
The Childless Voices Choir: 

Mitigating isolation, silence, and 

shame through group singing

PRESENTATION: RESEARCH & KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE ON ARTS & HEALTH

LAURA CURTIS

JANUARY 10, 2024



Involuntary childlessness = childless-not-by-choice (CNBC)

Childless Voices Choir online singing sessions

Theories of community (Delanty, 2018) and empowerment (McLaughlin, 2016)

Involuntary childlessness as stigma – Isolation; silence; shame (Gold, 2012; Petropanagos, 2017; 
Weissman, 2017) 

Emergent themes: Identity transformation (Trevarthen, 2002) and self-empowerment (Adams, 
2008) through communitas (Turner, 1969) and affective solidarity (Hemmings, 2012)

Introducing the Research



Positioning Myself as ‘Insider’



“Pronatalist societies promote 

reproduction and parenthood through 

“direct policies, such as child subsidies, 

or indirect influence, such as cultural 
celebrations of motherhood and 

childbearing” (Lovett, 2018, p. 1028)

➢ Loss of an only child

➢ Inability to conceive

➢ Inability to retain a pregnancy

➢ Social position that does not 

support having children or access 

to essential reproductive health 

services



Disenfranchised Grief

“The intangible nature of involuntary 

childlessness can be an ambiguous loss, 

often not apparent to others.” (Darroux, 

2022, p. 27)



“IT’S SUCH A PROCESS…I’M LUCKY IN 
A WAY THAT I FEEL LIKE I’M SORT OF 
COMING OUT THE OTHER SIDE OF IT, 
BUT I’VE ACTUALLY WORKED VERY 
HARD TO GET TO THAT STAGE…I FEEL 
LIKE…I’VE ENDED UP ON A DIFFERENT 
PATH…BUT I THINK THAT’S VERY MUCH 
ENDED UP BEING THE RIGHT PLACE.” -
SUE



Theoretical Framework

Community

 “Support, strength, unity” – Lu

 “Friendship, love, support, and 

education…a constantly changing, 

organic process, action…protection” 

– Helen

 “Belonging” – Stephanie

 “Inclusive” – Anna

 “Belonging…warmth, 

understanding 

…empathy…companionship” – Sue

 “Pulling together” - Tracey



Communitas

 The liminal moment as transformational (Turner, 1969; 
Wirtz, 2014)

 “Betwixt and between” (Turner, 1969, p. 4)

 Potential identities - “Mother. Unmother” (Chester, 2003, 
p. 779)

 Collective musical engagement as a liminal and 
ritualistic experience

communitas Identity transformation



Solidarity
“a capacity for action” (Delanty, 2018, p. 53) 

“mutual concern” (Mason, 2000, p. 27)

“an empathetic understanding of the 

common needs and interests of others and a 

standing with them in view of these”

(Wilde, 2013, p. 101)

solidarity Self-empowerment



Affective 

Solidarity

Transformative action: “a productive basis from 

which to seek solidarity with others, not based in a 
shared identity or on a presumption about how 

the other feels, but on also feeling desire for 

transformation out of the experience of 

discomfort, and against the odds.” (Hemmings, 

2012, p. 158) 



Empowerment

“To surmount the situation of 

oppression, people must first 

critically recognize its causes, so 

that through transforming action 

they can create a new situation, 

one which makes possible the 

pursuit of a fuller humanity” 

(Freire, 2018, p. 46)



Self-Empowerment

“Individuals, through their participation in group activities, 

gain skills and resources that lead to personal 

development. Their self-concept improves and they 

develop personal interaction skills. As individuals develop 

skills, the group functions more effectively. It gains strength 

as a group through broader membership, increasingly 

effective leaders, more resources, allies, opportunities, and 

strategies, and the development of skills for effectively 

using power.” (Stein, 1997, p. 62) 



Research Questions

1. Does the choral environment in 

the Childless Voices Choir foster 

community building and solidarity 

among involuntarily childless 

women?

a) If so, in what ways do 

involuntarily childless women 

experience community and 

solidarity within the Childless 

Voices choral environment?

2. Does the experience of singing 

in the Childless Voices Choir foster 

the development of self-

empowerment among 

involuntarily childless women? 

a) If so, in what ways do 

involuntarily childless women 

develop self-empowerment 

through singing in the Childless 

Voices Choir?

3. Does the public sharing of these 

women’s experiences through the 

performance of collaboratively 

composed choral music foster 

community and the development of 

self-empowerment?

a) If so, in what ways do these women 

experience community and develop 

self-empowerment through the 

collaborative composition and 

performance of choral music?



A Feminist Approach to Research

 Particularizing women’s experiences

 Situated knowledge

 Reflexivity

“Even when researchers and respondents share structural and 

cultural similarities of, for example, gender, ethnicity, class, and 

age, this does not guarantee knowing or ‘better’ knowing. Being 

an ‘insider’—whatever this actually means—is not a straightforward 

route to knowing.” (Doucet & Mauthner, 2006, p. 40)

Methodology



Ethnography

❖ Meaning

❖ Depth

❖ Emic (insider) perspective

a methodology that seeks “to produce 

detailed and situated accounts of specific 

cultures in a manner that reflects the 

perspective of those whose culture is under 

discussion” (Boellstorff et al., 2012, p. 4)



Participatory Action Research (PAR)

PAR’s purpose “is not merely to understand situations and 

phenomena but to change them. In particular it seeks to 

emancipate the disempowered, to redress inequality and to 

promote individual freedoms within a democratic society” 

(Cohen et al., 2018, p. 51)



Study Methods

Phase 1

 Online singing session observations 

(Sept. 1st to Dec. 31st, 2021)

 Three, one-hour, one-on-one, 

semi-structured interviews per 

participant

 Two focus group interviews 

(Tuesday singers and Saturday 

singers)

Phase 2

 Singing session participation and 

observations (Nov. to Dec., 2022)

 Three online song learning/ 

practice sessions (Jan. 2023)

 In-person recording session (Jan. 

