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Two days before I drafted this introduction, I was on a shopping trip with my wife in a fairly large town in the North of England. We had only been living in the North for a year, so this was a first visit. To my delight I saw that the parish church, an elegant clerestoried building, was open, so I popped in to escape the shops and have a quick look. The lights were on, stewards were present to welcome Saturday visitors, and a recording of what sounded to me like a men and boys’ choir was playing quietly to add to the ambience. ‘Is that your own choir?’ I enquired of a steward. ‘Yes’, he replied. ‘Well, it was in 1980 when that recording was made,’ he continued, ‘we had a great choir then.’ ‘Indeed’, I retorted. ‘And now? Do you have any boys in your choir?’ ‘No’, he replied, shaking his head sadly. ‘Two tenors, two basses, perhaps. No boys. All gone. It’s just ladies now, all we can get. Boys won’t do it anymore.’

I left the building both saddened and vindicated. I felt vindicated because a significant part of this book is concerned with why ‘boys won’t do it anymore’. There are a few places where boys still sing and that fact, paradoxically, is what saddens me. I think singing is a great thing for boys to do and during the writing of this book I have met many boys who still do ‘it’ and who agree with me. It is the fact that these boys enjoy their singing so much that makes things sad and difficult. If they would just all die out and be consigned to history, like perhaps the sailing ships of the Georgian navy, I would not have needed to write this book and my life would, frankly, have been easier. Alan Mould has recently written an excellent and definitive history and I am grateful for this, for I draw on it several times. But I am not an historian. I am a social scientist and I write about what boys do now. I also happen to have musical training and have taught music in days prior to academic life.

So what do I mean by ‘it’? That is quite difficult to define, but I would like the reader to be reasonably clear about what is likely to follow. This is not a book about church music. It is about boys’ singing. It just happens that when the church music dimension is taken away, a huge hole is left which compels that we answer the questions of how high boys should sing and what, other than church music, is to count as credible and authentic singing by young males who are in most other aspects of their life true blooded, risk taking, sport playing, mischievous boys. It is too often said that boys don’t want to sing because they do ‘not want to sound like girls’. I shall be critiquing this idea throughout the book, but for the present it should by now be clear to most readers that this is a book about boys with unbroken voices who have no desire to be girls.

I do not like the term ‘unbroken’ and I devote two chapters to explaining why the term ‘changing voices’ is to be preferred to ‘breaking voices’. Neither do I like to disparage girls. It may surprise the reader to learn that the body of theory in which I ground my work is what is commonly referred to as pro-feminist. Returning to what ‘it’ is, there is perhaps one more idea that must be introduced at this stage. The kind of singing I shall be writing about is sometimes referred to as ‘angelic’ or the ‘voices of angels’. Of course, the Christian church once had a near-monopoly on angels and their voices, but no longer. In pursuit of answers to my questions about how high boys should sing and what might be authentic and credible in their singing, I shall need to devote significant space to the different genres that employ angels as singers. I shall need also to address the question of whether there is an alternative for boys with ‘unbroken’ voices to singing like angels.

I have been encouraged to write this book because of the constant level of interest that has been shown in its subject matter. Some ten years ago, I first published the results of a small-scale but highly detailed enquiry I undertook into the lives of the members of a boys’ choir. That study was never intended to be the beginning of an occupation that has subsequently dominated my professional life. I had completed my PhD on the topic of young people’s values with regard to the natural world and reached a somewhat depressing conclusion that for the most part, these were highly instrumental, consumerist or ‘me-centred’, and unlikely to underpin the kind of widespread revolution in environmentally responsible behaviour that many educators were hoping for during the 1990s.

I wondered whether, for a small post-doctoral study, I might look at a parallel case of something other than wild animals and scenic majesty in understanding how a sense of intrinsic value developed in children and chose, for this project, to look at how the boys in a choir valued music. The media were not that interested in my PhD study, but the boys’ singing study was reported around the world on the day I first gave a conference paper. More to the point, the story of boys and music I uncovered revealed that children did not necessarily have to be totally materialistic. Ever since then, anything I have written about boys and singing has been almost guaranteed space in the newspapers and air waves. This tells us that there must be something unusually special about boys and singing that touches something deep in a collective psyche. A book such as this is needed and I feel privileged to have written it.

