
‘Classical music - no less than pop - is bound up with issues of gender construction.’  
(Susan McClary)  

Discuss. 
 
Whether it has been addressed or not, gender images and models have saturated both 
classical music and popular music from the very beginning. Debate regarding the 
construction of gender, specifically feminist criticism, has been ripe within literature and 
film from the 1970s, largely ignited by the second wave of feminism. The advent of this 
criticism in more conservative fields – for example, music, art history and philosophy – has 
traditionally followed behind. Popular music is superficially more overt in its exploration of 
gender, largely enhanced through music videos and through the media’s cultivation of a 
‘pop star’. Whilst the issues of gender construction are less latent in popular music, that is 
not to say that they are not infused within classical music.  
 
This essay is an exploration of the issues regarding gender construction within classical and 
popular music. It outlines the position of the gendered self throughout the Western classical 
tradition and also explores how gendered traits are endemic throughout music. Whilst it 
focuses on the Western classical tradition, its ideologies and theories can be applied to 
many other musical cultures.  
 
Since its birth, popular music has offered a set of spaces in which a whole plethora of 
gendered re-imaginings have taken place. As Alison Stone states in Feminism, gender and 
popular music, some musicians have invented ‘transgressive gender identities’ – David 
Bowie’s Ziggy Stardust, for example – and popular music has acted to reinforce and 
amalgamate ‘mainstream or oppressive identities’ – for example, masculine dominance and 
female seduction.1  Whilst pop music allows for an exploration of identity, issues of gender 
constructions can be found within its musical style and hierarchy (for example in music 
videos, album art, top charts and the mediated image). This issue is often hard to address 
and can become paradoxical. For instance, the accompanying music video to Lily Allen’s 
‘Hard out Here’, which aimed to condemn sexual objectification of women, ‘was widely seen 
as endorsing [of] it’2. 
 
Generally speaking, musicologists have tended to avoid talking on the notion of this 
gendered component found in classical music, instead focusing on the formal paradigms of 
the music that is seen to transcend the music from any social grounding. However, that is 
not to say that classical music surpasses gender ideology. In adopting an epistemological 
perspective of the classical repertoire, the binary opposition of masculine/feminine can thus 
be explored and in turn related to musical works. This project of critical, and what is often 
referred to as ‘new’, musicology examines the ways in which ‘different musics articulate the 
priorities and values of various communities’3. It must be carefully noted that this does not 
mean that music acts as a passive reflection of society, but rather acts as an arena where 
gender politics are contested and negotiated. As musicologist Susan McClary says, music 
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‘discourses do not simply reflect a social reality that exists immutably on the outside; rather 
social reality itself is constituted within such discursive practices’4.  
 
The musical semiotics of gender tell us simultaneously much about the absolute music, as 
well as providing a reflection of the time and context from which the music was written. 
Gender scholarship discovers experiences of groups and individuals, providing access to 
‘cultural, physical, and psychic resources’, in turn allowing us to learn more about 
‘behavioral norms, education, careers, finances, and political power’5. The dimensions and 
depth to this field of scholarship illuminate the following questions: 
 

1. How is gender presented within music? 
2. Why are we concerned with the gendered self in music? 
3. What is the significance of music within society, and to society? 

 
Often in discussing gender construction, a particular focus has been on the position of the 
female identity within music, largely due to the neglection of female musicians and 
narratives throughout history. In discovering the hitherto voiceless, it enables a comparison 
to be made between the masculine and feminine respective self. Furthermore, in tracing the 
position of female musicians, social attitudes can hence be observed, teaching us much 
about the past, as well as helping us look at the present with a more critical eye.  
 
Some of the earliest documented music in the Western classical tradition (written down 
rather than orally transmitted) is the music of Christian worship in the Middle Ages. As 
Fuller states in her guide to women composers, ‘the daily lives of monks and nuns revolved 
around a succession of services in which music played a central role’6. For many centuries, 
the convent was one of the best providers of musical education for women, with many nuns 
providing the music for the services.  
 
