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Sound, Sociality, And Music:
Part One

By Wayne Bowman

Brandon University

For Franz music was the art that comes closest to Dionysian beauty in the sense of
intoxication. No one can get really drunk on a novel or a painting, but who can help
getting drunk on Beethoven’s Ninth, Bartok’s Sonata for Two Pianos and Percussion,
or the Beatles’ White Album ... He considered music a liberating force: it liberated
him from loneliness, introversion, the dust of the library; it opened the door of his body
and allowed his soul to step out into the world to make friends ....

... Noise masked as music had pursued [Sabina] since early childhood. During her
years at the Academy of Fine Arts, students had been required to spend whole summer
vacations at a youth camp ... Music roared out of loudspeakers on the site from five
in the morning to nine at night. She felt like crying, but the music was cheerful, and
there was nowhere to hide, not in the latrine or under the bedclothes: everything was
in range of the speakers. The music was like a pack of hounds that had been sicked
on her. At the time, she had thought that only in the Communist world could such
musical barbarism reign supreme. Abroad, she discovered that the transformation of
music into noise was a planetary process by which mankind was entering the historical

phase of total ugliness.!

rofoundly contrasting accounts like

these make the already difficult task of

describing music’s nature and value
extraordinarily challenging, so challenging
that it is tempting to sweep Sabina’s perspec-
tive under the philosophical carpet and de-
clare Franz’s the quintessentially musical.
This is hardly a surprising stance for a music
education profession. After all, Franz’s
words comfort, reassure, even inspire. Ac-
cording to him, music promises liberation
from the pedestrian and mundane. Itis an
all-consuming involvement where his being
yields to music’s ebb and flow. This is prob-
ably “peak” or transcendental experience,
what T.S. Eliot called “music heard so deeply
that it is not heard at all, but you are the mu-

Wayne Bowman is Professor of Music Educa-
tion at Brandon University, Brandon, Manitoba,
Canada. His research interests include philoso-
phy of music, as well as the philosophical, bistori-
cal, and social foundations of music education.
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sic while the music lasts.” But noise masked
as music? A pack of hounds? A barbaric ag-
gressor? Sabina’s comments sound a lot like
Kant’s complaints that music “scatters its in-
fluence abroad to an uncalled-for extent ...
[becoming] obtrusive and [depriving] others,
outside the musical circle, of their freedom.™
For the sake of argument, assume that
Franz and Sabina, as well as Eliot and Kant,
are describing the same music, the very same
“piece” or performance. How can it generate
such disparate experiences, such profoundly
contradictory senses of what music is and
does? Do we write off Sabina’s unfortunate
experience to ignorance? To personality disor-
der? To psychological or perceptual deficiency?
Conventional music education philosophy
maintains that whatever values music may
have incidentally, its most important and
most musical value is aesthetic in nature.
Aesthetic value is intrinsic and universally
accessible,4 residing in more or less autono-
mous structures (works, pieces, songs) that

https://opencommdfis.uconn.edu/vrme/vol16/iss5/27 1he Quarterly Journal of Music Teaching and Learning



Bowman: Sound, Sociality, and Music

possess this value in varying degrees. Given
music that is aesthetically well endowed,
Franz presumably experiences what he does
in virtue of having rightly perceived it, while
Sabina’s experience stems from some failure
of full and proper perception of properties
objectively present in the music. She has
failed to discern what it “truly” says, or re-
veals, or means — what it “objectively” is.
This is admittedly a convenient way of dis-
pensing with the problem, but it is not very
illuminating. Perhaps Sabina acquired con-
siderable perceptual sophistication in the
Fine Arts Academy and yet still hears noise
masked as music. Who has
not felt like Sabina in the

The non-aesthetic remainder is merely social,
sensual, political, commercial, or entertaining.
A strongly contrasting perspective main-
tains that music is a function of intentionality,

a process of active construction. On this
view, perceptions are more personal achieve-
ments than receptive acts. Musical meanings
are negotiated, not absorbed; constructed,
not given; appropriated, not bestowed. Mu-
sical experiences never reside in a hermetic,
“aesthetic” realm, but are part of our lived,
social reality. Sabina’s experience is not an
aberration. Both she and Franz hear what
they hear in virtue of similarly constructive
processes whose roots ex-
tend deeply into the nature

presence of a work widely
considered to be absolutely
replete with aesthetic value?

