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Musical Intelligence In The
World: Negotiating The
Social World Of Music

By Paul Woodford

Faculty of Music
University of Western Ontario

The concept of musical intelligence is
usually equated with the development,
application, and measurement of musi-
cal skills and abilities or cognitive processes
needed to represent and manipulate musical
sounds internally (e.g., Sloboda, 1985;
Dowling & Harwood, 1986) or, in more gen-
eral terms, to solve musical problems (e.g.,
Bamberger, 1991).' Research into the
sociologies of musical belief and knowledge,
however, suggests that such conceptions of
musical intelligence are inadequate for the
reason that they ignore the social contexts in
which musical thought and action take place
(and are judged). Accordingly, they fail to
take into account and to explain the myriad
social forces that work (some would even say
conspire) to ground and shape our musical
thinking. Most damning of all, they depict the
musically intelligent person as one who can
perform isolated feats of musical pyrotechnics
or who can solve abstract musical problems
rather than as someone who can successfully
negotiate the social world of music.

As it is conceived in this paper, musical
intelligence — at least the kind that really
matters — is less about musical skills and

Paul Woodford is an Assistant Professor of
Music Education at the Faculty of Music, the
University of Western Ontario, London,
Canada. He is guest editor of a forthcoming
volume of Studies in Music from the Univer-
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musical critical thinking.
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abilities or cognitive processes per se as it is
about exercising freedom of musical choice
and association and, thereby, constructing
the musical self (i.e., one’s musical individu-
ality). Musical intelligence is thus eminently
practical, not just in the narrow sense of the
expertise or skill required to manipulate mu-
sical imagery internally or to perform music
well (Elliott, 1995), but in the much more im-
portant sense of exerting some degree of
conscious and purposeful control over one’s
own musical thinking and learning — of
thinking musically for oneselfl From this
Deweyan perspective musical thinking is so-
cial in nature. It is also implicitly political in
so much as it is framed within the context of
a multilogical exchange among competing
musical groups, all of which espouse and
proselytize their own musical beliefs, ideas,
practices and political agendas. In large part,
musical intelligence is the means whereby
one negotiates those musical groups and
their beliefs and practices with a view to de-
ciding where one stands in relation to them.
Exercising one's musical intelligence, how-
ever, is easier said than done. This is be-
cause musical groups tend to be normative in
nature. They exert social pressure upon their
membership (but also upon other people
with whom they come into contact) to con-
form to collective norms of musical thought
and action. As is explained in this paper, if
children are to exercise their musical intelli-
gence and, thereby, participate as full-
fledged and productive members of a demo-
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Fundamental to the sociological conception of musical intelli-

gence being developed here is the understanding that what

distinguishes individuals and groups of people from one

another musically is not so much their ascriptive characteris-

tics... or degrees of knowledge and expertise but, rather, their

beliefs.

cratic musical society, they will have to learn
to resist social pressure from friends and as-
sociates to conform to their musical beliefs,
practices and ways of thinking.? They will
also need to begin taking more responsibility
for inventing, developing, and defending
publicly their own musical ideas. What this
really means is that they will need to begin
challenging conventional musical thought
and wisdom and, concomitantly, the estab-
lished socio-musical order. Put yet another
way, they will need to begin thinking more
like musical leaders, or what I call “expert
musical thinkers.” In the following pages, I
attempt to define what is meant by expert
musical thinking before considering some
important implications for music education.
Before delving into the qualities and charac-
teristics of expert musical thinkers (i.e., musi-
cally intelligent thinkers), however, it will
help to consider something of the social
foundations of musical thought and action.

A Sociology of Musical Belief

Fundamental to the sociological conception
of musical intelligence being developed here
is the understanding that what distinguishes
individuals and groups of people from one
another musically is not so much their
ascriptive characteristics (e.g., age, sex, race)
or degrees of knowledge and expertise but,
rather, their beliefs.?> Musical beliefs, be-
cause they determine what counts as musical
knowledge (i.e., what is important or valu-
able musically) to the individual, group, and
society, function as guides to musical thought
and action.4 They do this by prioritizing fea-
tures of a given musical composition, event,
or situation for subsequent attention, by de-
termining how musical knowledge acquired
through the senses or in the imagination is
categorized for storage in memory,’ and by

providing a social frame of reference and
set(s) of standards for making judgments as
to musical taste, preference, and individuality
(i.e., originality). In effect, 2 musical belief
system establishes the rules of engagement
within a musical group and culture G.e.,
what is expected or considered to be within
the bounds of normal musical thought and
behavior). In order to participate intelli-
gently in a musical community and culture,
one must have access to its beliefs.®