The choice of boys and singing for post-doctoral study was not entirely arbitrary. Writers in the social sciences such as myself acknowledge the importance of such matters as objectivity, reliability and validity, but we claim less and less to achieve it in the way that writers in disciplines such as physics do. Instead, we highlight the importance of transparency and trustworthiness in our work. Who am I, where am I coming from and how much credibility should a reader place in what I have to say? For that reason, this book is written in the first person. There has been no attempt to write my own self out through passive language intended to convey detached objectivity. It may, in this context, be helpful to know that some forty-six years ago, a small boy who absolutely hated the piano practice he hardly ever did was set to be an engineer. In total innocence, that small boy was sent to a new school that just happened to be a cathedral choir school.

The fact that it was a choir school was of little consequence to my parents who knew little of such matters and cared less about them. For the first ten years of my own life, singing and music had been about the last things on my mind. Then a cathedral, its thunderous organ, its smells of medieval timber and heating oil, and its choristers in their blue (and on Sundays and greater holy days deep red) cassocks changed all that. I must have had a gene that responded to what was one of the most critical events that has made me. The only possible explanation of my life is that I had the nature but not the nurture when it came to choral music. I have been trying to make sense of that ever since and we shall return to snippets of this story as and when necessary to maintain transparency and trustworthiness as the book proceeds.

This book is not a biography, however. It attempts to be a scholarly analysis of boys and singing. It addresses the question of how high boys should sing, but it does so because this question is related to the fact that an awful lot of boys do not sing at all. A principal reason for writing this book is that I believe most strongly that many more boys should sing than do. Part of this comes from within. Singing has become a major part of my life and identity that I know has carried me through the bad times and given meaning and purpose to living in a way that little else can. That alone would not be a sufficient reason to write the book. It has been my discovery through researching the topic with boys that I am far from unique. I do not know how many there are – nobody does, but there are many, many more boys out there who have the nature but not the nurture.

To give an enduring sense of meaning and the worthwhile to the lives of these young people at a time when so many boys seem to be facing emptiness that can lead to crime, drug abuse and indifference to other people and the world we share seems to me to justify the writing of the book. I want to be clear that I have written it because I think singing is good for boys. I have spoken to several hundreds of boys during the course of gathering material for the chapters that follow and I have seen that some of them gain so much through singing whilst so many others who would benefit miss out for the reasons I am going to describe and analyse. Of course, I hope what I have written may be helpful to those choir directors who live the daily angst of wondering where the next male singer will come from, but I want to be clear that my first priority is the boys who are missing out.

I shall be writing about a good deal more than choral singing, cathedrals and their boys’ choirs. Most kinds of music, most kinds of singing have the power to change lives. That boys sing at all is perhaps more important than where or what they sing. Neither will all of what I write about cathedrals and their choirs be in any case complimentary either. If it were, the book would be a polemic in support of classical sacred choirs, not a critical scholarly analysis of the field of boys’ singing. But I owe a great personal debt to cathedrals and their choirs and the experience of hearing or singing with a good one is still one that can evoke the fullest range of emotions from ecstasy to agony – something that for me goes far beyond mere entertainment. 





Chapter 1 The Background
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In this chapter I am going to address three preliminary issues. First the question of what a boy actually is, which is not as simple as might be imagined. Fundamentally ‘boy’ is a socially constructed concept, not a biological entity. The meaning of the word therefore can and does vary according to context. The definition I develop in this chapter is that which will serve us for the specific purposes of this book. Second, I discuss a little of the way in which I, as an educational sociologist, have come to theorize boys and boyhood. Much of what defines ‘boy’ has to do with another socially constructed concept, gender. However, I hope to show that gender is not the only way to construct boy. Though it is highly significant throughout this book, my thinking has moved on from a purely gendered examination of boyhood and continues to do so. Finally, I describe in somewhat abbreviated form the methodologies employed in my research on boys and singing. This book was never intended to deal with methodology in depth, but readers will rightly want to have some indication of how I have arrived at the data from which I draw my conclusions, what has been included, what has been excluded and why. Those who wish to delve further and have a technical interest in educational research methods are referred to the academic papers listed at the end of the chapter.