28, 2023)

 One, one-hour, one-on-one, semi-

structured interview per 

participant (Jan. to April, 2023)



ISOLATION SILENCE SHAME

“It’s more that you don’t have to talk about it [childlessness] almost in a 

way in that…it’s a given…and you’re just there as you are rather than 

you’re worrying that you’re about to get swatted by a question about 

it…in a normal community.”  - Stephanie

Phase 1 Findings



Unlocking the 

Voice

“Choir is an interesting one, isn’t 

it because I’m not, as you’ve 
probably worked out by now 

[LAUGHS] I’m not a natural 

singer, which I know a lot of 

people are in the group…but I 

did sort of like the idea of what 

Helen was talking about, about 

sort of opening up the voice, 

not necessarily just the singing 
voice really” - Sue

- Helen



“I guess it’s the belonging thing. And I know that…I only manage to come about 

half the time or less but, kind of knowing that you’re all singing even when I’m 

busy doing something else…it’s really good to know that this community is here, 

and that’s, yeah, that’s something I draw strength from.” - Nicola

“yeah…we can kind of still attend off camera as well, so if we’re not feeling 

that great, Helen sort of always encourages us to come anyway, doesn’t she? 

And not feel that we have to show our faces; just be there.” - Emma

A Sense of Belonging



Phase 2 
Findings –
The PAR 
Project



Developing Self-Empowerment

“in addition to providing nurturance and contexts for activism, 

women’s networks can be crucial to the process of 

consciousness-change…it is in and through networks…that 

most women engage in collaborative activity and, through 

that activity, can begin to experience themselves as confident, 

competent beings” (Ackelsberg, 1988, pp.304-306)



Affective 

Solidarity

“I think that one stood out for me because it 

didn’t feel…something that I’d kind of 

experienced, whereas sort of most of the 

other lines do, sort of thing. Like, the kind of 
being together and kind of us being a family 

sort of thing. That kind of sensation was 

something that resonated with me. It was just 

that one that I thought, “Oh! [LAUGHS] have I 

got being on a mountain to come?!” 

[LAUGHS]. But it’s a thing that’s different for all 

of us, however similar it is for all of us as well” -

Stephanie



Moving Forward:  

Re-imagining the 

Self

“I feel quite empowered. And today my mum actually said to me, 

‘cause I said, “Oh, I’m having my interview today,” and she said, 

‘Oh, Tracey, you’ve come such a long way’…That was brilliant…I 

think now I’ve come to accept it. I’ve come to accept 

childlessness” - Tracey

“You see all these amazing women that do all these amazing 

things, you know, they’ve got these…great lives where they’re 

busy doing this or they’re busy doing that…yeah, it’s very 

inspiring I think, you know? It’s very inspiring to feel that.” – Sam

“I think a big thing that becomes very obvious is that it’s very 

difficult to see outside of your own arena when you’re so deep in 

grief…it almost feels like a  recovery, even though it isn’t 

recovery…And I think…you’re put back together differently, aren’t 

you?...it’s like that Japanese thing. What’s the Japanese thing with 

the gold where they put the old pottery back together?...It’s like 

that…‘cause you do get smashed apart, you know, I very much 

feel that, and you get put back together, but it’s not…quite the 

same.” - Sue

The Healing Art of Kintsugi | The Tyee

https://thetyee.ca/Culture/2021/07/07/Healing-Art-Kintsugi/


Moving Forward: 

Activism

“I think, my God, how lucky am I?! It’s like, my 
pain has provided a purpose and then, what I 
did before, singing, has also supported that. It’s 
like my worlds have come together, you know? 
It’s given me a kind of an identity, I suppose…So, 
I kind of feel like everything is kind of coming in 
and meeting at one point, and let’s just see 
where that goes. Let’s just see where that goes, 
you know? I can’t do it by myself, you know? 
We’re all doing it together. It’s not just me doing 
this” - Helen

Self-empowerment “is based on the assumption that 

people themselves can make a decisive contribution 

to the self-set goal of realizing their own potential and 

making the most of relationships with other people” 

(Adams, 2008, p. 90)



Conclusions

Affective solidarity 
developed through 

affective dissonance in 
relation to varied 

experiences of involuntary 
childlessness

Affective solidarity played 
a significant role in the 
development of self-

empowerment

The development of self-
empowerment was made 

manifest through 
consciousness-raising

Resistance of pronatalist 
discourses motivated a 

desire for, and move 
towards, social justice 

action

Communitas as critical to 
communal bonds

Transformation of musical, 
social, and/or personal 

identities through 
community building and 
the development of self-

empowerment



Calm After the Storm

https://youtu.be/8z6_lTVnygk?si=gH9MX8SoPf2xj3fe

https://youtu.be/8z6_lTVnygk?si=gH9MX8SoPf2xj3fe


Thank you!
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