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REFLECTIONS ON SEGREGATION AND
REPRESENTATION IN CHORAL MUSIC

CHORAL MUSIC HAS
UNIQUE DIVERSITY

ISSUES THAT ARE MORE
SUBTLE THAN THOSE IN

THE INSTRUMENTAL
WORLD.

GENDER EQUITY IN
CHORAL MUSIC IS AN

EASIER AND MORE
ACCESSIBLE TOPIC

THAN ETHNICITY.

PARTICIPATION BY
SINGERS OF COLOR,

BUT ESPECIALLY BLACK
SINGERS IN NON-

GENRE SPECIFIC
CHOIRS, IS LOW IN AND

OFTEN LEADS TO
TOKENIZING OF THOSE

MEMBERS.

IS LACK OF DIVERSITY
IN THE VISIBLE

LEADERSHIP OF
CLASSICAL MUSIC PART

OF A SELF-
PERPETUATING CYCLE
THAT REINFORCES TO

POTENTIAL MUSICIANS
OF COLOR THAT THIS

GENRE ISN’T FOR
THEM?

IT’S WORTH LOOKING
AT OUR PAST

PROGRAMMING AND
ASKING OURSELVES

WHY WE HAVE
PROGRAMMED THE

WAY WE HAVE.

MOST CHOIRS
AUDITION FOR VERY

SPECIFIC KINDS OF
SKILLS THAT ALIGN
WITH REPERTOIRE

DESCENDED FROM THE
EUROPEAN CLASSICAL

TRADITION.

REPRESENTATION
LEADS TO

PARTICIPATION.

The institute of composer diversity, which includes a database of composers as

well as recommendations around programming for different types of ensembles.

•

Music by black composers, replete with educational resources and a director of

living black composers

•

Sound and Music has some interesting ideas around correcting historical bias

when hosting competitions. 

•

A recent list of non-idiomatic music by black composers by Marques L. A. Garrett•

MuzikSea, a publishing company focused on choral music by Southeast Asian

composers

•

PanaMusica, a company with a selection of choral works by Japanese composers•
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In the wake of global demonstrations and protests against police brutality and racial

discrimination, I have been reflecting on how unconscious bias effects the music field.

It’s no shock to state that classical music in the United States is an overwhelmingly

white activity, even as America is increasingly diverse. Recent research by The League of

American Orchestras has shown the wide disconnect between the demographics of

America as a nation and who finds representation in classical music. As a musician who

predominantly works with vocal music and spends a good percentage of my time as a

chorister and choral conductor, I’d like to use this opportunity to take a broad look at the

choral landscape in terms of gender and ethnic diversity, confront what questions the

existing research present, and share some resources and recommendations for

potential ways to create space in choral music so that it might more accurately reflect

the world we live in.

Choral music has unique diversity issues that are more subtle than those in the

instrumental world. Because of my work as a publisher and composer, I am particularly

interested in the representation of our programming as well as in leadership and overall

participation. Unlike orchestral programming, many choral music programs consist of

music by living composers. In fact, over 80% of the recommended repertoire from the

ACDA National Repertoire and Standards lists were by living composers. Choral singing

has fewer barriers for participation and the approach taken by any given choir can range

from an egalitarian activity with which nearly anyone can participate to an elite one

available only to the highly trained and educated.

My intention here is to offer a researched approach to representation as a call to action

for equity and diversity in overall participation, representation in positions of leadership,

and among composers.

Women in Choral Music

Gender equity in choral music is an easier and more accessible topic than ethnicity as

female singers are in greater numbers than their male counterparts throughout the

choral community. Since historically voice parts have been seen as synonymous with

gender, and choirs are split evenly by voice part, choirs are generally evenly divided

along gender lines. This relative parity is decently reflected among the aggregate of

conductors across the nation. This survey of conductors from Chorus America shows

that women lead nearly half of the choirs in the country, though the number is skewed

towards youth choirs and K-12 school directors and dramatically diminishes when

looking at community, college, and professional choirs. A survey of collegiate

conductors in Wisconsin, for instance, shows that gender parity is lopsided in higher

education, but still much closer in choral music than for instrumental conductors of

orchestras and wind bands. 