How can it [the
same piece or

of sounds and their embed-
dedness in human sociality.
Franz’s intoxication and

Are there not times and situ- performance] Sabina’s pursuit by hounds
ations in which Beethoven erieEte: sUck are not so much “right” and
just will not do, when he g u “wrong” as different mani-
seems overblown and pre- disparate festations of the same pro-
tentious, or when his persis- : cess. Despite their differ-

. experiences, such , -
tence seems more like rant- 7 ences, Franz’s and Sabina’s
ing than singing? Can the profoundly experiences both derive in
“same” music be both liberat- . part from the peculiar char-

contradictory

ing and oppressive, both in-

toxicating and barbaric?
From the standpoint of aes-

thetic worth, apparently it

senses of what
music is and does?

acter and quality of sound.
Franz revels in it and finds
it intoxicating. Sabina feels
violated by it. It is an ag-

cannot. Since Sabina’s re-
sponses do not derive from
qualities demonstrably in the musical “object,
they must be extramusical, subjective, merely
personal. Experiences not directly linked to
attensive qualities are musically incidental
and irrelevant. Truly worthwhile music is
valuable because of its intrinsic aesthetic
qualities. Music that fails to display such es-
sential qualities conspicuously and copiously
is aesthetically deficient, less genuinely musi-
cal. Thus, we can sort music and musical
experience by aesthetic value: one bin for
aesthetic (intrinsic, expressive, formally
grounded, genuinely musical) values and re-
sponses; and another for the rest. Since
music’s educational significance derives from
this aesthetic foundation, music education is
that endeavor dedicated to nurturing the ap-
preciation of works primarily intended for
and suited to contemplative gratification.

»
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gressive, noisy intrusion
from which she longs to
escape. I am intrigued by the possibility that
these starkly contrasting experiences may
share a common root. They are, after all, both
ways of experiencing music.

In what follows, I propose that music’s dis-
tinctive nature and value lie in its sonorous
and social character; that sound and sociality
are constitutive of musical experience; and
that to marginalize either, as well-intended
aesthetic doctrines sometimes suggest we
ought, seriously distorts our understanding of
music itself. Preoccupation with the idea of
aesthetic commonality among the arts, and
the equation of aesthetic with musical value,
clouds our understanding of the uniquely
musical, what music alone contributes to our
being. Music does not consist so much in
works for contemplation as it does in sounds
and the ways people use them.
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I propose that music’s distinctive nature and value lie in its so7zorous

and social character; that sound and sociality are constitutive of

musical experience; and that to marginalize either...seriously dis-

torts our understanding of music itself.

Sonorous Experience

It is intriguing how often philosophical ef-
forts to describe music’s nature and value
seem to revolve around abstractions like ref-
erence, form, expression, and presumed
commonalities among “the arts.” Surely, the
primitive human relationship to sound can
tell us at least as much about music’s power
and import as can resemblances to soundless
experiences and concepts. What does our
basic way of experiencing sound have to do
with music’s special power and its ubiquitous
presence within human societies?

As a point of departure, I will draw on the
writing of David Burrows> who vividly de-
scribes the profound contrasts between hu-
man visual and aural encounters with the
world. The most characteristic products of
visual experience are objects or things out-
there. Vision “sorts things out in space, put-
ting them in their places in relation to each
other and to us” (16). The visible world of
reflective surfaces has a “cool constancy” that
conveys the impression of fixity, reliability,
solidity. The world given us by visual per-
ception, then, is phenomenally objective, cat-
egorical, and abstract. Michel Serres puts it
more directly yet: “If you close your eyes,
you lose the power of abstraction.”® More-
over, Burrows continues, seeing has a dis-
tinctive sense of reaching out to the seen, an
outwardness not unlike the sense of touching
(21). The objects of sight are always at-
tended by a sense of separateness, of dis-
tance from our lived human center. Finally,
visual experience is unambiguous. Sight re-
lentlessly seeks clarity and distinctness, the
detection of configuration and likeness. It is
hardly coincidental that the achievement of
intellectual insight is so often indicated by
the metaphorical expression “I seel”’

Sonorous experience, on the other hand,
contrasts with the visual at almost every turn.
It lacks vision’s sense of durable constancy.
Sound’s “objects” require continuous, mo-

ment-by-moment renewal. Where sight gives
us physical entities, the aural world is phe-
nomenally evanescent, processual, and dis-
embodied. Says Burrows, “We see the world
as a noun and hear it as a verb.” (21). In con-
trast to vision’s outward, touching sense, audi-
tory experience involves an inwardness more
nearly analogous to being touched (21).

