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Introduction 

When the palaeontologist Stephen Jay Gould was asked about the size and weight of Einstein’s brain, he said he wasn’t interested, but suggested those with equal or greater talent and ability had spent their lives relegated to cotton fields and sweatshops (Gould, 2008). In a similar vein, American inventor and pioneer of social engineering Jacque Fresco said those native to icy climates don’t dream of sandy beaches to suggest our imaginations are limited by our understanding. The demands of western classical singing are vast in scope, encompassing multiple languages, movement, acting, performance, stage presence and is considered the apex of singing technique. With rising global inequality and socioeconomic deprivation, opportunities for what could be deemed ‘lofty’ dreams in ‘high art’ are increasingly out of reach to most, bar the privileged few. 
I posit that socioeconomic deprivation and structural inequality present near unassailable barriers to a meaningful career in western classical singing now more so than ever, and that the scholarships and inclusion programmes offer little if any mitigation. 
My intention is to survey classical singers from disadvantaged backgrounds to see if there is a recognisable and demonstrable patten to what precluded them from success or further pursuit of a career withing the industry. This will be enacted trough quantitative online surveys and qualitative recorded interviews. 
My expected learning outcomes are that I will be able to show that there is a significant barrier to those from less privileged backgrounds and that there is limited if any upward mobility provided from inclusion programmes and scholarships. I hope to also identify some (if any) things that did have positive outcomes and offer suggestions for further investigation or  evidence for increased funding. 
I will also give consideration to insider research and ethical issues, including that I will likely know a number of participants, and they could try and skew their answers to what they believe I want them to be, they could predict my hypothesis and wish to provide answers more aligned with what they believe I’m looking for or support their preconceptions and biases. There is also the ethical consideration of potential for traumatising participants by asking them to relive and discuss the structural components that precluded them from their dreams, also lingering with what could have been upsetting circumstances surrounding their upbringing or current situations. 



Literature Review 

Western classical music is multi-disciplinary and takes years of study. Singing techniques, repertoire, acting, movement, language as well as networking, marketing, promotion are all pre requisite skills required in attainting and retaining an a career withing western classical singing today. 
A study of British and Irish opera singers from 1850 – 1960 showed that most came from the middle classes  (Russell, 2017). In the 90’s a study showed that those in higher earning jobs attended more arts events and engaged more in ‘elite’ cultural activities (eg attending concerts of symphonic music), but they also tended to engage more in ‘non elite’ activities (rock concerts), while those in lower earning jobs attended fewer events and showed a strong preference for one ‘non elite’ form of music. This was termed a shift from ‘omnivore-to-univore status hierarchy.’ (Peterson, 1992). The omnivore meaning more likely to consume from multiple genres and mediums and univore meaning showing strong preference for one.  While the ubiquity of the internet and rise of streaming and video platforms has opened up opportunities for ‘elite’ consumption, people do tend to follow social and class trends of consumption (Prior, 2023). 