It is interesting to compare this seemingly equal stance of male and female composers with 
the degrading position of female musicians in the centuries that follow. Women continued 
to work as performers throughout the 15th and 16th century yet were excluded from 
cathedrals and universities which would have provided them with the education to write 
such music. It must also be noted that the instruments women tended to learn were 
instruments that form the domestic furnishing of the house– for example, the pianoforte 
and harp. It was unconventional for women to learn leading melody instruments such as the 
violin and the flute – deemed more masculine. Similarly, in popular music, gendered divides 
are made between vocal performances. Singing, with its varying fixed pitches and dynamic 
contrasts, is often seen as an emotionally rich form of expression, and hence deemed more 
‘feminine’. In contrast, rap music, with the exception of few including Nicki Minaj, is a 
largely male dominated genre.  
 
Furthermore, as Marcia Citron states in Gender, Professionalism and the Musical Canon, the 
use of neutral and masculine writing pseudonyms by women highlights the fact that many 
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felt compelled to conceal their femininity due to gender prejudices7. For example, Fanny 
Hensel used her brother Felix Mendelssohn’s authorship on her first published pieces. 
However, this is a study of gender construction not exclusive to the female identity. Hence, 
it must be observed that men too wrote under female pseudonyms. Popular style songs and 
ballads became so identified as a woman’s genre that men started writing under female 
pseudonyms. Florence Flare, whom was listed in Aaron Cohen’s International Encyclopedia 
of Women Composers was actually the pseudonym of composer Alfred William Rawlings8.  
 
The reputable musical canon concerns itself with the standard musical repertoire that has 
been celebrated throughout Western tradition. However, it does not take long for one to 
realise that works by women are overwhelmingly absent. Whilst the exclusion led to the 
creation of a ‘counter canon’ that compromised of a female-only repertoire, the goal is one 
of integration, not separation 9. Even today, female integration into music has not improved 
as much as we would like. For example, as of 2008, only 39% of those working in the music 
industry were female.10 
 
Whilst it is easier to discover how the gender of a musician has correlated to their success, 
the challenge comes when looking at how classical music supposedly demonstrates 
gendered traits. This gender-based theory, coined ‘sexual aesthetics’ by Judith Tick, is often 
received as a ‘mysterious medium’ due to the difficulty in explaining how music creates its 
effect – hence giving the illusion of acting ‘independently of cultural mediation’1112. As 
Susan McClary explains, it is for this reason that many classical music enthusiasts see it as 
superior to popular music. Whilst popular music concerns itself with gender images and 
constructions, many would dispute the notion that classical music is infected with these 
social constructions and mundane issues. If classical music is in-fact contaminated with 
these gendered constructions, what characteristics of the music demonstrate this? How can 
pitches, style, structure and harmony be representative of gender? 
 
The early eighteenth century theorist Georg Andres Sorge regarded the dichotomy of 
masculine and feminine in perhaps the most popular chord in music – the triad. He 
explained the polarity between major and minor triads in terms of hierarchal status. The 
former he saw as masculine and natural; the latter he saw as feminine and complementary. 
Sorge likens this major triad to Adam and believes the feminine minor triad to be dependent 
on the major for it would be bad to have ‘no other harmony than that which the minor triad 
gives’13. Thus, this provides a clear insight to how gender stereotypes can be, and were, 
applied to musical theory.  
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As Sorge is perhaps an outdated theorist, contemporary relevance can be found in Arnold 
Schoenberg’s Theory of Harmony where he declares the masculine major scale as ‘natural’ 
and the feminine minor scale as ‘unnatural’ before attempting to resist such musical 
binarisms14. However, the question of musical authenticity in music is still relevant today;  
pop music created by female artists is often seen as manufactured, unauthentic and lacking 
in innovation in comparison to their male counterparts. 
 
