The 

research is therefore limited in that it overwhelmingly describes the experiences of 

people who identify as white men and women, and contributes nothing to our 

understanding of intersectionality in this context. More work is required to reach 

and hear about the experiences of minority groups. 
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3.6 Although the complexity of this issue makes it difficult to define and address, it does 

also mean that everyone is in a position to help bring about change. Many roles and 

stakeholders arise in these testimonies, including but not limited to: teachers, 

camera operators, session leaders, production companies, instrument makers, 

promoters, well-known musicians, managers, musical families, booking agents, the 

media, bar owners, band members, and sound engineers. Nineteen responses 

mentioned existing traditional music organisations who hold power in this area. 

Several respondents stated the need for men to take action, and to work together 

with women to effect change, including to overcome instances where men do not 

act for fear of other men. 

 

3.7 It is only when these stories are viewed collectively can we begin to understand how 

they intersect with culture, society, race, politics, class, gender, specific events, 

general experience over time, sessions, history and performance. It is only then that 

we can begin to take steps towards making Irish traditional and folk music a more 

welcoming place for everyone, with better equality of opportunity. 

 

 

 

4. A Safe and Respectful Working Environment in the Arts 

 

4.1 I commend the work of the Irish Theatre Institute, FairPlé and others on developing 

policies and practical tools, such as those emerging from the Speak Up initiative.  

These can be a referential standard for arts workers, and will undoubtedly help in 

our goal of a safe and respectful working environment in the arts. It is especially 

important for artists to have a mechanism to seek help when confronted with 

problems in their working environment. This has too long been unavailable to 

freelance arts workers.  

 

4.2 The outcomes from the analysis of the 121 Stories submissions are a useful place to 

begin in Irish traditional music, and may be relevant to other sectors. Arts 

organisations and individuals could check their work, relationships, attitudes and 
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actions with reference to all of the elements detailed in the research, creating 

change in their immediate circles of influence, and reporting where environments 

fall short. The existence of policies and guidelines for safe working practices will be 

of practical support, but will also help to create an awareness more generally of the 

elements of a Safe and Respectful Working Environment in the Arts; that it is 

inclusive, and expected as standard.  

 

4.3 However, specific initiatives such as policy work, guidelines and funding conditions 

must be accompanied by urgent attention on the more complex, intangible aspects 

of the issue. A culture change is required. The paper details systems, causes and 

examples of gender inequality, personal experiences of the effects of gender 

inequality, and many of the contexts in which problems arise.  The responses 

describe many experiences that can be positioned on a pyramid of misogyny 

(Pitman, 2018) in which abusive and criminal behaviour towards the top is enabled 

by more widespread attitudes, beliefs and micro-aggressions towards the bottom. 

Without urgent work on the perception and representation of women in our artistic 

community, and society more generally, we will always be trying to respond to 

abusive behaviour, rather than preventing it.  

 

 

 
4.4 It is difficult to create the impetus to do this in communities and minds in which it 

does not already exist. That is perhaps the hardest work. Careful consideration in 

this context must be given to how government and arts organisations can provide 

support for this change. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 7 

 

References 

 

Europe Jazz Network (2018) Manifesto on Gender Balance in Jazz and Creative Music 

www.europejazz.net/activity/europe-jazz-balance Accessed 9 November 2020. 

 

Kernodle, Tammy L. (2014) Black women working together: Jazz, gender, and the politics of 

validation. Black Music Research Journal 34 (1): 22-55. 

 

Keychange (2020) www.keychange.eu Accessed 6 November 2020. 
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