The trouble is, groups of people tend to be
sociocentric, orthodox, and self-righteous in
their musical beliefs.” One reason why
people tend to be sociocentric in their musi-
cal thinking is that many of their beliefs, be-
cause they have been acquired through fre-
quent observation of cultural practices, are so
ingrained in their lifestyles and thinking as to
be automatic or habitual. Not only are
people often unaware, or unconscious, of
many of the beliefs they hold, but they tend
to put them into practice without actually
thinking about them and their implications.
In other words, much of what people be-
lieve, think, and do is habitual. The problem
with this unthinking and habitual commit-
ment to cultural beliefs and ways of thinking
is that it makes it more difficult to approach,
understand, and empathize with beliefs and
practices other than our own. Unaware that at
least some of our beliefs are actually preju-
dices, we blithely apply them to practice with-
out due regard for cultural, gender, and other
differences and inequities® In consequence,
we either misinterpret the musical intentions of
others (e.g., “they have the same musical be-
liefs and values as we do but just aren’t as
good at putting them into practice”) or, as is
more often the case, avoid their music alto-
gether. Either way, all sorts of opportunities
for personal and musical growth are missed.’
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In addition to being sociocentric, musical
groups are often orthodox — even dogmatic
— in their musical thinking. Because musi-
cal belief systems are complex social con-
structions representing some form and de-
gree of consensus among large numbers of
people, they have an inertial quality about
them. They are slow to change and evolve
for the reason that it takes time for individual
members to communicate with one another
and to share and consider alternative view-
points. They also exert a kind of gravita-
tional pull or social pressure (e.g., peer pres-
sure) on individual members of groups to
conform to collective norms of thought and
action. In consequence, much of what we
believe, think, and do musically is governed
by the people with whom we associate. Put
yet another way, much of what we believe,
think, and do musically is governed by con-
ventional musical wisdom. No doubt the
aforementioned reliance on tacit and habitual
musical beliefs and practices has something
to do with this as does the fact that belief
systems play an important role in establishing
the categories of musical thought. As will
become clear later on, these observations
have profound implications for the teaching
of musical creativity and, by extension, the
development of musical individuality.

The need to maintain and validate personal
and social beliefs also helps explain this so-
cial pressure. If a belief system is to be sus-
tained over time, the people holding those
beliefs will need to periodically validate
them.10 One of the best ways to maintain
and validate one’s beliefs (at least in one’s
own mind) and to strengthen one’s commit-
ment to them is to participate in the socializa-
tion of new members or in the continued in-
duction of members into the social structure of
the group. The act of proselytizing one’s be-
liefs in hopes of “winning” converts works as a
kind of a self-fulfilling prophecy. The more
one successfully convinces others of the valid-
ity of certain beliefs and practices, the more
deeply one commits to them.11 Given this un-
derstanding, it is no wonder that people are
inclined to be self-righteous and to impose
their views on others. The act of proselytizing
their beliefs and practices works to remove
any doubts they have in their own minds.
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While beliefs, musical and otherwise, are
often arrived at by means of social consen-
sus, it is important to understand that group
leaders play an important, if not crucial, role
in shaping the beliefs of the group. Indeed,
research suggests that groups of people may
owe their musical beliefs more to the quali-
ties of their musical leaders than to any col-
lectively and democratically formed wish on
the part of the membership.12 That is, in
many cases it is the leaders of musical
groups who do most of the socially and mu-
sically significant (i.e., creative and political)
thinking and, thereby, play a major role in
shaping the musical beliefs, thoughts, and
actions of the collective. One reason why
groups rely on their leaders to interpret prob-
lems and to make decisions for them is that
individual members are seldom knowledge-
able of the entire scope of the belief systems
to which they subscribe. Most people have
neither the inclination nor the time to im-
merse themselves in the intricacies of a belief
system. Rather, they tend to adopt several or
more substantive beliefs as guides to thought
and action and infer the rest: hence the need
for experts and group leaders — people who
are intimately familiar with the complexities
and subtleties of the belief systems in ques-
tion, who can explain and interpret core be-
liefs to the membership at large, and who
can put them into practice, thereby also set-
ting the standards for thought and action
within the community.13  Of course, because
they have more knowledge and social power
within the group, leaders also have propor-
tionately greater responsibility for preserving
and propagating the beliefs of the group.

But while group leaders play an important
and even necessary role in shaping the be-
liefs of their followers, there is always the
danger of indoctrination. As is explained
shortly, unless individuals learn to think for
themselves and to challenge their leaders (as
well as their followers), they will not be in a
position to exert control over their own mu-
sical thinking and learning. Indoctrination
most often occurs when leaders are strong-
willed and charismatic individuals who view
themselves as selfstyled prophets. However,
leaders are not always completely to blame
when indoctrination takes place. For reasons

51




Woodford: Musical Intelligence

...musical leadership ability is not something that people are
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unknown, people tend to imbue their lead-
ers, particularly strong ones, with almost reli-
gious qualities. It may be that indoctrination
is an occupational hazard of espousing and
proselytizing strong views. If members of
groups are to learn to think musically for
themselves they will have to stop putting
their leaders on pedestals. They will also
have to begin taking greater responsibility for
developing and defending publicly their own
musical beliefs and ideas. In other words,
they will need to begin thinking more like
leaders! As is explained next, the social pro-
cess of becoming a leader sets one apart to
some extent from the groups to which one
already belongs while simultaneously pro-
viding access to other leaders holding similar
beliefs about the nature of knowledge.
Leaders, it seems, constitute a group (or
groups) of their own.

