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Abstract 
 

This Honors Project examines the presence and results of the gender divide in 

maritime culture through a research paper focusing on maritime history in the 

18th, 19th, and early 20th centuries, as well as a song cycle, One and the Same for 

Mezzo-Soprano and Orchestra, utilizing a popular belief of the time regarding 

women and superstition to construct a narrative. This paper analyzes historical 

sources and sea shanties to observe how women have been represented in 

maritime history and culture, then synthesize the broader ramifications and how 

they affected women of the time. Despite outliers and evidence of the 

irreplaceable role women played in maritime culture, this review suggests that,  

when represented at all, women were determined as objects of distant longing or 

keepers of home and hearth, and rarely owners of sea-faring heroics. Through 

One and the Same, listeners follow the ship captain protagonist as she responds to 

the physical, emotional, and spiritual demands of maritime elemental forces 

historically treated as the domain of men, as well as the superstitious prejudices 

harbored by the very men who serve her. 
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Maritime History & Gender  

For hundreds of years seafaring has traditionally been completely gender-segregated and 

extremely rigid in its stance to keep it that way compared with other areas of labor. Cultures in 

worldwide maritime history have been considered strictly male. It is almost universal that the 

ocean is considered to be an area of power for the male psyche despite the feminization of the 

sea by the very sailors who believed it to be a man’s place. Notably in Western civilization, 

there's a basic group of associations that are clear, simple, and pervasive: “…land, sea, female, 

male, stasis, mobility, entrapment, freedom…” (Norling). Such a number of different attributes 

are mixed into literature, modern thinking of history, and especially popular culture, which have 

made maritime culture and history more based in stereotype than in experience. Maritime culture 

has very standardized imagery throughout its history that, in more recent decades, has been 

influenced by the stereotypes seen throughout different media. The gender divide that 

stereotypes have formed may be a fundamental part of maritime history and literature. Canadian 

labor historian Eric Sager suggests in his book “Seafaring Labor: Through the Merchant Marine 

of Atlantic Canada, 1820-1914,” that because maritime workers, any kind, are all male, that 

therefore means that ships and the sea are a genderless environment. While this narrow-minded 

perspective has moderately changed over time, the foundation of it is still flawed, implying that 

there only being men means there is no gender. This limited perspective reflects a strong 

resistance to the recognition of the role of gender and neglects to recognize how it has 

transformed the narrative of maritime history. 

There are many different ways to think of seafaring, and those who frequent the sea such 

as sailors, anglers, and merchants, have much different ideas in comparison to ship passengers 

and to women whose role is to stay on the coast. Seafaring has been one of many occupations of 
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western civilization that took considerations of gender, race, class, age, and ability into account 

when deciding upon how labor was regulated and practiced. The maritime working environment 

has been organized and practiced in a way that reflects strategic decision, power dynamics, and 

human choice. It has projected that perspective upon the sea and anything regarding the sea. 

Everything in the maritime industry was created by men to maintain a specific social order, with 

the division of labor by gender playing a large part. Gender division has resisted change, as 

gender is the fundamental element that has shaped maritime history and the relationship people 

have with the sea. Nineteenth century author and journalist Margaret Fuller famously confronted 

the rigid gender division of seafaring in her 1845 book “Woman in the Nineteenth Century.” She 

said, “for women, let them be sea captains if they will,” directly throwing a wrench into the 

widespread thinking about seafaring. She described the different opportunities available to men 

and women, arguing that women should be able to have the same opportunities. 

Women’s Roles and Sailor’s Significance  

  Gender still remained critical to the organization of seafaring onboard; it permeated the 

social relations of work at sea. An interweaving point is that maritime businesses, mainly those 

that actually sent sailors to sea, relied on women at home when sailors and other seafaring men 

would be on a long-term absence. Women onshore were known to play a mediating role between 

men at sea and their work, and the economy/culture/community on land, acting as the bases of 

sustained community through the services they provided for land and sea. The recognition they 

received for it was minimal. The dominant narrative connecting women and the sea has almost 

always regarded the story of waiting for the man of the house to come home (husband, son, or 

father). Where does that leave the narrative of women? 
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  Unsurprisingly, this depiction of women as simply waiting onshore has made women’s 

considerable contributions to maritime industry and community go unrecognized and obscured. 

It does, however, show the important idea that whether they went to sea or not, maritime 

women’s lives were defined by the machinations of men’s maritime endeavors. Whether onshore 

or offshore, women’s roles blur, and they are overshadowed by those of men. 