“active pursuit of classical music is predominantly the preserve of the educated middle classes”  (Prior, 2023)
Opera is viewed by many as antiquated and requires audiences to want to engage with its complexity. Theatres know this and as a result have made strides towards inclusivity and adapting to tempt new audiences (Benito & Babi, 2014). 
While arts across the board have gradually started to reflect the wider inequalities exacerbated by the widening gap in wealth (Kolbe, 2021), engagement with ‘high arts’ (museums, galleries, classical music) is still less frequent from those on lower incomes (Prior, 2023). Though online engagement through clips may expose wider audiences, rising living costs and production costs may hinder that exposure from translating into newer audiences taking a risk on paying increasingly high amounts for novel experiences. 
A recent report shows that the public within the UK still has a favourable view of opera and rates it highly if they go (76% rate it as a positive experience). There is still the barrier of high prices that keeps people away, even if they have a desire to go (Wride et al., 2024). Many venues offer discounts and promotions to entice first time attendees, but when money is tight, people can be less likely to take a risk on something they’ve never experienced. 
The report also showed that 42% have no 'personal connection' to opera, as they say they have ‘never met a  opera fan’, an important factor as many reported they would rather attend with friends than alone (Wride et al., 2024). 
The study of British and Irish opera singers from 1850 – 1960 was an analysis of a collective biography of 344 of singers from that period. The study did show that the middle classes were numerically the most represented, but it also notes of the  ‘surprisingly strong’ contribution of those from less affluent backgrounds, but made mention of the state funding and patronage that allowed them to get there (Russell, 2017).
This has always been the case. Rebecca Dowd Geoffroy-Schwinden in her 2022 book ‘From Servant to Savant: Musical Privilege, Property, and the French Revolution’ details the inextricable link between the French revolution and modern-day pedagogy within western music and also how it greatly informed, if not set, its canon (Geoffroy-Schwinden, 2022).  Pre-revolution France contained explicit musical privileges known as ‘privilèges’ that bestowed a right to pursue and explore certain interests and disciplines to those deemed worthy (by right of birth or at the behest of the royals or those high up in the French courts), often while simultaneously restricting access to others. In parallel with modern day, these ‘privilèges’ granted exemptions from taxation to both ecclesiastical institutions and aristocracy, placed restrictions on trade and granted rights to hunting exclusively to the nobility, as well as regulating artistic and musical production. Restrictions were put on the publishing of scores, public performance, the production of musical instruments and more. There was even one woman in the south of France who was granted the right to dictate if and when a violin could be played in the streets. Even back then, as now, the people complained of unfairness (Geoffroy-Schwinden, 2022). 
The ensuing changes post revolution have lasting effects still felt today in the world of the arts. Geoffory-Schwinden argues the post Bastille era lingers within the modern paradigm in two ways. The first being the opening up of restrictions on music making and access to music, provided by the abolishing of the ‘privilèges’ by the new revolutionary government, and their new ‘rights to property’. With music now receiving legal protections as a form of private property, the newly enshrined laws:

..prioritized composers (the “greats”) and musical scores (the “masterpieces”) above other kinds of musicians and music-making. (Geoffroy-Schwinden, 2022)


Said legal structures created the priorities that then, and still to this day form much of the dominant narratives of the history of music. 
The second was the birth of the musical conservatory. Opening in 1795, the Paris Conservatory was the first formal centre for musical training separate from the catholic church. Prior to its opening there was no specific mandate for musical tuition comparable to other disciplines (such as science or law). Thus, the standard model of musical achievement was born with the publication of books detailing the performance standards and establishing canon, the overhang of which still dominates western musical standards today (Geoffroy-Schwinden, 2022). With the standard repertoire now in place, set by the Conservatory members, the Conservatory instantly disadvantaged those from less affluent or privileged backgrounds. Much like today, those that did not come from musical families, were not exposed at a young age, had no access to instruments, no place to practice or any formal guidance, were never going to be able to complete against their more privileged peers. 
In a recorded interview with the black music archive YouTube channel, legendary soprano Grace Bumbry says that the reason ‘the new girls can’t sing like the old girls’ (which became the name of a different video on the channel that featured clips of this interview) is that the level of training and exposure is not as strong in contemporary times as it was in the mid 20th century (Black music archive, 2022). Bumbry states that at her school they sang every morning, and that with her church choir she rehearsed multiple times a week, which laid the foundation for technique and strengthened her stamina (Black music archive, 2022).


In music,  we have a proclivity for that which is familiar (Ward, Goodman and Irwin, 2013). 
As Swedish psychology researcher Maria Sandgren writes in her 2025 PhD thesis:

“The acquisition of expert skills also critically depends on access to relevant social support” (Sandgren, 2025)
If we are never exposed to something, we are less likely to engage with it.  The Laidlaw Opera Trust’s Public First study on what the public thing about opera shows that, despite having never attended, many are interested in attending the opera but costs are often cited as barriers to taking a risk on something you might not understand or enjoy. Whereas those that have previously attended are often likely to return (Wride et al., 2024).


Within the UK a further rise in inequality (Inequality.org, 2020), unprecedented strike actions (Dupont, 2023) and increased living costs(Swain, 2023) can make people uneasy about their immediate and not too distant future and necessitates fiscal conservatism, both individually and in government spending. All this can lead to drops in engagement and spending on luxuries like art, leading to drops in ticket sales, and often dropping or a reduction of costly hobbies that can be deemed expensive and expendable (music lessons, choirs, attending expensive shows). 