Defining Expert Musical Thinking

As conceived herein, musical leadership
ability is not something that people are born
with or that is handed ready-made to them
but, rather, something that they must culti-
vate on their own. Indeed, there is evidence
to suggest that what distinguishes musical
leaders from others is not so much increased
access to knowledge and social status within
the group or expertise (though it is that, too)
as it is the disposition to stand out from the
crowd in musical thought and action. Musi-
cal leaders — at least the ones with which
we are concerned here — are determined to
be innovative and creative in thought and
deed and, thereby, to develop their individu-
ality as musicians. It is this disposition to be
responsible for their own thoughts and ac-
tions, to be creative and individualistic, but
also to stand up for what they believe that
makes it possible for would-be leaders in
music to acquire increased knowledge and
social status within the group.

Howard Gardner helps explain this con-

nection between creativity, individuality, and
leadership. In his book Creating Minds: An
Anatomy of Creativity (1993) the truly cre-
ative person is characterized as one who not
only wishes to be different from others but
actively seeks out some degree of asynchro-
nicity with them in thought and action. Cre-
ative people experience some kind of peak
or flow experience from challenging conven-
tional wisdom and the established order.14
As Gardner explains,
By definition, most individuals are not mar-
ginal within their community; hence, to the
extent that there is a larger proportion of
marginal individuals within the ranks of the
creative, one has evidence that asynchronies
may actually be associated with creative out-
put in a statistically verifiable way. But it
seems equally true that creative individuals,
once they have felt the pain and pleasure of
asynchrony, often continue to seek
asynchrony, even as other individuals ‘escape
from freedom’ and rush to the comfort of ma-
jority status.15
The development of creativity (and hence
also individuality) depends as much on some
sort of conscious decision to “live life on the
edge,” to “push the envelope,” or to challenge
conventional thought and wisdom as it does
on the possession of expertise in a particular
domain. What is more, Gardner observes that
truly creative people — those who make the
most remarkable breakthroughs in their fields
— are seldom prodigies.

Based on this knowledge, it seems reason-
able to propose that the development of cre-
ativity (and as will be shown leadership) de-
pends as much on the possession of a dispo-
sition to stand out from the crowd as it does
on any kind of genetic inheritance or an
abundance of skill. If this is true, then by
implication music teachers ought to discuss
with, and demonstrate to, students what it
means to be an individual in musical thought
and deed.16 Unless teachers inculcate in stu-
dents a disposition to be thoughtful and to
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distinguish themselves from their peers by
developing, justifying, and sharing with oth-
ers their own musical beliefs, ideas, and
practices, it is doubtful that they will be cre-
ative to any significant extent!17

While the connection has already been
made between individuality and creativity,
what remains to be shown is how they relate
to leadership. Once again, Howard Gardner
comes to our assistance. In his most recent
book, Leading Minds: An Anatomy of Leader-
ship (1995), Gardner observes that, among
other things, what sets would-be leaders
apart from other members of groups is a will-
ingness to confront and challenge incumbent
leaders and authority figures.18 There are
two parallel social processes involved in the
development of future leaders. Would-be
leaders define themselves in relation to their
peers while simultaneously modelling them-
selves and their thinking and behavior after
the leaders they have known or studied, some-
times from afar. Given a sufficiently strong
sense of self, novice leaders begin to think and
act more like authority figures. Not only do
they begin to take responsibility for coming up
with their own ideas, stories, or messages, but
they begin to assert themselves by contributing
to some sort of public, and possibly highly po-
liticized, forum. Very often, this requires that
they challenge established practices and, con-
comitantly, the established social order. Of
course, there is much more to becoming a
leader in music or in any other domain than
simply standing up for what one believes.

David Elliott’s philosophy of performance-
based music education provides insight into
the nature of musical leadership. As Elliott
conceives it, music education through perfor-
mance is a social process whereby students
are inducted into the ways of thinking (.e.,
decision-making processes) and behaving of
expert musical practitioners. In effect, they
are inducted into communities, or groups, of
expert music performers. Superior, or ex-
pert, musicians are distinguished by knowl-
edge of musical standards and practices
coupled with certain critical abilities.1?
These qualities make it possible for them to
generate and develop their own musical
ideas (i.e., musical interpretations) in light of
past and present musical practice.
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Consistent with the work of other philoso-
phers and theorists already reviewed herein,
Elliott views music performance as a con-
structive activity whereby the individual pur-
sues self-knowledge (i.e., constructs the mu-
sical self). Where I think Elliott errs, how-
ever, is in overemphasizing music perfor-
mance at the expense of other forms of mu-
sical thought and action involved in listening,
composing, and philosophizing. According to
him, in order to think musically one must
know how to perform it. Intelligent music
listening, too, “depends on learning how to
make music well.”20 However, Elliott does not
convincingly explain (at least to me) why per-
formance is necessarily more constructive and
intelligent than listening and other forms of
musical involvement. While I agree that stu-
dents require first-hand knowledge of expert
musical practice if they are to develop the ca-
pacity to think musically, less clear is why they
need to perform in order to do this.21

