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The Voice as an Instrument of Power in Music Education: A Queer-Feminist

Perspective on Beyoncé and Nuri Harun Ates
Sezgin Inceel

In this article | examine how music education can reproduce power asymmetries, with a
particular focus on voice, from queer-feminist, intersectional, and posthuman perspectives.
Focusing on the voices of Beyoncé and Nuri Harun Ates, | analyse how voice functions as
both an artistic and political medium. The study concludes by relating these insights to
Orff-Schulwerk’s understanding of inclusivity and to Kevin Kumashiro’s anti-oppressive
education framework.

Introduction
Power dynamics in music education

Studies and articles suggest that voice and singing hold a central place in the Orff approach,
alongside a growing shift toward more inclusive vocal practices from different perspectives.
Coogan (2025) discusses how the I0OSFS Convention 2025 brought together international
practitioners and researchers to explore the multifaceted role of voice in Orff-Schulwerk
practice, emphasizing its potential for creative expression, inclusivity, critical reflection, and
social engagement in music education. Elorriaga’s (2025) article argued that engaging
teenagers in collective singing requires an integrative, student-centered approach that
understands the voice as a developing part of identity, shaped by physiological,
psychological, and social factors, and that, through inclusive, exploratory, and
non-judgmental practices grounded in Orff-Schulwerk, singing can become a powerful tool
for personal expression, social connection, and empowerment. Haselbach and Coogan
(2025) further argued that in Orff-Schulwerk, voice extends beyond singing and speaking to
include the expressive “voice of the body,” where movement, gesture, and physical presence
function as integral means of communication, creativity, and embodied musical
understanding. To extend this discussion, | would like to focus on how voice can also be
understood from a critical perspective on power. To frame this, it is useful to draw on
Foucault’s theory of power.

Foucault (1978/1990, 1975/1991) describes power as a decentralized, omnipresent
phenomenon embedded in social and symbolic structures. From his perspective, power
operates through knowledge and discourses, shapes norms and identities, and often
influences daily life in invisible ways. One of his examples to explain this is the concept of the
Panopticon, that was originally developed by philosopher Jeremy Bentham in the late 18th
century as a model for an ideal prison. It refers to a circular building with a central
watchtower, from which a single guard can observe all inmates without them ever knowing
whether they are being watched at any given moment. Because they cannot see the guard,
the prisoners assume they might always be under surveillance. As a result, they begin to
“behave” constantly, even if no guard is present. The mere possibility of being watched is
enough to enforce discipline. Foucault took this idea further and argued that we now live in
a society where there may no longer be a visible guard, but we have internalized norms and
expectations so deeply that we regulate ourselves automatically. We strive to fit into social
structures, even when no one is actively watching us. This represents a subtle form of power,
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one that may not be clearly visible or easily defined but is nonetheless always present and
effective.

It is now quite uncommon to say that music is a universal language, or it can build bridges. It
also has the potential to reproduce existing societal power relations instead of critically
guestioning or transforming them (Bates, 2022; Josties & Gerards, 2019). Bates (2022)
identifies twelve axes of oppression within music education: Ableism, anthropocentrism,
ageism, body shaming, classism, ethnocentrism, heterosexism, nationalism, racism, religious
oppression, sexism and urbanormativity. This means that, through music-making, even in
the most innocent ways, we might be reproducing inequalities without being aware of them.
For example, schools that teach only Western classical music, while ignoring the existence of
other classical traditions in the world, can be seen as an example of ethnocentrism (more
specifically, Eurocentrism). Similarly, the tendency to push girls toward “softer” instruments
and sounds, such as the flute or harp, rather than drums or timpani, would be an example of
sexism. How, then, can the voice be understood as a tool of power within these dynamics?

Voice as a power tool

A preliminary and simplified explanation of vocal classification in music may begin with
conventional categories such as soprano, typically associated with higher female voices, or
tenor, commonly linked to higher male voices. However, these categorizations are
guestioned by thinkers by examining invisible power structures. To understand this better, it
would be useful to look at the gender theory. Butler’s (1990) concept of performativity
challenges the idea of gender as something one possesses, framing it instead as something
one performs. So we do not have genders, but rather we perform them through repeated
actions, norms, and expectations. According to Butler, not only our behaviors but also our
bodies are socially constructed due to rigid categorization. Cusick (1999) extends this
framework into the sonic domain, arguing that the voice is a bodily site where gender is
both enacted and perceived. Grotjahn (2010) raises the crucial question of whether voices
inherently possess gender, or whether gender is ascribed to them. She highlights the
significant overlap between vocal ranges traditionally associated with men and women, such
as tenor, soprano, alto, and bass, suggesting that these categories are fluid rather than fixed.