Boys – What Are They and Why Do They Matter?

Most people would imagine that it is unproblematic to define what a boy is, but a little bit of thought may dispel this notion. A boy is a young male – but how young? And when does a young male cease to be a boy and become a man? There is no absolute answer to questions such as these. It is essential, however, that we examine the issue because as I shall demonstrate shortly, singing contributes significantly to a young male’s identity – who he believes himself to be. If he thinks singing will give him the wrong sort of identity, he will not sing. That, indeed, is one definition of ‘boy’. A boy is a young male who experiments daily with different possible identities because he is learning who he is and how he relates to other people. Walker and Kushner (1999) have contrived a good metaphor for this – the building site.

The Victorians have bequeathed us the legacy of what is sometimes referred to as medicalism, the belief that answers to questions such as ‘what is a boy?’ can be found in the assumption that there is a simple and direct connection between social identity and readily measurable physical qualities of the body. For those who appreciate certain kinds of music, it is certainly possible to propose that boys are distinguished from men by the pitch of their voices and the part or range that they sing. This is very much the case in classical sacred choral music where the word ‘boys’ is often used in place of sopranos, it being a shared meaning in that context that the ‘boys’ sing the top line and the men (or ‘gentlemen’) the alto, tenor and bass parts.1 I certainly began this work with such a distinction in mind, but as I have come to address with increasing seriousness the question ‘how high should boys sing?’ I have come to see how problematic such an approach is. Whatever ‘boy’ is, it is not something that can be defined in such neatly convenient and simple terms.

1 The word ‘treble’ is often used in place of soprano in this context to give additional emphasis to the fact that it is boys and not women who are singing, though in terms of vocal parts, the two terms amount to largely the same thing. If they are different to sopranos, trebles are perhaps distinguished by lack of vibrato and the term ‘treble’ can now apply to girls who imitate this particular style of singing.
Janssen (2007) is rightly critical of the attempts of authors who draw on Victorian psychomedical concepts to differentiate childhood from adolescence without consideration of what are termed socially constructed factors of identity, of which gender is but one example. Some authors, such as Archer (2004) attempt to deny altogether the significance of socially constructed phenomena, but in so doing they seem to have inherited a Victorian psychomedical mindset which unfortunately denies them the most powerful analytical tools that are available. Numbers will be useful to us in some circumstances, but if we see them, as do those of a certain narrow scientific bent, to be the answer to most problems they will fail us in our quest to understand boys’ identity.

We need to look to language and the way concepts are constructed within the social world to get the necessary lever on what a boy might be. Janssen (2007) has examined the lexical conundrum of ‘boy’ and suggests that in the etymology of modern English usage, ‘boy’ meaning male youth has been emancipated from the archaic meaning of ‘servant’. Certainly, on a recent visit to India I was instructed to leave my baggage so that the ‘boys’ could take it to my room. Some writers, such as Groth (2007), propose an existential crisis for young males that is linked to an uncertainty of identity between boy and man. Mac an Ghaill (2002) has likened this to living in a state of melancholia. Boys, he suggests, yearn for an adult masculinity they cannot have. Groth writes more strongly employing the term ‘great poignancy’ to refer to the period of late boyhood, where he sees a ‘suicide of the boy’ and a state of non-being preceding adult masculinity. This, he argues, can lead to the nihilism of older boys. Writers on fathering such as Pleck (1987) have attributed significance to the fact that, unlike girls, boys must go through an often difficult and protracted re-orientation from mother to father, which makes the transition from childhood to adolescence and young adulthood a harder task.

This question of mothering and fathering has particular relevance as we move backwards in the life of an individual to explore the earlier years where there may be other uncertainties as to whether the young male is then a boy, or more meaningfully described as a child or an infant. Traditionally, the ritual of ‘breaching’ (see Chapter 2) has marked the beginning of boyhood as the time when the infant is no longer the ward of the mother. Many ideas of the commencement of boyhood proper are still rooted in the notion of the young male beginning to achieve some degree of independence from the protectorate of women, so some kind of struggle against the opposite sex seems to be part of the process of identity formation in boys. At the very least, a young male must show his peers that he is not a mummy’s boy.