My own work for the past several years
has been dedicated to developing a concep-
tion of the “expert musical thinker.” As the
reader will have already guessed, expert mu-
sical thinkers (e.g., performers, composers,
listeners, critics, or musicologists, etc.) are
disposed to think for themselves, or to be
creative in musical thought and deed, to
think more like musical leaders, and,
thereby, to develop their musical individual-
ity (although this should not be interpreted
to mean that they always place their own
musical and other interests before those of
the group). Perhaps the most important
things that distinguish expert musical think-
ers from others are the dispositions to ex-
pand their acquaintance with, but also their
understanding and appreciation of, the musi-
cal world; to think rationally (or to make ex-
plicit, critically examine, and reconcile their
musical beliefs with experience); and, to the
extent that it is possible, exert some degree
of personal and conscious control over their
own musical thinking and learning so that
they can resist social pressure from friends
and associates to slavishly conform to their
ways of thinking musically.

Aware of the social forces that shape their
own musical thinking and behavior, yet curi-
ous to know more about music, expert musi-
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cal thinkers explore the world of musical be-
liefs and practices and associated groups for
the immediate purpose of deciding which
ones to adopt as their own. To the extent
that it is possible, they wish to decide their
own musical tastes, preferences, and enthusi-
asms and, concomitantly, the musical groups
with which they wish to associate (e.g., jazz,
rock, folk, concert artists, or aficionados as-
sociated with them).

Implicit in expert musical thinking, then, is
some sort of conscious weighing of musical
groups and their beliefs, practices, and stan-
dards with respect to their value to the self
but also the dispositions to continue learning
about those musical belief systems, practices,
and groups that exist; to be more inclusive or
to attempt to draw people of diverse musical
backgrounds, interests, and beliefs into one’s
sphere of influence; to effect changes in their
thinking (i.e., to contribute to the growth of
the society and culture); and, generally, to
achieve some social and musical unity of ex-
perience. However, expert musical thinkers
(at least as defined herein) do not merely im-
pose their views on other people. Rather,
they engage with them in musical and other
forms of discourse (e.g., verbal) in hopes of
arriving at some level of mutual understand-
ing and respect. Recognizing that there is
value inherent in all musical belief systems
and groups, and wishing to learn more about
them, they try to remain openminded and
flexible in their musical thinking. Implied
here is an attitude of reciprocity. While con-
tributing to communal understandings of
music, they remain receptive to what others
have to say and do musically. Ultimately,
their aim is to explore, understand, and rec-
oncile the diversity of musical beliefs, prac-
tices, and groups that exists. In so doing,
they hope to expand their conception of
what is music.

Importantly, because expert musical thinkers
are skeptics and disposed to subject self-con-
sciously their musical beliefs to intellectual
scrutiny, they are able to identify and thereby
exert some level of control over those of their
beliefs, practices, and ways of thinking that
may be prejudicial to other people and cul-
tures and that may prevent them from ap-
proaching and making sense of their music.21
These same qualities, coupled with a disposi-
tion to distinguish themselves from others,
make it possible for expert musical thinkers to
distance themselves to some extent from the
beliefs and practices of the people with whom
they associate. Consistent with Howard
Gardner’s findings with respect to creative in-
dividuals, expert musical thinkers seek out
some degree of asynchrony in musical belief,
thought and action with the groups of musi-
cians, interested amateurs, or musical enthusi-
asts with which they choose to associate.

Herein, it is suggested, lies a key to musi-
cal creativity, individuality, and leadership.
Expert musical thinkers, unlike many other
people, feel morally and intellectually em-
powered to think for themselves or to decide
their own musical beliefs and values and,
when necessary, to challenge conventional
thought and wisdom. Of course, the act of
challenging conventional musical thought
and wisdom is tantamount to challenging the
established social and musical order. Some-
what skeptical of what their friends and asso-
ciates (including teachers) tell them, they feel
personally responsible for developing, war-
ranting, and defending publicly their own
musical beliefs, practices, and ideas. In other
words, they think and act as musical leaders!

In keeping with Gardner’s observations
with respect to the development of would-be
leaders, there may be two (and possibly
more) parallel social processes involved in
becoming an expert musical thinker. Would-
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be expert musical thinkers align themselves
with certain of their peers while simulta-
neously modelling themselves after estab-
lished musical and other leaders. That is,
having gained access to a musical group and
its beliefs, they aspire to a leadership role
and begin to modify their beliefs and behav-
ior accordingly. Inevitably, as these acolytes
gain experience, knowledge, and confidence,
they begin to challenge those in authority in
a bid to affirm their own ascendancy.