Sounds do not line up one beside or be-
hind one another as the objects of sight gen-
erally do. Rather, sounds emanate in all di-
rections at once, intermingle, coalesce with,
and pass through each other. Sound’s touch
is no surface sensation but one of penetra-
tion. It reaches within and passes through
us. So, whereas visual experience is of
things out-there, sonorous experience is a
corporeal one of events in here. “Sight
draws me out, sound finds me here. And
sound goes beyond touch, which respects the
perimeter of my skin, and beyond its degree
of intimacy in seeming to be going on in me
as much as around me” (16). The human ex-
perience of sound has a natural sense of interi-
ority often noted in musical experience.8

Sound also has an urgency unparalleled in
visual experience. This “peremptory imme-
diacy,” as Burrows characterizes it, can nei-
ther be ignored nor controlled, and may as-
sume qualities ranging from the intoxicating
to the violent and invasive. Thus, the sono-
rous world is characteristically more urgent
and engaging, and our relationship to it more
vulnerable than is typically the case in visual
experience.

Finally, sound lacks sight’s distinctness or
specificity. It is a fundamentally ambiguous
phenomenon. If vision gives us facts, asserts
Burrows, then sound gives us rumors; if see-
ing is believing, then hearing is “guessing
and hoping” (20). The experience of sound
is fundamentally equivocal, polyvalent, and
uncertain. These qualities impart to sound
unparalleled power to soothe or startle, con-
sole or alarm, to intoxicate or offend. Sound

https://opencommdas.uconn.edu/vrme/vol16/iss5/27 The Quarterly Journal of Music Teaching and Learning
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generates feelings of both oneness and mys-
tery, Burrows remarks: “oneness because
sound subordinates issues of distance and
direction to those of energy — it surrounds
the hearers and synchronizes them with one
range of its source’s activity; mystery because
this range of activity is rarely tied in any inher-
ent and necessary way to what matters about
the size and shape of its source” (25). Vision
is an experience of separateness (of I and it, of
subject and object); hearing is connection.

Sound, then, is an utterly unique mode of
construing and constructing the world. The
world, remarks Attali, is not for beholding
but for hearing.? Sound’s peremptory imme-
diacy, its ambiguity, its diffuseness, and its
vital transience impart to human existence
qualitative experiential dimensions unparal-
leled in any other realm, unknowable in any
other way. Hearing is vastly more than a bio-
logical orienting mechanism, and sounds are
definitive aspects of who hearing people are.1V

Sounds contribute profoundly to our sense
of being alive to the world. They affirm our
bond with the world and confirm its unity.
Through sound we transcend the insularity of
selfhood, the I-it duality of visual experience.
Sounds nurture our sense of being in the
world by neutralizing the opposition be-
tween the in-here and the out-there. Sounds
temporalize and vivify the static inertness of
the unheard world.

Of course, humans also use uttered sounds
as means for communication, but despite
their transitivity, the sonority of sound-signs
and speech is never superfluous. Speech is
never reducible to its visual record. The ad-
vantages language imparts to humanity are
sonorous in origin. In speaking, people
sound themselves. The inflectional, rhyth-
mic, intonational, dynamic, and timbral as-
pects of speech are essential to the discrimi-
nation of meanings, mood, character, and
veracity. Speech’s sonorous qualities always
comprise a vital part of the understood. A
slight intentional shift can transform the most
mundane phrase into a musical event (“cellar
door” has always been a personal favorite).
In short, words and speech are first and fore-
most sonorous, and how we experience
them is a function of habit, disposition, or
intentionality. Sound’s sensuous surface is

Volume V, Number 3

Published by OpenCommons@UConn, 2021

never entirely purged even when it is
pressed into service as a conveyor of non-
SONOrous meaning.

What, then, of sound experienced as dis-
ruption or intrusion? What about noise?
Note that noise is relative to a system or a
frame of reference. No sound, or combina-
tion of sounds, is inherently noisy or inher-
ently musical. One sonorous system’s noise
may be another’s music and vice versa.
Noise interferes, diverts, distracts, interrupts,
and intrudes. It impedes otherwise meaning-
ful engagement and, as sound, noise has un-
surpassed capacity to seize attention and ar-
rest meaningful activity.