Unfortunately, boys are often not good at this. It is probable that levels of social and emotional maturity are amongst the most significant qualities in separating boys from men. Boys, for example, do not know how to handle drink, men (supposedly) do. ‘Boy racers’ drive real cars as though they were toys because their growth in social maturity has not kept pace with their reaching the age at which a driving licence is permitted. A traditional angst for mothers has been their sons’ apparent need to go to war to demonstrate that they are no longer boys to be looked after by women. The word ‘boy’ can be used to enhance the poignancy that attaches to young men being killed in the armed services – a family grieves because their lost son was ‘only a boy’. We shall see later that competing social understandings of ‘boy’ and ‘man’ in music have been profoundly significant.

‘Boy’ thus has plenty of social meanings, including servant, that amount to ‘less than man’. If ‘man’ and ‘manliness’ are held up by society to be the ideal, then ‘boy’ is a deficit form of identity, a condition to be escaped. This seems to be the dominant condition in the Western world at the present time. Much is written about men and masculinity and boyhood is not generally a valued state of being. There are indeed similarities and differences here between boyhood and womanhood that we shall need to explore. Moreover in the UK at least we live in a society that seems to have become unusually careless of boyhood and hostile to boys. In spite of a rhetoric of ‘enjoyment and achievement’, the values of the education system are driven by preparation for adult (economic) life rather than attentiveness to the life of the child in the present. Boyhood does not matter, constant testing does. Boys in England are tested on their schoolwork more frequently than almost anywhere else in the world.

The UK is apparently more hostile than most other Western countries to boys. The tabloid press has made a fairly thorough job of demonizing boys, creating the impression that most of them are ‘hoodies’ or ‘feral youth’, much to the chagrin of the hundreds of thousands of perfectly pleasant, hard working young people who are genuinely distressed by such labelling. This kind of attitude was reflected recently in an influential international study by UNICEF which appeared to show a particularly poor attitude to and treatment of children in the UK.2 An answer I would like to see to this problem is more boys singing in choirs or other vocal groups, an aspiration that is certainly shared by organizations such as Youth Music, but successive UK governments appear to have prioritized placing more boys in prisons. According to the Children’s Rights Alliance for England (CRAE) approximately twenty-three in every 100,000 young people are now in custody, rendering the UK already the European nation that is significantly the most likely to harass and lock up young people. In spite of this the rhetoric of both major political parties appears to favour building more prisons and yet more locking up of boys in response to the apparently escalating mistrust between generations and social classes.

2 An Overview of Child Well-being in Rich Countries: A comprehensive assessment of the lives and well-being of children and adolescents in the economically advanced nations, UNICEF Innocenti report No. 7, Florence: UNICEF. In this report, the average ranked position of the UK on six dimensions was 18.2 out of 21 developed nations.
I believe that I have good reasons for straying into this political territory. It reiterates my most important point, that I believe singing to be good for boys and that more boys should sing as part of a strategy to reduce the perceived problem with young people and rebuild trust between generations. I know that some people will not take me seriously but if they do not I think that is because we in Britain have a deeply ingrained and unusually class based attitude in which singing by boys is seen as for a ‘soft’, privileged elite whose activities contribute little to the real national business of competitive economic growth and, in previous centuries, the ruthless exploitation of other peoples and cultures. I happen to think all this matters, not least because it is arguable that such an attitude has bequeathed us the twin legacies of climate change and global terrorism. Of course, boys’ singing is only one small part of the cultural revolution needed to heal the planet’s ills, but the reader might recall that it has been my starting point. I hope the chapters that follow will do something to justify my position. I would like now to explain a little more of the relationship between singing and young male identity and how we might study this to good effect.



