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Perspective: A Global
Symphony of Voices

Music is often described as a universal
language, yet the ways in which women
participate in, shape, and are
represented within musical traditions
vary dramatically across the globe.
Exploring women and music in cross
cultural perspective reveals a rich and
complex tapestry of expression,
resistance, creativity, and tradition. From
the female shamans of Korea to the girl
bands of the West, and from the griottes
of West Africa to the opera divas of
Europe, women have always been central
to musical life—even when their
contributions have been overlooked or
marginalized. By examining these diverse
roles, we gain not only a deeper
appreciation for global musical heritage
but also a clearer understanding of how
gender, power, and cultural identity
intersect through sound.

A Historical Overview:
Women’s Musical Footprints
Across Civilizations

Throughout history, women have
participated in music in ways that reflect
the broader social structures of their
time. In ancient Mesopotamia, female
priestesses sang hymns to deities, while
in classical Greece, women were often

restricted to private, domestic musical
performances. In India, the devotional
songs of the Bhakti movement, sung by
women poets like Mirabai, challenged
caste and gender hierarchies. Meanwhile,
in medieval Europe, Hildegard of Bingen
composed liturgical music that remains
influential to this day. These early
examples show that women and music in
cross cultural perspective have always
been intertwined with spirituality, social
status, and the politics of public and
private space.

Gendered Musical Roles: Who
Performs, Who Listens, and
Who Remembers

One of the most striking patterns in
cross-cultural musical study is the
division of musical labor by gender. In
many societies, certain instruments,
genres, or performance contexts are
coded as male or female. For instance, in
parts of West Africa, drumming is often
reserved for men, while women lead call-
and-response singing during ceremonies.
In Java, the soft, intricate sounds of the
gamelan were historically performed
primarily by men, but today women
increasingly participate. In the Arab
world, the gayna tradition—enslaved or
free women who were trained as singers
and entertainers—highlights a complex
blend of artistry, social status, and
gender expectation. Understanding
women and music in cross cultural
perspective requires asking who gets to
make sound in public, whose voices are
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amplified, and whose musical knowledge
is passed down through generations.

Women as Cultural Custodians:
Songs of Healing, Ritual, and
Community

In many indigenous and traditional
societies, women serve as the primary
custodians of musical heritage. They lead
lullabies, funeral dirges, healing songs,
and agricultural work chants. Among the
Ainu of Japan, women singers preserve
ancient epics. In the Andes, indigenous
women perform harawis—songs that
express love, loss, and connection to the
land. In Sub-Saharan Africa, the griotte
(female praise singer) holds a vital role in
preserving oral history and genealogy.
These roles are not merely decorative;
they are essential to community identity
and continuity. Examining women and
music in cross cultural perspective
reveals that women often function as the
emotional and spiritual backbone of
musical traditions, even when they are
excluded from formal or public
recognition.

Breaking the Silence: Women
Composers and the Classical
Canon

For centuries, women composers in the
Western classical tradition struggled for
access to training, publication, and
performance. Figures like Fanny
Mendelssohn, Clara Schumann, and Amy
Beach composed brilliant works but were
often overshadowed by male relatives or
dismissed as amateurs. In the twentieth
century, composers such as Sofia
Gubaidulina, Kaija Saariaho, and Tania
Ledn broke new ground, but the canon
remains stubbornly male-dominated.
However, when we expand the scope
beyond the West, we find women
composers in diverse traditions—such as

the Japanese koto masters or the female
composers of Indian classical music like
M. S. Subbulakshmi—who achieved
immense fame and influence within their
own cultural frameworks. A truly global
view of women and music in cross
cultural perspective urges us to
reconsider what "composition" means
and whose work is valued.

Women in Popular Music:
Authenticity, Agency, and
Globalization

The twentieth and twenty-first centuries
have seen an explosion of women's
participation in popular music worldwide.
From Ella Fitzgerald and Aretha Franklin
in the United States to Celia Cruz in
Cuba, Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan's female
collaborators in Pakistan, and the J-pop
idols of Japan, women have shaped the
sound of global pop. Yet the path is
fraught with challenges. Female
musicians often face scrutiny over their
appearance, sexuality, and authenticity.
In many cultures, women who perform in
public are still stigmatized. In Egypt, for
example, female shaabi singers like
Shadia and Hakim have navigated a
complex terrain of working-class
expression and moral judgment. In
Nigeria, women like Tiwa Savage and
Yemi Alade have brought Afrobeats to
the global stage while confronting sexism
in the industry. The cross-cultural
perspective on women and music shows
that while the barriers are real, so is the
resilience.

Feminism, Resistance, and the
Sound of Change

Music has long been a vehicle for
feminist expression and political
resistance. From the suffragist songs of
the early 1900s to the punk feminist
anthems of the 1990s, women have used
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music. te .demand changse.. In .Latin.