Economy and society developed through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries on the 

basis of the nuclear family. The husband/father role as head of the family depended on the man’s 

freedom to move between work and home and his ability to support the home and family. This 

relates to what was mentioned earlier about “freedom” and “entrapment” by Norling. Men were 

able to be “free” and make their primary domain to be the outside world because of the role 

placed on them in the nuclear formula while women were “trapped” within the household by the 

same formula. 

Consider, then, how sailors fit into the picture. These men leave home to go to work for 

substantial amounts of time – think extractive industries such as offshore refineries or mining 

expeditions in which going home regularly is not an option. Sailors fit well into this category of 

labor where separation and homecoming are commonplace. Women’s roles in supporting 

families while men are gone is important due to the unpredictability of the men’s return with 

money to support them, if they return home at all. 

Now, this field and many physical labor industries like it, is hyper-masculinized, 

exemplified by the stereotypical rugged and muscular manual laborers. This hyper-

masculinization defined a power dynamic: those who are stronger, tougher, or more rugged, have 

more authority. This mindset is common among the working class. Middle and upper class 

models of masculinity avoided the dominance of physical attributes, relying more on 
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intelligence, gentility, and behavior that doesn’t require muscularity. There have been feminist 

historians, such as Eva Barron, who have looked at the ways this idea of rugged manhood has 

simultaneously empowered and disempowered working class men. It essentially compensates 

them for the lack of control they have over the decision making process. Barron specifically 

points out that a way of men “doing” gender was to do dangerous work, emphasizing that their 

work positions them in the hierarchy of power (Norling). There were different disciplines of 

manhood that sorted the men into those who are important and those who are not – leaders and 

followers. With maritime industry specifically there are those commanding the voyage, those 

performing the ship’s labor, and those supporting the others on the ship. Each one is 

distinguished from the others, aside from actual tasks, by different concepts of masculinity.  

The racialization of seafaring played a significant role in how men of color were put into 

the hierarchy. They were degraded by being assigned the support or service tasks which were 

often coded as female. This suggests that the way in which people were placed within power and 

hierarchy, the racialized and otherwise, was by gender. Every part of work on a ship, regardless 

of what the sailors dubbed the work’s “gender”, was all necessary for survival, so there was 

always someone that had to do the “female” work of cooking, cleaning, and personal service. In 

the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, this work was usually assigned to men of color. Prior to 

that, in the seventeenth century and earlier, that kind of work was designated to boys, even some 

older or injured soldiers – assignment by age or ability (and later by race). The men who did 

women’s work at sea because of race, class, and age may have been looked at with derision, but 

in the minds of those performing it, they did not always internalize the degrading status of the 

work. Rather they could see the labor as providing different opportunities to different people, 
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often renaming these tasks to reclaim their dignity. Sewing was instead called sewing with a 

sailor’s palm, giving a distinction between “men’s” and “women’s” needlework. 

Missing from the designation of “male” or “female” work is mention of homosexual men, 

although prior to the advent of the word “homosexual” in 1869, it was referred to as committing 

sodomy or “buggery.” The reason it is missing is contested, but an overarching belief is that it 

happened far less often than one might think. Whether uncommon or not, it does not matter 

because if a sailor were to be found out to have committed acts of sodomy, they would be put on 

trial and likely executed. 

Buggery was as serious as murder and mutiny when we use capital convictions measured 

against total number of cases tried. While the conviction rate for buggery was less than 

for all other crimes except murder, those convicted of buggery were far more likely to 

receive death sentences than men charged with mutiny or murder. Further, only mariners 

charged with desertion to the enemy during wartime or striking an officer were as likely 

to be sentenced to death as men on trial for buggery. (Gilbert) 

Despite the slanted view on homosexual acts, both Arthur Gilbert in his chapter, “Buggery in the 

British Navy, 1700-1861” from “History of Homosexuality in Europe & America (Studies in 

Homosexuality) by Dynes and Donaldson, and N.A.M. Rodger in his book “The Wooden World: 

An Anatomy of the Georgian Navy”, agree that sailors were usually reluctant to accuse their 

comrades of engaging in homosexuality because of the severity of the punishment and the fatal 

loss of sailors and manpower. This reluctance is particularly what has made it difficult to 

determine how common homosexuality was among sailors. With that lack of evidence, I hesitate 
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to speculate further upon the matter and attempt to fit the group into the current constructed 

narrative. 