Methodology 
To gather data I decided to utilise questionnaires and recorded interviews. Originally I planned to use quantitative questions in the questionnaires, but opted for employing mixed methods by altering the possible answers from tick boxes on pre filled answers, to a type box, allowing participants to be as expansive or succinct as they desired. This garnered both qualitative and quantitative answers to the questions. 
My intention was to survey classical singers from disadvantaged backgrounds to see if there is a recognisable and demonstrable patten to what precluded them from success or further pursuit of a career withing the industry. 
I altered my question before sending out the survey. Originally asking participants to self-identify as both singers of western classical music and as coming from disadvantaged backgrounds. I opted for asking people to self-describe their socioeconomic status both growing up and presently. I opted for this as I gather my participants from WhatsApp groups of singers for productions I’ve been involved in. I chose to let people self-identify as I feared I would not get sufficient participation. The participants end up being sourced from a WhatsApp group for a semi professional production of Bizet’s Carmen with Clyde Opera and from a WhatsApp  group for amateur opera company Aria Alba, as well as one participant from the learning support team at UWTSD. 
All participants self-identified as singers of western classical music. 
I  also gave consideration to insider research and ethical issues. This included that I knew most the of participants. There was only one participant in the survey that I didn’t have a personal relationship with. This left scope for a number of issues in terms of insider research.  There is the possibility that the participants could try and skew their answers to what they believe I  wanted them to say, they could attempt to predict my hypothesis and wish to provide answers more aligned with what they believe I’m looking for. 
Based on the questions and their personal relationship with me the participants could have provided answers that support their preconceptions and biases, or what they believe mine to be. There is also the ethical consideration of potential for traumatising participants by asking them to relive and discuss the structural components that may have precluded them from their dreams There is also consideration that must be given to asking people to linger with what could have been upsetting circumstances surrounding their upbringing or current situations. 
These were mitigated by making sure that people read and signed a consent form that informed them that they would be asked about their musical backgrounds and socioeconomic status, reminding them they have the right to withdraw at any time. 
Participants from a broad range of backgrounds, ranging from self-described ‘peasants’ to Yale graduates and consultant doctors. 
The final question on the questionnaire asked people if they would like to be included in a recorded video interview. I stated that if I had too many volunteers, the participants would be chosen at random. Of the 12 participants, 10 said they would like to take part in the interview. Unfortunately, I had not included a box for them to provide their email address,  I only noticed after the first 2 had completed the questionnaire, I amended the final question and included a box for participants to provide and email address.  8 were emailed, one did not respond and one was arranged, but cancelled due to personal events in the participants life. 
All interviews began with asking the participants to detail their singing/musical history. This helped to put them at ease and get them talking and putting in context the questions that followed. This was particularly enjoyable from my perspective as all 6 lit up and talked at great length about their musical history and seemed to enjoy doing so.  The interviews were unstructured which I feel made all the participants at ease and allowed them to speak freely. I did not have set questions going in, opting to ask for further detail if I felt it relevant and attempting to move the conversations back into the realm of socioeconomic status and barriers to a career in western classical singing. I did ask all what they felt were barriers to a meaningful carrier in western classical singing. I got several additional answers I hadn’t considered which out I’ll detail further in the findings section. 
All participants at the end of the interview agreed with the statement that socioeconomic deprivation is a significant barrier to a meaningful carrier in western classical singing. I asked at the end as I didn’t want to influence their answers to prior questions and wanted to see what came up naturally. 
The interviews were recorded on zoom and through Microsoft teams to generate a transcript which was emailed to the participants to give them a chance to object if they felt it was not an accurate representation of what they said or if they wish to withdraw consent at that time. One participant confirmed they were happy with the transcript, the others did not reply. 
The decision to use mixed methods in the questionnaires and a loose structure to the interviews was to base the data in a post positivist paradigm, so as to allow a less rigid structure of the data and create space for less encumbered answers from the participants (Flick, 2015). 
When I conceptualised the study, I envisioned adhering more to a Interpretivist stance, hoping to produce more proscriptive findings and recommendations, but opted for the freer post positivism due to what I felt was the constraints of my network of potential participants. 
For the purposes of this assignment, I believe the decisions to conduct the study within this framework was the correct decision and produced the most fruitful results under the circumstances. 


Findings 

All participants had to agree to terms and conditions and consent to participation

Questionnaires 

First question was 
In a few words, can you describe your background in singing?

Answers ranged from sung in school and at church to multiple degrees and multi decade careers. 
Details below:

	I am a trained Opera singer with two Masters degrees

	I sang in a choir at school and with an am-dram group at university.

