Adaptable Op-Ed 

There’s more to choral singing than meets the ear.

Ennui is an unfortunate looking word that describes an unfortunate social condition—a feeling of malaise, boredom, and general lack of interest. It’s a feeling broadly experienced when external events or conditions seem oppressively harsh or hopeless.     

Fortunately, there is an antidote for ennui—involvement. And these days it seems that large and growing numbers of people are experiencing a compelling, visceral urge to DO something—or, more accurately, to do SOMETHING. But sometimes it’s hard to know where to start. 

Here’s a suggestion: check out choral singing. 

A chorus may not be the first thing that comes to mind as an agent of progress or change, militant or otherwise. But music in general and singing in particular have been powerful vehicles for social development since biblical times, and probably long before. And as recently as the late 1980s, singers—as many as 300,000 at one time—were credited with helping to restore the independence of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, in a phenomenon that became known as the “Singing Revolution.”

As it turns out, choral singers are an unusually engaged group of citizens. A new study from Chorus America, the service organization of choruses in the U.S. and Canada, finds choral singers display an impressive array of socially desirable attitudes and behaviors. For example, choral singers are much more likely to volunteer in their communities and to contribute money to philanthropic causes. They’re far more likely to take on leadership roles, too, and to participate in the political process. According to the study, 96% of adult choral singers who are eligible voters vote in national and local elections—compared to 70% of the general public who are voters. And an overwhelming number of choral singers also report that singing in a chorus has helped them become better team members in other areas of their lives.

Given the fact that choral singers are responsible and socially conscious citizens, it stands to reason that the choruses to which they belong are also strong contributors to society—and in ways that transcend the choral arts themselves. Many choruses routinely use their concerts as fundraising vehicles for deserving community not-for-profit organizations. And many sponsor scholarships for needy and deserving students of the arts.   

It’s hard to pinpoint exactly why choral singing is so powerful. Maybe it’s because words appeal to the intellect, whereas words accompanied by music appeal to the emotions. In a recent civil rights special aired on PBS, former Ambassador Andrew Young said the reason communism failed in the American South was simple. “They didn’t sing,” he said.

And here’s some news. Choral singing is a growth “industry” in this country. According to the Chorus America study, 32.5 million adults in the U.S. regularly sing in choruses. And if you include children, the number increases by an additional 10 million voices, to 42.6 million. In other words, there are more choral singers in the United States than there are people in Argentina, Poland, Canada, or Australia. 

Not everyone can play a violin, dance a tango, or act in a Shakespeare drama, but most everyone can carry a tune. It’s something that can be done throughout a lifetime, and done well, without a great deal of formal training. Or expensive equipment.

Choral singing also provides a host of other, perhaps less tangible, benefits. A choral community can provide hope and acceptance for the disenfranchised, or for those who are simply lonely. Families spread out over time or become distant for other reasons. Spouses and partners change or expire, and other hardships come and go. A chorus can provide a predictable and reliable social anchor in good times and in bad.

In short, choral singing is anything but inconsequential. In sheer number of participants, it’s the largest performing arts segment in the country. Choruses are affordable and convivial vehicles for making art, and for breeding and nurturing collaborative behavior, initiative, and leadership.

Involvement starts here. To be sure, not everyone enjoys spending two or more hours each week in very close quarters with dozens or more of their closest friends learning to extract harmony from chaos. Not everyone likes the idea of getting gussied up in concert dress and standing on stage under blazing lights for an hour or two several times a year. And some would prefer to partake of “Monday Night Football” or the endless editions of “American Idol” or “Dancing with the Stars” to ingest their weekly ration of culture.

But for those who are willing to make the investment of time and, yes, a little money, the rewards are sublime. Don’t believe me? Find a local chorus and see for yourself.  I’m betting you’ll be glad you did.
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