Among composers, however, women are still quite underrepresented. I recently

surveyed the music curated by the ACDA National Repertoire and Standards

committees that were presented during reading sessions at the 2019 national

convention, and women composers made up 21% of the composers on the suggested

lists. That percentage rose to 26% when considering only living composers.

My non-rigorous look at composers on MusicSpoke (a marketplace where composers

may sell their self-published music) shows only 20% of the composers are women, a

percentage roughly matched in the representation of composers in the catalog for my

own company. My guess is that these numbers generally represent the percentage of

women composers in the American choral scene, an obvious disproportion to the

percentage of women in both the choral community and the nation at large.

Ethnicity and Segregation in Choral Music

Ethnicity, however, is a much trickier topic to parse. First, there seems to be less overall

research about ethnicity in choral music. Chorus America’s conductor survey notes,

“Only 5 percent [of respondents] were African-American, Hispanic, or Asian/Pacific,

less than the proportion of minorities in the U.S. population; we don’t know how

accurately these percentages reflect the population of choral conductors.” They add

“fewer [respondents] are from the South as compared with the population as a whole,”

which might indicate why there were so few black conductors in the survey in particular.

Second, there is an ethnic segregation of participation, leadership, and programming,

between ‘non-genre specific choirs’ (usually referred to simply as ‘choirs’) and

ensembles that predominantly perform music of a specific idiom, especially one outside

of the European classical tradition, for instance, ‘Gospel Choir.’ A great deal of

ensemble singing is done in Churches, which also tend to be segregated along ethnic

lines. 

Social and creative solidarity among a like-minded community is totally

understandable. I see no issue with those who care to focus on or specialize in a specific

type of music, nor do I think there’s any problem with gathering among those who share

cultural experiences and values. What I am interested in looking at is how this

segregation affects non-genre specific choirs. This could, perhaps, be a problem of

terminology. Perhaps most ‘regular choirs’ are actually ‘European Classical Choirs’, or

‘American Classical Choirs.’ However, it’s been my experience that most ‘regular choirs’

are interested in exploring a wide breadth of repertoire including pop music, gospel,

folk-song arrangements, as well as music from the classical tradition.

As an example: New York City, like many of America’s large urban areas, is a ‘minority-

majority’ population. White people make up only about 40% of the city’s residents. That

number rises to 50% if only considering Manhattan. Looking at this photo of the Oratorio

Society of New York it is clear such demographics are not proportionally represented.

This ensemble’s demographics aren’t unique in New York among non-genre specific

groups, but I mention them specifically because of a major recent project: performing

and recording a new oratorio written by Pulitzer prize winning composer Paul Moravec

and librettist Mark Campbell (both white) based on the writings of William Still (a black

abolitionist). For this project, the soloists were all black performers, an appropriate

choice for a work about the underground railroad. This choice, as can be seen from this

photo of the performance, created a dramatic demographic shift among the performers,

at least doubling the singers of color in the performance.

But where do they go when the performance is over? Participation by singers of color,

but especially black singers in non-genre specific choirs, is low in and often leads to

tokenizing of those members, especially when black music is being performed (or in this

case, music on black themes). Such othering is a big part of choral segregation and is

not unique to black musicians. We separate and essentialize ‘ethnic’ music and look to

composers of color, even those born and raised in the US, to provide that work. Non-

idiomatic pieces are often overlooked in favor of music with a more ‘world music’ flair,

pushing composers of color to write music that matches their ethnic backgrounds,

whether it’s their preference or not.

I’ve experienced this myself. As a first-generation American of Middle Eastern ethnicity, I

find this experience particularly frustrating. I can count on one hand the number of other

Middle Eastern choral directors and composers I have met. I am frequently asked by

strangers about choral music on Middle Eastern themes or that utilize Middle Eastern

idioms, asked to pronounce or translate Arabic and Farsi, and have even been told that

when I sing minor seconds, they exhibit a low, eastern tuning. (To set the record straight,

I know almost nothing about Middle Eastern music theory and speak neither language

of my parents, but I am decently conversational in Brazilian Portuguese.) Is my music

influenced by my experience as a first-generation American and person of color who

finds themselves between cultures? Absolutely. My takeaway from these type of

interactions, however, is that my music training in the western classical tradition,

especially the avant-garde and experimental music on which I focus, isn’t of value or

interest and that I would be better served to pursue the music of ‘my culture’ than the

music in which I actually specialize.

