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PREFACE AND  
ACKNoWLEDGMENtS

Somewhere in 2012, Julian stumbled upon a YouTube video  
of a young woman doing a so-called ‘vocal cover’ of a song 
by brutal death metal band Suffocation. Female vocalists  
in metal, particularly in extreme subgenres, like death metal, 
seemed scarce – to say the least. What was striking was the 
number of times this video was shared and commented on. 
Some shared it as a novelty or because they felt – as with 
most non-death metal fans – that it was comical; others 
because they ‘simply’ thought it was good music. It created 
quite a buzz, which seemed to have everything to do with 
the vocalist’s gender. We decided to unpack this example and 
examine to what extent women used the Internet to show-
case their skills, how people respond to this, and how it 
relates with gender. With the moral support of bands like All 
For Nothing, Bolt Thrower, Fuck the Facts, Girlschool, Oath-
breaker, and War On Women playing in the background, we 
wrote our first metal music paper in 2013 (Schaap & Berkers, 
2014). The results were surprising: men and women were not 
evaluated as differently as previous studies had indicated – 
notwithstanding clear evidence for gender-biased evaluations 
and various forms of sexism. 
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Hence, we were curious to find out whether these vocal-
ists felt that YouTube helped them in circumventing gender 
boundaries in the ‘offline’ metal scene. We discovered that 
women (and men) use YouTube as a means to gain attention 
and, sometimes, to find a band to join (Berkers & Schaap, 
2015). While women reported many instances of gender dis-
crimination in both online and offline situations, they did 
emphasize that online sharing platforms helped them to gain 
attention. In contrast, the male vocalists we interviewed felt 
that higher visibility (as women) actually gives women an 
unfair advantage in the competition for attention. At con-
ferences, where we presented our research, we noticed that 
the topic of gender and (metal) music increasingly received 
academic attention. As most research consisted of qualitative 
case studies – like our previous work –, a key question was 
left unanswered: how many women are actually involved in 
metal music production? When we realized that the online 
metal band repository Encyclopaedia Metallum: The Metal 
Archives also registered musicians’ gender, we web-scraped 
this website to find an answer to this question. The results of 
this research you can read in this book. 

Although books are excellent in hiding the contin-
gent reasons for their existence, clearly this book –  
like most books – is the logical consequence of an (at times 
unlikely) sequence of events. It probably also comes as no sur-
prise that both of us were socialized into metal music from a 
young age onwards. Julian clearly remembers his discovery of 
Slayer’s Divine Intervention, which was the most evil-looking 
CD cover he could find in his local music store as a 12 year 
old. Pauwke recalls being reprimanded by his English teach-
er in high school for wearing a Machine Head shirt saying 
“Fuck It All”, which retrospectively sounds like a huge metal 
music cliché. So indeed, in terms of topic selection, this book 
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has been informed by our personal preferences. As cultural  
sociologists however, we have aimed to discuss metal music in 
a sociologically ‘disinterested’ way. This means that we have 
tried to keep our personal evaluations of the music itself, its 
culture, and meaning (be it positive or negative) away from 
informing the research. Instead, our motivation for conduct-
ing this research is grounded in a clear research problem: 
gender inequality in a masculine field of cultural production. 
Importantly, this does warrant that we reflexively take note 
of our own position as (white) men, which we have tried to 
continually do during the process of this research (and life in 
general). When deemed necessary, we have added such reflec-
tions in the text.

There are many people we owe gratitude to. First, we 
thank Philippa Grand – and all her colleagues at Emerald 
 Publishing – for reaching out to us during the American 
Sociological Association conference in Seattle, in 2016. The 
true seeds of this book were planted during this meeting, 
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to fruition. This confidence was further supported by our 
academic friends and series editors, Rosemary Hill and Keith 
Kahn-Harris, as well as Karl Spracklen. We met on multiple 
occasions over the last years and had many enjoyable con-
versations about sociology, gender, whiteness, (metal) music 
and beer. Rosemary Hill (once more), Gabby Riches and 
Caroline Lucas – thank you for organizing and hosting the 
first Metal and Marginalisation symposium in 2014, which 
was a wonderful way to meet like-minded scholars work-
ing on similar topics. Furthermore, we need to extend our 
thanks to the International Society for Metal Music Studies, 
and to Heather Savigny and Niall Scott in particular. Much 
of this research has been shaped by the many conversations 
we had at conferences and, in the case of Heather, ample 
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meetings in our hometown Rotterdam. Beyond the field of 
metal music studies, our research was supported greatly by 
being included in international conferences such as the Euro-
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We work in the stimulating department of Arts and Cul-
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need to thank a couple of individuals in particular. Koen 
van Eijck, for never complaining that we devoted too much 
time working on this radically enlarged side-project. Frank 
Weij, for conducting most of the web scraping, and for never 
giving his opinion on metal music. Zsuzsi ‘Oxford comma’ 
Nagy-Sándor, for doing some excellent editing for us, betwixt 
and between becoming a ‘serious’ person. Michaël Bergh-
man, Janna Michael, Femke Vandenberg, Niels ‘papaya’ van 
Poecke – completing the FEBO crew – thanks for always being  
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IntroductIon: Gender  
InequalIty In Metal  
MusIc ProductIon

In 2004, an anonymous blogger submitted a post entitled ‘Why 
do women hate metal – or any other complex music?’ on the 
forum of Ultimate Metal:

Why do so few women care for complex music? 
I know of no woman that gets exciting about a 
guitarist or drummer or groundbreaking band. 
All women seem to care about is sappy happy 
songs – of course this is a broad generalization, 
some women really do care for complex stuff etc. 
Yet, as I think about it, how many women are even 
musicians? And those that are, how many have any 
talent besides a few Chinese violinists, and certain 
female vocalists? Is complex, or non-emotional 
music totally a male interest?

While recognising that this statement is a ‘broad generalisa-
tion’, the author observes a lack of women in metal music pro-
duction, and offers a few – rather flawed – explanations of why 
this might be the case. The first reaction posted challenged the 
blogger’s observation with an opposing generalisation: ‘Because 
you’re wrong. Plenty of girls like metal.’ In the discussion that 
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ensued, different positions were taken on the assumed absence 
of women in metal; yet, few substantial answers emerged to 
key questions about gender inequality in metal music produc-
tion: To what extent are women participating in making metal 
music? Are they more involved in particular subgenres than in 
others? Do they fulfill different roles in bands? To what extent 
does the degree of recognition differ between women and men 
in metal music?

In general, our goal is to unpack the extent of gender 
inequality in metal music production, in a comparative per-
spective, and to provide explanations for these findings. As 
the blogpost demonstrates, this question has multiple com-
ponents. We have therefore divided the topic into four key  
parts: longitudinal trends and cross-national differences 
(Chapter 1), subgenres within metal (Chapter 2), roles in 
terms of instrumentation (Chapter 3) and degree of recogni-
tion (Chapter 4).

First, this book provides insights into the longitudinal 
trends and cross-national differences of gender inequality in 
metal music production. Whereas existing studies are mostly 
limited to specific local scenes at one particular moment in 
time, we look at the broader picture, that is, global and long-
term developments. Second, genres are important in metal, 
meaning that boundaries are heavily policed (what is metal 
and what is not?). Yet, previous studies focus mostly on one 
subgenre, instead of including and comparing several sub-
genres in their research. In this book, we aim to shed light 
on how genre matters in the participation of women as pro-
ducers of metal music. Third, we examine instrumentation 
(who plays what?) as different instruments have more or less 
status in metal music, and we know little about such differ-
ences. Fourth, as presence does not necessarily equal degree 
of recognition, we analyse differences in recognition between 
female and male musicians (as measured by being signed to 
record labels). In addition to these empirical contributions, 
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our book makes two key additions to the study of (gendered) 
artistic careers (Miller, 2016a). First, it theoretically develops 
the concept of the double-edged sword by linking it to theo-
ries of tokenism and cultural/structural embeddedness. Sec-
ond, it provides a systematic theoretical overview to explain 
gender inequality in metal music production by examining 
three gender practices – learning, doing and evaluating – at 
three different levels – society, pop music and metal.

learnInG, doInG and evaluatInG Gender In 
socIety, PoP MusIc and Metal

In the blogpost at the start of this introduction, many implic-
it and explicit preconceptions about gender were employed: 
‘women are more emotional than men’, ‘women prefer happi-
ness over sadness or anger’ and ‘women like simple things as 
opposed to complex ones’. These ideas are the result of a com-
plex mix of learning, doing and evaluating processes in society, 
(popular) music and metal music. To lay a solid and system-
atic theoretical foundation for the upcoming chapters, we will 
first discuss how we define gender and gender inequality. We 
will subsequently consider how people learn, do and evaluate  
gender in society at large, pop music in general, and metal 
music specifically, and how these three levels affect each other.

I. Gender In socIety at larGe

Instead of seeing gender as a stable set of ascribed personal-
ity traits (’gendered person’ approach), we define gender as a 
social construction – as ‘ways of being’ considered appropriate 
for one’s sex category. Gender is a primary category of fram-
ing social relations and affects all domains of social life – how 
men and women are supposed to act, dress, move and comport 
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themselves (Ridgeway, 2011). This includes what music one 
should – and should not – like, listen to or produce as a man 
or a woman (Frith & McRobbie, 1990). How agentic gender is 
enacted in social interactions (doing) depends, to a large extent, 
on sex role socialisation (learning) and being held accountable 
towards dominant cultural beliefs (evaluating).

As children, men and women learn which roles, expecta-
tions and norms, associated with each sex category (masculine 
or feminine), they are expected to exhibit. Whereas boys are 
typically raised to be tough, independent and competitive –  
they need to stand out – girls are brought up to be romantic, 
social, flexible and popular – they need to fit in (Christenson &  
Roberts, 1998; Schwartz & Fouts, 2003). Main agencies of 
socialisation are the family, school, peer groups, friends and 
the (mass) media. Social norms and expectations for girls and 
boys are conveyed through ‘an immense number of small inter-
actions’ (Connell, 2009, p. 95). This learning process can occur 
via a clear role model, who inspires observers to look like and 
behave in certain ways. For a girl, this might be her mother, or 
another female relative. In our media-saturated culture, these 
role models are also likely to be successful female media super-
stars; for example, a pop singer like Ariana Grande, or a media 
personality like Kim Kardashian. Some female celebrities have 
challenged gender stereotypes; for example, a – self-described –  
feminist actress such as Emma Watson, or a rock music trail-
blazer like No Doubt’s Gwen Stefani (Gauntlett, 2008, p. 226). 
Learning these gender roles works through a system of reward-
ing compliance – ‘smiles from mothers, approval from friends, 
good marks at school, success in the dating games, appoint-
ment to a good job’ – and sanctioning non-conformity – ‘all 
the way from frowns and cross voices to getting beat up or 
sent to gaol’ (Connell, 2009, p. 95). As they grow up, children 
internalise gender-appropriate behaviour and largely act upon 
these norms and expectations. However, sex role socialisation 
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theory, as described above, leaves little room for agency of the 
learner, nor accounts for the situated adaptability of gender 
(Moloney & Fenstermaker, 2002).

Instead, doing gender is an ongoing activity in the context 
of everyday social interactions, offering possibilities as well 
as constraints (West & Zimmerman, 1987). On the one hand, 
this implies that gender is not a set of monolithic traits that  
are passively learned. Gender socialisation is also about learn-
ing how gender relations work, including how to circumvent 
them (Connell, 2009). Moreover, as gender differences are 
an accomplished result of social interactions, agency and 
social change are inherent in doing gender (West & Fenster-
maker, 1993). On the other hand, social actors are often held 
accountable vis-à-vis dominant, learned gender norms. Suc-
cessful ways of being a man (hegemonic masculinity) con-
sist of situated practices actively constructed in a hierarchical 
relation vis-à-vis different femininities (Connell, 1995). ‘Femi-
nine’ quality characteristics – including physical vulnerability, 
passivity or compliance – are symbolically posited as com-
plementary and inferior (emphasised femininity) to ‘mascu-
line’ traits such as physical strength, aggression or authority  
(Beynon, 2002; Schippers, 2007). Yet, when individuals are 
held accountable for failing to live up to dominant gender 
norms, it may thereby weaken the accountability of particular 
conduct to a sex category (West & Fenstermaker, 1993).

By definition however, doing gender means to engage in 
behaviour at the risk of gender evaluation (West & Zimmer-
man, 1987). Indeed, gendered acts are assessed by others –  
both men and women. Besides being held accountable to 
dominant gender norms, men and women generally face 
different status expectations unrelated to a task itself. Dif-
fuse gender status beliefs are widely held cultural beliefs that 
evaluate one sex (male) as generally superior and diffusely 
more competent than the other (female) (Ridgeway, 2011).  
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In other words: ‘[W]omen’s competence is often evaluated 
more harshly than men’s, regardless of their numerical pro-
portions and even when they exhibit equal or superior per-
formance’ (Roth, 2004, p. 193). In addition, women and men 
face specific gender status beliefs, in other words, ‘those that 
are relevant to their presumed skills but do not advantage 
them in situations not connected to those skills’ (Ridgeway, 
2011, p. 50). For example, a study showed how men are 
considered superior at changing a tyre, but not at vegetable  
gardening (Rashotte & Webster, 2005).

To conclude, we define gender inequality as a system of 
social practices within society that constitutes women and 
men as different in socially significant ways, and organises 
relations of inequality on the basis of these differences (Ridge-
way & Smith-Lovin, 1999) – often resulting in horizontal 
and/or vertical sex segregation in occupations. To persist, 
gender inequality requires that both people’s experiences and 
widely shared cultural beliefs confirm to them that men and 
women are sufficiently different, in ways that justify men’s 
greater power and privilege (Ridgeway, 2011).

II. Gender In PoPular MusIc

representation of Women in Pop Music

For over four decades, scholars have been investigating gen-
der inequality – both numerically and symbolically – within 
popular music production (Bayton, 1998; Frith & McRobbie,  
1990; Leonard, 2007; Lieb, 2013; Wells, 1986). While com-
parative longitudinal and cross-national data are largely 
lacking, many scattered pieces of the puzzle provide a fairly 
clear picture of the position of women in (popular) music  
production: (1) their representation in general, as well as  
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(2) in different music genres, (3) playing various instruments 
and (4) the degree of recognition they have received compared 
to their male counterparts.

First, women are generally underrepresented as (pop) musi-
cians, comprising 36% and 40% of the population of musi-
cians in the United States and the Netherlands, respectively 
(National Endowment for the Arts, 2008; Van Bork, 2007). 
Data on the percentage of women songwriters (registered at 
rights organisations) suggest even lower numbers: 22% in Aus-
tralia (Strong & Cannizzo, 2017), 16% in the UK (PRS, 2017) 
and 12% in the Netherlands (Smeulders, 2018). In the British 
popular music industry, women typically occupy the majority 
of low-status and/or entry-level positions, rather than the male-
dominated executive occupations (UK Music, 2016).

Second, women’s representation differs between music 
genres. Extensive research on music consumption has found 
that men tend to prefer ‘harder’ and non-mainstream forms of 
popular music, for example, rock, 1970s rock, Southern rock, 
psychedelic rock, hard rock and heavy metal; while women 
have a stronger preference for ‘softer’ and more mainstream 
genres, such as chart pop, folk and classical music (Christenson & 
Peterson, 1988; Christenson & Roberts, 1998; Colley, 2008; 
Hargreaves, Comber, & Colley, 1995; Roe, 1985; Skipper Jr, 
1975; Van Wel, Maarsingh, Ter Bogt, & Raaijmakers, 2008). 
Recently, algorithm expert Glen McDonald used global Spo-
tify data to demonstrate that female listeners are indeed well-
represented in variations of mainstream pop music genres 
(e.g., ‘teen pop’, ‘Korean pop’ and ‘Hollywood’), while being 
underrepresented in variations of hip-hop, rock and – of 
course – metal, with ‘progressive deathcore’ being the least 
‘feminine’ genre (Every Noise at Once, 2017). While studied 
to a lesser extent, research suggests a similar gender distribu-
tion for music production across genres (Bayton, 1998; Hill, 
2016; Kearney, 2017; Reddington, 2000).
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Third, like (sub)genres, musical instruments are heavily 
gendered (Wych, 2012). Women are found to be overrepre-
sented as singers (Bayton, 1998), while underrepresented as 
instrumentalists (Van Bork, 2007), particularly when it comes 
to (amplified) rock instruments such as drums, guitar and, 
to a lesser extent, bass guitar (Bourdage, 2010; Clawson,  
1999b). This is not exclusive for modern popular music gen-
res. In early nineteenth-century Viennese music, women were 
expected to steer clear from wind instruments or the cello, 
since playing these ‘interrupted notions about bodily deco-
rum; notions that celebrated a quiet body not engaged in 
physical effort, and notions that stretched across Europe and 
back at least a century’ (DeNora, 2002, p. 28). With the inter-
section of genre – Beethoven’s ‘hard’ compositions in terms of 
heaviness and physical presence – also turned the piano into 
a masculine instrument.

Fourth, we can distinguish between economic and sym-
bolic recognition (prestige). Economic recognition can be 
measured in terms of chart success, radio airplay, number of 
(headline) shows and income. While the results vary, depend-
ing on time period, location and type of measurement, women  
are strongly underrepresented in the hit charts – ranging 
from 20% to 41% (Dowd, Liddle, & Blyler, 2005; Lafrance, 
Worcester, & Burn, 2011), radio airplay – ranging from  
20% to 34% (Kain, 2017; Lafrance et al., 2011), at music 
festivals – ranging from 1% to 25% (Studio Brussel, 2015; 
Vagianos, 2016; Vice, 2016), and they make less money, in 
an already underpaid sector (National Endowment for the 
Arts, 2008; Von der Fuhr, 2015). In terms of symbolic recog-
nition, studies have shown how female pop artists are largely 
ignored – newspaper attention remained at around 20% from 
1975 to 2005 (Berkers, Verboord, & Weij, 2016) – and are 
typically under represented in the music canon (Schmutz & 
Faupel, 2010; Strong, 2011).
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explaining the representation of Women in  
Pop Music

So how can we explain such gender inequality in the production 
of popular music, despite strong evidence that talent and/or abil-
ity are normally distributed (Humphreys, 2006; Rosen, 1981)? 
In addition to societal-level explanations, several factors, specific 
to the field of popular music, play an important role.

First, learning (popular) music is highly gendered in terms 
of acquiring musical skills and genre knowledge. Musical 
socialisation takes place at home and at school, often through 
musical families and formal music education. Yet, even 
though boys and girls are both involved in acquiring musi-
cal skills, gender-based instrument stereotyping point them 
towards different instruments – vocals, flute, violin and clari-
net for girls; and drums, trumpet and guitar for boys (Wych, 
2012). These stereotypes are often reproduced in more infor-
mal learning interactions, such as the media and the instru-
ment store, resulting in a lack for stereotype-challenging role 
models. Learning genre knowledge – cultural capital – is also 
gendered, as boys and girls are expected to enjoy different 
music genres (gender-stereotyped styles).

Second, popular music is also affected by doing gender, as 
rock music is often defined as a form of ‘male’ rebellion vis-à-
vis ‘female’ pop music. Rock artists are ‘the men who take to 
the streets, take risks, live dangerously and, most of all, swagger 
untrammelled by responsibility, sexual and otherwise’ (Frith &  
McRobbie, 1990, p. 374), that is, perform hegemonic rock  
masculinity. Pop artists ‘embrace and celebrate rituals of hetero-
sexual love, romance and commitment’ (Schippers, 2002, p. 24), 
that is, emphasised pop femininity. Women are mainly regarded  
as passive and private bedroom consumers of this allegedly 
slick, prefabricated – hence, inferior – pop music (Coates, 1997), 
excluding them from participating as high-status rock musi-
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cians. When women do gender differently, they are held account-
able towards dominant gender configurations. For example, 
where men leading a lifestyle of sex, drugs and rock ‘n roll are 
often admired for such ‘masculine’ behaviour, women are often  
considered as passive victims of a similar lifestyle (Berkers & 
Eeckelaer, 2014). However, these women might become role 
models for girls and women; maybe not necessarily a family or  
wholesome role model for parents to show to their children but  
role models in terms of challenging stereotypes (Gauntlett, 2008).