Singing and Identity

Let me reiterate, the development of identity is the most fundamental task of boyhood. To boys, it is far more important than schoolwork and a failure to understand this by those who create schooling has much to do, I suspect, with the popular ‘moral panic’ about boys’ supposed underachievement in schooling. I do not wish to say too much about this here. It is just another way in which boys have been demonized and the issue has been inaccurately reported by politicians and the popular press to create a whole mythology of underachieving boys. Certainly it is the case that crudely aggregated figures indicate that girls outperform boys in almost every test at every level, but there are questions to be asked about the validity of the tests and what precisely their long-term value is anyway. It is also the case that when we look beyond the crude average we begin to see inconvenient detail such as the fact that middle-class boys do significantly better in school tests than working-class girls, but that such girls remain invisible as their fate seems to be considered less important by the majority of populist commentators.

There is a large and well regarded literature which deals with such matters in an appropriately critical, analytical way. The general conclusion is that much of the hype that attaches to boys’ underachievement is not justified. The reader can consult literature such as Epstein et al. (1998), Ashley and Lee (2003), Francis and Skelton (2005), Connolly (2004), Mills et al. (2007) to ascertain this. Let me reiterate instead that the voice and singing are absolutely fundamental to a boy’s identity and if he thinks that singing will not give him an identity with which he feels secure, he will not sing. Martino and Pallotta-Chiarolli (2003) describe a boy’s body as a ‘living, moving text’ (p. 14) and, like many other writers, emphasize the importance to boys of physical capital (Bourdieu, 1986). Swain’s (2004) study of primary schools demonstrates just how conspicuous this preoccupation is across the different social classes and cultures. A young boy of any social class or ethnicity is heading for trouble with his peers if he does not ‘perform’ in some way that is suggestive of greater physical capital than that possessed by girls.

Green (1997: 27) has also seen the body as a living, moving text and goes so far as to suggest that in singing, the body is on display in a feminine way. I am not sure how true this really is in any kind of sense that transcends the particular time, place and cultural context of Green’s writing, though there is undoubtedly a lot in it. I am more confident of the fact that, as many writers on voice testify, the body, voice and soul are intimately linked (Love with Frazier, 1999; Neslund, 2002; Crabbe, 2005). If the body is a living, moving text, the voice more than anything communicates what lives and moves. I particularly like Crabbe’s observation that


Vocal music is especially potent, emanating from deep within the human body itself rather than an external object. Being unmediated, singing is a peculiarly intense expression and exploration of the inner self.



This does resonate with what Green (1997: 185) is saying about boys’ preference for external music technology over the internal voice and the fact that boys are more likely than girls to fear intimacy and resist revealing their inner selves. Never is this more so than when boys are as uncertain of their identities as they are during early adolescence.

The performances of strength or displays of physical capital associated with most sports involve more the gross motor actions of biceps, triceps and ‘six packs’ rather than the incredibly intimate contractions of the vocalis muscle that literally give voice to emotion. It is extremely important also to realize that the question of physical capital is not just a question of boys versus girls, it is equally if not more a question of boys versus men. From an early age most boys will compare each other in terms of height and muscle power. They will organize themselves into hierarchies according to who can overpower who and the day when a boy can pick his father up rather than the other way round can give welcome assurance that he is becoming a man. Something as ‘soft’ as singing can be seen as an alternative for boys who are too ‘wimpish’ to enter into such competition, though as we shall see later, I have met plenty of boys who will do both.

This ought to alert us to the important fact that there is something fundamentally inadequate with the explanation offered by so many choral specialists and music teachers that they are short of boys because boys ‘don’t want to sound like girls’. There is, as we shall see, some truth in this but it is far from sufficient as an explanation. I have dealt with the question of boys, gender and singing in considerable depth elsewhere (Ashley, 2008) and do not intend to repeat all that detail during the course of the present volume, though I do reiterate some of the most important material. I do, however, wish to draw attention to one particular issue. If, as Kehily (2002) and plenty of others have asserted, boys are terrified of being associated with anything girl-like, especially including the voice, what is so wrong with sounding like a girl anyway? What is so wrong with girls and women that they must be avoided like the ‘pox’ and kept in place as second-class citizens?