Briefly jumping ahead in time, this divvying up of “male” and “female” work went far 

into the late nineteenth century and early twentieth with the advent of steam ships. This shift 

meant there were new land and sea jobs, enabling work to be much more structured and certain 

of return and reward. This allowed them to be able to build stronger familial and community 

relationships than sailors of sail ships, as well as employing the new skills that came with new 

technology. This revised the relationship between employee and employer, specifically the birth 

of sailors’ unions. The unions helped enhance men’s roles as the financial providers for their 

families and causing negotiation for higher wages because they had women and children that 

were dependent on them. It was a patriarchal success story, reinforced by unionizing, 

renegotiation of wages, and increased employment.  

Sea Shanties, Sea Songs, Sea-gnificance  

   To get a fuller idea of the patriarchal hierarchy and the different aspects of maritime 

history, it is necessary to look into the history of sea shanties, their origin, their form, their 

significance, diverging views on performance practice, and various attempts to document them.  

  The sea shanty, or chanty, depending on where one stands on the etymology dispute, is 

essentially a work song. The precise origin of shanties is contested by many scholars, with no 

one place being considered the “true” origin. Gibb Schreffler, a music professor at Pomona 

College, posits that the “chanty,” as he adamantly states is the correct spelling/pronunciation, 

came to be in the American South, believing the sailor-shanty association to be a gross 

romanticization of something adopted by them through international trade. As an academic he 
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presents quite the alternative history to that of the authors of primary sources, those who served 

as sailors during the peak existence and practice of sea shanties. To counter Schreffler, Richard 

Terry, a musicologist that directly references Captain W.B. Whall, a sailor and authority on sea 

shanties (more on him later), rather believes that the term “shanty” is a British bastardization of 

the French derivation, “chanty” from “chanté.” Neither are considered “correct” today, and there 

is still debate on the term’s origin, but it is very much agreed upon that it has the same meaning 

regardless of spelling preference.  

   Shanties are work songs, sung while doing specific tasks on ships to organize group 

efforts. Sea shanties are not to be confused with sea songs, as sea songs are ballad-style songs 

only performed during leisure-time onshore, never being present while offshore/on-ship 

(Whates). Sea shanties are primarily sung by mercantile sailors and are only performed for work, 

not for recreation. However, sailors on a Man o’ War were not permitted to sing at all, “where all 

orders were carried out in silence to the pipe of the bo'sun's [boatswain’s] whistle” (Terry).   

  A very common thread between primary and secondary sources is that “landfarers” were 

extraordinarily good at mangling sea shanties. It is widely agreed upon by those at the time that 

the ethnomusicologists interested in the documenting, recording, notating, and preserving of sea 

shanties did not know how to properly write about them. Harold Whates, another relative 

authority on sea shanties, published in 1937 a comprehensive background on sea shanties. He is 

one of many, including Richard Terry, Capt. Whall, and J.E. Thomas (another sailor that 

compiled sea shanties in a collection), who believed that there were countless sacrilegious 

performances, recordings, and documents on sea shanties and sea songs. There was a great 

disconnect between those who experienced shanties prior to the advent of steam ships, those who 

experienced shanties post-advent, and those removed from both – the “landfarers.” The first 
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group are what we can think of as the sea shanty purists, the ones who believe their notation, 

performance, and documentation of sea shanties is the most accurate. The second and third 

groups are both, in a sense, the radicals of sea shanties. While the second group’s perception of 

shanties was based more on firsthand experience rather than the third group’s outsider viewpoint, 

neither were particularly liked or acknowledged by the first group. There were very few from the 

first group that were able to stay their vehemence toward the other groups when writing about 

them. Capt. Whall, however, being the authority he was on maritime industry and on sea 

shanties, managed to take a practical look at sea shanties and their innumerable variations. 

Although he did not shy away from stating his personal belief that some shanty documentation 

was less than purist, he did not let this affect his reporting of it.  