Third, abundant research has shown that women in pop 
music are evaluated differently than men. Besides diffuse status 
beliefs discussed earlier, women are stereotypically considered 
less skilled in various popular music tasks (specific gender status 
beliefs), in particular playing music instruments. Hence the trope 
‘you play pretty well for a girl’ points to a negative-gendered 
performance expectation, as a woman is expected to be less able 
to play a particular instrument than a man (Carson, Lewis, & 
Shaw, 2004, p. 87). Moreover, women are often evaluated on a 
‘skill’ that does not seem relevant to the task at hand: their per-
formance of femininity (Davies, 2001). Instead of their musical 
abilities, female artists are often assessed on the basis of their 
appearance, their sexuality and their ‘feminine’ experiences –  
such as motherhood, caring tasks and home life (Johnson-Grau, 
2002; Schmutz & Faupel, 2010). However, femininity is not a 
‘skill’ that holds a lot of currency in metal music production; 
yet, it can be employed to gain attention (see Chapter 4).

III. Gender In Metal MusIc

representation of Women in Metal Music

Defining a musical genre is extremely difficult and subject 
to considerable discussion, especially within metal scenes. 
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However, we define metal music as the sonic, verbal and vis-
ual transgression of rock/rock ‘n’ roll music, with the onset 
of British heavy metal bands such as Black Sabbath (Bangs, 
1970).1 Subgenres of heavy metal music tend to be defined by 
being either heavier, slower, faster, louder, darker, more techni-
cal/complex, more extreme, more lyrically transgressive or a 
combination of these aspects. The core of the metal band con-
sists of electric, heavily distorted and amplified guitars (often 
two), ‘big’ drums (both in sound as in actual style, including 
many cymbals, toms and double-bass drums), a notably rhyth-
mic bass guitar sound, and a vocalist who either sings (loudly) 
or distorts his/her voice by screaming or ‘growling’. Although 
this core may include supplementary instruments (e.g.,  
keyboards and strings), most metal bands make use of this 
three to five-person band structure – taking into account that 
instrument-players may also sing.

While gender inequality in metal music consumption has 
been widely studied, few studies have focussed on (numerical) 
representation of women in metal music production. Moreo-
ver, scattered evidence points to a major paradox in metal: 
challenging mainstream institutions, while accepting tradi-
tional gender roles (Krenske & McKay, 2000; Vasan, 2011). 
As Chris Sosa (2013) put it:

While traditional rock music challenges notions 
of polite society, metal antagonizes cornerstone 
institutions of social life. From the sacred nature 
of religion to the underlying corruption of 

1 However, metal music is most easily defined by those who do not like it. 

While most individuals (male and female) have at least a certain sense 

of tolerance for musical genres they do not appreciate, metal music is 

 typically detested by most people (Bryson, 1996) and generally argued to 

evoke ‘intense abhorrence’ (Weinstein, 1991, p. 237) among those who 

dislike the genre.
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political systems, this is a genre that delights in 
the destruction of hypocrisy. Metal’s problem of 
sexism is strange given such a propensity for cultural 
challenge. From Metallica to Slipknot, testosterone 
has been a key component of successful metal music 
to a degree that’s become innate. Gender is rarely 
challenged in any meaningful way as the artists 
who perform metal music are becoming even more 
aggressively masculine.

For women, this paradox seems to entail a social exchange: 
metal provides them a certain empowerment or liberation – 
unavailable elsewhere – at the cost of conformity to its andro-
centric culture (Vasan, 2011).

First, in contrast to popular music in general, we know little 
about the numerical representation of women in metal music. 
Although reports fluctuate, audience studies suggest that metal 
music’s Western audiences are dominated by men, typically 
making up between 65% and 85% of concert-goers (Chaker, 
2013; Gruzelier, 2007, p. 62; Purcell, 2003, p. 100). Scarce evi-
dence on metal music production provides only vague indica-
tions – instead of concrete figures, suggesting ‘only a very small 
fraction of metal musicians are women’ (Walser, 1993, p. 119). 
As a result, women are ‘extremely underrepresented amongst 
musicians’ (Hill, 2016, p. 2). Other studies provide concrete 
numbers but are case-specific. For example, a recent article 
on the contemporary Toronto metal scene concluded that 
‘fewer than 5% of the musicians are women’ (Miller, 2014, 
p. 467). Finally, some sources have suggested that the num-
ber of female performers within metal is steadily increasing  
(Purcell, 2003) – ‘They shred. They scream. They pound the 
drums, they hold down the low end, they throw up the horns’ 
(Kelly, 2011). Yet, such claims often come with no – or little – 
empirical evidence beyond the anecdotal or journalistic.
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Second, even though scattered research points at the numeri-
cal underrepresentation of women in metal music production, 
we know less about gender differences between metal subgenres. 
Research on music consumption has found that more melodic 
subgenres such as gothic metal (e.g., Within Temptation, Tristania 
and Emilie Autumn) and emo metal are comparatively popular 
among women (Berkers, 2012; Hill, 2011; Kahn-Harris, 2007). 
As Every Noise at Once (2017) demonstrates, industrial, gothic 
and gothic symphonic metal score highest among metal genres 
on femininity – taking into account that these metal subgenres 
are, as discussed earlier, themselves already skewed to the mas-
culine end. Yet, the actual representation of women musicians in 
various metal subgenres has hardly been studied – apart from 
more casual observations (Herron-Wheeler, 2014).

Third, as in pop music, ‘female musicians tend to be vocal-
ists or, more rarely keyboard players or bass guitarists’ (Kahn- 
Harris, 2007, p. 71). A study of the New York extreme metal 
scene found that 56% of its respondents – women musicians –  
were vocalists. Moreover, the vast majority (81%) employed 
clean singing as its preferred vocal style instead of growling, 
grunting or shrieking. It confirms that “female musicians and 
vocalists have been relegated to support instrumentalists, 
playing the bass or keyboards as well as adhering to oper-
atic or classical vocal, characteristics traditionally coded as 
feminine in the overall musical canon” (Jocson-Singh, 2016: 
45–46).  In this book, however, we aim to examine this gen-
dered distribution of labour on a global level.

Fourth, in terms of symbolic recognition, previous research 
has shown ‘the consistently low number of women appearing as 
musicians against the high number of men’ in metal magazines  
such as Kerrang! (Hill, 2016, pp. 50–51). To our knowledge, 
there are no academic studies on the role of gender in the can-
onisation of metal music. However, a quick peek at contem-
porary metal histories and ‘best metal band’ lists, compiled by 
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well-known journalists and (online) music magazines, reveals 
an extremely skewed representation. Wiederhorn and Turman’s  
(2013) Louder than Hell: The Definitive Oral History of  
Metal is written on the basis of interviews with 429 metal 
music ‘characters’ – ‘the musicians own (…) words’ (p. xiii). Of 
the 20 female characters (5%), only seven are musicians; others 
include film directors, mothers, girlfriends and groupies. And 
while Rolling Stone’s (2017) ‘The 100 Greatest Metal Albums 
of All Time’ does contain albums by the likes of Evanescence 
(female vocalist), White Zombie (female bass player) and 
Nightwish (female vocalist), there are no women musicians to 
be found in the top half of the list – let alone all-female bands. 
Finally, Loudwire’s (2016) ‘Top 66 of Hard Rock + Metal  
Guitarists of All Time’ does not contain any women.

The economic recognition of women in metal has hardly 
been studied, using traditional indicators, such as chart success 
and radio airplay, as metal in general has enjoyed limited suc-
cess in these forms (see Harrison, 2007 and Sernoe, 2005 for 
exceptions). Moreover, data on income for metal musicians spe-
cifically is largely non-existent. Previous research on women’s 
representation at metal festivals suggests that economic recog-
nition is low. Not only were only 16 out of 994 performers at 
the British Monsters of Rock festival women (1980–2013), they 
tend to play in non-headlining bands (Savigny & Sleight, 2015).

explaining the representation of Women in Metal Music

Besides the previously discussed societal and pop music level 
explanations, what metal-specific factors may contribute to 
gender inequality in metal music production? First, women 
and men in metal – and rock in general – learn through what 
we refer to as music scene socialisation. Playing in a band is 
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largely a male homosocial activity, meaning it is predominantly 
a peer-based – rather than individual – experience, shaped 
by existing sex-segregated friendship networks (Bielby, 2003; 
Clawson, 1999a). Moreover, participants learn about metal 
as a genre and acquire subcultural capital (Thornton, 1995) 
through informal processes, guided by peers and (subcultural) 
media. Learning to be a metal participant includes acquiring 
knowledge about its history and practices – such as corporal 
interactions, rituals and embodiment (Driver, 2011). However, 
as metal is numerically dominated by men and symbolically 
coded as masculine, subcultural capital is biased towards 
male participation (Riches, Lashua, & Spracklen, 2013). 
While scene socialisation traditionally happened largely out-
side the institutions of the family and school, aging metal 
fans educating their children (cf. Harrington & Bielby, 2010), 
and the arrival of a vocational training degree in metal may 
increasingly also contribute to learning about metal, possibly 
affecting gender inequality (Berkers & Schaap, 2017).

Second, options of doing gender differently in metal are 
limited, as the genre is not just male-dominated but masculin-
ist; it is a community built on the cultural beliefs of hegemonic  
masculinity (Hill, Lucas, & Riches, 2015; Walser, 1993; 
Weinstein, 1991). As a result, women’s acceptance in metal 
is very much determined by their ability to conform to mas-
culinist codes of doing gender (Hoad, 2017; Nordström & 
Herz, 2013), that is, women can only do gender on men’s 
terms. These conditions mostly restrict women’s participa-
tion to two roles: (1) ‘den mothers’ who adopt a tradition-
ally masculine style of dress and demeanour to be ‘one of 
the boys’ or (2) ‘band whores’ who over-emphasise their 
sexuality in the way they dress and behave, likely resulting 
in being looked-at as sex objects (Weinstein, 1991; Vasan, 
2010). However, despite limited options, women have been 
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able to challenge, negotiate and reconstitute metal prac-
tices (Savigny & Sleight, 2015). For example, Jocson-Singh 
(2016) suggests a third style of participation, being ‘invisible  
women’, pointing to a generation of women in their mid-
thirties or older, dressing inconspicuously instead of fulfilling 
either of the two traditional roles mentioned above.

Third, whereas women are underrepresented in popular 
music production, they are ‘mere’ tokens in metal music pro-
duction; that is, they likely are members of the numerical 
minority (less than 15%) in a skewed group (Kanter, 1977). 
As a result, women have a high visibility, and consequently 
they are often confronted with gender-biased evaluations, 
male gazes and/or surprised or negative reactions when gen-
der roles are challenged (Schaap & Berkers, 2014). They are 
evaluated as women, instead of individuals, when performing 
metal music; they are looked at with an erotic or romantic 
gaze. Also, as women in rock/metal music are primarily type-
cast into the role of singer, they are likely to violate traditional 
gender roles – particularly with regard to the female body –  
when growling or playing most core metal instruments 
(Kahn-Harris, 2007). As a result, femininity is a double-edged 
sword for women in metal. Because of the rarity of their rep-
resentation women attract highly desired attention for their 
bands; however, they are often evaluated based on their femi-
nine appearance rather than their musical skills.

Finally, both the numerical lack of women in metal music 
production, and their stereotypical symbolic presentation are 
likely to (partly) structure the beliefs of metal participants 
and society at large, possibly providing a ‘real’ basis for exist-
ing gender beliefs. In other words it might confirm – and 
naturalise – beliefs that women ‘simply’ cannot make ‘good’ 
metal music. Therefore, numbers matter.
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data and Methods

For this book, we draw on three data sources: the online  
Encyclopaedia Metallum: The Metal Archives (MA), in-depth 
interviews conducted specifically for this project, and second-
ary data (online materials and interviews by others). First, 
the MA (www.metal-archives.com) is an independent web-
site founded in 2002, which is updated daily by many active 
members. At this point, it includes more than 100,000 metal  
bands. Similar to an online encyclopaedia like Wikipedia, 
MA grants a unique page to each band or artist, containing 
information such as year of formation, year of first release, 
albums/extended plays released, past and present band mem-
bers, whether the band is still active, metal music sub-genre(s), 
lyrical content, artist logo and photos of the artist. This means 
that MA provides comprehensive, bottom-up accounts of art-
ists’ careers, also (long) after bands have disbanded. Since we 
are interested in gender inequality, our analysis takes place 
on the level of the individual musician (including both instru-
mentalists and vocalists), rather than the band. Therefore, we 
developed and applied a web scraper to MA that scraped musi-
cian’s pages. The scraper first found the band’s page (scraping 
year of formation, country of formation, whether the band 
was signed to a label or not, metal subgenre(s) and lyrical 
themes) and subsequently scraped the information of each 
current member (name, gender and age). Since we are inter-
ested in the (weighted) symbolic presence of men and women 
on metal music stages and albums worldwide, we recorded 
for every musician (1) the current band of which s/he is still  
an active member and (2) any former bands s/he was a mem-
ber of at the moment the group disbanded. The web scraper 
ran between July and August 2015, gathering data on 350, 
348 metal musicians. Our dataset contains entries ranging 
from 1964 until 2015, with a peak of entries in 2005. In 
Appendix 1, we describe the details and limitations of this 
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data source as well provide an explanation on how we coded 
subgenres and instrumentation.

Second, the qualitative analysis of this book rests on two 
sets of interview data, collected at different points in time. The 
first set was collected by the authors, for the purpose of an 
article on the usage of video-sharing platform YouTube for 
aspiring (male and female) metal musicians (Berkers & Schaap, 
2015). All 10 interviewees are extreme metal vocalists but dif-
fer in terms of race/ethnicity, nationality, band involvement 
and online popularity. Respondents were recruited through 
researcher-driven sampling, by contacting the musicians 
through their YouTube channels directly. Interviews were con-
ducted via video conferencing software Skype, and transcribed 
verbatim. Both men and women were included in the sample, 
enabling us to compare their responses. The second group of 
10 interviews were conducted by Camila Martner Castillo, as 
part of her research internship on gender and artistic careers in 
metal music production. For this reason, all interviewees are 
women; yet, they vary in terms of race/ethnicity, nationality 
and instrumentation. Most musicians were recruited online 
and by subsequent snowball sampling. Interviews were con-
ducted via video conferencing and chat services provided by 
Skype or Facebook (see Appendix 2 for more details).

Third, additional secondary sources were used to illustrate 
some of the sociological mechanisms discussed in the text, 
as well as for the chapter openings. Moreover, they provide 
additional data used in the book (see Secondary Sources). 
References to online/offline magazines, TV shows and inter-
views can all be found in this section.

structure and outlIne of the Book

This book addresses the following research question: what is 
the extent of gender inequality in metal music production and 
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how can we explain this? A seemingly simple question that is 
considerably complex to answer. Hence, this book unpacks 
this question following a framework which leads the reader 
from the general to the specific, from the overall representa-
tion of women in metal production, to metal subgenres and 
instrumentation and ending with music label recognition.

In Chapter 1, we discuss the extent of gender inequality 
in metal music production in a longitudinal and comparative 
perspective and provide context to these findings. In contrast 
to previous studies, we examine the total metal music pro-
duction – amateur and professional – at a global level. Our 
analyses show that since the 1970s, metal music production 
has been numerically dominated by men, with women only 
making up about 3% of all metal musicians and vocalists. 
Longitudinal trend analyses reveal that the low participation 
of women in metal music has been fairly consistent, although 
there is reason to believe that their participation is – very, very 
slowly – increasing. Moreover, variation between countries is 
limited, which might indicate that metal music’s masculinist 
connotations have ‘travelled’ from ‘origin’ countries (Europe, 
the United Kingdom and the United States) with the cultural 
product itself to other countries (such as Brazil, Chile, Indo-
nesia and Puerto Rico). Relative exceptions are Russia and 
Japan, in which women make up 6–8% of all metal musicians.

In Chapter 2, we examine to what extent women are repre-
sented in various (gendered) subgenres of metal music. Metal 
music is one of the most differentiated music genres and, for 
fans in particular, subgenre boundaries matter a lot. There is 
much differentiation between metal’s many subgenres, vary-
ing from the more explicitly masculine (death metal, thrash 
metal and black metal) to the relatively feminine (gothic 
metal, folk metal and, in some cases, power and prog metal). 
Whereas we found a comparatively even subgenre distribu-
tion of women metal musicians in the United States, Sweden 
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and Brazil, women are more clustered in specific subgenres 
in Japan (heavy and power metal – J-metal), Russia (gothic 
metal and folk metal) and the Netherlands (gothic metal and 
prog metal). This partly explains relative high percentage of 
women in metal music production in Russia and Japan.

Chapter 3 brings us to the level of music-making itself: 
instrumentation. When women are present in bands, they do 
not take up the same roles as their male counterparts. Instead, 
we find notable differences between what kinds of instru-
ments are arguably deemed appropriate for women (vocals, 
bass guitar, keyboards and other, less traditional metal-instru-
ments such as classical string instruments) and which are con-
sidered less fitting (guitars, drums). By focussing on gender 
role socialisation and instrumentation, we demonstrate how 
women who do participate in metal music production, tend 
to take on different roles in a band. As vocalists, women are 
given centre stage in a band, receiving most of the attention. 
The prominence of instrumental skill in metal music, however, 
makes it more difficult for vocalists to receive the musical 
acclaim that the other musicians in bands gather. As instru-
mentalists, women tend to occupy support roles (bass and 
keyboards) instead of core roles (guitars and drums).

In Chapter 4, we examine the mechanisms which are at play 
when women try to attain and maintain a musical career in 
metal music. Drawing on in-depth interviews with male and 
female metal musicians, we demonstrate how femininity can 
function as a double-edged sword in metal music production. 
Women are caught between a more positive tension in relation 
to ‘doubly embedded’ musicians – standing out from the 
crowd of skilled masculine musicians, and a more negative 
tension in relation to ‘doubly disembedded’ musicians –  
receiving gender-biased evaluations in terms of musical 
abilities. By employing insights from organisational sociology, 
we show how women in metal music production have to 
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continually balance between these two tensions. Moreover, 
by analysing to what extent men and women are signed to 
record labels, we demonstrate that, surprisingly, there is no 
statistically significant relation between gender and music label 
recognition. Possibly, both tensions cancel each other out.

In the Conclusion, we summarise our main findings and 
critically reflect on our study. Besides (hopefully) having 
answered why there are so few women in metal music pro-
duction, the Conclusion also contains a short epilogue on 
how this reality seems to be slowly changing, almost 50 years 
after Coven and Black Sabbath first propelled their ominous, 
heavy and dark sounds into the world.

Nota bene: As a book offers a wonderful yet limited canvas to 
share our findings, a companion website (www.sociologyof-
music.com) has been created where those who are interested 
are free to further explore (and use) the data and findings in 
maps, graphs, charts and tables.
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Winds of Change?  
LongitudinaL trends and 

Cross-nationaL differenCes
with Frank Weij

The thing is, when we had our big success back in 
the 80s we were expecting loads of other females 
to come up behind us, but they never did. It seems 
to be only recently in the past few years that 
they’ve started to emerge, which we couldn’t really 
understand. It’s taken all this time, but I think, 
finally, now it’s more accepting.

Kim McAuliffe of Girlschool (Bryan, 2015)

In this quote, Girlschool’s rhythm guitarist and vocalist Kim 
McAuliffe observes a lack of women in metal music pro-
duction in the 1980s. She regrets that back then her band 
did not (yet) function as a role model for women wanting 
to enter metal music as musicians. However, according to 
her, the number of women has increased recently. In an interview 
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in The Wall Street Journal, metal music scholar Deena  
Weinstein echoed this observation, stating that ‘Metal today 
is definitely not a boys’ club’ (Shah, 2016). In this chapter, 
we will discuss the longitudinal trends and cross-national 
differences in participation of women in metal music pro-
duction. We will first address women’s participation in metal 
music, as recorded in the ‘history books’. Yet, this rather 
subjective history of women in metal music only addresses 
women who have managed to receive some form of recogni-
tion, and those from the global centre of the world of metal 
– Western Europe and North America. To provide a more 
representative overview, our analyses on gender inequality 
in metal also include more amateur, grassroots production as 
well as music produced in other parts of the world.

a history of Women in metaL musiC 
ProduCtion

To explain why metal music is both numerically and symboli-
cally dominated by men, we need to trace back the history of 
women in metal music. Due to the absence of comprehensive 
academic history books, we will draw on Herron-Wheeler’s 
(2014) self-published booklet, Wicked Women: Women in 
Metal from the 1960s to Now, as well as on various addi-
tional sources. While it is not our intention to provide  
an exhaustive history on the entire subject, we do aim to pro-
vide some historical context to our study of women in metal  
production, sketch some of the boundaries they have run into 
and introduce potential role models.