While composers of color are dominant in genre-specific groups (black composers in

gospel choirs, for instance), they are disproportionately represented in concert

programs of non-genre specific choirs. Referring back to the survey of Repertoire and

Standards from the 2019 ACDA National Conference, composers of color only make up

14% of the total curated pieces. This includes a category called Ethnic and Multicultural

music, a broad and ill-defined category that seems to include folk songs, Jewish sacred

music, and gospel, among other music by people of color. This category is, I believe, an

intentional outlier, and 60% of the chosen rep is from composers of color. Removing the

Ethnic and Multicultural category as an outlier, only 8% of selected repertoire in all other

categories was from composers of color (10% if only considering living composers).

There were no recommended pieces by composers of color in both the youth and middle

school choir categories.

Among visible leaders on the national choral scene, approximately 45% were women,

and 25% were people of color. This number is considerably higher than the

representation of women composers and composers of color in the Repertoire and

Standards, but, particularly considering people of color, is markedly lower than the 40%

of the national population who are people of color. It’s hard to say how this might or

might not reflect the demographics of the choral field on the national level. 

Considering the intersection of ethnicity and gender only compounds the lack of

representation. Looking again at the ACDA Repertoire and Standards, women of color

make up only about 25% of all composers of color, making them 10% of the total

composers. Among the MusicSpoke composers, there are only two women of color and

none in my own company’s catalog.

Asking questions

Looking at the above information, I start to have some questions:

Why does this cultural segregation occur? Are there factors, like the tokenization

mentioned above of minorities, that leave people of color discouraged from what is

perceived as a white activity or push them to form choral communities of their own that

feel more welcoming? Is that lack of diversity in the visible leadership of classical music

part of a self-perpetuating cycle that reinforces to potential musicians of color that this

genre isn’t for them?

Is such segregation even sustainable? The American League of Orchestras points out

“With more than one-third of all Americans belonging to a ‘minority’ group, it is

increasingly difficult to be successful without incorporating diversity in your overall

organization.” Who we have in the audience will reflect who we are onstage, especially

for avocational groups where the majority of the audience are the friends and family of

performers. Ticket sales are a big part of supporting our ensembles, as is public funding,

both of which are in jeopardy if the performing group does not engage with the

population the public funding supports. 

Another, perhaps more contentious question: is the representation of women and

people of color a problem in choral music? As it is now, it seems the representation of

leaders in the choral world and its programming isn’t that far off from the demographics

of the field as a whole. If, for instance, the percentage of composition students is

accurately reflected in the professional world, then perhaps the issue to focus on is

education. According to DataUSA, only a little more 50% of students to receive an

undergraduate degree in composition are white. Sound and Music (a British

organization) shares that the percentage of women composers is over 50% for those

with the General Certificate of Secondary Education and steadily decreases the further

along in education one goes. 

In terms of composer representation, it’s worth looking at our past programming,

dissecting the demographics of those composers, and asking ourselves why we have

programmed the way we have. Are there creative perspectives that are missing? Where

are we looking for repertoire? Why have the curators picked the music that ultimately

becomes available, and where else might we search? 

The data I’ve shared might not be enough to draw the definitive conclusion of systemic

discrimination or pervasive unconscious bias, but it points in that direction. This series

of asking ‘why’ isn’t endlessly recursive, resulting in a “turtles all the way down”

situation. When I ask myself these questions, I inevitably come to the systemic racism

that has structured the world of concert music that more highly values musical

characteristics from the European Classical tradition. 

If the majority of choirs are truly ‘non-genre specific,’ then what happens if we re-

examine our inherited values of music from the European classical tradition. How have

those values defined for us what ‘good’ music is? What doors might such a re-

examination open? 