This, I think, is a question which dwarfs any that relate to whether boys sound like girls in importance. It shows how deeply patriarchal our society remains and how embedded is the notion of the superiority of the adult male in relation to both women and children. This is an important issue that is addressed in Chapter 2. Young boys and girls have tended to segregate themselves by sex for probably as long as we have records. This perhaps shows how much identity learning in relation to gender takes place, but I think the kind of self-imposed and passing sexual segregation of young children may be of a different order to the power relations of hegemonic masculinity to which R.W. Connell refers. Connell’s seminal work on masculinity (Connell, 2005) has spawned voluminous amounts of analysis and discussion.

In it he draws on feminist power theories to construct theories of masculinity to explain not only the marginalization of women, but also of men on the basis of class, sexuality or race. His notion of hegemonic masculinity, which currently largely describes the insensitive, macho male with little interest in any culture other than sport, self and money, is a powerful explanatory paradigm. Nevertheless, as Salisbury and Jackson (1996) remind us, masculine identities are full of cracks and fissures as they shift across history and different cultures. Men who sing might now be marginalized by hegemonic masculinity, but this would hardly have been the case in the mining valleys of South Wales during the early twentieth century. This notion of changing masculinity will occupy important space in the chapters that follow and I shall demonstrate that, though the history of boys’ orientation to sport and physical adventure is a long one, singing like a woman has been less of a problem in the past than it has become in Western culture today.

Boys could be something different and new, and more equitable social relationships between people of different gender and generation could develop if boorish, hegemonic masculinity were more strongly resisted and the status of adult male were not implicitly embedded in Western society as something more worthy of human aspiration than womanhood. I shall draw not only on Connell’s work, but on that of the French philosopher Michel Foucault to point to the curious paradox that feminism is potentially a strong ally of boys’ singing. This is because for as long as boys fear to sing like women, it is the case that both boys and women are oppressed by adult males and in feminist scholarship we have a powerful tool for the study of oppression. Of course, boys grow up to become men and it is an alarming prospect that so many are currently growing up with some of the attitudes associated with the forms of masculinity that are currently hegemonic. The popular and simplistic belief that boys’ problems will be solved by ‘more male role models’ or ‘more contact with fathers’ must be seen as a frankly absurd one unless it is clearly stated what kinds of men are envisaged and how the problem of the ‘wrong sort of man’ is to be dealt with. For me, if there is a ‘crisis of masculinity’ it has much more to do with this kind of issue than the fact that girls are outperforming boys in school tests of doubtful value.



Other Attributes of Identity

Important as issues of gender and masculinity are, then, it is important that we do not allow ourselves to be side-tracked by a single focus on gender and thus become blind to other issues of identity which may be as important or more important with regard to boys’ singing. Figure 1.1 shows the way in which identity is conceptualized in the research centre of which I am the director.


[image: ]
Figure 1.1 Conceptualizing learner identity

The point of this diagram is to show that though discrete categories of identity such as gender can usefully be studied in great depth, no single one of them gives a complete and holistic picture of the individual or indeed the social group with which the individual is associated. We have already seen how a single focus on gender with no reference to social class can render invisible white, working-class girls. There may well be more than six discrete categories but to my mind, we will never understand boys’ singing unless we keep in mind the principle that multiple factors interact to create the identities that say ‘I am a singer’ or ‘no way’.

Ethnicity undoubtedly has a role to play in contemporary multicultural Britain. Boys from Muslim or Black African backgrounds, for example, bring entirely different traditions which both challenge and enrich established cultures such as traditional British folk song or the canon of Western classical music. At a more micro level of place, I have found evidence that it is indeed true that Wales is more a ‘land of song’ than England, and that boys from the North of England are likely to be on average more resistant to singing than boys from the South of England. There are, nevertheless pockets of exceptionality within these regional generalizations. A strong lead in English singing, for example, has developed in the traditionally industrial North East through the Sage Gateshead arts complex which owes its existence to both regeneration and strong local traditions. Self replicating ghettos of entirely different cultural attitudes in big cities develop as a result of historic social class and ethnicity factors, place then becoming a magnet for class or ethnicity. Differences in both means and disposition to travel out of one area of a big city to another have emerged as significant in my research on boys’ singing. Such patterns can be either resistant or responsive to policy intervention.