Arguably, the first woman in metal was Esther, ‘Jinx’, 
Dawson (Indianapolis, 1950), the founder and singer of 
Coven. She was trained in classical music and ‘born into 
the occult’ (Tweedle, n.d.). Preceding their 1969 debut 
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Witchcraft Destroys Minds & Reaps Souls (Mercury), 
Coven opened up for Alice Cooper, the Yardbirds and 
Vanilla Fudge. Their sound can best be described as heavy 
rock, with a strong emphasis on diabolical subject matter. 
The influence of Coven can be seen in the music of bands 
that followed – for example, famous rock critic Lester 
Bangs (1970) referred to Black Sabbath as ‘something 
like England’s answer to Coven’. However, women such 
as Jinx Dawson – despite predating Black Sabbath’s self-
titled debut – rarely make it into the canon of rock music 
(Dawes, 2015; Strong, 2011). Indeed, neither Louder than 
Hell (Wiederhorn & Turman, 2013) nor Aardschok’s Hard 
Rock en Heavy Metal Encyclopedie (Van den Heuvel,  
1989) – a leading Dutch metal magazine – even mention 
Coven. Moreover, Dawson was an exception to the mas-
culine rule of metal. Almost all heavy metal bands copied 
Black Sabbath’s all male model (Herron-Wheeler, 2014). 
According to Jinx Dawson, these bands probably could 
not picture a woman leading a heavy metal band (Herron-
Wheeler, 2014) as it opposes dominant notions of feminin-
ity in society in general and metal in particular.

As heavy metal evolved into the New Wave of British 
Heavy Metal, developing into a distinct genre, most bands 
remained all-male and genre conventions became hypermas-
culine (Walser, 1993). Despite all of this, one of the first all-
women metal bands was formed in 1975: Girlschool (at that 
point still called Painted Lady). After being invited by Lemmy 
Kilmister to join Motörhead’s 1979 tour, they recorded their 
debut album, Demolition (Bronze), and landed several Top 
10 hits. Guitarist and vocalist Kelly Johnson also appeared 
on the cover of Guitar Player magazine in 1983, some-
thing few women had achieved until then (Herron-Wheeler,  
2014). While most lyrics on Demolition addressed traditional  
occult-inspired metal tropes, some songs discussed issues of 



30 Pauwke Berkers and Julian Schaap

gender. For example, Not for Sale was ‘about women being 
used to sell cars’ (Bryan, 2015). In the early days of metal, 
being an all-women band came with a whole set of stereo-
types (Stewart-Panko, 2016), with which such bands often 
still have to deal with. 

According to Girlschool bassist Enid Williams:

(…) a few years back, we wanted to play a 
festival in Scandinavia that, in the past, we had 
gone down very well at. The manager we had at 
the time was also managing another all-female 
band who were booked to play the same festival. 
The organisers turned around and said to him, 
about us, ‘Oh, no, we’ve already got our female 
band.’ And that’s in Scandinavia where half the 
government are women and it’s generally pretty 
good for gender equality!

As thrash metal grew popular in the 1980s, several women 
took to the stage, such as Ann Boleyn (Hellion), Katherine 
Thomas (The Great Kat) and Sabina Classen (Holy Moses). 
Classen is considered to be ‘the very first growling and 
extreme music woman in metal’ (Canella, 2012), the Mama 
aller Brülltanten (Zwingelberg, 2014). Classen, and women 
singing in a similar style, are often described as women who 
can growl like men (Chaker & Heesch, 2016). On the one 
hand, this evaluation confirms strong masculinist codes in 
metal; these women ‘do’ masculinity, positioning this type of 
singing as non-feminine behaviour. On the other hand, it con-
veys respect for doing masculinity successfully (Hecker, 2016, 
p. 155).

In the early and mid-2000s, bands like Within Temptation, 
Nightwish and Evanescence scored international chart hits. 
These bands are fronted by women who sing in an operatic 
style, and whose voices are in the soprano or  mezzo-soprano 
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range (Herron-Wheeler, 2014). As such, they have been genre-
classified as ‘female-fronted metal’. While some bands – like  
La-Ventura – have argued that ‘female-fronted seems to be 
hot at the moment, so why not use it to our advantage?’ 
(Carpenter, 2015); many others have widely criticised this 
approach to this gender classification. First, gender marking –  
explicitly labelling a genre ‘female’ – has been critiqued as 
sexism, by either reversing such marking or by marking every-
thing (Brekhus, 1998). As an example of reverse marking, 
one metal critic writes in reference to female-fronted metal: 
‘we’ve started referring to bands as “male-backed” just to 
confuse everyone’ (Arthur, 2017). As an example of marking 
everything, Thrashhits (2013), in their article ‘Top 6: Ways 
Metal Treats Women Really Badly’, discusses female-fronted 
metal as a separate genre by including other markings: ‘And 
because it would be totally acceptable to call Disturbed 
“Jewish-fronted metal” and Suffocation “black guitaristed 
death metal”, Wait, what?’ Second, the genre ‘female-fronted’ 
metal is critiqued as an accentuation effect (Berkers, Janssen, 
& Verboord, 2014). In other words, bands with female sing-
ers are placed into this genre based on gender similarities, 
ignoring differences in musical style (Chapstick, 2018). Floor 
Jansen (Nightwish) argued for the ending of gender-based 
categorising for this exact reason:

Arch Enemy is a female-fronted metal band, but 
so is Delain. They don’t sound alike at all. The 
only thing they both are, are metal bands, but the 
style within metal is so massively different that 
it doesn’t really say much whether there’s a girl 
singing or not. So it’s really not so important. Plus, 
to emphasize the difference in sex between men 
and women, I think we’ve had that time by now. 
(Blabbermouth, 2015)
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This admittedly subjective history of women in metal  
music only addresses the tip of the iceberg, excluding  
(1) women who have not received substantial commercial, 
critical and/or peer recognition and (2) women outside the 
global centre of the world of metal – Western Europe and 
North America. Our analyses on gender inequality in metal, 
however, also include more amateur, grassroots production as 
well as music produced in other parts of the world.

getting into metaL musiC

Metal music production tends to be a form of grassroots  
cultural production by non-professionals (Miller, 2016b; 
Wallach & Levine, 2011). Most of it occurs at a local level in the 
context of physical (and sometimes virtual) scenes. The often-
heard adagio calling out to ‘support your local metal scene’ 
provides discursive evidence for the importance of locality in 
metal music production. We define music scenes as loosely 
bound networks of performers, critics, fans and support facil-
ities who come together to collectively create, what they iden-
tify as, a specific genre of music (Peterson & Bennett, 2004).1 
To achieve some degree of scenic consciousness, a minimum 
number of scenic institutions (local anchors) are required: a 
record store, a hangout and at least one all-ages venue that 
can be used on a regular basis by local bands (Wallach & 

1 We prefer to use the term scene over subculture, as the latter presumes 

that a musical scene is necessarily in opposition to ‘mainstream culture’ 

(Bennett, 1999a; Bennett & Peterson, 2004; Hesmondhalgh, 2005). 

Drawn from post-subcultural theory (Hodkinson, 2002; Moberg, 2011), 

we do make use of the term subcultural capital (Thornton, 1995), but 

relate this to scenes as fields of cultural production (Dowd, 2011) or gen-

res as systems of musical orientation and expectation (Lena & Peterson, 

2008).
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Levine, 2011, p. 121). Scenes function as a locally embedded 
community, or Gemeinschaft, where participants gather for 
collective (music) consumption and where they feel strongly 
aligned to a unified collective identity around genres (Varas-
Díaz & Scott, 2016; Weinstein, 1991).

Within music scenes, participants learn what metal is all 
about and how to ‘be’ metal – both as musicians and fans. 
As discussed earlier, most metal musicians do not receive any 
formal music training. While the number of formal pop acad-
emies are increasing in Western Europe – including the foun-
dation of the world’s first metal music school in Eindhoven 
(Berkers & Schaap, 2017) – rock and metal music are learned 
informally, through (male) homosocial peer groups (Clawson, 
1999a). Moreover, proper music scene socialisation is par-
ticularly important in metal – vis-à-vis other music genres – as 
participants are rather intolerant to superficial commitment 
(e.g., Hutcherson & Haenfler, 2010; Kuppens & van der Pol, 
2014). It is on the basis of their assumed lack of subcultural 
capital of metal music, that women’s engagement is often 
challenged (Krenske & McKay, 2000).

Finally, the vast majority of metal musicians are amateurs 
(Wallach & Levine, 2011, p. 123) or small-time musicians 
(Bennett, 1980), in the sociological sense. They often lack eco-
nomic recognition, which means they usually cannot make a 
living from metal music, having to maintain day jobs. Yet, metal  
musicians might match professional musicians in terms of 
peer recognition, the regularity of musical activity and/or the 
degree to which they take their craft seriously (Miller, 2016b, 
p. 3). However, careers in metal music production typically 
follow the ‘stepping-stone’ model of amateurism, in which 
bands either professionalise or quit. As playing metal requires 
musicians to build and maintain a high degree of technical 
skill and to commit to regular rehearsals, ‘metal music careers 
are difficult to combine with other major life commitments 
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such as schooling, family, and paid work’ (Miller, 2016b,  
p. 7). This might also partially explain the relative absence of 
women (Bayton, 1998). Making a career in metal music pro-
duction is likely to be more difficult for women than men, 
due to intensified work–family conflicts and a constrained 
choice about whether to have children (cf. Stokes, 2017).

While this book does not study metal scenes as such, it 
includes amateur, small-time and professional musicians, at 
an early or later stage in their careers – operating within the 
context of scenes. Analysing metal music production at vari-
ous career stages helps us get a better picture of women’s con-
tributions to global metal music, being less skewed towards 
professional musicians.

the statistiCs of a Boy’s CLuB: three Per Cent

Our data empirically confirm that metal music production 
is overwhelmingly dominated by men: 97% (339,991) of 
metal musicians (past and present) are men, whereas wom-
en make up 3% (10,357) of the (sampled) population. This 
study therefore provides actual empirical proof that women 
are extremely under-represented, as anecdotal evidence and 
case-study research has hinted at. Fig. 1.1 shows the lon-
gitudinal development of men and women in metal music 
production. The absolute number of male band members 
increases from the late 1970s onward and continues to grow 
until the early 2000s. From 1964 to 1972, there were no 
women in metal music production – at least not according  
to the MA database. The first woman to be entered into the 
MA database was German vocalist Jutta Weinhold, who 
fronted her own (self-named) hard rock/heavy metal group, 
Jutta Weinhold, founded in 1973. The first 10 men entered 
the database nine years earlier – Czech band Orient and the 
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German/American Scorpions. The first (1977) all-female metal  
group in our dataset is the British heavy metal trio Rock God-
dess – who are still active to date, in their original line-up:  
Tracey Lamb (bass), Julie Turner (drums) and Jody Turner 
(vocals and guitars).

However, it was not until 1980, that more than 10 women 
musicians entered metal music production within a single 
year, with women making up 1.3% (12 women as opposed 
to 944 men) of total new entries. It was in 1980 that German 
thrash metal outfit Holy Moses formed, with lead vocals by 
Sabina Classen, who, to many female (extreme) metal musi-
cians, is heralded as a trailblazing role model. Other women 
entered into the database in 1980 include Kate de Lombaert, 
vocalist for the Belgian speed metal group Acid; Alma McLay, 
vocalist in the American band Hari Kari (from California, not 

Fig. 1.1. Number of New Male/Female Metal Musicians 
Over Time.
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to be confused with the late 1980s all-female thrash metal group 
Hari Kari from New Jersey); Ashley Robertson, bass player for 
the Australian heavy metal group Virgin Soldiers; and Kuniko 
Morikawa, vocalist for the Japanese heavy metal band Rajas.  
It is strikingly visible that the bands registered in MA from  
metal’s early days come from various parts of the globe.

Fig. 1.2 shows the development of women’s participation 
in metal music production from 1980 to 2014. During this 
period, one could argue – following Purcell (2003) – that the 
number of women in newly formed metal bands has been 
steadily growing, to about 4%. However, considering the 
explosive expansion of metal as a genre, this increase seems 
relatively marginal. The spike which occurs between 2011 
and 2013 could be read as a sign that times are changing – as  
musicians, scholars and some of our respondents note – yet this 
peak to a little over 4%, should be seen in light of generally 
decreasing numbers of new metal musicians (or additions to 
the MA database – see Appendix 1 for details). For example, 

Fig. 1.2. Percentage of New Women in Metal Music  
Over Time.
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the balance in 2014 is still 3.5% (88) women as compared to 
96.5% (2411) men, whereas in 2015, it is 6.4% (16) women 
(mostly due to the formation of Japanese all-female J-metal 
group, Fate Gear and the mixed J-metal band, Raglaia) com-
pared to 93.6% (233) men. Based on such low numbers, it 
would be a stretch to argue that we are indeed witnessing a 
rapid change. Overall, however, we do see a very slight and 
slow increase of women in metal music over time.

global Cultural Production of metal music

The production of metal music – and popular music in  
general – has long been dominated by the United States, 
and – to a lesser extent – the United Kingdom (Achterberg, 
Heilbron, Houtman, & Aupers, 2011; Mayer & Timberlake, 
2014; Verboord & Brandellero, 2016). During the past dec-
ade, however, metal music has become a truly global phe-
nomenon (Wallach, Berger, & Greene, 2011). Metal music 
has found its way into countries far removed from Anglo-
American and European spheres, spreading to South America –  
for example, Argentina (Calvo, 2016), Brazil (Williams & Da 
Rocha, 2017) and Puerto Rico (Varas-Díaz, Rivera-Segarra, 
Medina, Mendoza, & González-Sepúlveda, 2014); Asia – 
for example, Bangladesh (Quader & Redden, 2015), China 
(De Kloet, 2010), Japan (Overell, 2014), Malaysia (Ferra-
rese, 2014); Africa – for example, Kenya (Knopke, 2014), 
South Africa (Hoad, 2014) and Tunisia (Barone, 2016); and 
the Middle East (LeVine, 2008). This globalisation of metal 
music has increasingly received scholarly and media attention 
(Brown, Spracklen, Kahn-Harris, & Scott, 2016; Wallach et al.,  
2011). Well-received documentaries such as Global Metal 
(Sam Dunn’s 2008 sequel to Metal: A Headbanger’s Journey 
from 2005), Death Metal in Angola (2012) and The Distorted 
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Island: Heavy Metal Music and Community in Puerto Rico 
(2015) reveal metal’s increasingly global reach. The data we 
collected from the MA confirms such globalisation (Fig. 1.3). 
The top 20 countries with the most metal musicians includes 
Brazil, Mexico, Russia, Argentina, Chile and Japan.

To understand the global diffusion of metal music, we 
need to first comprehend cultural globalisation in general 
– ‘the growing international diffusion, exchange, and inter-
mingling of cultural goods and media products’ (Janssen, 
Kuipers, & Verboord, 2008, p. 720). Generally, scholars tend 
to discuss the nature of cultural globalisation by employing 
various versions of two opposing theoretical models: media 
imperialism and glocalisation (see Crane, 2002 for more 
details).

First, in its most Marxist application, cultural globalisa-
tion is considered a form of Anglo-American/Western media 
imperialism. Cultural goods and practices flow in one direc-
tion – from the West to the ‘rest’. In Immanuel Wallerstein’s 

Fig. 1.3. Globalisation of Metal (based on MA Database).
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(2011 [1974]), foundational world-systems theory, this 
dichotomy is conceptualised as a scale ranging from central 
to (semi-) peripheral nation-states in the global economic 
system. The principal actors driving media imperialism are 
media  conglomerates striving for ever bigger markets. The 
likely consequence is cultural homogenisation, where West-
ern culture pushes out local cultures. During its commercially 
most successful period (1970-1976 and 1984-1991), “metal 
bands not only dominated the billboard charts at `home’ 
but became global commercial brands in international music 
markets, enabling them to headline stadium concerts and fes-
tivals and build up fan-bases around the world numbering 
in the millions” (Brown et al., 2016: 4).  With the support 
of major labels, metal acts, such as Metallica, Iron Maiden 
and Slayer have, to some extent, been unexpected vehicles of 
Western media imperialism  (Weinstein, 2011).

A second model of cultural globalisation theorises that the 
diffusion of global culture occurs in a process of glocalisation 
(Robertson, 1995), in which local communities  appropriate 
and re-interpret global culture. According to Garofalo (1993), 
the cultural imperialism thesis is too strict and ignores the 
fact that ‘dominated’ countries can resist cultural globalisa-
tion quite successfully. This misinterpretation is largely due to 
the preference of economic over socio-cultural factors, which 
downplay the significance of cultural resistance. Moreover, 
the strict division between ‘Western/dominant culture’ and 
‘local/dominated culture’ presupposes the existence of rigid 
cultural categories; yet, such divisions are more fluid in real-
ity. Cultural products can transfer between countries in a 
 cultural trade-off, in which local values are reconciled with a 
Western set of ideals. In the global diffusion of popular music, 
the latter perspective seems to take dominance, meaning that 
most popular music is, in some way, locally appropriated 
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or ‘glocalised’ (Bennett, 1999b; Longhurst & Bogdanoviç, 
2014). In metal music, this model of globalisation started in 
the 1990s, as networks of translocal scenes fostered global 
exchange, through tape-trading and later new media technol-
ogies (Brown et al., 2016; Weinstein, 2011). There are many 
examples of glocalisation in metal music: the appropriation 
of Scandinavian black metal’s ‘northern grimness’ in England 
(Lucas, Deeks, & Spracklen, 2011), the Malaysian reconfigu-
ration of hair metal called Rock Kapak (Ferrarese, 2014), or 
the usage of anti-Christian symbols in a Muslim context in 
Turkey (Hecker, 2016).

Thus, both models agree when cultural products ‘travel’, 
sets of ideals, which are imbued in these products, travel 
along with them. Yet, the main difference revolves around 
the degree and nature of local translations of globalising 
cultural products. Metal scenes arguably act as conduits to 
the global circulation of metal sounds and styles (Wallach 
& Levine, 2011, p. 119). Seeing that metal music is sym-
bolically infused with notions of masculinity, while being 
performed almost exclusively by men, we hypothesise that 
gender inequality travels along as metal music spreads across 
the globe. Indeed, as Weinstein (2011, p. 40) argues, ‘where 
metal initially gains a foothold, it is usually as a form of 
male, working-class resistance’. However, as stressed ear-
lier, metal music did not solely globalise through media 
industries but through interconnected translocal scenes and 
scene-specific media. Therefore, metal’s masculinity has like-
ly travelled along with the music through a process of glo-
calisation. Some scholars have argued that societal gender 
inequality is more pronounced outside the West, making it 
less probable that glocalisation results in a higher participa-
tion of women in metal music production (Weinstein, 2011, 
p. 40). However, little empirical evidence has been provided 
to support this claim.
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the masCuLine gLoCaLisation of metaL musiC

Turning back to the data, the question is to what extent there 
are significant cross-national differences in gender inequality 
in metal music production. We first checked whether poten-
tial differences in gender (im)balance could also be explained 
by continents/regions rather than countries. Therefore, we 
compared these regions (based on the United Nations’ geo-
schemes system) with regards to metal production and the 
percentage of women’s involvement. The results of this can be 
found in Table 1.1, demonstrating that, indeed, the percent-
ages only differ slightly per region. Whereas women’s par-
ticipation is the highest in Asia and Eastern Europe (4.1%), 
the percentage of women metal musicians is the lowest in 
 Oceania (2.1%) and Northern Europe (2.2%).

Turning to the country-level analysis, the left column 
of Table 1.2 shows the top 20 countries in which women 

Table 1.1. Percentage of Women Metal Musicians per 
Region (UN Geoschemes).