As the reader may have already guessed,
expert musical thinkers are simultaneously
members of a number of different groups. In
the first place, they are members of groups
of musicians or interested amateurs associ-
ated with the multitude of musical styles,
genres, and cultures available. At the same
time, because they seek out and associate
with other expert musical thinkers, they are
also members of the community of musical
leaders. However, expert musical thinkers
also share a lot in common with leaders in
other domains. In fact, all of the characteris-
tics of expert musical thinkers identified in this
article can be applied equally well to leaders
and thinkers in virtually any domain of experi-
ence (witness Howard Gardner’s study of lead-
ers in the domains of politics, anthropology,
physics, the business world, religion, the mili-
tary, and education). Thus, expert musical
thinkers are also a part of a wider community
of people that is committed to some form or
other of intellectual endeavor.

Previously, it was stated that what distin-
guishes groups of people from one another
is not so much their ascriptive characteristics
or collective thoughts and actions but their
beliefs. Indeed, as should be evident by
now, there are qualitative differences not
only in how group members and their lead-
ers think but also in what they believe. Or-
dinary members of groups, because they are
less knowledgeable of the subtleties and
complexities of the belief systems to which
they subscribe, are usually less sophisticated
in their beliefs yet, paradoxically enough,
more unequivocally certain of them. They
also tend to be less flexible in their thinking.
Expert thinkers, on the other hand, are not
only more sophisticated, knowledgeable, and
consistent in their beliefs but, when chal-
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lenged, are more likely to be flexible in their
thinking and to wish to consider and recon-
cile opposing points of view. If, as was pre-
viously stated, the musical world is politically
charged, then expert musical thinkers are
also experts at musical diplomacy.23

As case in point, Frank Zappa is known to
many people as an idiosyncratic and eccen-
tric rock musician. Less well known is the
fact that he was able to successfully negotiate
with musicians of diverse interests and back-
grounds in order to accomplish his own
compositional agenda. Influenced by the
likes of Edgard Varese, Igor Stravinsky,
Anton Webern, and Spike Jones, not to men-
tion numerous rock musicians and compos-
ers, Zappa composed highly creative and in-
novative works of rock, contemporary sym-
phonic, chamber, and electronic music.
Zappa was an expert musical thinker in so
much as he was committed to stretching him-
self musically (and probably in many other
ways, too), to reconciling musically disparate
belief systems and groups (e.g., rock, classi-
cal, and avant garde musicians), and,
thereby, to challenging the established musi-
cal order. He was also capable of standing
up for what he believed. For example, in
1985 Zappa spoke eloquently on behalf of
rock musicians at a series of hearings on por-
nography in rock music held by the United
States Senate Commerce Committee. Re-
sponding to demands by Christian funda-
mentalist and other lobby groups that some
rock music be censured because of obscene
lyrics or socially inappropriate behavior by
rock musicians, Zappa convincingly argued
that what was at stake was nothing less than
freedom of speech.24

But there is still more to being an expert
thinker — musical or otherwise — than hav-
ing expertise in some domain or being more
knowledgeable and consistent, yet flexible,
in one’s beliefs and in challenging the estab-
lished order. Expert thinkers, and regardless
of the subject area or domain of experience,
seem to possess an ethos (or a set of guiding
beliefs) of their own. That is, in addition to
demonstrating knowledge (including, possi-
bly, expertise) in a given subject area or do-
main of experience, they share a set of very
general beliefs about the way context-specific
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beliefs and forms of knowledge should be ac-
quired, organized, warranted, and applied to
experience. For example, expert thinkers be-
lieve in the value of personal growth, of learn-
ing for its own sake, and in the need for ex-
pertise and creativity in some domain(s). They
also share the convictions that for something
to count as knowledge it should be subjected
to intellectual scrutiny and that it is important
to stand up for what one believes (provided of
course that one’s own beliefs have been care-
fully scrutinized and warranted).

If, as research into the sociologies of belief
and knowledge suggests, individuals acquire
their beliefs through observation of practice
within a group or community and through
association with people who epitomize those
beliefs and practices, then music students
will need to associate with expert musical
and other thinkers. David Elliott is saying
something very similar when he advocates
that music education be reconceived as a so-
cial process whereby students are gradually
inducted into the specific beliefs, practices,
standards, and ways of thinking of expert mu-
sicians (read performers).® However, as has
already been pointed out, Elliott’s conception
of music education has been criticized for its
over-emphasis on music performance at the
expense of other forms of musical thinking
involved in listening, conducting, criticizing,
composing, philosophizing and so on.®

Needed, it seems to me, is a much broader
view of musical thinking (and of musical in-
telligence), one that gives due recognition to
the manifold ways in which music may be
experienced and practiced and that, more-
over, acknowledges that expert musicians are
part of a wider intellectual community.
Given the information presented in this pa-
per, students will clearly need to associate
with music teachers, performers, composers,

critics, and philosophers etc. who possess
musical and other forms of expertise but
who are also disposed to be creative and to
be leaders to some extent in their respective
fields or sub-disciplines. Moreover, if expert
music thinkers are also members of a wider
intellectual community that has its own gen-
eral beliefs, practices, and ways of thinking,
and if students are to begin integrating and
reconciling their musical beliefs with those
from other subject areas, they should prob-
ably also associate with expert thinkers and
leaders from other domains of experience
(e.g., the visual and literary arts). Bennett
Reimer might be on the right track, then,
when he argues that music educators ought
to work with educators from other artistic
domains.2’ Indeed, I would argue that if
music education is ever to secure its place in
the schools, music educators must convince
parents, administrators, and students alike
that they are part of the wider artistic and
intellectual communities.