Of the six attributes of identity I have identified, three other than gender stand out as needing particular consideration in a book on boys’ singing. Religion and spirituality have great significance for a small minority, though overall I have found religion to be less important than might be imagined. This is partly explained by the fact that religious considerations are almost inseparably bound up with class and ethnicity. Religion can excite great passions of identity. For the vast majority of young people I spoke to, its irrelevance to music was found to be almost a given, something to be dismissed out of hand. Yet for the minority of boys who had really learned to enjoy and value choral singing, the interest in nine out of ten cases could be traced back, even now, to church or cathedral choirs. A further complication which needs to be appreciated is that not all the boys who sing sacred classical music do so with a confessional religious belief and this is where the question of religion merges with other aspects of identity. Boys are no different in this respect to the adults who were found in a study by Walter (1992) to sing the great sacred choral classics without religious belief, or indeed the college students found in a study by McCrary (2001) to sing gospel music for principally social rather than religious reasons. There is also an important difference between religion and spirituality when it comes to music and I discuss all this in greater depth in Chapter 7.

The first of the two qualities that rank as at least equal in significance to gender is undoubtedly social class, a theme that will permeate all the chapters other than those dealing with the purely scientific or technical aspects of voice. The seminal, reference work on the topic is probably still Pierre Bourdieu’s Distinction (Bourdieu, 1984). Bourdieu, through his well known concept of ‘habitus’, discusses the appropriateness of behavioural repertoire in any given subculture or culture. Individuals must carry a mental structure in their heads in order to deal with the world. In doing so, they are rational actors capable of making choice and not merely the products of social structures. Individual choices are likely to represent conscious decisions about social positioning and the cultural products and practices associated with the social positions identified with. Nevertheless, loyalties to the social class in which the individual is encultured are strong and Bourdieu draws from Marxist ideas of class and conflict. Significantly for the present work he asserts that ‘nothing more clearly affirms one’s class, nothing more infallibly classifies, than tastes in music’ (Bourdieu, 1984: 18).

In addition to the habitus, Bourdieu has given us the notion of cultural capital, which is closely related to social class. The issue is not that of absolute wealth, but the degree to which the available financial capital is converted to cultural capital through investment in the process of education. By this criterion, music is again symbolic of some of the greatest social divisions there are, at least in the UK. Cultural capital in the form of a classical musical education is valued very highly by those who possess it and parents of modest means can make great sacrifices to help their children acquire it. They do so against a tide which is running with increasing strength against the canon of Western classical music and must increasingly resort to costly private education. Lucy Green’s (2002) book How Popular Musicians Learn summarizes the position very well. This experimental, creative, learner-centred approach has revolutionized music in many state schools, but it seldom results in boys discovering the full potential of their voices across a two or more octave range to high Gs and As. This is only likely to happen as a result of deliberate instruction and enculturation that, with some exceptions, happens only in schools chosen by parents already in possession of some degree of cultural capital. The effect on boys’ singing, as we shall see, is profound.

Carey (2005) notes with approval that Bourdieu’s work is grounded in empirical data and thus ‘elevated from theory into sociological fact’ (p. 121). Whilst far from being beyond criticism itself, the empirical nature of Bourdieu’s work distances it from the pontifical and polemical approach of many writers on art criticism consumed, as Carey regards it, by their own self-importance. The very criticisms of Bourdieu’s work that are made by Carey and others indeed ring true when the empirical data obtained from boys is discussed later. These clearly show how individuals behave as rational actors in negotiating personal style that is a compromise between deeply felt inner values and social group and class allegiances. Choice and the ability to make choices as a result of the cultural capital held and the social groupings and class to which allegiance is felt is indeed of fundamental importance to boys’ singing.