Region Women Total

Africa 3.3% (36) 1,093

Asia 4.1% (801) 19,367

Eastern Europe 4.1% (1,349) 32,803

Northern Europe 2.2% (1,085) 48,880

Southern Europe 3.4% (1,511) 44,648

Western Europe 3.2% (2,081) 65,333

Latin America and Caribbean 3.0% (1,470) 49,191

North America 2.3% (1,828) 79,974

Oceania 2.1% (162) 7,658
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make up the highest percentage of metal musicians. While 
these  percentages mostly result from coincidence, due to a 
low metal musician population (ranging from 3 to 7,405), it 
does show that (1) there is not a single country in the world 
where women form a majority in metal music production, 
and (2) in only 10 countries, women make up 10% or more 
of the total metal musician population. For example, despite 
bringing forth relatively few bands, some of Taiwan’s most 
well-known (both locally and internationally) metal groups 
contain women such as Chthonic, Crescent Lament and 
Greedy Black Hole.

If we look at the top 20 countries with most metal musicians 
(Table 1.2),2 we see very few cross-national differences, with 
Japan (7.9%) and Russia (6.4%) being notable exceptions. 
These findings are rather surprising as these countries differ a 
lot in terms of macro-cultural and structural factors – providing  
evidence for the travelling masculinity theory. However, 
whereas Japan ranks highest on Hofstede’s Masculinity Index 
(95/100), Sweden has the least masculine culture (5/100) and 
is internationally known for its gender-progressive social and 
cultural policies. Yet, the percentage of women in Japanese 
metal music production is almost four times higher than in 

Sweden.
On the one hand, it is tempting to explain the differences  

between Sweden and Japan in terms of their masculine 
culture. Maybe metal serves as a last bastion of masculinity,  

2 We included the number of metal musicians per 100,000 inhabitants 

for each country (Table 1.2). However, we primarily use the absolute 

numbers for several reasons. Theoretically, we are mainly interested in the 

proportion of women, which is affected by the size of the metal musician 

population – not by country size Empirically, calculation metal musicians 

per capita is complicated as we use trend data over the period 1964–2015 

and country sizes have thus also changed.
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resisting Scandinavian regimes of ‘goodness’ (Witoszek, 
2011), whereas the comparative feminisation of metal in 
Japan opposes its masculine culture? However, it does not 
explain low female participation in other countries that score 
high on the Masculinity Index, such as Italy (70/100) or the 
United Kingdom (66/100).

Another perspective that could offer an explanation for 
some of the (small) cross-national differences in the per-
centage of women is the dominance of certain subgenres in 
particular countries. For example, could a high female par-
ticipation (7.8%) in Japan be explained by the existence of 
the ‘Japan metal’ or ‘J-metal’ subgenre which is – especially 
since the early 2010s – known for producing many female 
artists, most notably the internationally acclaimed band 
Babymetal?3 Similarly, could it be the case that the Nether-
lands, internationally known for bringing forth a consider-
able amount of gothic metal bands with female vocalists such 
as After Forever, Delain, Epica, The Gathering and Within 
Temptation, has a higher percentage (3.8%) of female artists 
than the United States (2.2%) which lacks such artists? And 
is Swedish death metal – made famous through bands like 
Dismember, Entombed and Unleashed – the reason for the 
country’s surprising male dominance (2.1%)? Therefore, we 
need to turn our attention away from longitudinal and global 
trends and towards the importance of metal’s many subgen-
res, and the extent to which they are gendered. This topic will 
be discussed in the next chapter.

3 Spotify listeners’ data seems to corroborate this as the most ‘feminine’ 

metal subgenre is J-metal, reaching place 766 out of the 1,513 genres 

analysed (Every Noise at Once, 2017).
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‘Female-Fronted metal’:  
Gender diFFerences and 

(sub)Genres

I’ve said it before and I’ll keep saying it until 
everybody gets it: Gender is not a genre. Theme 
tours based around femaleness are awful, to me, 
because they reinforce the TOTALLY WRONG 
AND SILLY idea that ‘female’ is a legitimate genre 
or quantifier of creative style.

Gazelle Amber Valentine of Jucifer (Kelly, 2014)

Gendered genres, such as ‘female-fronted metal’, raise a lot of 
discussion in the global metal community. Whereas Gazelle 
Amber Valentine strongly objects gender-typed genres, others, 
like Fernanda Lira of Brazilian ‘all-female thrash metal band’ 
Nervosa, do see the advantage of such classification: ‘I think the 
reason why I don’t mind this label [is] because it’s still some-
thing new and in metal everything has been pretty much done 
already’ (Noizr, 2016). While such explicit gender-typed genres 
(‘marking’) are extensively discussed, more implicit gender-
typing of genres (embedded in conventions) are less frequently 



48 Pauwke Berkers and Julian Schaap

addressed. In this second chapter, we zoom in on gender differ-
ences in the production of subgenres within metal music. We 
will investigate the question: to what extent are women present 
in various (gendered) subgenres of metal music? In addition, 
are there significant differences in the subgenres – and women 
represented in them – between countries?

Genre rules: expectations, orientations  
and conventions

Genres lie at the heart of all value judgments in popular 
music (Frith, 1996, p. 75). They are conceptual tools to clas-
sify cultural products and practices. There are two dominant 
approaches to the study of genres. First, in the humanities, 
scholars, such as musicologists, traditionally focus on the cul-
tural object as a ‘text’ only, abstracted from the context but 
sharing a distinct musical language (Lena & Peterson, 2008, 
p. 698). In this approach, genre becomes almost synonymous 
with style and form (see Drabløs, 2016, pp. 54–57). Second, 
in contemporary humanities and sociology, scholars put less 
emphasis on the ‘text’, paying more attention to the social con-
text, and fostering a theoretical connection between the music 
and the social (Hesmondhalgh, 2005, p. 33). Here a music 
genre is ‘a set of musical events (real or possible) whose course 
is governed by a definite set of socially accepted rules’ (Fabbri, 
1982, p. 52). It is important to note that genres are historically 
situated constructs and are subject to change. Building on the 
work of Fabbri (1982) and Frith (1996, pp. 75–95), we can 
distinguish five interrelated dimensions of music genres.

First, formal and technical rules refer to the musical form: 
what instruments are used, how they are played and whether 
they are amplified, melody/rhythm rules, studio sound quality 
and so forth. For example, ‘black metal bands often blur the 
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parts of the sound together to create an atmospheric wash 
of sound’ (Hagen, 2011, p. 187), while brutal death metal 
prescribes a low-end, polished sound with ‘hyper double-bass 
blast beats, which mimic the sound of a machine gun firing’ 
(Purcell, 2003, p. 9). While traditional musicology – and often 
metal fans as well – focus their attention on these rules, for-
mal and technical conventions rarely suffice to define a genre.

Second, semiotic rules refer to the ways meaning is con-
veyed (referential, emotional, imperative, phatic, metalinguistic 
and poetic meaning). For example, while early heavy metal was 
merely influenced by the occult, black metal instead seriously 
embraced Satanism and turned it into practice (Kahn-Harris, 
2007). And, while themes surrounding (Viking) mythology or 
Tolkienesque fantasy realms are common across most metal 
subgenres, they are explicitly present in the lyrics and visual 
presentation (notably album covers and stage attire) of many 
folk metal bands (Weinstein, 2014). When groups like Black 
Sabbath, Judas Priest, Mercyful Fate, Twisted Sister and Venom 
were accused of (amongst others) glorifying violence, substance 
abuse and occultism by the Parents Music Resource Center in 
1985 – causing the first moral panic surrounding metal music 
(Kahn-Harris, 2007, p. 27), this was primarily directed at the 
semiotic rules that had become part of the genre.

Third, behavioural rules determine how musical skill and 
technique, as well as personality, are conveyed, affecting both 
artists and audiences. For example, the gothic dress style would 
be unacceptable in thrash metal. Another example: moshing 
is much more common in extreme metal subgenres such as 
grindcore and death metal than in heavy metal (Riches, 2011). 
Behavioural rules are especially consequential in the formation 
of new subgenres. For example, hair and glam metal, which 
praised vain, posh masculinity was pitted against thrash met-
al, in which a more stripped-down ‘trashy’ and unkempt aes-
thetic was preferred. Yet, both have much more a reputation of  
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glorifying heavy partying than subgenres such as death metal 
and grindcore. In the early 1990s, the rise of Norwegian black 
metal brought with it a new discourse of seriousness and sincer-
ity, which was seen as oppositional to most metal subgenres, 
but particularly to – the by then quite popular – death metal 
subgenre (Moynihan & Søderlind, 2003).

Fourth, social and ideological rules refer to the social 
image of the musician, the nature of the musical community 
and the wider social context. Most metal subgenres cultivate 
their status of being a societal outsider (Hill, Lucas, & Riches, 
2015) or even a proud pariah (Weinstein, 1991). Metal 
subgenres differ however, in terms of – latent or manifest – 
political leanings and alignment with particular social groups. 
While radical politics form a key element of grindcore music 
– critiquing late capitalist culture (Overell, 2010), ‘the political 
is often rejected in heavy metal scenes in favor of a desired 
apolitical autonomy’ (Scott, 2011, p. 224). To further illustrate, 
the aforementioned ‘seriousness’ in black metal ideology (as 
evidenced by numerous church burnings, acts of violence and 
even murder) was quite distinct from the (usually ironically) 
detached glorification of horror, violence and Satanism which 
has been commonplace in death metal (Phillipov, 2011) – an 
important nuance, which was quite difficult to convey to 
concerned parents and politicians at the time.

Fifth, commercial and juridical rules affect, amongst other 
things, the reward system, the relation between artist and 
record companies. Included in these rules are ideas about ‘sell-
ing out’, and whether it is acceptable to sign a record deal with 
a major label. Whereas such practices are common in popular 
music, they are cause for many disagreements in metal sub-
genres. For example, extreme metal participants consider all 
metal that is played on commercial radio inauthentic ‘main-
stream metal’ (Hutcherson & Haenfler, 2010). In black metal, 
where commerciality and sincerity are often seen as mutually 
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exclusive, Norwegian black metal band Dimmu Borgir was 
‘branded’ a sell-out after signing with Nuclear Blast, polishing 
their sound and making commercial music videos (Kuppens 
& Van der Pol, 2014). At the same time, many heavy and 
thrash metal fans seem to have no issue with distinctly com-
mercial bands like Iron Maiden, Metallica and Slayer.

Together, these genre rules form genres, that is, ‘systems of 
orientations, expectations, and conventions that bind togeth-
er an industry, performers, critics, and fans in making what 
they identify as a distinctive sort of music’ (Lena & Peterson, 
2008, p. 698). As such, genres are important in music mak-
ing, music listening and music selling (Frith, 1996). Moreover, 
they can lead to processes of binding as well as bounding. 
On the one hand, genre rules bind social actors together by 
providing a shared language of how things are (supposed to 
be) done. Genre rules, or conventions, ‘provide the basis on 
which art world participants can act together efficiently to 
produce art works characteristic of those worlds’ (Becker, 
1982, p. 42). Learning these conventions turns people into 
well-socialised members of a genre community or scene. In 
metal music, this requires a serious investment, as this genre is 
differentiated into numerous subgenres, each with their own 
rules (Berkers, 2012). Such knowledge has been referred to as 
subcultural capital (Thornton, 1995).

On the other hand, ‘genres initially flourish on a sense of 
exclusivity; they are as much (if not more) to keep people out 
as in’ (Frith, 1996, p. 88). Authenticity plays a key role here in 
determining what or who is ‘true’ to a music genre. Metal even 
has a subgenre which carries an authenticity claim in its name: 
True Norwegian Black Metal (Kuppens & Van der Pol, 2014). 
In evaluating genre authenticity, metal participants draw upon 
first (‘I’) and third (‘we’) person authenticity (Moore, 2002). 
The former refers to a person or performance being considered, 
by others, as being ‘true’ to him or herself. The latter evaluates 
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if/how a person or performance ‘truly’ represent a particular 
social group. Ascribed identity traits like gender matter in the 
process of authentication (Peterson, 2005). Even when women 
know the genre rules – that is, have significant subcultural capi-
tal – and turn this (embodied) knowledge into a performance 
that is true to themselves (and might also feel so to others), they 
might still be evaluated as inauthentic because of their gender, 
either directly – ‘girls cannot rock’ – or indirectly – ‘girls have 
to behave like men to be rock’. This raises the question: to what 
extent and how is gender embedded in genre conventions?

Gendered Genre rules

Genres can be gendered in an indirect way, through the feminine 
or masculine connotations of each of the five genre rules. As dis-
cussed earlier, most metal genres are generally defined as mascu-
line. In terms of formal and technical rules, metal subgenres have 
a similar make-up in terms of instrumentation: amplified guitars, 
bass and drums. Women, however, are less likely to be socialised 
into learning to play these instruments. Some metal subgenres 
do however include feminine gender-typed instruments that 
facilitate women’s participation, such as symphonic metal – key-
boards – and folk metal – violin (see Chapter 3 for more details).

Moreover, metal music is semiotically coded as stereotypi-
cally masculine in terms of sound, words and looks (Weinstein, 
2009). Sonic expressions of masculinity include sheer loudness, 
metallic guitar riffs and growling vocals – in short: power. For 
example, extreme metal participants expect metal ‘to be “bru-
tal” (vocal primarily screamed, shouted, or grunted rather than 
sung in the traditional sense), guitars tuned low and heavily 
distorted, and the drumming to be fast and extremely precise’ 
(Hutcherson & Haenfler, 2010, p. 107), which they explicitly 
link to notions of hegemonic masculinity. Visual expressions of 
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masculinity are expressed on T-shirts, record covers and stage 
backdrops, depicting powerful warriors, Satan, sinister-look-
ing creatures and thick and angular band logos. The dominant 
colour is black, and clothing styles are inspired by the street 
or the road (Weinstein, 1991, 2009). Verbally, through lyrics 
and band names, metal music often addresses themes stereo-
typically associated with masculinity – Dionysian themes and 
themes of chaos (Weinstein, 1991). The former celebrates mas-
culinity as the willingness to let go of control, while the latter 
as the ability to take control of chaos – and in some cases, the 
female body. Emotions (except for anger), on the other hand, 
are equated with femininity (Hutcherson & Haenfler, 2010). 
Unsurprisingly, as emo metal bands aim to combine aggressive 
music with more emotional lyrics, they are often dismissed as 
too feminised and therefore inauthentic (Hill, 2011)

Next, gendered behavioural rules refer mainly to the live per-
formance and ritualised dance (moshing). Whereas men often 
are physically on stage or located at the centre of the mosh pit 
near the stage (Riches, 2011), women are frequently relegated 
to the back of the crowd (Hutcherson & Haenfler, 2010). On 
stage, metal musicians enact and embody masculine toughness. 
Yet, whereas in extreme metal stereotypically feminine perfor-
mance characteristics – make-up, tight-fitting clothes, bright 
colours – are eschewed (Hutcherson & Haenfler, 2010), genres 
like gothic metal allow such embodied performance displays 
(Hodkinson, 2002). The mosh pit offers another possibility ‘to 
act like a man’ in a performance of ritualised masculine vio-
lence. When women enter the mosh pit, they transgress this 
masculine space, disrupting male homosocial bonds (Gruzelier, 
2007). Moreover, they are often treated in a more attentive 
manner, or even protected – confirming the masculinity of this 
male space (Riches, Lashua, & Spracklen, 2013).

Fourth, in terms of social and ideological rules, political or 
egalitarian issues are less embedded in metal, in comparison 
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to punk, although some of punk’s political ideologies (explicit 
anti-racism, anti-homophobia and anti-sexism) have trans-
gressed into variations of grindcore (Overell, 2010). How-
ever, even there, one can observe an almost binary opposition 
between the politically activist crust/punk grindcore varia-
tions (with bands like Disrupt, Fuck the Facts, Napalm Death 
and Nasum) and the explicitly violent and sexist goregrind 
groups like Anal Cunt, Rectal Smegma and XXX Maniak. 
While individualism and neoliberalism serve as primary ideo-
logical guidelines in black metal (exemplified by the many 
single-person black metal acts), many other subgenres – par-
ticularly thrash metal – seem to embody a sense of com-
munality instead. Arguably, both systems of orientation can 
contribute to gender (in)equality, as both provide opportuni-
ties and constraints.

Fifth, commercial and juridical rules affect, amongst other 
things, the reward system which mainly reflects the relation 
between artist and record companies. To some extent, com-
mercial rules might benefit women as they stand out in a high-
ly male-dominated market. As Sabina Classen (Holy Moses) 
states in a recent interview:

With us it became extreme when we got the major 
label deal. […] [The manager then] said: ‘OK, you 
have to look more like a woman.’ He made sure, 
for example, that on record – I was married to our 
guitarist then – the surname was once written with 
a K and once with C, so you just didn’t notice (…) 
(Chaker & Heesch, 2016, p. 147).

However, while music industry representatives often argue 
that ‘sex sells’ – and therefore suggesting women artists mar-
ket themselves as ‘available’ – they risk evaluation on the basis 
of appearance, instead of skills (see Chapter 4 for a detailed 
discussion of this double-edged sword).
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the statistics oF Gendered subGenres

Gender and subgenres

In Fig. 2.1, we have visualised the development of the largest 
metal subgenres, clearly showing the rapid rise, slight decline and 
stabilisation of, respectively, heavy metal, thrash metal, death 
metal, black metal and – to a certain extent – gothic metal.1

If we examine the gender distribution within genres  
(Table 2.1), we see that women are comparatively best repre-
sented in the metal subgenres gothic (16.9%) and folk metal 
(9.0%). In all other subgenres, women make up 4%, or less 
of the total number of musicians.

1 For an explanation on how these metal subgenres were constructed from 

the hundreds of subgenres that were supplied to MA, see Appendix 1.

Fig. 2.1. Longitudinal Development of Key Subgenres,  
Including Gothic Metal.
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Table 2.1. Percentage of Men and Women,  
within Subgenres.

Subgenre (sorted by percentage  
of women, descending)

Men (%) Women (%)

Gothic metal 83.1 16.9

Folk metal 91.0 9.0

Power metal 96.0 4.0

Progressive metal 96.1 3.9

Doom metal 96.5 3.5

Heavy metal 97.0 3.0

Black metal 97.5 2.5

Crossover metal 98.0 2.0

Death metal 98.3 1.7

Grindcore 98.5 1.5

Thrash metal 98.8 1.2

Table 2.2. Percentage of Musicians in a Subgenre, within 
Gender Categories.

Subgenre (sorted by 
net difference)

Men (%) Women (%) Net  
Difference

Gothic metal 2.4 17.4 −15.0

Folk metal 1.0 3.4 −2.4

Power metal 4.9 7.2 −2.3

Progressive metal 4.1 5.9 −1.8

Doom metal 6.8 8.6 −1.8

Heavy metal 15.5 16.6 −1.1

Crossover metal 0.4 0.3 +0.1

Grindcore 0.9 0.5 +0.4

Metalcore 1.8 0.7 +1.1

Black metal 16.4 14.7 +1.7

Thrash metal 16.2 7.1 +9.1

Death metal 29.7 17.6 +12.1
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When we examine this distribution within each  
gender (Table 2.2), a similar but more nuanced picture 
emerges. Women are best represented within the subgenres of  
gothic (17.4%), death (17.6%), heavy (16.6%) and black 
metal (14.7%), whereas death (29.7%), black (16.4%), 
thrash (16.2%) and heavy metal (15.5%) are most popu-
lar among men. However, the net gender differences are the 
highest in death metal (12.1% more men) and gothic metal 
(15% more women). Thrash metal is also, in relative terms, 
rather male-dominated, with the second largest net difference 
– 16.2% (men) versus 7.1% (women). Folk metal is relatively 
more popular among women than men – 3.4% versus 1.0%, 
respectively. In heavy metal and black metal, net differences 
are limited as well as in the less popular subgenres.

The comparatively high representation of women in gothic 
metal – and to a lesser extent folk metal – is not very sur-
prising. As a consequence of sex role socialisation, women 
and men gravitate towards music genres which carry (per-
ceived) intrinsic characteristics that reflect the gendered needs 
they think they have. Whereas ‘softer’, more melodic music 
has been associated with stereotypical feminine traits such as 
emotions and social relationships (Larson, 1995), more heavy 
and loud music genres are cognitively linked to aggression 
and assertiveness – important aspects in male socialisation. 
This might explain why men prefer these genres (Arnett, 
1995; Hansen & Hansen, 1991). Moreover, previous research 
has found that same sex identification is particularly strong 
in male-dominated genres, clarifying why women are highly 
represented in gothic metal in particular (Berkers, 2012).