Theoretical Lenses

To better describe the phenomenon and analyze the voices of two artists, | would like to use
two theoretical lenses, which will help me clarify what | mean by “voice” and from which
perspective | define oppression or discrimination.

Posthuman Theory

The first theoretical lens | would like to apply is posthuman theory, which decentralizes
human experience and challenges binary distinctions such as body/mind, nature/technology,
or sound/meaning by emphasizing the mutual entanglement of all elements in performative
contexts. Barad (2003, 2007) talks about ‘agential realism’ through concepts like intra-action
and entanglement. When we adopt these theories in music education, we may see that
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voice is always a relational, embodied process in which body, technology, environment, and
discourse are inseparably intertwined (Chadwick, 2020). Within this tradition, Dieckmann
(2024) shows how voice is created in the studio through the interplay of space, technology,
and physicality, highlighting the material and affective dimensions of sound production.
Fjeldstad et al. (2024) examine how their scholarly voices transform from a humanist to a
feminist, posthumanist research position, understanding voice as a process shaped by social
and material interactions within the field of music education. Accordingly, voice is not only
sound or mere representation, but both at once: an embodied vibration and a symbolic
articulation of activism. Through this information, | would like to suggest that the border
between sonic and expressionist sides of our voices might be more blurred.

Intersectionality

Another theoretical lens to be able to answer this complex and multilayered questions,
could be the concept of intersectionality. Originally introduced by Crenshaw (1989, 1991) to
describe how systems of oppression intersect in the lives of Black women, specifically
through the interplay of race and gender, intersectionality highlights how multiple axes of
power shape experiences of inclusion and exclusion. When | discuss the experiences of
queer artists, | consider that queerness is not the only site of their identities. The complexity
of human beings also suggests that their voices function not only as tools of power through
their queerness, but also through other dimensions. Winker and Degele (2009) identify four
axes of discrimination in their intersectional multi-level analysis: gender, class, race, and
body. | also adopt these four categories as my main orientations to better understand the
phenomenon. This lens allows for an analysis of artists not only in terms of vocal register,
but also as sites of artistic expression and agency.

Case Studies: Beyoncé and Nuri Harun Ates

| would first like to focus on a case study in which | examined the voice of Beyoncé (Inceel,
2025). She is one of the most successful pop artists of the present day. However, her
prominence is not based solely on her music; it is also closely linked to socio-political issues,
particularly in relation to gender and racism. Her performances are often associated with
resistance and empowerment, and many of her works are understood as expressions of
female empowerment®. | analyzed her voice, which results in four dimensions: voice as
sound, voice as cultural positioning, voice as language/multilingualism, and voice as
message. These dimensions show how body, race, gender, and class might be intersecting in
her voice: her vocal techniques and timbre reflect embodied expression (body), her
engagement with Black musical traditions highlights racial identity (race), her shifts between
vocal registers challenge gender norms (gender), and her movement between musical styles
and cultural forms reflects negotiations of cultural and symbolic capital (class). In terms of
voice as sound, her voice shifts between chest voice and head voice can be understood not
only as technical choices but as embodied performances that blur gendered expectations of
vocal expression. From the perspective of voice as cultural positioning, Beyoncé’s blending

% At the same time, it is important to note that although she uses her voice for political engagement and
activism, there are also critical perspectives to her messages of empowerment. For instance, her highly paid
performance in Dubai was criticized due to the legal discrimination faced by LGBTQ+ individuals in that context.
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of genres such as house, country, and R&B demonstrates how voice is entangled with
historical, racialized, and class-based meanings of music. Her vocal expression interacts with
these traditions, making audible the Black roots of genres that are often culturally re-coded.
From a multilingual perspective, Beyoncé’s voice encompasses a range of sociolects and
accents within a single language, including Standard English (SE) and African American
Vernacular English (AAVE). This raises a central question about sociolinguistic hierarchies:
why is “white English” positioned as Standard English, while AAVE is often perceived as
incorrect or non-standard (Shariatmadari, 2020)? Furthermore, Beyoncé’s lyrics, particularly
on the album Lemonade, contain numerous references to queer linguistic coding, as Kehrer
(2019) demonstrates. Finally, voice as message highlights how her singing voice becomes an
activist voice. Songs addressing Blackness, feminism, and empowerment demonstrate that
her voice operates simultaneously as sound and as political articulation.