The young man who pulls his car along-
side mine in traffic, with the stereo blaring,
fancies himself surrounded by music, but it is
not music for me. It is an incursion on my
psychological center. This is not to pass
judgment on its authenticity or craftsmanship
or any other such thing. Perhaps in another
situation or under other circumstances, I
might hear music instead. Now it is only an
intolerable encroachment, imposition, or as-
sault on my personal “space.” Because of
the distinctive phenomenal characteristics of
sound, this is no minor nuisance, but a mas-
sive violation of my very self; the aural
equivalent, if such were possible, of rape. If
we are the music while it lasts, so, too, are
we the noise while it lasts. Sound matters a
lot to us, at least in part because it enters us,
making us resonate along with it for good or
ill, becoming in that process not so much
something we have as are.

If noise is sound that imposes, interferes,
and invades, music is sound welcomed and
sound embraced. Thus, it is at least possible
to hear anything musically. It is pointless to
attempt to define music in terms of character-
istics of the sound itself, of consonance, of
tonality, of pattern, or of structural unity.
Surely, this was one point of John Cage’s
433" whose musicality was a function of
whatever sounds occurred within its dura-
tion. Music is a result of my willingness that
it be so, of my consent that its sounds relate
to me in at least one of the various possible
ways I accept as musical. When I do this,
Mikel Dufrenne suggests, sound ceases to be
an “it,” becoming, rather, “a quasi-subject, a
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Sound, then, is an utterly unique mode of construing and construct-

ing the world.

‘thou’ who addresses me.”!1 Musical sound
is no external presence but an event within
which I dwell unconditionally. In words
reminiscent of T.S. Eliot, Thomas Clifton pro-
nounces, “Music is what I am when I experi-
ence it.”12 This being the case, Clifton con-
cludes, the phrase “good music” is redundant
and “bad music” an oxymoron; for sound
perceived musically is always good. If it is
not good, it is not, by definition, music. It is
at best, after Kundera’s Sabina, noise pre-
tending to be music: sound that does not
succeed in making itself music-for-me.

Whatever else it may be, to whatever uses
it may be put, music is sound. Efforts to elu-
cidate the nature and value of musical expe-
rience should therefore be grounded in the
phenomenal character of sonorous experi-
ence. Sound captures and reflects or, more
boldly, creates and constructs aspects of the
world no other experience can. There can be
no experiential equivalents to music or noise
in any other sensory realm, nor are music and
noise acoustical or culture-free phenomena.
Any sound may claim musical status given the
proper cultural, contextual, and intentional
conditions; and conversely, any sound may be
experienced as noise, including the master-
pieces of the Western Art Music canon.

In every known culture, music is accorded
great import. Rarely are people casual or in-
different about their musics. In fact, they are
often more passionately attached to, and de-
fensive of, musical tastes and preferences
than any others. Music matters so much, I
submit, because of sound’s immediacy,
perfusiveness, and inwardness. It matters so
much because of its capacity to touch the
vital center of our being, inducing a kind of
resonance with itself. Both the intensity with
which we embrace music and the repug-
nance we feel toward “impostors” are func-
tions of the distinctive nature of sound: its
intrusiveness, its penetration, its intimacy,
and its relentless emergence. This tells only
half the story, though. For music is not an
achievement of solitary individuals or sound
disassociated from shared human contexts.

The worlds it creates are shared, collective
ones. Music is fundamentally social and fun-
damental to human sociality.
Social Integration and
Differentiation

I have said that musical experience
uniquely dissolves dualities of self-other, in-
side-outside, and subject-object. On the
other hand, sound that fails to become music
for me can be an obnoxious, antagonistic
presence, a foreign something I come up
against, or Sabina’s pack of hounds. In vir-
tue of its ability to articulate one-ness and
other-ness, sound has the capacity to demar-
cate psychological and cultural territory as
few other things do. Sound is fundamental
to our sense of being alive to and part of the
world. Musical sound transforms these per-
sonal phenomena into social ones because of
its remarkable capacity to surround us and to
create synchronicity among us. In view of
these powers and capacities, I submit, the
sociality of music is no more incidental to its
nature and value than its sonority. Music inte-
grates, while noise divides. Sound defines and
consolidates culture on the one hand, while it
delineates cultural differences on the other.
Music is thus a potent social and cultural orga-
nizer, and a powerful political force as well.