It is important to note that there may be
developmental stages to this relativistic and
metapsychological understanding of the mu-
sical world. Psychologist William G. Perry
has proposed one model of intellectual and
ethical development in undergraduate stu-
dents, the highest stage of which is remark-
ably consistent with the conception of expert
thinking proposed in this paper. According
to Perry, undergraduate students progress
through at least four broad and qualitatively
different stages in the ways they perceive the
world and make value judgements.28 The
first stage, entitled dualism, is characterized
by a tendency to make categorical judge-
ments. While acknowledging that different
belief systems, perspectives, and groups ex-
ist, students are prone to categorize them as
being either “right-good-we” or “wrong-bad-

56 The Quarterly Journal of Music Teaching and Learning

Published by OpenCommons@UConn, 2021



Visions of Research in Music Education, Vol. 16 [2021], Art. 14

them.”2® Not surprisingly, uncertainty is
viewed as an error.

At the next stage of development, multi-
plicity, students believe that one opinion is
as good as another — that all opinions and
beliefs are equally valid. They may even ar-
gue different sides of an issue with equal
conviction. Towards the end of this stage,
however, they begin to form an appreciation
of the complexity of human behavior and to
realize that some arguments, opinions, or be-
liefs are better supported or more logical
than others. Once they have realized that
“what is ‘true,’ ‘good,’ or ‘effective’ depends
on the context in which it is being consid-
ered,”30 students have entered the third stage,
known as relativism. At this stage, they are
more mature in their thinking in so much as
they begin to think more critically and to take
more responsibility for finding and pursuing
their own interests. Of the few undergraduate
students who reach this stage of development,
however, most are in their senior year.

The last stage of intellectual and ethical
development, commitment with relativism, is
seldom attained by undergraduate students.
At this stage, students knowingly commit to
some belief system, group, lifestyle, or career
as means of defining the self or making
sense of the world and of their place in it.
Recognizing that the world is a confusing
and often chaotic place, they begin to orga-
nize and prioritize their beliefs, values,
thoughts and behaviors as means of simplify-
ing and clarifying experience. However,
while placing a premium on consistency of
thought and behavior, they remain open to
new ideas and challenges. While consciously
and deliberately committing to some musical
world view, or perspective, the individual re-
mains open to learning and understanding
what other musical and educational belief sys-
tems, groups, and individuals have to say.3!

Implications for Music Teaching
and Learning

Throughout this manuscript many implica-
tions for music teaching at both school and
university levels have been raised. For ex-
ample, the observation was made that if stu-
dents are to think for themselves they will
need to think more like musical and educa-
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tional leaders. More specifically, and in addi-
tion to the obvious needs for breadth and
depth of experience, students will require
encouragement from music teachers and in-
structors to invent, develop, warrant, defend
and, when necessary, reconstruct their own
beliefs, values, practices, and ideas, prefer-
ably in some sort of public forum (e.g., con-
certs, classroom discussion, educational con-
ferences and the like). If students are to do
this, they will need to know what it means to
think independently. Accordingly, it was
suggested that teachers should discuss with
them what it means to be creative and to be
individuals in musical thought and action.
However, while discussion of the nature of
creativity and individuality is probably help-
ful, particularly if students are to leamn to
think self-consciously about their own rates
of progress towards more mature modes of
thinking, they will also need to associate
with music teachers and other individuals
who are themselves expert musicians and
thinkers (note that the two are not always
synonymous)32 and who can serve as appro-
priate role models. Moreover, and especially
when the goal is to integrate learning in dif-
ferent subject areas, they should also associ-
ate with expert thinkers in other domains.
An important consideration for teachers at
all educational levels is that some students
may not be developmentally ready to assume
greater responsibility for their own thinking
and learning. Indeed, if Perry is right that
the last stage of intellectual and ethical devel-
opment is seldom attained by undergraduate
students, then one might be tempted to con-
clude that the development of individuality is
a lost cause for the majority of people (or at
least that it requires many more years of ac-
cumulated experience and wisdom than can
be provided for in the educational system).
Such a conclusion, however, would probably
be erroneous for the reason that students are
seldom required in the school and university
to engage in those kinds of activities and
thinking that contribute significantly to the
self-conscious construction of their individu-
ality.33 Too often, teachers, because they are
preoccupied with lower level kinds of activi-
ties such as rote learning, the retention and
regurgitation of subject-specific knowledge
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for its own sake (as opposed to teaching stu-
dents how to use that knowledge for their
own ends), and the development of musical
and other skills and abilities, forget to chal-
lenge students to think for themselves. In-
deed, it seems safe to say that independent
thinking, when it happens at all in the
school, is an epiphenomenon. Although pos-
sibly attributable to some extent to ordinary
classroom or rehearsal room activities, it is
seldom explicitly taught for as a direct and
highly desirable outcome of music instruc-
tion. Given this understanding, it is no won-
der that students fail to demonstrate evidence
of independent thinking. Perhaps if teachers
at all levels of schooling made the develop-
ment of individuality (Gardner refers to this as
the intelligence of the self) an educational pri-
ority and if they invested more time and en-
ergy finding ways to challenge and encourage
students to think more independently this goal
might be reached much earlier.