The second case study | would like to address is that of Nuri Harun Ates, which forms part of
an ongoing study. He is a countertenor who lives in Turkey (at the time of writing, March
2026). Nuri was born in izmir in 1980. He began his opera studies in Turkey and continued in
Switzerland. In 2003, he received several awards in both Switzerland and Turkey and
performed at various music festivals across Europe. His first album, Kafasi Karigik Kontrtenor
(The Confused Countertenor), was released in 2015. In his interview with Nilgiin Belgiin on
YouTube (Nilglin Belgiin, 2024), Nuri mentions that his project The Confused Countertenor is
not only the name of his album, but also an integral part of his identity. Although he doesn’t
explicitly define what he means by "confused" in the interview, a closer look at his
repertoire, the use of different singing techniques, languages and his styling during concerts
reveal a broad spectrum of fluidity, which likely reflects the sense of "confusion" he refers
to.

Nuri’s countertenor voice and vocal technique challenges the traditional categories of male
vocal training in Turkish conservatories. His experience across six conservatories, none of
which initially offered instruction for countertenors, might be reflecting the structural
exclusion of gender-nonconforming vocal types. After numerous attempts to receive the
education he sought, he ultimately decided to leave the school, which led him to take the
stage directly and develop his unique style. In the interview with Nilgiin Belgiin (2024), he
recalled that, after persistent efforts by himself and a fellow countertenor, these institutions
eventually began offering countertenor education, a change that continues to influence
vocal training today. Today, on stage, he not only employs his countertenor technique but
also blends it with various styles across genres, using both his chest and head voice. In my
interview with him in 2025 | asked him how he would classify his own voice. His answer was:
“My voice just goes wherever it needs to go within its own range. But | can say this: lam a
female singer. Whether it needs to be defined or not, | don’t know. But even when | sing in
my lowest register, for me, it’s still woman. That’s how | feel. I’'m not outside the binary
gender framework. I’'m trapped within that binary script too. But | do something that resists
it—through my voice, my stance—and | support that.”

By moving fluidly between western classical music, pop, Turkish classical music, and more,

he challenges not only stylistic conventions but also the hierarchies often embedded within
musical traditions. From a class-theoretical perspective, like Pierre Bourdieu’s (1986), Nuri
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Harun’s ability to switch between classical and popular singing can be seen as crossing
cultural boundaries. Classical singing is seen as a respected, ‘legitimate’ form of culture,
while pop is often viewed as more commercial, less serious, or culturally 'lowbrow’:

Another dimension of his voice may be understood in relation to language use. As seen in
the example of Beyoncé, multilingualism is inherently political, as the value assigned to
different languages and language varieties is shaped by broader power structures and social
hierarchies. His role in the theater production Agure, which critiques state restrictions on
minor languages in Turkey, highlights his alignment with linguistic resistance. In a duet with
Kurdish singer Rojin, they perform in both Kurdish and Turkish. Kurdish was completely
banned in media from 1983 to the early 1990s. Partial restrictions continued until the early
2000s. More open Kurdish-language broadcasting began later, though some restrictions and
political sensitivities still exist today. Rogers (2006) suggests that cultural exchange is more of
an ideal than a reality, due to the asymmetrical power dynamics. In this sense, we cannot
claim it is a duet between two equally recognized state languages, but rather a political act
and activism. Although he did not mention whether he had a Kurdish background, he said he
uses his voice for those who are marginalized.

Taken together, these case studies illustrate how voice might operate as a complex,
multidimensional site through which power, identity, and resistance are articulated and
negotiated. Building on these insights, the following section considers the implications of
such an understanding of voice for music education.