These assertions may seem vexations to
those who construe music as artifact rather
than social process. To them, music’s eman-
cipation from social tethers and its ascent to
its autonomous “Artistic” station is commonly
considered the most salient event in the his-
tory of music. Great music, by definition, is
that which transcends the mundane social
world. It is independent of, impervious to,
and untainted by social or political concerns.
Still, even enlightened Western societies take
remarkable pains to preserve and perpetuate
music they consider desirable and worry
openly about the potentially pernicious effects
of music they find unsavory or objectionable.
I wonder if this is at least partly due to the
profoundly contrasting ways we experience
musical sound and the noisy remainder. Noise
is difference. Noise is other. Noise threatens,

54 The Quarterly Journal of Music Teaching and Learning
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violates, intrudes, and alienates. By contrast,
the relationship of the self to music is one of
unconditional, empathetic presence.

Where noise disperses consciousness, mu-
sic centers it. Making or taking music to-
gether creates and sustains a sense of uncon-
ditional collective presence in the world, a
process in which the insularity of selfhood is
transformed into a domain of shared con-
cern. “We” ceases to be so much a plurality
as a new unity, one commonly designated
“community.” Musical experience invokes
and nurtures oneness, a shared world unen-
cumbered by contingencies of time and
space. This experience is a special kind of
experiential common ground which, owing
to the special character of sound, brings and
binds us together as few other experiences
can. Singing voices merge into a sonorous
unity that is profoundly centering, both indi-
vidually and collectively. Music, then, is one
of our first and most fundamental ways of
being in the living social world. Collaborat-
ing in its creation and enactment forges col-
lectivity into community; subjugates difter-
ence to commonality. Music is a powerful
means of social integration which transtorms
distances into connections. Music creates,
both within and among us, a flowing, cen-
tered oneness that, while it lasts, brackets the
out-there, oppositional world.

Yet as Sabina reminds us, music can be
extraordinarily fragile. The possibility is ever
present that this centering experience may
come undone, fly apart, dissolve into noise.
Music’s nature and value are not absolute, but
the result of intention and convention. Musics
are not facts of nature but contingent products
of human behavior and interaction. The dif-
ference between music and noise is not acous-
tical but contextual. This means, I submit, that
while musics may create and reinforce social
affinities, they may, and do, underscore differ-
ences as well. Musics may sustain social
synchrony but may undermine it as well.

It is small wonder that we find intrusions
upon musical experience so disturbing or
that individuals and societies are so protec-
tive of appfopriated musical terrain. Given
sound’s ambiguity and music’s fragility, we
should not underestimate the threats inherent
in incursions by noise or noises masked as

Volume V, Number 3
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music. Music is an important part of who
people are, and “competing” music may in-
deed implicitly threaten the existing
sociopolitical order, a suspicion that has
caused people from Plato to the rulers of
modern totalitarian states no little worry.
Music and Sociality:
Issues for Music Teachers

If musical meaning and value are not abso-
lute, universal or intrinsic, but contingent;
and, if musics are wed in important ways to
social orders — if, that is, music is not a
purely aesthetic phenomenon — teachers of
music are confronted with a host of fre-
quently unasked questions. Whose music?*?
Why? If music and sociality are inextricably
linked, lines of inquiry like the following be-
come unavoidable:

e What kind of sociality is reflected and le-
gitimated in this music? How?
* Whom does this music empower and
whom does it marginalize?
e What counts as music in this setting?
¢ How do those whose music this is express
themselves about it or use it?
e Who controls its production and dissemi-
nation? How?
If music is truly central to human sociality, the
domain of educationally relevant musical in-
quiry cannot be arbitrarily defined to exclude
its social, moral, and political implications.

If music is “universally” anything, it is a
form of social behavior revolving around
sound. Like all social behavior, music is inti-
mately bound up in attachments and rela-
tionships among people. There is no music
or set of musical practices (or even musical
value) that is not socially embedded. How-
ever else we may wish to construe them, mu-
sics are “always the result of people doing
things together in particular places and
times.”14 Music does not “work” in the lives
of people who have not been conditioned
for it. People’s beliefs, convictions, and be-
haviors are as central to fully understanding
music as are sounds and their organization.
Musical values, norms, and attitudes are
learned through socialization processes in
which they become a particular group’s
“shared prerogatives,” as well as “expressions
of social solidarity against other groups.”15
Music articulates sameness and difference;
inclusion and exclusion; who “we” are and
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For music is not an achievement of solitary individuals or sound

disassociated from shared human contexts. The worlds it creates are

shared, collective ones. Music is fundamentally social and funda-

mental to human sociality.

who “they” are.