A caveat is in order here. While it is essen-
tial that students discuss and debate impor-
tant issues and conflicting musical beliefs and
values amongst themselves and with their
teachers and other authority figures (either in
person or through reading, discussing, and
writing about their ideas), the goal is to en-
courage the free exchange and examination
of ideas. If this is to be accomplished, every-
one concerned will have to make a sincere
effort to understand and respect each others’
musical beliefs (although this does not mean
that they need always accept them). Stu-
dents need to challenge the established order,
but they should be made to realize from the
beginning that respect and tolerance are two-
way streets. Instructors are thus more than just
guides or facilitators of students’ growth. They
are also mediators of conflicting beliefs and
values and the people concerned.

Conclusion

In this manuscript, an attempt was made to
explain that if children are to eventually learn
to think musically for themselves, or to think
intelligently in music, they will need to think
more like expert thinkers or leaders in their
respective domains. The reader will recall
that implicit in expert musical thinking is a

disposition to take responsibility for one’s
own beliefs, thoughts, and actions. In the
final analysis, it is up to students, themselves,
to determine the extent to which they wish
to develop their individuality and, concomi-
tantly, the degree to which they feel comfort-
able thinking and acting like leaders. Per-
haps all that teachers can do, aside from
challenging students to continue learning and
growing and by raising their consciousness
with respect to personal and societal impedi-
ments to independent kinds of thinking, is to
continually remind them that it is possible to
exert some measure of control over their own
thinking and leaming, provided they so desire
it and have the intellectual and moral fortitude
to stand up for themselves.

Howard Gardner, in his book Leading
Minds, remarks that while his conception of
leaders as presenting messages is not unique,
what is unusual and possibly unprecedented
is his depiction of leadership as “a cognitive
enterprise occurring and recurring within —
and between — the minds of leaders and fol-
lowers.”34 This cognitive enterprise takes the
form of a political exchange among individu-
als and groups with different, and often com-
peting, stories, assertions, beliefs, and ideas
needing to be told. The depiction of musical
leaders presented in this paper is consistent
in many respects with Gardner’s cognitive
vision. What I find especially intriguing
about his conception of leadership is that it
suggests (albeit not explicitly) that our con-
cept of musical mind needs to be expanded
to take into account the broader sociological
and cultural contexts. I would even go so far
as to suggest that researchers would profit
from taking a more systemic (i.e., social) ap-
proach to music cognition in which indi-
vidual thinkers are conceived in terms of
their function in, and contribution to, musical
society as a whole. This idea is hardly new.
The young John Dewey conceived of society
as functioning like an organism in which
each individual simultaneously contributes
to, and is influenced by, society as a
whole.3> More recently, cognitive scientists
have begun to return to this conception of hu-
man thought, or one similar to it, in which
thinking takes the form of a dynamic, if often
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subtle, and reciprocal interaction between the
culturally endowed mind and the world.36

As a final note, I feel obliged to remark
that, like Gardner, I do not concern myself in
this paper with contemporary critiques of
leadership (e.g., deconstructionist, postmod-
ern, or feminist critiques that question the
legitimacy of the concept of leadership).
There are several reasons for this omission.
To begin, there is the obvious problem of
lack of space in a paper that is already over
long. More to the point, the conception of
the expert musical thinker presented herein
bespeaks a similar concern for matters of cul-
tural gender, and other forms of equity and
diversity as well as personal and musical
emancipation and empowerment. Recogniz-
ing that thinking is political in the sense that
it is colored by the groups with which we
associate, all of which proselytize their own
implicit or explicit agendas, stories, beliefs or
ideas, 1 developed the concept of the expert
musical thinker as one possible antidote to
the problems of social conformity and indoc-
trination. Problems of political rhetoric not-
withstanding, it seems to me that many femi-
nist and other critical theorists in music are
saying much the same kind of thing.37 What
interests them, and me, is how musical de-
mocracy can be fostered and encouraged.
As should already be evident, expert musical
thinkers are not just any leaders but, rather,
ones who are prosocial and dedicated to fos-
tering a sense of community (albeit not at the
expense of losing themselves in the group).
They wish to become integrated into the vari-
ous musical and other groups with which they
associate while simultaneously differentiating
themselves from them in thought and action.
The point, then, is not so much to attempt to
create musical and educational leaders as it is
to empower students to think musically for
themselves, to exert some level of control over
their own lives, and, thereby, to become active
participants in a democratic musical society.