	Lifelong amateur singer, mostly choral, until ten years ago when I went to Conservatoire and gained a PGAD. 

	Advanced amateur classical singer with 17 years of training

	I come from a musical family - everyone sang. I took part in school musical productions. There was then a pause until my fifties, with singing confined mainly to church, until I began voice lessons and joined a local opera company. I remain involved with it now, 15 years later. 

	Always sang/performed as a child. Got into chapel choir in secondary school when I was 11 and started having singing lessons with a bel canto teacher. Have a BMus and MMus in vocal studies.

	Started singing lessons at school around 2006, and joined school/community choirs. Around 2012/2013 started singing in opera choruses and then singing operatic roles with community companies

	I have had singing lessons for over 20 years. I have sung opera for about 15 years

	I have sung in musicals, choirs and operas.

	Sung top soprano in church choirs since the age of ten, singing in churches and cathedrals for services, festivals, weddings and funerals. Sung in a folk group, sung solo in music competitions, sung with Cor Dyfed in various churches and in St David's cathedral, currently sing with Morfa Madrigal Singers performing in local churches and care homes.

	Started as a pioneer choir member as a child, then studied private singing as a teenager. Currently having masters degree in music.

	Professional opera singer ( retired) with 15 year career singing in major opera house in Europe




How would you describe your socioeconomic status growing up?

All referred to class. 10/12 83.33% said middle class, most with additional qualifications (upper, lower). 1 Didn’t answer but did essentially say middle class in the interview, and the other said ‘lower working class’ – more on this later, problems with self assessment. 

How would you describe your socioeconomic status now?

Again, all used class. 5 didn’t move, 2 didn’t move but qualified further (essentially one moved up slightly, essentially living in the same class but a more affluent country, and another same class but now living in a more deprived area. 3 moved up, one moved down and the one that didn’t answer expanded in the interview and essentially stayed the same. 

What was the highest level of education in your household when you were 14?

Only one came from a household that did not have at least an undergraduate degree










Below is a table that shows some of the more Qualitative Data more clearly,  which includes, in order:

Did you grow up in a musical household?
50% split yes and no

Do you hold qualifications in singing?
7 out of 12 did not (58.33%)

Have you ever attended any singing courses?
3 no – 25% 75% yes

Have you ever been paid to sing? 
3 no – 25%
1 said once for a funeral – this individual has an undergraduate and masters degree in singing

Have you ever sung with an orchestra?
100% yes








 


 
	
	Yes 
	No

	Musical Household
	50
	50

	Qualifications in singing
	58.33
	41.66

	Courses/paid
	75
	25

	Orchestra
	100
	0

















Interviews

The interview were conducted via recorded zoom or Microsoft Team calls. Producing over 8 hours of video footage. I employed reflexive thematic analysis as pioneered by Braun and Clarke in 2008 (Braun and Clarke, 2024) to analyse the data.
The limitations I identified at the outset of the analysis was that large swathes of the content was not particularly relevant. I could have mitigated this by bringing more structure to the interviews. I do feel allowing the participants to detail their musical history, though lengthy, was an overall positive decision, as all seemed to enjoy and it was a pleasure witnessing. I feel that because of this start, the participants were more at ease and spoke more freely than if I hadn’t included this at the start. After coding the data the below emerged as points of interest and recuring themes. The only things that could be included were the answers to the question ‘What do you think would be a barrier to a meaningful career in Western Classical Singing:

Other barriers:
Fiona w – disability – mentioned a very talented singer we both know who she believes would struggle to get work due to her physical disability, saying casting directors might struggle to see past it

Fiona B – Confidence. Dealing with criticism and rejection and the mental demands of a singing career 

John - Caledonian Antisyzygy – Scots not wanting to identify as artists, from his own experience of performers or those that work in the arts struggling with the identity of ‘artist’ – noting that when all asked they all answered ‘I’m a piss artist’ or I don’t use paints

Liang – racism. Liang works in Germany and has worked with many talented singers of Asian descent that struggle to book jobs despite immense talent, due to their looks or issues with language. We both noted that a German college of ours had pointed out he struggled in Italy due to his German accent. 
Liang said it’s worse in German as much of the paid work available is operetta which features a lot of dialogue, so if your German doesn’t sound native, you’re less likely to be hired. 