The idea that different musics are alterna-
tive social frames of reference rather than hi-
erarchical (superior-subordinate) value do-
mains does not quite equate with comfort-
able and time-honored assumptions of the
supremacy of art music. In fact, many
among the more extreme adherents of the
social perspective go so far as to attribute the
very idea of “art music” to a hegemonic effort
to preserve the ascendancy of elite sociocul-
tural groups. For them, aesthetic doctrines
such as universality and autonomy serve pri-
marily to sustain the superiority of estab-
lished “musical taste cultures,” in comparison
to those who do not “get it” are deemed infe-
rior or deficient.10

Since musical culture and social identity
are coextensive constructions, the determina-
tion to reproduce one musical culture at
another’s expense is at root an act of “sym-
bolic violence ... the imposition of a cultural
arbitrary by an arbitrary power.”l” On this
view, musical education is an effort to direct
and control consciousness by trivializing or
suppressing alternative modes of awareness.
As John Shepherd puts it, there is no music
“that is not opaque, structuring the world in
one way rather than in any another.”1® The
choice of music and musical experiences for
inclusion in compulsory education is an irre-
vocably political act.

Education “invariably involves some impo-
sition on the learner,” concedes one distin-
guished advocate of aesthetic education; only
imposition is justified where there are “gener-
ally acceptable criterila] for good, bad, better,
and worse ..." 19 Since serious music pre-
sents “a bigger slice of life, of reality, of
truth, and of goodness™20 than popular mu-
sic, its preservation through formal education
(and the neglect of the popular remainder) is
justified.2! Clearly, the crux of the argument
is whether the slice presented by “serious”
music is bigger or simply very different. If

the latter is true, as the social relativist main-
tains, it must be acknowledged that attempts
to “educate tastes” are quite capable of de-
stroying thriving cultures.22
Debate over serious and popular music
brings the differences between the aesthetic
and social paradigms into high relief. Aes-
thetic theories are resolutely non-sociologi-
cal. From their perspective, one of the most
distinctive characteristics of worthwhile mu-
sic is its freedom from social forces, its ca-
pacity to transcend cultural differences and
speak to anyone who will only adopt the
proper (aesthetic) frame of mind. Music’s
true significance is a function of its internal
(formal, objective) properties. In contrast,
popular music is largely socially determined
and tainted by its commerce with the
extramusical world. As another spokesman of
the aesthetic paradigm has written, “A vast
wasteland of musical inanity exists in the
popular music field because of the enormous
profit to be made catering to mass desires for
experiences only marginally related to music
as such.”23 Unlike music whose aesthetic
value is its “be-all and end-all:
pop music does not primarily exist to serve
aesthetic purposes. It exists primarily to
serve social and psychological needs of teen-
agers. To say that most pop music is musi-
cally valueless is to say something which cer-
tainly is true, but is also beside the point. It
is just as unfair to judge pop music as a
whole by musical standards as it is to judge
concert music by standards of social useful-
ness.24

Social matters are irrelevant to serious music,

and popular music is merely social: almost,

it seems, non-music.

Graham Vulliamy points to a cluster of mis-
conceptions that often undergird the as-
sumed superiority of serious to popular mu-
sics.25 First, advocates of serious music see it
as a field comprised of distinct styles and
genres, while pop music is one homoge-
neous field, notable primarily for its
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...devotees of popular music find that field as differentiated and

diverse as devotees of serious music find theirs.

“commerciality.” Second, serious music’s
value is primarily musical (i.e., artistic or aes-
thetic), whereas popular music is only inci-
dentally so, since “musical” value excludes
social-situatedness.26 Third, consumers and
performers of pop music are musically naive,
extensively influenced by marketing strate-
gies and motivated primarily by profit. Fi-
nally, whereas serious music makes demands
upon one’s attention, popular music, lacking
art music’s formal integrity and complexity, is
an entertaining diversion.

