
“We need more feminist explosions…”  
- Sara Ahmed* 
 
Kings are made. Their position inherited through familial or political succession – supported by 
a maker (or makers) who themselves are not viable candidates for the role. These kingmakers 
exert power and influence over institutions, often puppet masters behind the scenes.  
 
While the term may be traced through history via patriarchal lines of power in European 
empires, there is a long history of women helping men assume kingly roles. Zulu princesses and 
queens assumed leadership roles through periods of nation-building. Malawi women used their 
matrilineal role to push for changes in their favour (…to little effect). Women likewise play 
critical roles in First Nations societies, holding positions as clan mothers and decision-makers. 
Women have for centuries influenced politics, the economy, and culture. Wives. Mothers. 
Teachers. Managers. Their work is often invisible. Their stories remain untold. They are 
underacknowledged. Underappreciated. Underestimated. Yet their strength and resilience are 
marks of power – of the ability to shape history from the shadows… all while balancing 
domestic responsibilities; negotiating strict (and conflicting) gender roles, stereotypes, and 
double-standards; and fighting for reproductive rights and equal opportunity in society. 
 
Centuries of supporting men while fighting for a seat at the table can be exhausting. It can lead 
to what feminist scholar Sara Ahmed (Living a Feminist Life) terms a “feminist snap,” a breaking 
point that follows being pushed to extremes: she just can’t take it anymore. The kingmaker has 
become a feminist killjoy; no longer willing to meet the conditions placed on her by patriarchal 
and colonialist structures, she is now pushing back. 
 

Kingmakers. Killjoys.  
 
The history of country music can be read through Ahmed’s feminist snap, as a series of 
accumulated moments that chip away at the self-worth of female artists in the industry. Tami 
and I explored these moments in a concert/lecture we wrote during the Covid-19 pandemic 
called “The F-Word: Songs of Feminism in Country Music.” The industry has always believed 
that women were bad for business – that their music wouldn’t sell. So, they restricted women’s 
participation: few were signed to labels, their songs received limited radio airplay, their records 
charted infrequently, they were denied touring opportunities. Their contributions to the genre 
have been underrecognized through awards and Hall of Fame inductions (they make up just 
13% of inductions to date). Even as women became more prominent following World War II, 
radio censored their songs that were too “suggestive,” aggressive, or politically charged – a 
trend that continues to this day. These barriers continue today: in 2019 songs by women 
received just 10% of radio airplay (programmed mostly in the overnights as audiences sleep…). 
And while white women have struggled for opportunities, women of colour have been denied 
access to a genre their ancestors built. 
 



We collected stories of female artists who worked against an industry determined to keep them 
in second place the genre’s male stars. From the Carter women to Kitty Wells; on to Dolly 
Parton and Loretta Lynn; and to k.d. lang, the Chicks, Shania Twain, and Mickey Guyton, we 
traced a history of feminist musical snaps, of the moments that led country music’s female stars 
to push back against the industry. Snap! 
 
Disillusioned with the industry and the state of the world, Tami Neilson’s Kingmaker was born 
of the pandemic. A moment when women were struggling. Frontline workers fighting for 
human lives. Essential services providers. Disproportionately affected by furlough: a “she-
cession,” analysts termed it. Women put their dreams and careers on hold to care for their 
families and homeschool children. They mobilized online to bring awareness to domestic abuse 
and systemic inequalities. They marched in the streets for the lives of George Floyd, Ahmaud 
Arbery, and Breonna Taylor, and the remains of more than 1,700 indigenous children found in 
mass graves of former residential schools in Canada.  
 
It’s hard to be creative when the world is on fire.  
When your plans for touring a critically acclaimed album are being canceled, one event at a 
time.  
When the industry you’ve devoted your life to refuses to acknowledge the systemic racism, 
sexism, homophobia, and culture of misconduct and harassment that permeates its structures. 
 

Snap.  
 
Snaps are not the starting point. As Ahmed has argued, snaps are reactions to various forms of 
pressure and stress that women accumulate over time. They can be inherited from those who 
came before them. They are the breaking point that occurs when pushed to the extreme. 
 
Like the industry kingmakers before her, Tami turned to music. This collection of songs exposes 
industry systems, exploding patriarchal structures of the industry, society, and family. These are 
not new themes for Tami – both her 2018 album Sassafrass! and 2020 Chickaboom! called 
attention to misogyny and patriarchal structures. But Kingmaker draws out this out theme 
further. In the opening, title track, Tami calls out the men that control the industry and create 
“kings” of its male artists. But the song flips the script: with the cinematic flair of a Bond film, 
Tami puts women in the seat of power. Speaking for a collective of kingmakers, speaking 
sharply, speaking with irritation, she challenges what bell hooks (Talking Back) terms the 
politics of domination that render women nameless and voiceless in the industry. This is not a 
breakdown or a collapse. This is a revolt. 
 
Tami questions gender roles and expectations of women in society. She shines a line on 
misogyny and sexual misconduct that pervades the music industry. Before they’re too grown to 
see… She sings of the underestimation of women, of their strength, power, fierceness, and 
resilience in the face of structural, and cultural barriers to their full participation in society.  
 



Grief is central to this narrative. There’s the grief of loss. After finding a worktape of her father 
Ron Neilson of music for an unfinished song, Tami wrote the lyrics that completed “I Can 
Forget” – a song about being caught unexpectedly by grief. This theme continues in Tami’s duet 
with Willie Nelson on “Beyond the Stars.” There’s also the grief that comes with realizing that 
the music that runs in your blood is tainted and poisonous for women and people of colour.  
 
Tami’s story is at the centre of this feminist tapestry. “King of Country Music” reveals her 
country music lineage: singing with Queen of Country music Kitty Wells at the age of 10, touring 
with her family, slipping demo tapes in laundry bags of stars. Unlike the male stars who 
inherited their position by virtue of being white men in a system built by and for white men, 
this song addresses the challenges that women face earning their place in the industry.  
 

Kingmaker. Game changer. Cage shaker.  
 
“We need more feminist explosions.” As the industry continues to ignore the kingmakers 
responsible for shaping country music, Tami’s album launches a series of explosions that disrupt 
patriarchal and colonialist systems, breaks cycles of abuse, and forges a new path for country’s 
feminist killjoys to take what’s already theirs.  
 
The daughter, not the son. 
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