Gender and subgenres in six countries

Following up on our questions posed at the end of Chapter 1, we 
examine differences between countries. For theoretical reasons, 
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we picked six key countries to compare, and see whether any of 
the variation we find could offer an explanation for the specific 
country’s total amount of female metal musicians. The criteria 
are size of metal production in general – by women in particular –  
geographic spread and societal gender equality. The United 
States is the largest producer of metal musicians (see Table 1.1). 
Sweden scores high on societal equality (masculinity index) but 
low in the percentage of women in its metal population, making 
it an intriguing case. Brazil is the largest producer of metal music 
within South America, whereas Japan occupies this position in 
Asia. Moreover, both Japan and Russia have a relatively high 
percentage of female musicians (7.8% and 6.4%, respectively). 
Finally, we included a smaller county in terms of metal produc-
tion – the Netherlands, which has been comparatively successful 
in the most ‘feminised’ metal subgenre: gothic metal.

In Table 2.3, we have listed the percentage of female musicians 
in each country producing a certain subgenre (i.e., the percent-
ages reflect the percentage of the total amount of women – data 
on men is not included). First, a small note on how to read this 
table. There are two lines in every row for each country. The top 
line shows how many women have been participating in a certain 
subgenre, as a percentage of all female musicians in that country. 
The bottom line lists the percentage of all metal musicians (men 
and women) in that subgenre. For example, in the United States, 
19.2% of female musicians play death metal, while 30% of all 
metal musicians (male and female) in the US play this subgenre. 

By comparing the lines in each row, one can compare countries.
Table 2.3 indeed shows some striking between-country 

differences concerning the presence and distribution of wom-
en in different metal subgenres. On one hand, there are three 
countries – the United States, Sweden and Brazil – where 
women are distributed relatively equally over the various sub-
genres of metal music, compared to the total women’s par-
ticipation rate in each subgenre. On the other hand, there are 
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three countries – Japan, Russia and the Netherlands – where 
participation is more skewed. In Japan, we find comparative-
ly low percentages of women in black, doom, gothic and folk 
metal. Yet, women are highly concentrated in in heavy metal 
(34.9%, compared to a total average of 16.6%) or power 
metal (23.4%, compared to a total average of 7.2%). This 
can, again, be explained by the popularity of J-metal in Japan, 
which indeed strongly aligns with heavy/power metal and has 
a notable female presence – as discussed earlier. In Russia, we 
find comparatively high levels of women metal musicians in in 
gothic metal (24.9%, compared to a total average of 17.4%) 
and to a lesser extent, folk metal (5.1%, compared to a total 
average of 3.4%). These data could (partly) explain the com-
paratively high female involvement in Russia – although this 
finding calls for further (qualitative) research. In the Nether-
lands, we see a spike in women’s participation in gothic metal 
(21.3%) and to a lesser extent in progressive metal (11.3%, 
compared to a total average of 5.9%) at the expense of heave 
and black metal. Upon closer inspection of the Dutch data, 
we indeed see that the existence of well-known gothic metal 
groups might be reflected in the MA dataset.

However, women’s participation in specific subgenres might 
also depend on a subgenre’s overall participation (men and 
women) in a particular country. Therefore, we also look at 
within-country differences. Again, we see that death metal – 
and to a lesser extent thrash metal – is strongly male-dominat-
ed in all countries. Therefore, a well-known localised subgenre 
as ‘Swedish death metal’ is just as ‘masculine’ as the distinctly 
Dutch form of death metal ‘Nederdeath’ (Berkers & Schaap, 
2017). The only exception here is Brazil (23.4% compared to 
23.1%). Unfortunately, scarce studies on Brazilian metal music 
(Avelar, 2003; Wallach, Berger, & Greene, 2011) do not pro-
vide indicators into why this might be the case. Black metal is 
relatively more gender equal in the United States, Brazil and 
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Japan. Surprisingly, the high female presence in gothic metal 
(Russia and the Netherlands), folk metal (Russia), progressive 
metal (the Netherlands) and power metal (Japan) seems unre-
lated to the subgenre’s total participation rate – top number is 
much higher than the bottom number. 

When we compare the between- and within-country dif-
ferences, we can provide the following conclusions. First, in 
all countries, women are represented worst in more extreme 
subgenres such as death metal, thrash metal and to a lesser 
extent black metal. They participate more widely in gothic 
metal – particularly in Russia and the Netherlands. Third, 
variations in female presence in heavy metal and power metal 
are notable in Japan, where a tradition of J-metal – a subgenre 
where women are generally well-represented, particularly as 
vocalists – exists. Fourth, although progressive metal are typi-
cally perceived as musically complex (Pieslak, 2007) – and 
hence expected to be male dominated – we find a relatively 
high percentage of women within the genre in the Nether-
lands and Sweden.

An explanation for many of these differences could be the 
kind of instruments women play in these bands. Are gothic, 
heavy and power metal (particularly the Japanese variations) 
more popular among female musicians because they fulfil 
(clean) vocalist roles? Similarly, does this also explain the lack 
of female musicians in subgenres where growling/screaming 
is preferred? These questions will be addressed in Chapter 3, 
when we turn to instrumentation.

GenderinG oF (sub)Genre throuGh  
social markinG

Genres often have gendered orientations, expectations and 
conventions as we have discussed earlier. However, genres can 
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be also gendered in a direct way – being implicitly or explic-
itly marked as feminine. Borrowing from linguistics, cognitive 
sociology successfully reintroduced the distinction between 
the marked – the side of a contrast explicitly given positive 
or negative value – and the unmarked, which is ignored as 
being neutral or unproblematic (Brekhus, 1998). Products or 
practices are often explicitly marked as female (’all-female 
band’), while its male equivalent remains unmarked – no one 
refers to Metallica as an all-male band. In pop music, gender-
marked genres often have negative connotations. While the 
genre cock rock is used to address the machismo posturing of 
male guitarists (Weinstein, 2009), most gender-marked genres 
refer to femininity. For example, the negative value attached 
to ‘boybands’ is – at least partly – the result of its main fan 
base – pre-teens or teenage girls (Šesek & Pušnik, 2014). 
Other examples include women-in-rock (Coates, 1997) ‘rock 
chicks’ (Taylor, 2010) and female-fronted metal (Berkers & 
Schaap, 2017). While not always indicating lower value (e.g., 
Riot Grrrl), such categorisations set ‘women’s genres’ apart, 
to maintain a position outside – or in the periphery of – the 
‘real’ or authentic rock canon (Feigenbaum, 2005, p. 44).

Interestingly, the MA dataset does not contain any instanc-
es of ‘female’ or ‘femme’ being used as adjectives in subgenre 
demarcations. This could very well be due to limitations of 
the website or its moderators, and not because bands (and 
editors) do not submit themselves or others as such on the 
website. Yet, as we argued in Chapter 1, female-fronted metal 
as a marked genre has fostered a lot of debate with the global 
metal community, particularly in relation to femininity as a 
double-edged sword. Another debate with regards female-
fronted metal revolves around to what extent it is a form 
of external classification (e.g., by reviewers, fans, promot-
ers and other bands) or self-labelling (by artists themselves). 
As previous research has demonstrated (Berkers & Schaap, 
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2015), some female musicians feel that they benefit from the 
marking of self: it makes them stand out in an ocean of male 
musicians. Opponents of this perspective argue that the self-
marking might result in more attention, but not necessarily 
to artistic or musical recognition. By looking at the number 
of musicians that have been signed to record labels, we will 
explore these, and related questions, in Chapter 4. First, how-
ever, we turn to the role that gender plays in instrumentation 
in the next chapter.
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All VocAls, Few chords: 
Gender diFFerences in  

instrumentAtion

The stereotype is that girls can’t play drums. It is 
sad because girls don’t see other girls playing drums 
very often so because of that reason they are less 
likely to play drums themselves. (…) So to see a girl 
beat the shit out of drums is unusual. It’s like seeing 
a female boxer. There aren’t many. But they can 
knock you out just as hard… or even harder.

Samantha Maloney of Hole and Mötley Crüe 
(Svendsen, 2009)

In the quote, Samantha Maloney attributes the lack of women 
drummers to a shortage of roles models as well as stereotypes 
that ‘girls can’t play drums’. This (assumed) absence of women 
instrumentalists in metal music production refers to sex seg-
regation (Berkers, Verboord, & Weij, 2016). Horizontal sex 
segregation occurs when common stereotyped characteristics 
of men and women strongly overlap with the occupational 
structure, in other words, a specific status belief that women 

Gender Inequality in Metal Music Production
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are not fit for – and good at – metal music. As a result, they 
play particular roles in metal music, primarily as a vocalist. 
Vertical sex segregation occurs when one sex – mostly men – 
occupy the best-paid and most prestigious roles. This is the 
result of men allowing women to only play less prestigious, 
support roles in metal, particularly excluding women from 
playing guitar. In this chapter, we focus on the instruments 
that women typically play in metal bands, how this differs 
between more ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ subgenres and how 
this has developed over time.

horizontAl sex seGreGAtion: Gender,  
instruments And stereotypes

In terms of music socialisation, there is scholarly consensus 
about there being a considerable association between gender 
and the instruments children prefer or like, as well as which 
instruments they are stereotypically supposed to play (Wych, 
2012). This robust finding demonstrates that gender affects 
the instrument range of musical participation. Yet, while 
instrument selection is affected by many factors, ‘gender 
has no effect on one’s ability to succeed at learning a par-
ticular instrument’ (Wych, 2012, p. 22). Research has found 
that instruments are gender-typed, for both men and women 
(Marshall & Shibazaki, 2011; Wrape, Dittloff, & Callahan, 
2016). The flute, violin, clarinet – and to some extent piano 
and keyboards – have anchored the feminine end, whereas 
drums, trumpet and guitar have the strongest masculine asso-
ciations. While most studies have found that adolescent boys 
are generally absent in singing at school – and hold negative 
attitudes towards singing in general – ‘male singing can often 
be a revered masculine behavior’ (Hall, 2005, p. 6), particu-
larly in the context of rap and rock music. Both in the case 
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of instruments and vocals, gender-typing originates from the 
‘assumed polarities of masculine and feminine bodies – large 
versus small, low-pitched versus high, strong versus weak’ 
(Clawson, 1999b, p. 204). This gender-typing impacts on 
both (1) women and men’s instrument preferences as well as  
(2) specific cultural beliefs about which instruments women 
and men should play (stereotyping).

First, this gender-typing of instruments affects general 
musical socialisation and thus the instrument preferences of 
children. Many studies have shown that boys indeed prefer 
instruments typed as traditionally masculine, including the 
electric guitar (see Wych, 2012). Moreover, girls are increas-
ingly opting for traditionally feminine instruments as they 
grow older (O’Neill & Boultona, 1996; Wych, 2012). Thus, 
they differ in gender role development. As a consequence, 
gender differences in instrument preferences become more 
pronounced as children age, which has been referred to as  
the gender intensification thesis.

Second, scholars have examined gender-based instrument 
stereotyping. Opinions on what instrument boys and girls 
should play, closely align with gendered associations and 
preferences. In the context of the family, parents habitually 
select instruments traditionally assigned a gender association 
matching that of that child (Wych, 2012, p. 25). Outside of 
the family or school, women and men are also regularly eval-
uated based on gender-based instrument stereotyping. When 
entering a music instrument store (male) staff members often 
assume women to be disinterested family or friends rather 
than musicians themselves (Sargent, 2009). As one storeowner  
put it: ‘The classic tale is the prominent female musician 
walks into a shop and gets asked if she’s shopping for her 
boyfriend’ (McMahon, 2015). Indeed, as Sharon, one of our 
respondents (see Appendix 2), explained about her experi-
ence when she bought her first drum kit: ‘it’s all guys there  
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and they were surprised that I wanted to buy a drum set and 
that I wanted to buy drum things.’ The image of woman-
as-attribute in rock/metal music instrumentation is further 
strengthened by the regular objectification of women in gui-
tar catalogues and magazines. Fabi Reyna of music magazine 
She Shreds, recently argued that in magazines like Guitar 
World: ‘It’s always a woman holding a guitar half-naked or 
overtly sexualized, and it isn’t matched with an article talking 
about her talent, or that she’s a musician’ (Berlatsky, 2015).

Research has pointed to several reasons for why it is 
believed that a particular gender should not play a particu-
lar instrument (Wych, 2012, p. 25). First, a belief that a par-
ticular gender (typically female) does not like the sound of 
that instrument, reinforces existing stereotypes and deprives 
women of the possibility of doing gender differently. Second, 
arguing that an instrument is ‘simply’ for boys or girls biolo-
gises differences in socially constructed specific status beliefs 
between men and women. Third, the absence of role models 
stresses the fact that a numerical lack of, for example, female 
guitarists, can easily make people draw the conclusion that 
they are ‘just’ not good at it. However, such stereotypes are 
less strong among younger children and more experienced 
band members, as they are more open to counter-stereotypical 
views (Wrape, Dittloff, & Callahan, 2016).

The gender differences discussed above have remained 
relatively constant over time and seem to apply on a global 
scale (Sheldon & Price, 2005; Wych, 2012). Scarce evidence 
on rock music – but not metal – makes us believe that gen-
der differences in instrumentation also play a large role in 
metal, as core metal instruments are gender-typed as mas-
culine. As such, excluding women from being instrumental-
ists is rather disempowering, as – in contrast to some other 
music genres – instrumentalists are crucial in metal creativity  
(Clawson, 1999b, p. 195). The result might be horizontal 
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sex segregation, meaning that common stereotyped charac-
teristics of men and women strongly overlap with the occu-
pational structure (Anker, 1997). However, horizontal sex 
segregation does not tell the whole story. It does not clarify, 
first, why women are particularly excluded from metal (and 
rock) music, and, second, why women are more likely to play 
the bass – compared to other instruments – despite the fact 
that it is typically defined as masculine due to its low tones 
and large size (Clawson, 1999b).

VerticAl sex seGreGAtion: Gender,  
prestiGe And instruments

We speak of vertical sex segregation when one sex – mostly 
men – occupies professions with most status and prestige. 
Status is important here at two interrelated levels: (1) being 
in a band and (2) playing a particular role in the band. First, 
for men, playing in a band is one of the main ways – besides 
sports – to gain peer status (Bielby, 2003). According to Bay-
ton (1998), ‘a male band starts when a group of friends (usu-
ally at the same school, of the same age, and living in the 
same locality) gradually evolves into a rock group’ (p. 81).  
However, because bands often arise from sex-segregated 
friendship groups, the tendency among teenagers is to have 
‘boy’ bands and ‘girl’ bands, rather than mixed ones. As such, 
bands operate as tight-knit units in which homosocial soli-
darity – social bonds between people of the same sex – plays 
a crucial role (Clawson, 1999a). Indeed, several scholars have 
argued that men exclude women from bands, or from the 
bands’ rehearsals, recordings, performances and other social 
activities (Cohen, 1991, p. 208). The organisation of learn-
ing spaces (often private and network-dependent) and overt 
scepticism towards female participation make metal music 
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production rather inaccessible for women (Miller, 2017,  
p. 276). Or, as a journalist from The Washington Post puts 
it: ‘A reasonable conclusion from all this might be that men 
are just mastodon brutes who have kept women away from 
guitars, and that’s not entirely wrong’ (Segal, 2004). Not only 
are women considered a threat to these male bonds by creat-
ing sexual tension, they are also suspected of not being as 
dedicated as their male counterparts. As a result, women only 
start to play in bands around the age of 21, while boys begin 
playing in bands when they are in their mid-teens (Clawson, 
1999a).

Second, queuing theory helps to explain occupational sex 
segregation (Reskin & Roos, 1990). As the name implies, it 
focusses on the position that men or woman take in the division 
of labour. In the case of metal music production, this means: 
what positions are women allowed to fulfil when they enter a 
band. Women are more likely to make inroads into occupa-
tions that have a shortage of ‘suitable’ male workers (Clawson, 
1999b). These shortages are caused not by changes in demand 
but by changes in the work process (deskilling and retooling) or 
declines in available rewards (earnings and prestige). So rather 
than pushing them out, women gain access to jobs men have 
already begun to abandon. Building on queuing theory, the 
empty-field theory suggests that when an artistic genre domi-
nated by women becomes more prestigious, men are attracted 
to this field. They see it as empty because competition from 
women is considered negligible (Tuchman & Fortin, 1984). As 
men monopolise a field, a genre becomes legitimate, consisting 
largely of male artists of high status  (Tuchman & Fortin, 1984). 
As Clawson (1999b, p. 194) has argued about the bass guitar: 
‘Women’s concentration in a particular  instrumental specialty 
as a product of its lesser attractiveness to men, coupled with 
its increased accessibility and continued appeal for women.’ 
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Indeed, lower-skill requirements produce opportunities for 
women only when coupled with lower prestige and subsequent 
male disinterest  (Clawson, 1999b, p. 199). Interestingly, when 
asked why women – despite its masculine associations – are 
able to play bass guitar, respondents rationalised this apparent 
contradiction by drawing on specific gender status beliefs – 
namely, that women are better at performing support roles and 
have more rhythm (Clawson, 1999b).

the stAtistics oF instrumentAtion:  
All VocAls, Few chords

Gender and instrumentation

In general, the results (Fig. 3.1) show that almost half (44.2%) 
of all women involved in metal music production fulfil the 
role of vocalist, followed by playing the bass guitar (12.2%), 
other instruments such as cello, violins and the harp (9.9%) 
and keyboards (9.5%). As anecdotal evidence suggested, 
female guitarists1 (7.9%) and drummers (6.0%) are indeed 
rather scarce. Men on the other hand are most often guitar-
ists (27.1%), followed by drummers (20.2%), bass guitarists 
(16.9%) and vocalists (13.7%). They rarely play keyboards or 
other instruments. Women and men almost mirror each other 
if we look at instrumentation: vocals, bass, guitars and drums 
for women, while men play guitars, drums, bass or sing.

1 As indicated in the Introduction, the structure of metal bands varies, usu-

ally consisting of either one or two guitarists. However, our analysis takes 

individual band members as a unit of analysis. Variation in band structure 

does therefore not affect our result in terms of gender inequality.
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Looking at Fig. 3.1, we can draw two conclusions. First, 
we find strong evidence of horizontal sex segregation, as 
women and men in metal music production fulfil rather dif-
ferent roles that strongly overlap with gender-typed instru-
mentation. Moreover, women’s participation is highly skewed 
towards one specific role (vocalists), which points to role 
encapsulation. The few women who participate in making 
metal music are, in almost half the cases, singers. In a way, 
this role distribution allows metal to remain masculine: In a 
way, this role distribution allows metal to remain masculine: 
‘The sight and sound of singing therefore affirms the correct-
ness of the fact of what is absent: the unsuitability of any 

Fig. 3.1. Instrumentation within Gender Categories.
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 serious and lasting connection between woman and instru-
ment, woman and technology (Green, 1997, p. 29). 

Second, our data suggest a (almost) linear relationship 
between an instrument’s status in metal music and men’s par-
ticipation. When an instrument increases in status – from gui-
tar, drums and bass to vocal – the percentage of men drops. 
This also provides support for vertical sex segregation. How-
ever, while previous research on rock music found a relative 
high percentage of women playing bass, our findings suggest 
more limited role opportunities for women, as female bass 
players are also rather scarce in metal music.

