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Minority representation in orchestras vs. the national population

First, one of the best gauges is to look at American orchestras in terms of the percentage of minorities and when we do, we find that orchestras are 93% white, 1.6% black, and 1.5% Latino, with the remaining 3.5% primarily representing Asian-Americans. Anecdotally those statistics mean that when 3 ½ years ago the Chicago Symphony hired Tage Larsen, a black trumpeter, he was the first African- American ever in the history of the Chicago Symphony. The NY Philharmonic, back in the 1960s, hired Sanford Allen. Today there is still only one full-time African-American member of the NY Philharmonic.
It’s important to look at these statistics in terms of their representation in the overall population. Our goal is not to be the affirmative action entity within classical music; rather our goal is to achieve diversity within the field of classical music. Our goal is not segmented to a particular cultural or racial group, but rather to identify what groups are under-represented. We see the dramatic under-representation of blacks and Latinos in orchestras (1.5%) versus their representation in the overall population, at 13-14%. Sometimes I am asked, why not also focus on Asian-Americans? Because in classical music there is not the same under-representation for Asian-Americans, especially in orchestras, as they are 4% of the population yet make up 3.4% of orchestras.
You see on stage that there is very little diversity. But the problem is much deeper than that. So it’s important to look at orchestras as an entire entity. What is it about their music directors, conductors, and staff that impacts their connection on communities? We find that almost 90% of music directors/conductors are white, with 2.3% black, 1.8% Latino, and 8.6% other. With executive directors – the key leadership position of an orchestra – we find that less than ½ of 1 percent (0.4%) are black and only 0.8% are Latino, with 2% other. And with artistic administrators, the key artistic leadership position in an orchestra, we find that there are no blacks and Latinos – statistically 0%. Even if we look at the education and community relations directors, where many orchestras will place a minority on their staff, we find that only 3.7% are black, 2.2% are Latino, with 3% other. These statistics give you a sense of the lack of diversity in our orchestras.
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Positions held by minorities in American orchestras

Programming – what are orchestras performing? If we look at the overall top ten composers performed by orchestras, we find that 0% are minority. Now that is not a big surprise, as there are a lot of European composers in that category. But even if we pull out the top ten most frequently-performed North American composers, still it’s 0% minority. What if we had a magical milestone, where our goal is to have just 1% of the music being performed by American orchestras be that of minorities? Unfortunately we’re not even close to a milestone such as that.
Now let’s consider what’s coming down the pike. If we look at the overall student body in music schools, we find that blacks represent 6.6% and Latinos 4.9%, with Asians at 4.8%. There is some sense that things are growing. However, when we compare all degrees, we find that the 6½ % of black bachelors’ level students drops to less than half of that, at 2.5%, at the doctoral level, Latinos remain about the same at 5.3%, but Asians make up 17.4% of doctoral candidates, a significant increase. Again, there is a dramatic under-representation of blacks and Latinos in music schools compared with their representation in the overall population. But when it comes to Asian-Americans, they are dramatically over- represented in doctoral programs (17.4%) compared to their percentage in the population (4.0%). It’s important for us at Sphinx to quantify this, so that we know where we are and we know what impact we are having.
Music school faculty is another key area to look at; here we see that whites make up about 90% of the total faculty, with 4.8% black, 2.7% Latino, and 3% other, but when we look at full professors, blacks are down to 3.5% and Latinos down to 1.9%.
Finally let’s look at youth orchestras, because this gives us a sense of even before college, where are we looking in terms of our young people. And unfortunately we see very, very similar statistics to music schools, with whites making up 75% of youth orchestras, blacks at 3.5%, Latinos at 4%, with 17.5% other, mostly Asian-Americans.
So now, with this understanding of the current environment of classical music, I hope you have an appropriate context in which to understand the necessity for the Sphinx Organization. The Sphinx Organization’s website http://www.sphinxmusic.org/ has a short video that presents the highlights of our work and accomplishments.
When you see Sanford Allen in that video, whether he was playing as Concertmaster of the Sphinx Symphony or sitting as a juror or giving a master class, I hope you can see that the impact he has on our young Laureates is literally immeasurable. I sit and I think about what his words mean to them as they build the skill sets and life experiences that will determine what the difference will be between what they are capable of becoming and what they will in fact become. What is the standard that has now been set out before them? Is it different than what I was taught or was exposed to when I was their age? Have we at Sphinx been able to build a platform upon which these young people can build successful careers?
One of the key events we hold each year, to celebrate the talents of our young artists, is our Sphinx Concert at Carnegie Hall presented by JPMorganChase. This unique concert, which sold out last year, takes place this year on Tuesday, September 25th and features the Sphinx Chamber Orchestra, the Harlem Quartet, and other top Sphinx soloists. The Harlem Quartet is a Sphinx ensemble where every member is a past First-Place Laureate of the Sphinx Competition. In addition to conducting residencies around the country, they serve as Visiting Faculty at our Preparatory Music Institute and Senior Faculty at the Sphinx Performance Academy.
The Sphinx Chamber Orchestra is comprised solely of Sphinx alumni and has received rave reviews for their past performances, with the New York Times stating that they were, “more beautiful, precise and carefully shaped than fully-professional orchestras that come through Carnegie Hall, first-rate in every way.”
My mother was the reason for my starting and loving the violin. Everyday through our various programs at Sphinx, I try to recreate for our young people at least a part of the inspiration that she gave me. As I conclude, I would ask each and every one of you to contemplate this issue of diversity in and access to the arts, and consider not if but how you will act to play some role in impacting what is truly one of the last fields left in our country lacking the representation of our citizenry as a whole.
Martin Luther King said it best when he said,
Change does not roll in on the wheels of inevitability, but comes through continuous struggle. History will have to record that the greatest tragedy of this period was not the strident clamor of the bad people, but the appalling silence of the good people. Our lives begin to end the day we become silent about things that matter.
And I submit to you, this work we do matters! If you are a teacher or arts educator, ensure that your students and curriculum reflect the whole community in which you live and work. If you are a student, learn not just the works of the traditional repertoire but seek out the incredible contributions of minority composers who have not received the same level of exposure, yet nonetheless represent the greatest our art form has to offer. If you are an arts leader, do not rest until your respective institutions have developed and implemented strategies and policies that embrace the diversity in our field. If you represent a corporation or foundation or have individual resources that can be brought to bear to create the sustainable evolution that our field needs to truly impact not just the lives of young people but of our entire society, then do not hesitate to join Sphinx and the other organizations that are making a difference today to change our tomorrow!
I began our time together by sharing part of my personal story with you and, as you think about Sanford Allen, the many composers and performers I have mentioned, and our professional Sphinx musicians and young talented students, I hope I am leaving you with a renewed sense of Ashley Montagu’s words,
The deepest defeat suffered by human beings is constituted by the difference between what one was capable of becoming and what one has in fact become.
Your potential role in affecting that difference in another may have quite an impact on how you determine what you have become.
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