America, artists like Violeta Parra and
Mercedes Sosa used folk music to protest
dictatorship and inequality. In the Middle
East, female rappers like the Tunisian
Medusa or the Iranian Salome MC
challenge patriarchal norms through hip-
hop. In South Korea, K-pop girl groups
like BLACKPINK and (G)I-DLE navigate
global fame while engaging with feminist
themes—though often within the
constraints of a highly commercialized
industry. The field of women and music in
cross cultural perspective reveals that no
single feminist narrative applies
universally; instead, women adapt
musical forms to local struggles and
aspirations.

Music, Motherhood, and the
Double Bind

One of the most persistent challenges
facing women musicians across cultures
is the tension between professional
ambition and motherhood. In many
societies, women are expected to
prioritize family, making it difficult to
tour, record, or rehearse. Historical
figures like Clara Schumann struggled to
balance composition and performance
with child-rearing. Contemporary artists
such as Beyoncé, Adele, and Cardi B
have been open about the pressures of
motherhood in the public eye. In
traditional cultures, the expectation may
be even more rigid, with women
expected to cease public performance
after marriage or childbirth. Yet some
traditions offer alternative pathways:
among the Roma, for example, women
singers often maintain their careers
alongside family duties, and in some
matrilineal societies, musical roles are
passed from mother to daughter.
Understanding women and music in cross
cultural perspective requires
acknowledging the structural inequalities

that shape women's careers, as.well as.

. the.creative ways women navigate them.

Technology, Access, and New
Frontiers

The digital age has opened new doors for
women musicians around the world.
Social media platforms, streaming
services, and affordable recording
technology have democratized access to
production and distribution. Female
producers and engineers—historically
underrepresented—are slowly gaining
visibility. In countries where women face
restrictions on public performance, online
platforms offer alternative spaces for
expression. For example, female
musicians in Afghanistan or Saudi Arabia
have used YouTube and SoundCloud to
share their work. However, technology
also brings new forms of harassment,
trolling, and algorithmic bias. The cross-
cultural perspective on women and music
reminds us that technology is not a
neutral tool; it reflects and sometimes
amplifies existing gender inequalities.

Education and Transmission:
Passing the Baton

How musical knowledge is transmitted
varies widely by culture and gender. In
some traditions, women learn music
informally within the home, while men
receive formal training in institutions. In
others, such as the dhrupad tradition of
Indian classical music, there were long-
standing prohibitions against women
performing publicly. Today, institutions
like the KM Music Conservatory in India
or the Berklee College of Music in the
United States actively work to recruit and
support female students. Yet access to
education remains uneven. In many parts
of the world, girls are less likely than
boys to receive musical training, and
when they do, they are often steered
toward "feminine" instruments like the

harp, or flute., A, comprehensive, |ook, at
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women and music in cross cultural
perspective highlights the importance of
equitable access to musical education as
a foundation for broader gender equality
in the arts.

Documentation and
Scholarship: Whose Story Gets
Told?

Ethnomusicology, the study of music in
its cultural context, has increasingly
focused on gender as a critical lens.
Pioneering scholars like Ellen Koskoff,
Susan McClary, and Jennifer Post have
illuminated the ways women shape
musical meaning and practice. Yet much
work remains. Archives and textbooks
continue to underrepresent women
musicians, and fieldwork often privileges
male informants. The emerging field of
feminist ethnomusicology seeks to
correct these biases by centering
women's voices and experiences.
Moreover, indigenous female scholars
and practitioners are reclaiming the
narrative, insisting that women and
music in cross cultural perspective must
be studied not only about women but by
and with them. Collaborative, ethical
research practices are essential for a
fuller understanding.

Global Movements, Local
Sounds: Contemporary Cross-
Cultural Exchange

In the twenty-first century, cross-cultural
collaboration among women musicians is
flourishing. Projects like The Women's
International Music Network, Sheroes,
and Global Music Sisters connect female
artists across borders. Festivals such as

Women of the World and Ladies in Music
showcase diversity. Collaborative albums
like Sing Me Home (from the Playing for
Change project) feature women from
different traditions singing together.
These initiatives highlight the power of
music to bridge divides while honoring
distinct cultural roots. They also
demonstrate that women and music in
cross cultural perspective is not just an
academic topic—it is a living, breathing
movement that continues to evolve.

Conclusion: Listening
with New Ears

To study women and music in cross
cultural perspective is to listen more
carefully—not only to melodies and
rhythms but to the social contexts that
shape them. It is to recognize that every
song carries within it traces of gender,
power, history, and identity. Women
across the world have sung, composed,
drummed, danced, and recorded against
tremendous odds, and their contributions
have shaped the very fabric of human
musical expression. From the anonymous
mothers singing lullabies in the dark to
the stadium-filling pop stars of today, the
story of women in music is one of
persistence, <creativity, and
transformation. As we continue to
expand the global conversation about
music, we must ensure that women's
voices are not only heard but
celebrated—in all their diversity,
complexity, and beauty. Because
ultimately, understanding women and
music in cross cultural perspective is not
just about gender; it is about
understanding what it means to be
human through sound.