Liang – competition. Knew many others that worked so hard and got nowhere, and felt she couldn’t compete without another source of income. 

Capitalism/money

Katlin – Equality isn’t equity
Gayle – the system of capitalism locks some people out and doesn’t allow the cream to rise to the top
Liang – I got scholarships for my academic studies in physics, but couldn’t get anything for artistic courses
John – socioeconomic depravation would be the most significant barrier. Lack of early education and exposure to ‘high arts’ so seen as ‘not for me’ by the more disadvantaged.
John - If you can't afford the piano lessons, if you can't afford the music instruments, if you can't afford the singing lessons, if you don't come from an environment where those things are valued, you can't do it.
 
Both fionas, although didn’t pursue careers in the arts (both were told to get ‘proper jobs’ by their parents, and music was seen as a ‘hobby’, both now retired). They were the only two to not bring up money as a barrier when asked. 

Aesthetics 

All participants mentioned aesthetics as a potential barrier, the arguments put forward were most succinctly summarised by the quote from John below:

John Cairns   1:00:26
Over the time that it's become more fashionable to be inclusive, etcetera, etcetera, etcetera, opera singers have become thinner and more gorgeous.


Leg up programmes/ poverty and social exclusion

Beneficial as some of these can be for people, there is little consideration given to the cost of getting to these, the cost of staying, the time one needs to take off paid employment and issues of rurality increasing costs. Many offer scholarships etc but rarely to they full cover all costs incurred. 

There is an intersectionality to social exclusion, but all are exacerbated by poverty 
This research has highlighted that not only is socioeconomic status difficult to define, both for individuals and across the spectrum of society, but that the landscape has changed. The divide between the richest and poorest is wider than it has ever been. The worlds most developed countries are now also the most unequal (WID.WORLD, 2024). 
I had hoped to also identify some (if any) things that did have positive outcomes and offer suggestions for further investigation or  evidence for increased funding. 
Perhaps there is scope for a similar study of western classical singers that do self-identify as coming from economically deprived backgrounds, which could yield positive results in the form of proscriptive interventions to overcome or ameliorate the barriers they faced. 
If redoing this I would have perhaps asked the participants for any suggestions as to how to assail these barriers to have ended on a more positive note and to have produced some more proscriptive results. 
I also identified issues with self-identification for socioeconomic status.   Poor won’t say they’re poor as they know feel others have it worse and used terms like ‘got by’, rich won’t say they’re rich as they feel others have more and used terms like ‘comfortable’. 
Degree level education doesn’t hold the same weight as it used to, Participant 4 has reached the same educational level as his parents but self describes as living less comfortably. 
Our increasingly algorithmically driven has knock on effects for the arts and the lived experience of artist. The honing of a public image and on-line persona can have detrimental effects to the individuals psyche (Colyer, 2022)
Further discussion, rurality, prejudice . Better defined  categories or parameters  for socioeconomic status. Wider question of capitalism and the arts, specifically opera. Changing landscape of performing arts and arts education.  Does ‘Class’ mean what it use to?

Conclusions 

The evidence gathered supported my hypothesis that Socioeconomic depravation is a significant barrier to a meaningful career within Western Classical Singing and that scholarship and leg up programmes do little to mitigate this. 
There is a questioning that came with this, the rigidity of ‘socioeconomic status’ may be less sold that previously thought. Educational attainment doesn’t necessarily translate to what it used to. How can one define ‘meaningful career’? For those who need to worry about income less, it could be very satisfying to casually engage, but for those who require regular and steady income, they could feel less inclined due to needing to prioritise meeting their more basic needs of food and shelter and more loathed to participate in activities unrelated to their training, especially if they have paid a lot to reach the level they are. 
Resolution can come from a different approach, as posited by a recent study that shows that decent living standards can be attainted for the entire global population utilising only 30% of the current global output(Hickel and Sullivan, 2024). Although this approach requires drastic changes in the overarching structures that govern all our lives, the world presented on the other side is one that allows for further  consumption and engagement with a wider array of arts, culture and genres. This could pave the way for greater experimentation within all disciplines and allow those formerly excluded from classical singing to not only consume more, but also potentially participate in, as well as offering potential of a rapid upgrade in quality across the board, with the industry being less bound by the constrains of the current paradigm of market capitalism. 
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