Other large-scale works on a similar theme such as the Cultural Capital and Social Exclusion project (Savage, 2006) have modified or refined Bourdieu’s ideas in the light of contemporary Britain, but rather than challenging the fundamental principles, they have pointed increasingly to the important fact that middle-class boys are advantaged over working-class boys with regard to their ability to make choices. The concept of cultural omnivore, which neatly describes the contents of a middle-class boy’s iPod, is one that appears to be increasing in importance (Savage, 2006; Wing Chan and Goldthorpe, 2007). Choice is stressed by the UK’s National Music Manifesto, a government inspired attempt to put music for all young people back on the agenda:


by the age of 11, many young people are making their own decisions about the music they want to hear and play and where and how they want to do it. Music providers within and beyond school have to listen to what young people want and act on providing it for them. (National Music Manifesto, 2006: 48)



I read this statement with some degree of reservation for it could be seen as both class-blind and reactive in nature. We shall see shortly that it may be also generation-blind. I do not dispute the importance of choice, neither the centrality of it in young people’s lives today. What I wish to call attention to is my own finding that the eclecticism of the culturally omnivorous middle-class boy permits openness to boys’ singing which I have not found in working-class boys. Such boys possess less cultural capital than middle-class boys and some culpability for this attaches to schooling which as well as being sometimes class-blind can display a patronizing ‘not for the likes of them’ attitude to the very social classes imagined out of existence.

Class-blindness, like post-colonial guilt, is possibly a condition of contemporary Britain and one that is encouraged by politicians. The New Labour government that came to power in 1997 in an electoral landslide did so by marginalizing the traditional, class based form of socialism and talking of a ‘third way’ as if social class had suddenly vanished. Similarly, the Conservative Party has sought to play down its traditional associations with the landed gentry and capitalist entrepreneur to compete for the crucial swing votes of ‘middle Britain’. A study of boys’ singing, however, reveals just how much musical taste and opportunities for young people to choose continue to be conditioned by the old and peculiarly British class system. It is almost certainly the case more in Britain than in the rest of Europe and the United States that the education system has been formed by and continues to replicate a division in which a privileged elite receives an education founded upon the liberal arts principle and the masses an education founded upon the principles of preparation for a productive economic life.

Nowhere is the class dimension of this more painfully evident than on the front cover of the cathedral music magazine that lies open upon my desk. This shows, as is so often the case, three very white, clean boys imaged in choir robes crowned by bow ties that scream elite establishment from the rooftops in the most brazen manner imaginable. I risk some valued friendships here, but I must disregard any preferences of my own in favour of faithfulness to the evidence I have gathered from young people of every social class in every region of England and Wales. This overwhelmingly testifies to the catastrophic social divisiveness of such images in spite of whatever rhetoric to play down elitism is devised. Would that just a little more care and thought were given to what might be seen, by whom, and where.

My personal view is that all young people should have an equal opportunity to make the informed choice of the cultural omnivore. I belong to the generation which in its youth looked idealistically to education as the means of achieving that. One reason I do not like the word ‘elite’ is because it so readily inspires inverted snobbery that leads to the rejection of genres of music traditionally associated with the middle classes. I want as many boys as possible to sing and I want them to sing the best music of all cultures. This can and does mean that boys of virtually any background can come to accept the dress style associated with a wide diversity of musical performance styles, but not if these are thoughtlessly linked to brazen displays of social class.

There is thus no absolute need to abandon choir robes or any other outward cultural display. It just means that we have to handle the issue with more sensitivity and intelligence, or perhaps less naivety, than is sadly sometimes the case. The situation we currently have in reality is one in which boys’ vocal technique is effectively one of the most potent indicators of social class that there is. This is not at all helpful. Discussion and analysis of the evidence that supports this claim and what it means as well as painful soul searching concerning what might be done about it will occupy much of the book, but particularly Chapters 6, 7 and 9.

Whilst Bourdieu singles out musical taste as the most potent signifier of social class there is little doubt that fashion and dress style are also extremely compelling and the power of the two together is illustrated not only by the above but in almost any situation in which musical performance is accompanied by visual images. Young people are now accustomed to choosing their own clothes at least as much as to choosing their own music. In the case of boys’ singing, we shall see in later chapters that it is very easy for adults to get things wrong when choosing how boys should dress. But why should adults choose how boys dress? This question brings me to the final attribute of identity that I wish to raise in this introductory chapter, that of generation.
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