Gender and instrumentation in metal subgenres

Table 3.1 shows instrument gender distribution by subgenre. 
We see clear genre differences in the extent to which wom-
en’s participation is skewed towards specific roles, helping to 
explain the genre differences we found in Chapter 2. First, the 
position of gothic metal – and to a lesser extent folk metal – 
is rather paradoxical. On the one hand, this genre is the least 
gender unequal in terms of overall participation. On the other 
hand, gothic metal is the most skewed genre in terms of role 
distribution: vocalists account for 63.3% of women’s involve-
ment. The genre conventions of (some subgenres of) gothic 
‘prescribe’ a band composition of a female vocalist with male 
musicians. The rise of the ‘beauty and the beast’ aesthetic 
has especially promoted this combination of growling male 
and ‘angelic’ female vocals – as introduced by  Norwegian 
bands like Theatre of Tragedy and Tristania (Kegan, 2015, 
p. 168). However, female-fronted – or  male-backed – metal 
 encapsulates women in one role only, while roles considered 
more prestigious in metal in general –  guitar (3.1%), drums 
(2.0%) and bass (4.6%) – seem largely unavailable to them. 
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Folk metal shows a similar distribution, where women’s roles 
are limited to playing other (folk) instruments or singing. 
Whereas folk metal allows women more role diversity than 
gothic metal (including other instruments), this subgenre is 
comparatively marginal (see Table 2.2), and ‘other instru-
ments’ often play a more supportive – instead of core – role. 
Second, whereas death and thrash metal are the two most 
male-dominated genres, the gender distribution over the 
available instruments is more equal than in the case of the 
more female genres. When women do participate as musi-
cians, they are – compared to the average – between 1.5 and 
2 times more likely to play guitar, drums and bass. Third, 
 progressive metal – a genre in which few women participate – 
is also highly skewed towards vocalists. This genre is the most 
gender unequal if we take both women’s participation as well 
as role distribution into account. A possible explanation 
might be that progressive metal is strongly associated with 
men through the affiliation between masculinity and techno-

logical skill and control (see Cockburn & Ormrod, 1993).
Finally, in Fig. 3.2, we have visualised the proportion of 

female metal musicians (all subgenres) based on the instru-
ments they play. What can be seen here, is that the percentage 
of women who play stereotypically masculine instruments 
such as guitar and drums – and to some extent – bass guitar, 
remains largely stable (only bass shows a very slight increase). 
Vocals, keyboards and ‘other instruments’ display a slight 
increase over time however. This means that the very slight, 
and slow, increase of women in metal we found in Chapter 1, 
might be attributed to the rise of women as vocalists, key-
board players (especially once this becomes a more common 
instrument at the end of the 1980s), and ‘other instruments’. 
The rise of this latter category might also be attributed to the 
development of subgenres that make more use of such instru-
ments, like folk metal.
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As vocalists in metal music, especially when singing in a 
‘clean’ and more ‘feminine’ voice, women might be less sus-
ceptible to gender-biased evaluations than when performing 
on other instruments. Indeed, as Helen, an operatic vocalist 
from the United Kingdom shared with us after being asked 
whether she ever felt discriminated against: ‘No, never. When 
people hear my voice, I don’t have to prove anything. They 
know that I know what I’m doing and that I’m a profes-
sional.’ Aside from having confidence in her vocal abil-
ity, Helen’s experience might very well be a reflection of the 
gendering of her musical role in metal music, which is typi-
cally  perceived as feminine (or at least, not masculine). With 

Fig. 3.2. Longitudinal Trend of Instrumentation among 
Female Musicians.
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growling or screaming vocalists, the reality is quite different. 
Well-known female growlers, like Angela Gossow of Swed-
ish melodic death metal band Arch Enemy (later replaced by 
The Antagonist’s Alissa White-Gluz), serve as a role-model 
for female (and male) musicians. To many – if not all – female 
metal musicians who we interviewed, Gossow serves as a role 
model. Jennifer (United States, guitarist) explains that after 
her introduction to extreme metal through bands like Dissec-
tion, Death and Emperor, she discovered Arch Enemy when 
in high school:

When I first heard them they just got Angela on 
vocals at the time. It was just refreshing to see a 
female who didn’t care so much about, you know, 
looking in a certain way. To just going out there and 
fucking do it, you know? It’s just being rock, being 
aggressive (…) she was just like a real hero for me 
at the time.

Hence, the rise to popularity of notable female metal musi-
cians might result in future change in terms of women’s 
(vocal) participation.

In the next and final chapter, we will turn our attention 
more specifically to how women are evaluated when playing 
metal music. What are the negative consequences of sticking 
out in a male scene? But also, are there positive consequences 
to standing out instead of fitting in? In other words, how do 
female metal musicians wield the double-edged sword that is 
femininity?





79

4

Wielding The double-edged 
SWord: gender differenceS 

in ArTiSTic cAreerS

The important thing is to remember that I’m the 
bassist first, and being female is secondary when it 
comes to the band. We’ve never promoted the fact 
I was female, I’ve never done solo photo sessions, 
or any kind of self-promotion and I think I have 
gained more respect because of it. (…) Seriously 
though, that’s something I hate about a lot of these 
new bands, when the main focus is on the girl in the 
band. The media love it, it sells magazines, but it 
makes it harder for the female musicians who don’t 
want to promote themselves that way.

Jo Bench of Bolt Thrower  
(Ugly Bass Face, 2016)

By explicitly stating she is a bassist first and a woman sec-
ond, Jo Bench responds to ‘these new bands’ who explic-
itly emphasise (‘mark’) their femininity as a unique selling 
point and possibly further their careers in doing so. In this 
chapter, we will assess whether being a numerical minority  
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(regarding gender) in metal music production is consequen-
tial for receiving recognition as a metal musician. By drawing 
on theories of social marking, (social and symbolic) bound-
ary work and tokenism, we will demonstrate how numeri-
cal dominance relates to symbolic dominance, and what kind 
of consequences this has for women in metal. One of these 
effects is the double-edged sword of femininity in metal music 
production: on the one hand, standing out helps to receive 
attention in a crowd of men. But, on the other hand, it con-
jures a continual questioning about the reasons of attention: 
is it an acknowledgement of musical skills or for being a 
woman? By triangulating our statistical analysis with inter-
view data, we aim to unearth the intricacies posed by this 
double-edged sword.

SociAl MArking And boundArieS

Being singled out from the rest of the band based on non-
ability traits (gender) is what, in socio-linguistics and soci-
ology, has become known as social marking; the act of 
marking something or someone (a woman who plays drums 
is referred to as a ‘female drummer’) as different from the 
norm (a man who plays drums is referred to as a ‘drummer’, 
not a ‘male drummer’). Marking something as an anomaly is 
something that people habitually do (and have always done), 
in an attempt to categorise and make sense of (social) reality 
( Zerubavel, 1997). For example, we mark parking spots for 
people with disabilities to differentiate these from  ‘normal’ 
parking spots – which are left unmarked. However, this 
means that when something is marked as ‘different’, it leaves 
unmarked what is supposedly ‘normal’, indirectly establish-
ing the norm from the anomaly. Furthermore, people tend 
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to experience difficulty in dividing their attention equally, 
and hence focus more on that which is marked, as opposed 
to that which has remained unmarked. In other words, we 
attend to what sticks out without noticing why exactly it 
sticks out. This ‘cognitive asymmetry’ (Brekhus, 2015) 
leads us to pay relatively little attention to larger, majority 
groups  – the norm  – (which is unmarked) if we compare 
this to smaller, minority groups which are seen as different 
(which is marked).1

Social marking is a linguistic component of boundary 
work, the act of drawing lines between different groups  
and individuals (Lamont & Molnár, 2002). Symbolic bound-
aries are ‘conceptual distinctions made by social actors to cat-
egorize objects, people, practices, and even time and space. 
They are tools by which individuals and groups struggle over 
and come to agree upon definitions of reality (p. 168). Music 
genres are the result of drawing such symbolic boundaries 
(see Chapter 2). For example, Angela Gossow states in an 
interview that her interest in metal is largely due to always 
having had masculine interests:

My mom never told me: ‘You’re a girl, you’re not 
supposed to do that’. I’ve always been more like my 
brothers, climbing up trees, falling off. I’ve never 
played with dolls, I was racing toy cars. (Mudrian, 
2004, p. 250)

1 Also consider how this is a book about gender in metal music produc-

tion with an analytic focus on women/femininity rather than men/mascu-

linity (although obviously both are discussed). In other words, cognitive 

asymmetry is often integral to sociology’s epistemology (cf. Brekhus, 

1998).
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Here, Gossow demonstrates how she has experienced the 
symbolic boundaries drawn around practices which are typi-
cally categorised as male. Such boundaries are reinforced by 
marking women involved in such practices as the odd ones 
out, something which she continually encountered being a 
screaming/growling vocalist in death metal band Arch Enemy.

Symbolic boundaries are conceptual distinctions, which 
means they do not necessary have consequences for social 
reality. Yet, in most cases they do, as they shape social 
 boundaries: ‘objectified forms of social differences manifested 
in unequal access to - and unequal distribution of - resources 
(material and nonmaterial) and social opportunities’ (Lamont 
& Molnár, 2002, p. 168). As discussed earlier, this means that 
symbolic distinctions between who can and who cannot play 
in a metal band have practical and material consequences, in 
terms of getting shows, getting an instrument or getting recog-
nition in general. Importantly, the conceptual nature of sym-
bolic boundaries and the linguistic nature of social markings 
mean that they are constantly co-created and reproduced –  
until certain groups or individuals start rejecting these dis-
tinctions. ‘Only when symbolic boundaries are widely agreed 
upon can they take on a constraining character and pattern 
social interaction in important ways’ (Lamont & Molnár, 
2002, pp. 168–169).  This means that social boundaries take 
a long time to solidify while taking an equally long time to 
weaken.

TokeniSM

Women are tokens in metal music production as they are 
members of a skewed group who belong to a numerical 
minority, making up less than 15% of the total group ( Kanter, 
1977; Roth, 2004). As we demonstrated in Chapter  1, the 
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percentage of women in metal is 3% on average, even when 
taking into account different subgenres (as we saw, the high-
est female presence is in gothic metal, with a little under 17%) 
and countries (highest top-producing country is Japan with 
7.8% women). As tokens, women in masculine occupations 
(such as metal music production) tend to be evaluated as less 
competent than - or inferior to - their male counterparts, 
due to specific gender status beliefs (Ridgeway, 2011; Yoder, 
1991). Being a token in metal music production has multiple 
consequences for social marking and the formation of sym-
bolic and social boundaries since ‘individuals whose social 
category is underrepresented in particular contexts will face 
negative experiences such as increased visibility and social 
isolation’ (King, Hebl, George, & Matusik, 2010, p. 483). We 
will highlight three crucial consequences of the high visibility 
of tokens: (1) gender-biased evaluations, (2) male gazes and  
(3) role encapsulations.

First, as women are more visible in male-dominated metal  
scenes, the reason for this visibility (i.e., being female) is  
regularly employed to evaluate their competence. Instead 
of focussing on individual or idiosyncratic characteristics, 
female metal musicians are often the subject of gender-biased 
evaluations. This means that performances and skills are eval-
uated through a gendered frame – rather than being evaluated 
as metal musicians, women are evaluated as ‘female’ metal 
musicians. This is not only a linguistic issue; the marking of 
femininity commonly occurs to deny legitimate membership 
of the occupation. The most commonly heard gender-biased 
evaluation – as we will see later, was also massively shared by 
our respondents – is ‘you play pretty well, for a girl’ (Carson 
et al., 2004).

Second, in relation to this, being a token makes it more 
difficult to be recognised for ability traits such as instrument 
skills, song writing or performance talents. This means that 
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non-ability traits, such as appearance, are more influential 
when getting attention. As Kanter (1977) states in her study 
on gender inequality in the corporate space: ‘a token does 
not have to work hard to have her presence noticed, but she 
does have to work hard to have her achievements noticed’  
(p. 216). In the case of women, the spectator’s focus on non-
ability traits is usually grounded in male gazes (Mulvey, 
1975), which can be voyeuristic – entailing the objectification 
or sexualisation of women – or fetishistic. While usually also 
involving sexualisation, this latter gaze also contains elements 
of reverence and (projected) love. In an attempt to renew 
these concepts and apply them to the gazes found in the 
metal scene, we label these the erotic gaze and the romantic 
love gaze, respectively (Schaap & Berkers, 2014). Although 
we have found, in previous research, that women tend to be 
subjected more often to the romantic love gaze, both gazes 
regularly occur online and offline, and both are reported – as 
we will see – as annoying or negative in general.

The third consequence of tokenism is that women are 
subjected to role encapsulations – to which we referred to in 
Chapter 2: symbolic boundaries that raise expectations about 
what a person with a certain gender should do (or not do). 
Kanter (1977) describes role encapsulation as a ‘stereotypical 
assumption about what tokens “must” be like’ (p. 230). As 
a consequence, ‘such mistaken attributions and biased judg-
ment, tend to force tokens into playing limited and carica-
tured roles’ (Kanter, 1977, p. 230). When women make metal 
music, they are likely perceived as violating traditional female 
gender roles. Importantly, however, breaking these role 
encapsulations (by playing metal drums or being a guttural 
death metal vocalist) can cause reactions, ranging from posi-
tive surprise to negative convictions. Role encapsulations are 
entrenched in classificatory practices to such a large extent, 
that many female metal musicians report on it in interviews. 



85Wielding the Double-Edged Sword

A telling example is provided by Maria, guitarist and vocalist 
of the doom metal duo Ragana:

I think it’s just part of the whole package of being a 
woman, you know? People look at you and assume a 
million things, and want to tell you to your face what 
they thought about you. I feel people like watching us 
set up like, ‘Oh, they’re so small and there’s just two of 
them, what are they doing?’ And then [once we play], 
they’re like, ‘Wow! What a surprise!’ (Kelly, 2017)

culTurAl/STrucTurAl eMbeddedneSS  
And The double-edged SWord

As we saw earlier, the marking of subgenres as ‘feminine’ and 
artists and bands as ‘female’, ‘chick’ or ‘femme’ typically testi-
fies to a lack of recognising female artists for their skills in 
musicianship, as the focus is in on their group category (‘female 
musician’) instead ( Berkers & Schaap, 2015). However, being 
a token in a certain environment means that one can stand out 
within a largely homogenous group. In organisational sociol-
ogy, researchers have found a trade-off between fitting in ver-
sus standing out (Goldberg,  Srivastava, Manian, Monroe, & 
Potts, 2016) – an important social dilemma. When individu-
als (implicitly or explicitly) evaluate others in an organisation, 
they assess to what extent this person has cultural fit with that 
organisation. It can be equally beneficial to fit in as it is to 
stand out, as long as one strikes the right balance between 
cultural embeddedness and structural embeddedness. On the 
one hand, this means fitting in with the culture, norms and 
conventions  (cultural embeddedness). On the other hand, there 
is – at least in groups and organisations – the extent to which 
individuals are socially anchored and valued in the group for 
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their work (structural embeddedness) (Goldberg et al., 2016, 
p. 1192). Drawing on this theoretical framework, we translate 
cultural embeddedness as the extent to which women and men 
are evaluated to fit within the masculine conventions of metal 
music production (see Table 4.1). On the other hand, we oper-
ationalise structural embeddedness as the extent they are eval-
uated on their ability traits as skilled musicians. Based on both 
dimensions, we distinguish four ways of how musicians might 
be evaluated: (1) doubly  disembedded, (2)  doubly embedded, 
(3) unskilled nonconformists and (4) skilled nonconformists.

First, when musicians are evaluated as having low cultural 
embeddedness – the way they do gender is considered too 
feminine – and their musical abilities are perceived as poor, 
they are doubly disembedded. Second, metal musicians are 
doubly embedded when they seem to fit right in culturally 
(‘look the part in a masculine way’) and have high musi-
cal ability (‘play the part’). Third, unskilled nonconformists 
arguably have high cultural embeddedness and low structural 

Table 4.1. The Trade-off between Cultural and Structural 
Embeddedness in Metal Music. (based on  

Goldberg et al. 2016).
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embeddedness (cf. Goldberg et al., 2016, p. 1196), that is, 
they fit with masculine genre conventions of metal music but 
are rated poorly in terms of musical skills. Fourth, and key 
for our study, there are metal musicians who are perceived as 
highly skilled (high structural embeddedness) but do gender 
in a feminine way (low cultural embeddedness). These skilled 
nonconformists (cf. Goldberg et al., 2016, p. 1196) might 
reflect the position of many female metal musicians.

Goldberg et al. (2016) find in their study that there is a 
trade-off between the two kinds of embeddedness that is ‘hav-
ing low levels of cultural fit actually seems to benefit highly 
constrained individuals – presumably because it enables 
them to stand out from the structurally overlapping crowd’ 
(p. 1208). To such an extent even, that ‘among people with 
high levels of cultural fit, it is useful to distinguish integrated 
nonconformists, who can reap the rewards of being culturally 
different, from doubly embedded actors who are culturally 
indistinguishable from their peers (p. 1208). Indeed, here we 
find a tension between fitting in versus standing out – two 
sides of the same coin. When doing gender in a feminine way, 
women – as tokens (Kanter, 1977) – are often caught between a 
more positive tension in relation to doubly embedded actors –  
 standing out from the crowd of skilled masculine 
musicians, and a more negative tension in relation to dou-
bly disembedded actors – receiving gender biased evaluations 
in terms of musical abilities. As Cinthya Blackcat of Mystica 
Girls accurately explains in an interview:

Having a band formed uniquely by girls is a double-
edged sword. It is true that it catches more the 
attention because it is not that common to see bands 
formed only by women, but we have also had to 
confront taboos, gender bias and discrimination in 
some cases by people who believed that we were only 
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image and nothing else. But over the years the crowd 
has realized that we take our project very seriously 
and each day we seek to grow and improve to provide 
a more professional product. (Metalladies, 2014)

These tensions have been visualised in Table 4.1.
Taking note of the fact that higher visibility works both 

ways, which side of the double-edged sword cuts deeper? To 
find an answer to this question, we will first discuss how the 
female and male metal musicians we interviewed have dealt 
with the consequences of tokenism. We will subsequently assess 
to what extent being a woman affects receiving institutional 
recognition. This will be done through the statistical analysis 
of the relative amount of men vis-à-vis women who have been 
signed, at some point in their career, to a record label.

PoSiTive TenSion: The benefiTS of  
higher viSibiliTy

Many female respondents signal a positive tension towards 
double embeddedness as their cultural disembeddedness 
(femininity) makes them stand out towards skilled (mascu-
line) men. While not all respondents agree that their higher 
visibility as women has contributed to solely gain positive 
attention, most do report that it has helped them at some 
points in their career. Elsa (Netherlands, guttural vocals) for 
example, explains that it is much easier for women to gain 
online supporters than it is for men: ‘You automatically gain 
some sort of fan base. It’s really true. We have gained followers 
because we are female and that makes them interested in us.’ 
Indeed, some female musicians explicitly mark their feminin-
ity when sharing content on YouTube, Facebook, Twitter or 
other social media. These women are aware of the fact that 



89Wielding the Double-Edged Sword

they stand out as women in a relatively homogenous group 
of men and actively highlight their gender. Sharon, a Puerto 
Rican drummer, explains that her (all-female) band has always 
utilised self-marking as a useful strategy to gain attention:

We always, like, put it in our promotion. Like: ‘all 
female death/black metal band’. We would even put 
it on the flyers for a show. We would sometimes 
even include a picture of us.

Death metal vocalist Ana argues in a similar way that it ‘is 
kind of good for the band to be known with a girl because 
it’s different from normal. So people get more interested in 
what’s different’.

There are plenty of examples of well-known female metal 
musicians who prefer to emphasise their femininity in hyper-
sexualised ways – a way of doing gender Vasan (2011) has 
referred to as ‘band whores’, typically through the wearing of 
sexy, BDSM influenced apparel. However, we found no such 
examples amongst our respondents; yet, many cases have 
been discussed in metal media. For example, Lacuna Coil’s 
Cristina Scabbia was selected as Revolver Magazine’s ‘Hottest 
Chick in Metal.’ In an interview (Dawes, 2013), she responds 
to this by saying:

it was a good idea promotion-wise to use the 
same name [of Revolver’s annual issue]. I like to 
look at it in an ironic way, especially with a lot 
of preconceptions that some people have about 
females in a band. I look at it like, ‘We’re chicks, 
but we can kick your ass’, basically. (p. 116)

In a similar vein, Simone Simons, of Dutch gothic metal band 
Epica, reasons that it is okay to make use the male gaze to 
draw attention to the band:
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I just do my thing and not think too much about 
it. Thankfully, I haven’t had too many incidents 
regarding the male/female metal scene. I can also say 
you can put it to good use. Guys are weak and you 
can easily get their attention by dressing up nicely… 
not completely naked. My bandmates are also really 
good-looking and female fans love to see them on 
stage like male fans see me, so besides writing good 
music you want to present yourself in a nice way. It’s 
also a good way to get people’s attention to get them 
to listen to some good music. It’s like packaging the 
CD, we always try to make great artwork to get 
people’s attention. (Salmeron, 2014)

As can be seen in this example, Epica takes a rather utilitarian 
position in profiting from the advantages of higher visibility 
and the male gaze, while at the same time acknowledging that a 
female gaze is equally important in drawing in attention. Previ-
ous research has found that same sex identification is relatively 
strong in gothic metal (Berkers, 2012). This is something that 
also returns in our interviews, which will be discussed later.