  We have seen that shanties were important to sailing ships and their crews, but why was 

that? Beyond being work songs, sea shanties were also key in building community on ships. In 

their two main forms, Hauling shanties and Windlass and Capstan shanties, they aided sailors to 

work efficiently and, in a sense, enjoy the work while doing it. Hauling shanties were used 

primarily in setting the sails, Windlass and Capstan shanties were used to weigh the anchor and 

for pumping ship (removing water), with a few being interchangeable. What really distinguished 

the shanties from one another, aside from their assigned tasks, were their distinct music, 

especially with capstan chanties. Walking around the capstan was continuous work, so both the 

tune and the chorus were longer, than those of the Hauling shanties with a greater variety of 

rhythm. Capstan shanties were even replaced with popular songs of the time if considered to 

have the correct form for windlass and capstan-related labor. The “Drunken Sailor” shanty is 

arguably the most known of them all and is a perfect example of a Capstan shanty. The sailors 

would stamp their feet in time with the start of each phrase and with whatever motion was being 
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done. Hauling shanties were, in contrast, shorter than capstan shanties, and were divided into two 

types: the “long hoist/halyard” and the “short pull[/bunt]”; hoist and pull can both be replaced by 

“drag,” as well. Long hoist shanties generally had two short choruses with a pull per chorus, with 

space in between to allow the sailors to readjust their hands for another pull. Take the shanty 

“Blow the Man Down” for example; during the chorus, there are fewer pulls with extended time 

in between them. This space was longer so that sailors could better prepare for exerting large 

amounts of force. “Short pull” had more pulls and shorter breaks in between exertions. Take the 

shanty “Paddy Doyle’s Boots” for example; while slow, the entire shanty is not lengthy and has 

only one pull per refrain. See Figures 1-

3 below for a comparison between the 

three shanty styles. 

Figure 1 – Windlass/Capstan shanty - Pulls are on the first 
word of each phrase, or every time they sing “What” and 
“Hoo-” of “Hooray” 
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Figure 3 – Long haul/Halyard shanty - 
There are four pulls, two in each chorus. In 
the first chorus they are on “Way” and 
“blow.” In the second chorus they are on 
“Gim” of “Gimme” and “blow.” 

Figure 2 – Short haul/Bunt shanty – There is 
one pull on “ah.” While notated here as a 
note, many recordings crescendo on the final 
“ay” into a shout on “ah.” 



 

 15 

Gender Divide Between Land and Sea  

  To return to the gender divide, when we look through maritime history, specifically in 

Western Europe and North America, the way in which seafaring, especially merchant and naval 

seafaring, tended to be organized was along the authoritarian power dynamic. Extremely precise 

and planned, the well-defined ranks and positions, the peak of captain and the metaphorical 

abyss of cabin boy, were maintained by strict regulation, and often by contract. Breaking the 

contract or rank/position in the hierarchy could result in harsh disciplining from the law. This 

enforcement of hierarchy was not dissimilar to societal organization onshore, and what reigned 

supreme was corporal discipline. Gradually the world onshore shifted away from this while the 

world offshore remained stuck in its ways. As history goes, the majority of men, almost entirely 

adult white men, began seeing themselves as equals, often believing they and other men are 

entitled to the same rights and opportunities as others. There were some radical people that 

extended those entitlements to all men of color, and even more radical people extended it to 

women – that common idea of all individuals being born equal with equal rights to operate freely 

and receive the same benefits as others. These ideas developed and became commonplace for the 

governing of onshore society, much to the dismay of offshore society. The Post-Revolutionary 

and Pre-Civil War world saw sailors objecting to their treatment, believing it to be unjust, a small 

beginning at the breakdown of the rigidly authoritarian power hierarchy.   

Women on Land and Women at Sea  

  Beginning with women on land, maritime industries did provide them with paid and 

unpaid labor. These opportunities were really the only way that women were able to support their 

families in the absence of men. Very often women worked indirectly with fisheries, mostly in 
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positions related to aiding men that worked directly with fisheries, becoming laundresses, 

providing room and board, and other general services for fishermen. Some were able to go 

beyond this and represent their husbands’ interests onshore, aiding with the marketing of the 

husband’s shares of catches. However, the laundresses and boarders, and those working as 

domestic servants, were the majority of working women, and the ones performing a wide range 

of tasks to sustain family and household (Norling). There were some women who were able to 

contribute directly to maritime industry onshore – a large portion by offering room and board, 

feeding sailors, sewing and doing washing for them. Many were instead able to provide food for 

ships by baking bread and preserving meat and produce. A select few women, wives and 

daughters, were able to help the man of the house on ships, while some instead helped keep 

lighthouses.  