Most choirs I have participated in audition for very specific kinds of skills that align with

repertoire descended from the European classical tradition. Sight-singing is often

highest on the list, a skill favoring those with a formal education in western classical

music. Why have we selected certain musical abilities and neglected others? Do we

audition a person’s ability to learn by ear? For their versatility of sound? The ability to

improvise? Having such skills in our ensembles might open up new performative

opportunities. 

Finally, what creative opportunities have been missed because of the influence of these

unexamined values? From my perspective as a performer and composer of new and

experimental music, it’s worth noting that such a reconsideration of values has been a

huge part of innovation in music in the past (Cage, minimalism, etc.) and might be worth

considering for our own creative evolution.

If our goal is to have the various levels of representation (particularly gender and

ethnicity)  in the choral world match those of the nation, then we’ll need to look at why

there are so many fewer women and people of color being represented in ‘mainstream’

choral music. Overall involvement, for instance, does not necessarily address the issue

of segregation. Would a greater degree of visibility at the professional level make a

difference in young musicians receiving the encouragement and mentorship they need

to pursue careers in classical music? There is a question of where the responsibility lies

in feeding the populations of future musicians and looking at strategies for how that can

be accomplished. Education and mentorship are certainly an essential part of this

equation, as are removing socio-economic barriers that disproportionately affect people

of color.

Resources and suggestions for getting started

The Institute of Composer Diversity shares these guidelines for incorporating a more

extensive range of representation in concert programming. What stands out to me is

their suggestion to “Program to your potential audience as well as to your usual

attendees,” which aligns with the previous question about audience sustainability. Their

guidelines also suggest a kind of aspirational programming: it might not reflect the

current state of the choral field, but by programming how we want our field to look, that

is to say, if we want the creative voices in the choral world to reflect the country we live

in, we can guide the evolution of our ensembles to include everyone in our community.

As ensemble leaders, we decide whose music is visible, we decide which of our

audience members will look at our programs and see themselves reflected in the names

of the composers and the faces of those on stage.

Considering that the choral world has such an emphasis on the music of living

composers, it’s interesting to note that the Institute of Composer Diversity suggests

nearly 50% women composers and 50% people of color for groups that perform mostly

new music. If you’re like me, your first reaction to those numbers might be deep

resistance. It’s helpful to remember that the math here does not add up to 100%.

Gender is not an ethnicity, and vice-versa; this is a suggestion that asks for an

intersection of demographics. When I saw this suggestion from a colleague, I thought,

“This seems unrealistic and looks like SO much work,” a task compounded by our

national curators not yet following these recommendations. 

Outside of programming, these numbers could also be applied to the visible leadership

of our ensembles, looking beyond conductors to our board members and other officers.

Especially at the national level, there is a logic in having those who represent the most

popular extra-curricular activity in the country look like the people they represent. There

is evidence to support the idea that increased representation of minorities in leadership

increases engagement of minorities in the community. It seems reasonable to me that

the more one can ‘see’ themselves doing a thing by having it modeled for them, the

more one feels encouraged to participate themselves. In short, representation leads to

participation.

Here are some other resources for those interested in researching repertoire they might

not have looked into before:

The choral world has worked hard over the last several years to address issues of

inequality and disadvantage for women and people of color, and it shows. There’s a lot

to be proud of in terms of how much progress has been made in the choral world during

the last century. In many parts of the field, there is gender parity, and people of color are

finding more representation, on the whole, than in the instrumental world. We still fall

short of accurately representing who we are as a nation within the choral world, but the

progress thus far has made choral music one of the more inclusive fields in classical

music. Our work is not yet done. My hope is that, by looking inward at these unique

aspects of diversity, by examining issues of segregation and inclusion, and by shaping

our ensembles to reflect the world around us, choral music can be a model for the rest

of the classical music world as we move towards a creative world that is as diverse as

the population that potentially feeds its future.

Fahad Siadat creates interdisciplinary works, folding words, sound,

and movement into ritualistic narratives. He is a frequent soloist with

such groups as The Industry and PARTCH, and has had his music

performed in Europe, China, and across the United States. Fahad is

artistic director of HEX Vocal Ensemble and is co-artistic director of

The Resonance Collective. In 2012, he founded See-A-Dot Music Publishing, a

company devoted to the advocacy of adventurous choral music.
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