Interestingly, the men that we interviewed – while all 
acknowledging their appreciation for female metal musi-
cians – evaluate the higher visibility of women as an  advantage 
(‘nonconformism’) over men (‘embeddedness’). As Konrad 
explains (cited in Berkers & Schaap, 2015, p. 312):

I guess what frustrates me though, is [that] a lot 
of people are very reactive to click on a female 
vocal cover link just because they are female. 
Most with fetishes for girls that scream, which 
they are hoping a are good looking too. I question 
sometimes whether some of those vocalists would 
have received as many views if they wore full blown 
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costumes like some bands do, or the title in their 
YouTube video didn’t use the word ‘girl’ or ‘female’.

As can be seen here, such comments reflect an underlying 
ideal to evaluate music on the basis of musical skills only, and 
not the person who makes it. This way of reasoning (albeit 
well-intentioned) assumes a level playing field, ignoring struc-
tural inequalities that women have faced in musicianship in 
general and metal musicianship in particular. Hence, it fol-
lows a gender-blind logic – reminiscent of colour-blind rac-
ism and ‘race talk’ (cf. Bonilla-Silva, 2003; Doane, 1997) that 
reproduces existing inequalities. In a similar vein, Eliot won-
ders: ‘I ask myself: Is she really getting the attention because 
people think she is really good or just because she is a girl?’ 
(cited in Berkers & Schaap, 2015, p. 312). This negative ten-
sion is exactly what many female musicians worry about, that 
is, aiming to be evaluated as skilled non-conformists, while 
being assessed on non-ability traits (gender), instead of on 
their musical abilities (doubly disembedded).

negATive TenSion: The diSAdvAnTAgeS  
of higher viSibiliTy

Indeed, enjoying the potential benefits of standing out goes 
hand in hand with increased insecurity (negative tension) 
regarding the received attention and acclaim – being evaluated 
as doubly disembedded. On the one hand, female musicians 
themselves question whether they are recognised for their 
musical abilities. On the other hand, they are (also) regularly 
confronted by (male) fans and musicians who suspect them of 
receiving acclaim for the ‘wrong’ (i.e., being female) reasons, 
and are accused of explicitly using their gender to gain suc-
cess. In other words, the double-edged sword causes female 
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musicians to doubt the nature of the recognition they receive, 
as they balance the negative and positive tensions discussed 
earlier. As Sharon (Puerto Rico, drums) accurately illustrates:

It’s like you kind of have to prove yourself more 
because you don’t want people to say that it is 
because we are girls, you know? It’s like, ‘oh, you 
are not doing anything well – it’s just because 
you’re girls! It doesn’t work that way!’

Trying to unpack this issue is extremely complicated, as many 
contemporary occurrences of sexism (and also racism, clas-
sism, ableism and other forms of discrimination based on 
(perceived) background characteristics and identity traits) are 
of a distinctly covert nature. Although explicitly sexist and 
gendered remarks continue to be shared in online and offline 
interactions, the suspected discriminatory basis of most evalu-
ations and comments are notoriously difficult to pin down – as 
many scholars in the study of implicit and indirect racism have 
demonstrated before (e.g., Bonilla-Silva, 2003; Essed, 1991). 
Ana (Mexico, drums) reports that many people are indeed 
‘only looking at our band because we are all women and not 
because of the music that we’re making. That’s sexist’. So even 
though we saw earlier how bands like Epica and Lacuna Coil 
benefit from drawing attention to their band through gender, 
it also causes expectations that other women act in the same 
way. As metal music journalist Kim Kelly (2011) reflects:

[P]lacing them all in one ‘Hottest Whatever’ 
category unfairly steals some of their heavy-metal 
thunder by implying that the only reason that they 
are there is because they are that attractive – that 
they are there as eye candy and stage dressing, 
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instead of as talented road warriors in their own 
right. A woman doesn’t need a cerulean corset 
or Rapunzelesque locks to shred on a guitar, and 
she doesn’t need to be a perfect size 6 to wail like 
Rob Halford or growl like Chris Reifert, and the 
younger generation needs to hear that.

Our female respondents discuss many strategies that help 
them circumvent this negative tension. Erica, a Mexican 
guttural vocalist, mentions how she occasionally is seen 
as inauthentic due to her femininity. Effectively, she is told 
‘that I am a poser because I don’t meet the requirements 
of looking super-metal. The comment is usually that I look 
like “a little princess’.” One way respondents deal with this 
is to turn towards masculinity or removing potential trac-
es of (emphasised) femininity, that is, doing gender as ‘den 
mothers’ (Vasan, 2011). Elsa, a guttural vocalist from the 
Netherlands, explains how she and her band uphold ‘some 
restrictions like not wearing skirts, not wearing deep-cut 
t-shirts, because we would be extremely judged if we make 
one mistake’. Even if musical mistakes are made however, 
Elsa adds that ‘90% of the comments are people calling me 
fat or people calling us disgusting’, demonstrating that a 
focus on non-ability traits can not necessarily be prevented 
by emphasising skill over femininity. Similarly, Erica actively 
aims ‘to sound in a way that people can’t say that you are a 
woman’. At the same time, such strategies are felt to be lim-
iting in themselves, as men are not restricted by such rules. 
As Jennifer explains:

How many guys play without their shirts on? 
(…) Would they be as popular as they were if 
they weren’t these hunky athletic dudes, you 
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know, without their shirts on? I mean, come on, 
everybody uses sex appeal in their musicianship at 
some point. It’s unavoidable whether they are male 
or female. So to say, ‘I don’t get enough attention 
because it’s her fault!’ No, maybe if you were 
a better musician you will get the attention too 
you know? And for guys it is easier in that sense, 
because all a guy has to do is play well. And then 
they say ‘wow, he is an amazing guitar player.’ But 
a girl can sit there and play well and they would 
be like ‘Oh, I don’t like the way her lipstick looks! 
She is not truly metal, she is wearing pink eye 
shadow!’

A related negative consequence of higher visibility is hav-
ing to deal with the male gaze, be it romantic or erotic. Many 
female respondents report that they regularly experience 
instances of being objectified as potential romantic partners. 
Susan explains how she ‘got a lot of these guys coming to me 
and saying: “I really like you and you are so sexy, can you 
marry me?”’ While Sharon reports that her entire band was 
once the subject of unsolicited cat-calling:

We got hit on (…) You know, they wanted our 
numbers and (…) I don’t know, like, I just ignored 
them because we didn’t play to get guys’ numbers, 
you know? Like, I played for the love of music, you 
know?

In an act of returning the gaze, female respondents also add 
how they equally assess their male colleagues on their physi-
cal appearances. Itzel notes that she finds it disappointing that 
‘It’s always metal guys so they would love to see an  all-girl 
band, as we do like to see all-guys bands [laughing].’ In the 
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words of Sonic Youth bass player and vocalist Kim Gor-
don: ‘The girl anchors the stage, sucks in the male gaze, and, 
depending on who she is, throws her own gaze back out into 
the audience’ (Gordon, 2015, p. 4).

The STATiSTicS of The double-edged SWord: 
inSTiTuTionAl recogniTion

Above, we provided a qualitative picture of how tokenism and 
the trade-offs of the double-edged sword are consequential in 
the everyday experiences and artistic careers of metal musi-
cians. Standing out has many negative consequences, leading to 
instances of gender-biased evaluations, having to deal with male 
gazes, and outright sexism. As we saw however, standing out 
might also be beneficial in terms of positively deviating from 
role expectations. What works in schoolyards (Fine, 1979), 
boardrooms (Kunda, 2006) and corporate organisations (Gold-
berg et al., 2016), might also work in the global metal scene. 
To asses this, we have to look at an important measurement of 
metal music recognition: getting signed to a record label. We 
therefore ask the question: to what extent is gender inequality 
in metal music noticeable at the level of music label recognition?

Based on theories of tokenism and cultural/structural 
embeddedness, we can formulate two hypotheses. First, a neg-
ative tension hypothesis would predict a negative relationship 
between being female and being signed to a record label as 
women are being evaluated as having fewer musical abilities 
(structural disembeddedness). In particular, as we saw earlier, 
extreme subgenres such as death metal, black metal and thrash 
metal are more ‘masculine’ than others. So we might find the 
strongest negative relations in these subgenres. Second, a posi-
tive tension hypothesis would predict a positive relationship 
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between being female and being signed to a record label as 
women are highly visible due to their gender (cultural disem-
beddedness). In other words, standing out in a male-dominated 
subgenre could be beneficial and help facilitate a record deal.

To test which of these different expectations can be cor-
roborated by the data, we have conducted a Pearson’s chi-
square analysis between the two categorical variables gender 
(male/female) and label recognition (signed/unsigned).2 This 
analysis was conducted on the entire dataset and subsequent-
ly for each subgenre. First, to our surprise, there is no sig-
nificant association between being female and being signed 
to a record label (χ2 (1) = 2.203, p = 0.138). Although the 
amount of men and women in metal music differs consider-
ably, this is not reflected in the percentage of women who are 
signed to record labels: 38.0% of male musicians vis-à-vis 
38.7% female musicians. Moreover, this relationship has not 
changed over time (see Fig. 4.1). This could mean that the gen-
der of individual band members does not matter at all, which 
seems rather unlikely considering our results in the previous 
chapters. A more plausible explanation might be that ben-
efits (positive tension) of the double-edged sword cancels out 
the drawbacks (negative tension) – at least in terms of label  
recognition. In other words: having women in a band 
 increases as well as decreases the likelihood of getting signed. 
Future research could examine whether there are any differ-
ences in label size, prestige or other (control) variables that 
have an effect on such signing.

Focussing on metal subgenres, we find no statistically 
significant relationships within the subgenres thrash metal,  

2 There is ample variation between large and small (independent) music 

labels. Unfortunately, MA does not make such differentiations. DIY or 

self-releases are – unless released on a privately owned label that is recog-

nized by MA – recorded in the data as ‘unsigned’.
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heavy metal, progressive metal, grindcore, gothic metal, 
metalcore, doom metal, folk metal and crossover metal (see 
Table  4.2). Most interesting here is that men (35.3%) and 
women (33.7%) are also equally signed to a record label in 
gothic metal (χ2 (1) = 1.366, p = 0.242). A possible explana-
tion might be that women – due to higher participation levels –  
are less visible. Within the most male-dominated subgenres, 
we did find statistically significant relationships – despite 
small gender differences – for death metal (χ2 (1) = 3.847, 
p = 0.050) and black metal (χ2 (1) = 5.765, p = 0.016). This 
means, that it is indeed more difficult for female musicians, 
than for male musicians, to get signed to a record label in 
these two metal subgenres. However, we did not find such 

Fig. 4.1. Longitudinal Analysis of Institutional Recognition 
of Female Metal Musicians.
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a significant relationship for thrash metal (χ2 (1) = 0.778, 
p = 0.378). Based on the odds ratio (not shown in Table 4.2), 
we can conclude that the odds of being signed to a label as 
a man in death metal is 1.11 times higher than for women 
in the same genre. For black metal, the odds are 1.14 times 
higher for men. Interestingly, we also found a significant posi-
tive correlation between being a male power metal musician 
and being signed (χ2 (1) = 6.647, p = 0.010). In this genre, 
the odds are 1.25 times higher for men to be signed, than for 

women.

The great Trade-of f: Standing out or fi t t ing in?

In this final chapter, we have discussed how female musi-
cians deal with the positive and negative tensions caused by 
the double-edged sword that is femininity in metal music 
production. Following findings in organisational sociology 
(Goldberg et al., 2016), we have found that being female in 
an (figuratively speaking) ocean of men increases visibility 
and therefore attention leading to an advantage over doubly 
embedded actors (i.e., most male metal musicians) who are 
seen as equally skilled yet as conforming to the cultural norm. 
Indeed, as French death metal vocalist Clarissa told us, it 
helps her band to attract ‘more women or guys who are com-
ing to see “the girl who screams like a bear”’ (cited in  Berkers 
& Schaap, 2015, p. 311). Although our statistical analysis 
of label recognition does not reveal a positive relationship 
between being female and getting label recognition, it also 
does not show a negative relationship (excluding death, black 
and power metal – where male musicians tend to be recog-
nised more than their female counterparts). Negative aspects 
of standing out and lacking cultural fit are plentiful in our 
qualitative analysis: from having to deal with being judged 



100 Pauwke Berkers and Julian Schaap

on non-ability traits such as appearance, to being continually 
flirted with or objectified. Most importantly, tokenism pre-
vents women who aspire a career in metal music from being 
judged solely on musical abilities, similar to doubly disem-
bedded actors. Although our research demonstrates that men 
are not completely unrestricted in that regard either – female 
musicians do note how they prefer seeing good-looking male 
artists – they are much less restrained by it, as they conform 
to metal music’s masculine norms and conventions.
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ConClusion: Women Are 
noWhere, Gender is  

everyWhere

Go ahead, boys, dig your Slayer Vans in the sand, 
but if metal doesn’t change to reflect its more 
diverse audience, it could vanquish itself into 
irrelevancy. Do you really think excluding women 
will further metal as a sustainable art? No. Keep 
excluding women, and it will be a dead genre in 50 
years – or an outdated, embarrassingly nostalgic 
subclass of musical racism and sexism. (…) As Kurt 
Cobain so beautifully predicted in 1994, ‘The future 
of rock belongs to women’.

Kirsty Loye (Houston Press, 2015)

mAin FindinGs And Contributions

In this book, we empirically assessed the extent of gender 
inequality in metal music production in a longitudinal and 
comparative perspective. On average, women make up about 
3% of the total global metal music production. The over-
all  longitudinal trend shows only a minor and slow annual 
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increase in women’s participation from about 2% in the 1980s 
to a maximum of 4% in the 2010s. These trends contradict 
optimistic views by scholars and participants, who suggest 
that ‘more female musicians (…) are entering into heavy met-
al scenes and providing a positive example for younger gener-
ations of female fans’ (Riches, 2011, p. 319) or – as Elizabeth 
‘Lzzy’ Hale (Halestorm) – states: ‘there so many more now’ 
(Machado, 2013). The contradiction between personal expe-
riences and empirical reality might tentatively be explained 
in several ways. Possibly, women have become more visible, 
as their absolute numbers have indeed increased slightly, or 
some women might have received more (metal) media atten-
tion due to successful careers. Nevertheless, women in metal 
music are often framed as ‘a perpetual novelty’ (Davies, 2001, 
p. 313) – often with the best intentions. A final explanation 
might be found in the nature of the data that were used. 
It may be the case that new bands (with women) have not 
been added to the Metal Archives (MA) database yet. Future 
research should delve more into the mismatch between the 
empirical reality and perception of metal participants, regard-
ing the representation of women.

Furthermore, we found very few cross-national  differences. 
There is not a single country in the world where women form 
a majority in metal music production. Moreover, in only 10 
countries, women make up 10% or more of the total metal 
musician population. In the most prolific metal countries, 
women form between 2% and 3% of the total number of 
metal musicians. This includes core ‘origin’ countries such as 
the United Kingdom and the United States, gender- progressive 
countries such as Sweden, and late adopters like Brazil. Our 
data seem to support the theory of travelling masculinity 
(see also Weinstein, 2011), showing that masculinist genre 
conventions and expectations travel along with the global 
 diffusion of metal music. J-metal might be one of the few 
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examples where the glocalisation of metal also led to a (lim-
ited) feminisation. Although Russia also displayed a smaller 
imbalance regarding gender disparity, the subsequent analysis 
of subgenres offered no explanations for this.

In addition, women are best represented in the metal sub-
genres gothic metal (16.9%) and folk metal (9.0%). These 
results are in line with theories of sex role socialisation, sug-
gesting that ‘softer’, more melodic music has been associated 
with stereotypical feminine behaviour (emotional and social), 
while heavy and loud music are cognitively linked to stereo-
typical masculine traits like aggression and assertiveness. In all 
other subgenres, women make up 4% or less of the total num-
ber of musicians. Although the relative size of the different sub-
genres differs per country, there are few differences with regard 
to gender. In all countries, women are represented best in goth-
ic metal and least in thrash metal. In Japan, heavy metal and 
power metal are relatively feminine as well, which can most 
likely be attributed to the aforementioned J-metal subgenre.

The distribution of instruments across male and female 
musicians is very skewed: almost half (44.2%) of all women 
involved in metal music production fulfil the role of  vocalist. 
To paraphrase a quote used in the introduction: They sing and 
sometimes scream. But hardly ever shred, pound the drums 
or hold down the low end. As such, we found  horizontal 
sex segregation, in which women and men in metal music 
production fulfil rather different roles, which strongly over-
lap with gender-typed instrumentation. Moreover, when an 
instrument increases in status – from guitar, drums, bass, to 
vocals  –  the percentage of women drops, providing some 
 evidence for vertical sex segregation. In addition, we signalled 
the ‘gothic metal paradox’: the genre has the highest represen-
tation of women but also the highest concentration of women 
in one specific role. In other words, increased participation 
means increased role encapsulation. As such, we agree with 
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 Kahn-Harris (2007, pp. 71–72) that ‘the use of women to add 
a gothic-tinged glamour hardly revolutionizes the position of 
women in the scene’. Yet, we find little evidence of this subgen-
re having ‘opened doors for less conventional forms of female 
participation’ (Kahn-Harris, 2007, pp. 71–72). The gender 
distribution over core metal instruments remains rather stable.

In terms of recognition, femininity is clearly a double-
edged sword that women in metal music production have to 
deal (and often struggle) with. As women are tokens in metal  
music, being female in general – and doing (emphasised) 
femininity in particular – leads to higher visibility. This often 
results in a balancing act of both positive and negative ten-
sions. On the one hand, increased visibility can be turned into 
commercial or critical attention: being recognised as skilled 
yet standing out for being a woman. On the other hand, it 
can result in being evaluated on the basis of being a woman 
instead of musical skills (gender-bias evaluations). However, 
our quantitative analyses show no significant gender differenc-
es in label recognition, which could be interpreted as both sides 
of the double-edged sword cancelling each other out. However, 
as we were not able to control for any other variables, future 
research needs to shed further light on under what conditions 
women benefit more or less from such higher visibility.

To conclude, our analyses show strong gender inequalities in 
all dimensions of metal music production, which seem to result 
from a combination of factors at the levels of society, music and 
metal which severely limit how – if at all – women are able to 
learn and do gender in metal as well how they are evaluated.

disCussion And Further reseArCh

MA provides the best data available to quantitatively study 
metal music production, both in terms of longitudinal trends 
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and cross-national differences. However, like all datasets, it 
has some shortcomings which future research may want to 
address. First, MA provides little background information 
about the individual vocalists and musicians. To what extent 
do these women (and men) have formal music training? At 
what age did they first join a (metal) band? Can they make a 
living from metal music? To what extent does recognition dif-
fer with regards to the status of their label? Second, previous 
research has shown that women in popular music – and metal 
music specifically – are often overlooked. We cannot be sure 
that women are not underrepresented in MA due to gatekeep-
ing effects (see Appendix 1). All-women bands in particular 
might not ever record their music, as a result of the many gen-
der boundaries discussed throughout the book, disqualifying 
them from MA entry. Third, when scraping MA, each band 
member was entered in our database under the year of band 
formation. However, some members might join a band years 
after its formation, which introduced some – hardly avoidable –  
measurement error. We have however no reason to assume 
that women are more likely than men to join a band later, 
meaning that it could have actually skewed the data about the 
early decades of metal in favour of women (i.e., women who 
joined existing bands at a later point in time, but were counted 
as original founding members). Finally, we were hardly able 
to address issues of race/ethnicity, LGBTQ, or transgender, 
as MA does not record such information. Such inequalities –  
and intersections with gender – have garnered substantial 
attention in metal and rock recently. Apart from the famous 
accidental coming-out of Judas Priest’s Rob Halford in 1998 
and Gorgoroth’s Gaahl (‘the evil face of black metal’), metal 
scholarship has not paid much attention to LGBTQs in metal 
music (Clifford-Napoleone, 2016; Spracklen, 2010; Walser, 
1993, pp. 115–116), let alone transgender issues (for an excep-
tion, see Välimäki, 2017). However, we follow up on issues 
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of race/ethnicity in rock and metal ourselves, within our pro-
ject ‘Elvis has finally left the building?’ (cf. Schaap, 2015), in 
which we scrutinise the sustaining whiteness of these genres.