  The extent of maritime women’s jobs was intentionally very fluid as they delt with the 

commerce and economy of the local societies. The shift to steam and more global economic 

opportunities in mercantile seafaring affected women onshore very similarly. More and more 

women found themselves becoming disconnected from the dependence on maritime industry, 

and those who remained connected had to adapt to changes in demand and supply, both to their 

restructured roles and forms of work as well as to new roles and work. The new change and 

regulation were great contributions to reshaping gender roles for women onshore, especially for 

wives, by enlarging the number of supporting roles they could play. As industry developed, 

women became newly much more prevalent in new mediating roles. Fishermen’s wives now 

lobbied in government; sailors’ wives paid men’s taxes and kept their families supported; there 

were an abundance of ways women could have a role in mediation between land and sea on 

behalf of the sailors. Almost more importantly, though, is that the women who played a 
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mediating role within maritime industry also played a mediating role in stereotypes and what 

symbolized them. This is where cross-dressing women sailors and female pirates come into the 

equation, a phenomenon important to eighteenth century maritime culture. These female sailors 

and pirates were what challenged the gender divide: ones such as Mary Read, Anne Bonny, 

Grace O’Malley, and Cheng I Sao. Madam Cheng was especially influential in the world of 

female piracy because she was one of few female pirates to be able to retire, keep what she had 

earned, or rather stolen, and die at an old age (Caldwell). They were the ones that challenged the 

exclusive power of men, at the same time reinforcing the fact that the gender divide was so 

prominent, by showing how women could be just as good as a man, if not extraordinarily better 

in maritime roles. 

Women at sea were often given very little thought when considering labor and working 

class history; women are reduced to only their physical bodies, while men are seen as so much 

more: workers, politicians, actors, sailors, inhabiting bodies. This dynamic has been perpetuated 

throughout history, maritime and otherwise, reinforcing the concept that women’s bodies are not 

meant to be in labor and that men’s bodies are naturally made to be present in a labor workplace. 

It was not until the time after the Civil War and into the late nineteenth century that women were 

properly recognized as employees on a ship, as members of the crew. The majority of these were 

mostly what is now the common depiction of women’s jobs of the time, such as stewardesses on 

luxury boats, specifically catering to female passengers. Others were cooks, and some even 

deckhands involved with coastal fishing and trading industries. In the twentieth century, a few 

more opportunities came on merchant ships, mostly being involved with transportation of goods, 

as well as some women becoming full-fledged fishers. And of course, the actions of female 
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sailors and pirates provided prime examples to society that women were capable of contributing 

value to maritime industry.  

   The challenge to the gender divide by the women in mediating roles, whether they were 

doing it onshore or as sailors and pirates, tactfully asks: what and who can be considered as 

maritime, and is the gender divide really such a boundary in maritime industry? Much of 

maritime history prioritizes what happens offshore, following the ship and not considering the 

onshore aspect which has shown to be just as important as the offshore component. A fair 

amount of the literature on maritime industry, whether something fictional like Herman 

Melville’s Moby Dick or nonfiction, accounts from experts such as Capt. Whall or Richard Terry, 

is limited in scope to offshore maritime activity, leaving onshore to be mostly unconsidered other 

than as transitional or vaguely historical material. By that reasoning, one could think that those 

who are maritime are those who are offshore, sailors and captains and the like, not those who 

work onshore almost behind the scenes. It gets much harder to recognize what is objectively 

maritime when the boundaries of maritime industry are so hazy. The gender divide is rather 

clear-cut but becomes less exclusionary the more onshore and offshore women are considered in 

their mediating roles, all of which were imperative to the success of maritime industry. More 

substantial boundaries encompass ethnicity, race, age, and social class in maritime industry, but 

even those begin to degrade as one considers that even in a racist, ageist, ableist, authoritarian 

power hierarchy, each person had a role to play, regardless of where they fell on the scale. If 

there is one thing that is sure, the women that worked in maritime industry provided a definitive 

challenge to the gender divide by living within maritime culture and labor, and deeply rooting 

themselves within maritime history. 
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Closing Thoughts  

Over time, women’s history has gotten very far away from the, as Norling puts it,  

“hey, there were women [here] too” phase, or rather women’s history has become much more 

substantially recognized, analyzed, and celebrated. The situation, sadly, is quite different in 

maritime history. The very essence of maritime history hinges on observation and practice of the 

gender divide: a woman’s supposed place is in the home, not on a ship or doing labor. This 

perspective developed into expectations and assumptions both all had of the interests and 

abilities of women offshore. This influenced the roles they played when at sea, how they 

occupied the space they had, and the nomenclature used. When they ended up at sea and 

performed labor, the experience was entirely shaped by the gender divide – coming full circle to 

those assumptions, expectations, and associations that clung to women whether upon land or sea. 

Most importantly, let us not forget that maritime industry would have ultimately been under 

much deeper strain if it were not for women and how they played an essential part in seafaring 

and maritime history.  
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