But Vulliamy goes on to show that devo-
tees of popular music find that field as differ-
entiated and diverse as devotees of serious
music find theirs. Pop-music fans, like their
serious-music counterparts, generally con-
strue “classical” music as a single, homoge-
neous domain. Both camps, then, are guilty
of drawing numerous and subtle distinctions
among their own musics while lumping “the
rest” under a single banner.

Within virtually all pop genres there exist
musicians whose serious commitment to their
music leads them to reject commercialism at
considerable financial cost; audiences whose
preferences are rooted in the detection of
subtle qualitative characteristics; and pieces
accorded higher or lower value on the basis
of originality and avoidance of cliche and
stereotype. More to the point, denigrating
popular musics for being commercial berates
them for being what sociopolitical conditions
simply dictate they must:

Whilst the establishment castigates all “popu-
lar” music for being commercial, its heavy
subsidisation of European “serious” music
ensures that much of the latter need not even
be concerned with commercial consider-
ations. Thus much classical music ... which
might not otherwise prove profitable is
helped by government grants and subsidies,
whilst both jazz and rock music, to survive at
all, have to be commercially viable ...27

Even among devotees of serious music,
there exists a corpus of standard works
which, because of their familiarity and conse-
quent commercial viability, constitute the pe-
rennial core of most concert programming.
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Popularity and commercial viability are not
irrelevant to the serious music world. Nor is
serious music a socially transcendent phe-
nomenon, accessible to anyone with suffi-
ciently cultivated perceptual skills. It is re-
plete with its own social codes, rituals, and
modes of acceptable dress and behavior that
effectively unite the social group of serious
music lovers and distinguish it from “others.”
In short, pop music is not purely social or
commercial, nor is serious music utterly inde-
pendent of such influences. Claims to seri-
ous music’s transcendence simply mask the
economic systems that serve to subsidize it.28

Of our original four misconceptions, this
leaves the notion that popular music exists
merely to entertain, being deficient in formal
integrity and complexity. Its appeal consists
in visceral or glandular responses to sensory
properties, whereas serious music’s more so-
phisticated and complex configurational, har-
monic, and expressive properties endow it
with superior musical value. This argument
mistakes differences between genres for dif-
ferences in value.

The European traditions in which most se-
rious music is rooted prioritize (internal) har-
monic and structural complexity, attributes
closely allied to the use of written (visual)
scores and amenable to structural (rational)
analysis. The African and Caribbean musical
traditions that have strongly influenced much
popular music, on the other hand, are pre-
dominantly aural, achieving their musicality
in ways distinctive to aural modes of trans-
mission and retention: through timbral color
and inflection,2® antiphonal small-scale rep-
etition, and improvisation. In such music,
structure, rather than being “what music is,”
serves simply as a vehicle within which to
make music — music that revolves around a
personally creative endeavor.

Serious music’s putative superiority is
largely a function of its audience’s dominant
social status, and the centrality of the visual-
rational interpretive framework to Western
intellectual traditions. Literacy, rationality,
perceptual vigilance, structural sophistication,

57




Visions of Research in Music Education, Vol. 16 [2021], Art. 27

and susceptibility to analysis are central
among its value criteria. The equation of lit-
eracy with musical value, however,
marginalizes the priorities of aural musical
traditions. And the equation of rationality with
musical value tends to underplay the centrality
of human agency, the doing of music, com-
pared to the analytical/visual and reproductive
priorities inherent in notated traditions.

Art music’s musical superiority is main-
tained by declaring its particular values uni-
versal and ultimate and by expropriating “se-
rious” music’s perspective to all musical
styles. Music that does not conform or sub-
scribe to art music’s particular value systems
is thus trivialized and marginalized. Differ-
ences in style or genre are not differences in
musical value,

Recognizing popular and serious musics’
common social ground casts a rather differ-
ent light on the question of the music’s im-
port to humanity. Musics create and shape
collective identity. Musical experience shows
us that society is possible. It helps both de-
fine “we” and “them,” to distinguish “us”
from “other.” As Jacques Attali asserts, “No
organized society can exist without structur-
ing differences at its core.”30 Musical activ-
ity, I submit, is one of our most potent
means of doing just that.

In the second part of this essay, I shall ex-
plore this line of thought in more detail and
hazard some tentative thoughts on its practi-
cal significance for music education.
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