AmpliFyinG Gender equAlity, perhAps

Despite such levels of gender inequality, there are several 
recent developments which might lead to an increase in wom-
en’s participation in metal music production – both internal 
and external to metal. First, even though we did not find 
empirical evidence, many women in metal feel that metal has 
become more welcoming and seem to notice an increasing 
number of women – at least as audience members. As such, 
it might be the case that actual participation in making metal 
music is lagging behind this more welcoming metal culture. 
Such feelings of belonging – particularly when communicated 
by role models – might foster increased involvement. Future 
research could shed more light on this.

Second, due to technical developments, musicians do not 
necessarily need a physical band anymore to produce metal 
music. In our previous study of online vocal covers, we found 
that ‘YouTube and other user-generated websites in particular, 
might function as a virtual springboard of sorts, demonstrat-
ing that women can perform extreme metal vocals’ (Schaap &  
Berkers, 2014, p. 122). In other words, new and widely avail-
able technologies allow women to showcase their metal skills 
individually, making it easier to do gender differently. In 
terms of evaluation, this research showed (surprisingly) little 
sexism. Instead, there was a strong focus on mutual, inter-
gender support, with some hints of mansplaining technology.

Third, women themselves have taken initiatives to make 
women in metal more visible and create safe-spaces for par-
ticipation. In terms of learning, we see a proliferation of rock 
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camps for girls. Having its origins in the Riot Grrrl movement 
of the 1990s, these rock camps aim at encouraging collabora-
tion and the personal empowerment of girls. As Girls Rock! 
Finland puts it:

Our aim is to empower girls through music 
by creating spaces that encourage girls to trust 
themselves and their musical talents. We want to see 
more girls and women on stage, whether it’s with 
an instrument or a microphone in their hand. (Girls 
Rock Camp Alliance, 2015)

These camps have proliferated across the globe, now including 
more than 50 international initiatives (Campbell, 2017). While 
not focussing on metal per se, these camps might combat 
 gender-based instrument stereotyping, encouraging women’s 
participation in rock and metal music. In terms of doing  gender 
differently, most initiatives focus on –  implicitly or explicitly –  
making space for different metal femininities, for example, 
websites like Metaladies (www.metaladies.com) which covers 
all-female metal bands, or organisations such as Female Metal 
Event Femme (https://femalemetalevent.nl), that give women 
a space to play – although, arguably, socially marking a space 
for ‘female’ metal could also be experienced as the continued 
disenfranchisement of women in ‘normal’ metal (see Chapter 
2). Moreover, many initiatives aim at changing how women in 
metal (and other rock genres) are evaluated. For example, She 
Shreds Magazine (founded in 2011) is dedicated to women gui-
tarists and bassists. As the magazine’s mission statement reads:

We strive to change the way women guitarists and 
bassists are depicted and presented in the music industry 
and popular culture by creating a platform where 
people can listen, see and experience what it means to 
be a woman who shreds (www.sheshreds.com).
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Fourth, changes in young people’s music taste has had seri-
ous implication for the guitar industry. As their sales have 
remained, at best, stagnant – or even declined – manufacturers 
are looking at potential new markets: women. Realising that 
50% of its new sales were to women, ‘guitar-maker Fender 
is doing all it can “to support and cater” for female buyers’ 
(Molenda, 2016). To this end, they have been actively incor-
porating female artists in their marketing programs. There is 
some – albeit bitter – irony in the fact that women are now 
called upon to save the guitar, only when men are gradually 
abandoning this instrument. The future of metal music might 
indeed be female?
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Appendix 1: QuAntitAtive 
dAtA – the MetAl Archives

As metal scenes tend to act as participatory communities, both 
local and global metal scenes have been well documented across 
time and space. One of the prime sources for information on met-
al music artists is Encyclopaedia Metallum: The Metal Archives 
(MA, www.metal-archives.com). This fully independent website 
was founded in July 2002 by two Canadians going by the pseu-
donyms Hellblazer and Morrigan and is kept updated through 
the daily contributions of its members. Similar to an online ency-
clopedia, such as Wikipedia, MA grants a unique page to each 
band or artist that is submitted to the system. Specific details can 
be entered for each artist or band, such as year of formation, 
year of first release, albums/extended plays released, artist logo, 
artist image, whether they are still active, past and present band 
members, metal music subgenre(s) and lyrical content. Overall, 
this means that MA provides comprehensive accounts of art-
ists’ careers, also (long) after bands have seized to operate or if a 
group’s existence predated the Internet and/or MA.

Artist submission into MA is subjected to the rules set by the 
site’s founders. Their boundaries are quite strict and fairly tra-
ditional, meaning that especially cross-over genres, such as nu-
metal, hardcore and gothic rock are only occasionally allowed 
into the archives. As a result, discussions between members and 
the founders have occurred on whether these boundaries should 
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be widened. In their own words, ‘none of us here think we’re a 
supreme authority on all things heavy metal. However, as an 
encyclopedia of heavy metal, this site must draw a line some-
where’ (http://www.metal-archives.com/content/rules). While 
this causes MA to lack a complete picture of metal music and all 
of its constantly changing subgenres, it does mean that the over 
100,000 artists present in MA generally fall within the bounda-
ries of conventional metal music (Mayer & Timberlake, 2014).

Since we are interested in gender inequality, our analyses 
take place on the level of the individual musician – including  
instrumentalists and vocalists, rather than the band. Because 
of this, we developed and applied a web scraper to MA that 
scraped musician’s pages rather, than artist’s pages. The scrap-
er first located the band’s page (scraping year of formation, 
country of formation, whether the band was signed to a label 
or not, metal subgenre(s) and lyrical themes) and subsequently  
scraped the information of each current member (name, gen-
der and age). Although most are unique individuals, some 
musicians have been in several different bands. Since we are 
interested in the (weighted) symbolic presence of men and 
women on metal music stages and albums worldwide, we 
recorded for every musician (1) the current band of which 
she/he is still an active member and (2) any former bands she/
he was a member of at the moment that band disbanded. For 
technical reasons, past memberships are not included in the 
analyses. For example, the Swedish musician Mikael Åker-
feldt is in the data twice, for his participation in Opeth and 
Storm Corrosion (but not for his past memberships in Blood-
bath, Eruption, Sörskogen and Steel as these bands continued 
without him). The web scraper ran between July and August 
2015, gathering a total amount of 350,348 metal musicians.

Our dataset contains entries ranging from 1964 until 2015, 
with a peak of entries in 2005 (6.2% of the total amount of 
artists on MA). Interestingly, after 2005, the data show a steady 
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drop (see Fig. 1.1). Although this could mean that metal music 
is decreasing in popularity, resulting in a significant diminution 
of newly formed bands over the last 10 years, it seems for likely 
that this drop has (at least party) to do with MA itself. First, 
seeing that MA is run independently, the screening of newly 
submitted bands might take some time which causes a delay 
in online indexation. Second, due to the continual evolution of 
metal music and its subgenres, many newly formed bands might 
fall outside of the brackets set by the site’s moderators and users. 
In other words, new bands might not be considered ‘pure metal’, 
as indicated by MA’s guidelines for submission. Third, newer 
(often meaning younger) bands might not see the relevance in 
submitting their bands to MA or have not felt inclined to do so 
yet, due to their early-career status. Fourth and related to this, 
until recently (2014) MA did not allow submissions of bands 
that had no physical releases (albums on a physical format such 
as vinyl, cassette or CD). Digital releases (such as on MySpace, 
Bandcamp, SoundCloud, Spotify or iTunes) have only been 
allowed since 2014, meaning that some artists who were active 
between the rise of digital music and 2014 have not been sub-
mitted into the archive (yet). Taken together – although metal 
might have been at its popularity-peak in 2005 – the drop in 
submissions on MA most likely does not correlate with a drop 
in metal music artists worldwide.

vAriAble construction: subgenre  
And instruMents

In the analysis of the data, we have constructed two categori-
cal variables based on rather messy string-data. These are the 
variables ‘metal subgenre’ (primarily used in Chapter 2) and 
‘instrument’ (primarily used in Chapter 3). Since metal music 
is rich in subgenres (the MA dataset contains hundreds – if not 
thousands – of unique subgenre indicators) and equally rich in  
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discussions about what constitutes a certain subgenre, we used a 
replicable strategy to construct this variable. We started by recod-
ing the first primary hundreds of the most dominant subgenres 
(most often mentioned in MA), until we reached a coverage of 
90% of the total artist variation. Subsequently, we constructed 
overarching subgenres based on a set of rules. First, the primary 
adjective mentioned which is followed by ‘metal’ is leading. This 
means that ‘death/thrash metal’ is recoded as death metal and 
that  ‘progressive death/thrash metal’ becomes ‘death metal’ as 
well. In that sense, if there is a base noun (‘death metal’), and 
hence a core subgenre, other adjectives are ignored. Second, clear 
subsubgenres are merged. Examples are ‘speed metal’ and ‘thrash 
metal’, ‘deathcore’ and ‘metalcore’, ‘hard rock’ and ‘heavy metal’. 
We acknowledge, of course, that there are many musical differ-
ences between these subgenres (and that this is a very tricky thing 
to do and might lead to angry fans of said subgenres), but based 
on how these subgenres are often aesthetically and socially tied 
together (and, more importantly, are seen as deviant from other 
subgenres), these choices seem justifiable to keep the number of 
subgenres at a manageable level. The full list of subgenres can 
be found on www.sociologyofmusic.com, including notes for 
further interpretation. Additionally, the first 13 subgenres men-
tioned in MA already contain 50% of the total amount of musi-
cians, meaning that most bands use just one subgenre indication 
(e.g. ‘black metal’ or ‘thrash metal’).

The instrument variable was also constructed, based on 
(again) relatively messy string-data. Here, the core four instru-
ments (guitars, drums, bass and vocals) together captures 71% 
of the musicians. This was followed by keyboards (2.2%). About 
15% of the labels contain combinations of these instruments 
(usually instrument plus vocals) or ‘all instruments’, signifying 
one-person bands. All other instruments (cello, violins, wind 
instruments, etc.) were recoded as ‘other instruments’, reaching – 
again – over 90% of the used labels captured in eight values.
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Appendix 2: QuAlitAtive 
dAtA – interviews with 

MetAl MusiciAns

The qualitative analysis of this book rests on two sets of inter-
view data, collected at different points in time. The first set 
(Table A1) was collected by Pauwke Berkers and Julian Schaap 
in late 2014 and early 2015 for the purpose of an article, on the 
usage of YouTube by aspiring (male and female) metal musi-
cians (Berkers & Schaap, 2015). All interviewees are vocalists 
in extreme metal variations, that is, all respondents use guttural 
or screaming vocal techniques. We aimed to reach a diverse 
selection of respondents (in terms of race, nationality, band 
involvement and online popularity). Interviews were conducted 
via video conferencing software Skype and transcribed verba-
tim afterwards. As we aimed to compare the differences in the 
experiences of men and women, both gender categories were 
included. Respondents were recruited by researcher-driven 
sampling, by contacting the musicians through their YouTube-
channels directly. Preference was given to musicians who were 
discussed in our previous research (Schaap & Berkers, 2014).

Although face-to-face interviews have many advantages 
(Roulston, 2010), there were multiple reasons for deciding to 
conduct online interviews instead. First, these vocalists lead rich 
online lives and are – like gamers (Schaap & Aupers, 2016) – 
comfortable in online sociality and ‘screen culture’. Second, 
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Skype helped us circumvent physical institutional boundaries 
that might shy away individuals who were more reluctant to 
participate in our research. The relative unobtrusive nature of 
video conferencing – the researcher can be ‘clicked’ away in 
an instant, although this never occurred – helped to reach out 
to those respondents who would normally be less inclined to 
participate. Third, a more practical argument was that Skype 
allowed us to reach an international audience – which would 
not be feasible if only conducting physical face-to-face inter-
views. Finally, digital interviewing also helped us to create a 
more coherent picture of our respondents’ lives and works, as 
they were able to directly send online material (links, songs, 

pictures, and videos) during the interview.

The second group of interviews (Table A2) was conduct-
ed as a part of Camila Martner Castillo’s research internship 
in the Summer of 2017, under supervision of Julian Schaap. 
This research was done to assess to what extent and how the  

Table A1. First Group Respondent Background  
Characteristics (Vocalists, n = 10).

Namea Gender Nationality In band

Anna Female Portugal Yes

Clarissa Female France No

Eliot Male Slovenia Yes

Gabrielle Female Taiwan Yes

Joseph Male United States Yes, online

Justine Female France No

Konrad Male Australia No

Paul Male United States Yes

Sofia Female Italy Yes

Vicky Female South-Korea Yes

aTo respect respondents’ identity, all names are pseudonyms.
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double-edged sword of femininity is experienced by female metal 
musicians. For this reason, all interviewees are female, whereas 
instrumentation varies. To keep the datasets comparable and 
to strive for maximum diversity within a limited (qualitative) 
dataset, respondents with various international backgrounds 
and ethnicities were selected. Most musicians were recruited via 
online forums, such as metaladies.com, and Facebook groups 
focussing on female participation in metal music. Subsequent 
snowball sampling assisted in achieving the current sample. 
Interviews were conducted via Skype or Facebook video calls 
(with the exception of Jane, who was interviewed via e-mail), 

recorded and transcribed by Camila Martner Castillo.
Not all respondents were equally fluent in English. Some 

quotes in the book have therefore been edited for the sake of 
clarity and/or grammar issues, while keeping as close as pos-
sible to what our interviewees were trying to convey. If neces-
sary, we contacted respondents to reflect on this.

Table A2. Second Group Respondent Background  
Characteristics (n =10).

Namea Age Nationality Instrument In band

Ana 29 Mexico Drums Yes

Elsa 21 Netherlands Vocals (guttural) Yes

Erica 25 Mexico Vocals (guttural) Yes

Fanny 22 United Kingdom Vocals (operatic) Yes

Helen 33 United Kingdom Vocals (operatic) Yes

Itzel 34 Puerto Rico Bass guitar No

Jane 23 Colombia Guitar Yes

Jennifer 31 United States Guitar No, but solo

Sharon 30 Puerto Rico Drums No

Susan 27 Finland Vocals (clean) Yes

aTo respect respondents’ identity, all names are pseudonyms.
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39, 40, 89, 104
Melodic, 15, 57, 77, 105
Metal Archives (see 

Encyclopaedia 
Metallum)

Metal subgenres
Black metal, 22, 40, 48, 

49, 50, 51, 54, 55, 
56, 57, 60, 61, 89, 
95, 97, 98, 98, 107,  
116

Crossover metal, 56, 
97, 98

Death metal, 56, 57, 58, 
60, 61, 77, 82, 84, 
89, 95, 97, 98, 98, 
114

Extreme metal, 15, 21, 
35, 49, 50, 52, 53, 
77, 108, 115

Heavy metal, 9, 13, 29, 
34, 35, 36, 38, 39, 
50, 55, 56, 57, 60, 
61, 92, 97, 98, 104, 
105, 112, 114

Gothic metal, 15, 22, 23, 
45, 53, 55, 56, 57, 
58, 60, 61, 73, 75, 
83, 90, 97, 98, 105

Grindcore, 49, 50, 54, 
56, 97, 98

Groove metal
Industrial metal
J-metal (Japan metal), 45
Metalcore, 56, 97, 98, 

114

AQ2

AQ3
AQ4
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Numetal, 111
Power metal, 23, 56, 60, 

61, 98, 98, 105
Progressive metal, 56, 

60, 61, 75, 97, 98
Sludge metal
Southern metal
Speed metal, 35, 114
Thrash metal, 22, 30, 

35, 36, 47, 49, 51, 
54, 55, 56, 57, 60, 
61, 75, 95, 96, 98, 
98, 105, 114

Misogyny, 
Mosh pit, 53
Motherhood, 12
Musical career (see Career)
Music industry, 9, 54
Music scene, 17, 32, 33
Music store, xvi
Mythology, 49

Nationalism, 
Neoliberalism, 54
Netherlands (the), 9, 23, 

44, 45, 58, 59, 60, 
61, 93, 117

Pagan (see Mythology)
Parents Music Resource 

Center (PMRC), 49
Peer pressure, 33
Performance

Expectations, 12  
(see also gender role 
expectations)

Live performance  
(see concerts)

Politics, 50
Political systems, 14
Pop music

Teen pop, 9
K-pop (Korean pop), 9

Privilege
Male privilege, 8
White privilege

Professional, 22, 33, 34,  
77

Promotion, 89

Qualitative research, 60
Quantitative research, 106, 

111

Race, 21, 28, 91, 107, 
108, 117 (see also 
Ethnicity)

Recognition, 4, 9, 10, 15, 
16, 22, 24, 28, 32, 
33, 63, 80, 82, 88, 
92, 95–101, 106, 
107

Record label (see Music 
industry)

Record store (see Music 
store)

Relationships, 57, 96, 97
Riot Grrrl, 62, 109
Rock music

Psychedelic rock, 9
Rock ‘n’ roll, 13
Hardrock (see Heavy 

metal)
Romance, 11
Russia, 22, 23, 38, 42, 44, 

58, 59, 60, 61, 105

AQ5
AQ6

AQ7

AQ8

AQ9
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Scene (see Music scene)
Segregation, 8, 65, 66–71, 

72, 73, 107 (see also 
Sex segregation)

Sex
Eroticism, 18, 84, 94
Objects, 18
Segregation (Horizontal), 

65, 66–69
Segregation (Vertical), 

66, 69–71
Sexism, 14, 31, 92, 95, 

103, 108
Sexuality

Heterosexuality, 11
Homosexuality, 

Sexualization
Hyper-sexualization, 89

Skills, 8, 11, 18, 54, 80, 
83, 85, 87, 91, 106, 
108

Skype, 21, 115, 116, 117
Social marking, 61–63, 

80–82, 83
Social media, 89
Statistics (see Quantitative 

research)
Stereotypes, 6, 11, 12, 30, 

65, 66–69
Street culture, 11
Structural embeddedness, 

5, 85–88, 95
Subcultures, 17, 32n1
Sweden, 22, 42, 43, 58,  

59, 61, 104

Technique, 49, 115
Television, 21
Tokenism, 5, 20, 80, 

82–85, 88, 95, 98
Tomboy
Transgression, 13
Twitter (see Social media)

United Kingdom, 22, 37, 
45, 76, 104, 117

United States, 9, 22, 37, 
45, 58, 59, 60, 77, 
104, 116, 117

Vocal covers, 108
Vocals

Clean/operatic, 15, 30, 
76, 117

Guttural/growling/
screaming, 13, 15, 
18, 30, 52, 61, 73, 
77, 82, 84, 88, 93, 
115, 117

Viking (see Mythology)
Violin, 11, 52, 66, 71, 114
Visibility (see also 

Invisibility)

Whiteness, xvii, 108
Work 

Youth, 95
YouTube, xvi, 21, 89, 91, 

108, 115

AQ10

AQ11

AQ12



Author Queries

AQ1: Could not locate in the text. Please suggest
AQ2: Could not locate in the text. Please suggest
AQ3: Could not locate in the text. Please suggest
AQ4: Could not locate in the text. Please suggest
AQ5: Could not locate in the text. Please suggest
AQ6: Could not locate in the text. Please suggest
AQ7: Could not locate in the text. Please suggest
AQ8: Could not locate in the text. Please suggest
AQ9: Could not locate in the text. Please suggest
AQ10: Could not locate in the text. Please suggest
AQ11: Could not locate in the text. Please suggest
AQ12: General term. Please be specific
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