One of the most discussed forms of sexual aesthetics in action is the advocacy of masculine 
and feminine subjects in the sonata – a form associated with abstract, serious music. The 
first subject is seen to embody heroic and virile masculine traits whilst the second subject by 
comparison should be ‘gentle and of melodic grace’15. This overt example of gender 
stereotyping is further enhanced by the structure of the sonata; whilst the two subjects are 
presented in differing keys in the exposition, the recapitulation section showcases the 
second subject defeatistly submit to the first subject’s original key- the feminine 
surrendering to the masculine. However, Charles Rosen dismisses this theory, instead 
believing this contrast is ‘inevitable’ and that the subjects provide clarity of structure, not 
brought about by the juxtaposition, but through the ‘transformation of themes’16. 
Notwithstanding, regardless of which theory one believes, parallels can be seen between 
both the binary nature of masculine/feminine and the binary nature that forms the basis of 
many musical theories.  
 
Moreover, this gender dualism can also be seen in large–scale symphonic works (and not 
just in the sonata-allegro first movement). Mahler’s Symphony No.9 is an interesting case 
study as it explores polarised issues of femininity and masculinity through the deliberate 
juxtaposition of the Ländler and waltz in the Scherzo movement. The Ländler was associated 
with the rural population whilst the waltz was associated with the aristocratic population of 
Vienna. At the turn of the 19th century, this rural-urban polarity was ‘intimately bound with 
the ideologies of gender’17. Whilst the Ländler connoted robust and well-defined physical 
movement – stomping and jumping, for example - the waltz demanded fluency and grace. 
Whilst the Ländler called for heavier dancing and emphasised masculine dominance (the 
man would often throw a woman over his shoulder), the waltz demanded lightness and 
delicacy and became ‘profoundly associated with women’18.  
 
The Ländler melody opens with an ascending purposeful semiquaver run that rises a fifth, 
an interval commonly connoted with strength, and is emphasised through the downbow on 
the first note. However, the irregular phrase structure – at bar 5 for example the melody 
appears to enter too early – foreshadows a weakness within this ‘masculine’ melody. With 
the arrival of the waltz in bar 90, a new character is established. This character appears to 
tantalise and toy, with alluring chromaticism and deceptive cadences; it plays with the 
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tension and release of harmonies and arguably, this becomes an embodiment of seductive 
femininity. The ‘wandering and excessively chromatic lines’, according to Francesca 
Draughon, contrast with the Ländler’s ‘goal-directed’ phrases19. The intricacy to the waltz 
undermines this stability implicit in the Ländler’s seemingly strong melody. Hence, the 
‘feminine’ waltz takes over as the dominant voice to the movement, subverting the 
traditional gendered roles associated to the dances. By bar 123, the waltz has 
metamorphosed into an aggressive force, with the timpani pounding the second and third 
beat. 

 
As the movement continues, the Ländler never appears to regain the confidence it has 
started out with and appears empty and frail. The power struggle becomes the core of this 
discourse and the ‘feminine’ waltz triumphs over the Ländler, becoming the apotheosis of 
the movement. Why then, would Mahler have the waltz prevail over the Ländler? Why 
would Mahler himself, whom has demonstrated misogynistic views regarding his insistence 
that his wife Alma stop composing, have the ‘masculine’ Ländler appear pathetic and 
defeated next to the ‘feminine’ waltz? Perhaps one solution could be what I have stated 
earlier; music acts as an arena where gender politics are contested and negotiated. The 
symphony was written between 1908 and 1909, during the feminist movement of the 
Wilhelmine period in Germany and whether consciously or subconsciously, this movement 
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debates the societal gendered constructions that were being heavily contested during the 
time of writing.  Music acts as a reflection of an individual and of human kind so it’s no 
wonder that social reality imbeds itself into musical works.  
 
In conclusion, classical music, to the same extent as pop, is bound up with issues of gender 
construction. The convoluted exploration of gender issues entrenches itself within the 
musicians themselves, as well as embedding gendered characteristics into the music. 
Through acknowledgement of gender prejudice and stereotypes, music conspicuously 
reveals its significance to society; through helping us understand the gender paradigms of 
our past, we are provided with an analytical perspective to critique the gender 
constructions within the music and society of the present.  
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