Discussions and Implications

While | do not consider myself a specialist in Orff-Schulwerk, my participation in
conferences, seminars, and workshops has involved regular engagement within this context.
In addition, my background in community music informs my understanding of inclusive
practices in Orff pedagogy. Nevertheless, the reflections and implications | offer may retain
an “outsider” perspective, and the practices discussed here may differ in their application.
Sangiorgio (2018) suggests that two key beliefs within Orff-Schulwerk are central to fostering
inclusivity. First, the idea that “everyone has the potential to experience music and
movement/dance in ways that are meaningful to them” (p. 18) aligns with a more
egalitarian, democratic, non-elitist, and non-hierarchical understanding of music education.
From this perspective, it is important to recognize that power and privilege operate in
multiple, intersecting ways. Exercises such as “Wheel of Power”?® highlight that there is no
single way of being privileged in society. Accordingly, music, singing, and voice can function
as tools of power in both enabling and excluding ways. Fostering inclusivity, therefore, is an
ongoing process that requires active and reflective engagement from Orff educators, as well
as music educators more broadly, in order to challenge stereotypes and prejudices.

Second, Sangiorgio emphasizes that “music and dance can be powerful educational and
therapeutic tools to address physical, cognitive, social, emotional, and/or behavioral needs”
(p. 18). In this sense, power in music education can also manifest as empowerment. While
structural and systemic barriers may create and reinforce discrimination, as reflected in the
experience of Nuri Harun Ate$, music can also become a means of empowerment,
particularly when it is engaged with consciously and intentionally.

% For explanation see https:/rachelcottam.com/2024/06/27/what-is-the-wheel-of-privilege-and-power/
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Building on this understanding, it becomes necessary to engage more explicitly with
theoretical frameworks that critically address power and inequality in education. Therefore, |
will draw on the anti-oppressive education theory of Kevin Kumashiro (2000), which was
adapted to music education by Bergonzi (2015) to understand and argue how
Orff-Schulwerk and general music education could adopt their systems to be less
discriminative and more inclusive.

This framework outlines four key approaches:
e Education for the Other
e Education about the Other
e FEducation that is critical of privileging and Othering
e Education that changes students and society

Education for the Other means that teaching should be designed in ways that address and
benefit the needs and perspectives of marginalized groups. Bergonzi (2015) suggests that
school choirs do not need to assign voice parts such as soprano or tenor based on gender.
Instead, focusing on vocal range without gender identities can make music education more
inclusive, for example, for trans and non-binary students. In a workshop led by Pollo Vallejo
at the IOSFSF Convention 2025, participants were invited to divide into groups based on
vocal range (high and low voices) rather than gender. This approach aligns with the inclusive
choir practices discussed by Bergonzi. It suggests that inclusive ideas are already present in
practice, even if they are not always explicitly framed in terms of gender. Becoming more
aware of these practices could further support inclusivity.

Education about the Other refers to the deliberate inclusion of marginalized groups’
representations within educational contexts. The music of artists such as Nuri Harun Ate$g
can be used to explore themes such as gender and class in the classroom, helping students
develop a greater awareness of social issues through music.

Education that is critical of privileging and Othering emphasizes that power structures
should be consciously questioned within teaching. Nuri’s experience, being unable to
complete conservatory training due to his non-conforming, gendered voice, provides a
powerful example for discussing exclusion and power dynamics in music education.
Education that changes students and society suggests that, while music education alone may
not transform society immediately, it can foster critical thinking in students and plant the
seeds for long-term structural change. According to Kumashiro (2000), this involves not only
addressing what has already been articulated but also bringing the unspoken into focus. This
includes not only prohibiting or criticizing exclusionary statements but actively transforming
them. One example is the semantic shift of the term “queer” over time, from a derogatory
label to a self-chosen identity (Kumashiro, 2000). Within Rogers (2006) framework, this
process can also be understood as “cultural resistance”.

Furthermore, adopting a meaning-oriented understanding of "culture" in the sense of Barth

(2013, 2018), rather than normative or ethnic-holistic definitions, within the context of
intercultural music education can create more inclusive spaces for queer-identified students
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who may be navigating multiple forms of discrimination. This approach moves beyond
reducing culture to binaries such as high culture versus subculture, or to fixed ethnic
identities like "Turkish culture" or "German culture." Instead, it recognizes culture as shaped
by shared meanings and experiences, such as youth culture, queer culture, or other fluid
and intersecting cultural forms. In this sense, intersectionality can also serve as a strategic
tool for diversity, as suggested by Osman (Dunkel et al., 2022) in the university context.
These examples offer models of how the singing voices especially from a queer-feminist
perspective can be deeply intertwined with their political voices and used to resist and
challenge power dynamics at the intersection of gender, class, race, and body. Giving space
to diverse voices allows us to reimagine music education as a place where diversity drives
fairness and creativity.
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