Notes
1. See John A. Sloboda, The Music Mind:
The Cognitive Psychology of Music (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1985); W. Jay Dowling and
Dane L. Harwood, Music Cognition (Orlando:
Academic Press, 1986); and Jeanne

Volume VII, Numbers 2-4

https://opencommons.uconn.edu/vrme/vol16/iss7/14

Bamberger, The Mind Behind the Musical
Ear: How Children Develop Musical Inteili-
gence (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1991).

2. Howard Gardner says much the same
thing in his recent book Leading Minds: An
Anatomy of Leadership (New York: Basic
Books, 1995). As he writes, “The end prod-
uct of . .. I[thel processes of self-definition
and identification is as individual as part of a
group; as a holder of certain beliefs, atti-
tudes, and values; and as practitioner of cer-
tain behaviors. It is the particular burden of
the leader to help other individuals deter-
mine their personal, social, and moral identi-
ties; more often than not, leaders inspire in
part because of how they have resolved their
own identity issues” (25). As Gardner says,
knowledge and understanding of how lead-
ers think and act should help inoculate indi-
viduals against mindless acceptance of what
political and other leaders tell them (3006).

3. As Jeffrey Wright explains in “Belief
Systems and Their Influence on Musical Ex-
perience” (Ph.D. diss., Northwestern Univer-
sity, 1991), ascriptive characteristics such as
age, ethnicity, sex, and socioeconomic status
play a role in determining which beliefs are
made available to children. For example, it
is generally recognized that adults treat
young boys differently from young girls (e.g.,
“Boys don’t cry”). This accounts, at least in
part, for differences in belief and behavior.
Similarly, socioeconomic status often deter-
mines which beliefs about lifestyle and mate-
rial goods are imparted to children. Presum-
ably, children from a lower socioeconomic
bracket will be exposed to a different set of
beliefs than children of wealthy parents (210).

4. Ibid. Actually, as Wright points out, it
is a little more complicated than this. Belief
and knowledge seem to be two sides of the
same coin. Belief determines what counts as
knowledge. At the same time, knowledge
works to solidify and buildup belief. More-
over, belief and knowledge appear to be as-
pects of the same sociological process. “To
become involved in a social institution is to
adopt a belief system. Conversely, adoption
of a belief system entails access to social
knowledge” (217).
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Sociology of Belief (New York: John Wiley &
Sons, 1975) explain that the individual’s
world perspective (i.e., belief system) or per-
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styles of perception and categories of
thought” (122).

6. Robert Walker, Musical Beliefs:
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Perspectives New York: Teachers College
Press, 1990).

7. According to critical thinking philoso-
pher and theorist Richard Paul, it is human
nature to adopt sociocentric, self-serving, and
self-righteous beliefs and to become defen-
sive when they are challenged. These kinds
of beliefs constitute one’s “primary nature.”
However, humans also have a “secondary
nature,” or a disposition towards rationality.
Regrettably, this latter disposition is more dif-
ficult to develop. It is the development of
this disposition towards rationality, both at
individual and group levels, with which we
are most concerned in the present paper. See
Richard W. Paul, “Dialogical Thinking: Critical
Thought Essential to the Acquisition of Ratio-
nal Knowledge and Passions,” in Teaching
Thinking Skills: Theory and Practice, ed. J. B.
Baron and R. J. Sternberg (New York: W. H.
Freeman, 1987), 127-148.

8. Paul Woodford, “Critical Thinking in
Music: What is It?” Canadian Music Educator
37 (Fall 1995): 38.

9. Paul Woodford, “Developing Critical
Thinkers in Music,” Music Educators Journal
83 (July 1996): 27-32.

10. Wright, “Belief Systems,” 198.

11. One of the best ways to maintain be-
liefs is to isolate them and the groups hold-
ing them from competing viewpoints. It is
for this reason that some group leaders en-
courage their followers to avoid social contact
with other groups and their beliefs. Similarly,
certain beliefs that are based on everyday ex-
perience are deemed self-evident truths. In
consequence, people do not always feel the
need to validate them. Ibid., 190-193.

12. Borhek and Curtis, A Sociology of Be-
lief(122). Christopher Small in Music, Soci-
ety, Education (London: John Calder, 1977)
says almost the same thing. Because ours is
a consumer society in which experience is me-

diated by experts, the common man lacks cre-
ative experience but also confidence in his
ability to judge what is of worth, or value, to
him. Art and art criticism are praciiced by only
a “tiny minority of the population” (90-91).

13. As Wright explains in “Belief Systems,”
this tendency to make assumptions based on
incomplete knowledge of the belief system
in question is one reason why people are
often wrong in their beliefs (134-135).

14. Howard Gardner, Creating Minds: An
Anatomy of Creativity Seens Through the Lives
of Freud, Einstein, Picasso, Stravinsky, Eliot,
Graham, and Gandhi (New York: Basic
Books, 1993).

15. Ibid., 381-382.

16. This distinction between teaching mu-
sical skills and abilities on the one hand and
inculcating in students the disposition to de-
velop their musical individuality on the other
is really one of means and ends. Musical
skills and abilities are means whereby musi-
cal individuality is developed. Unfortunately,
musical skills and abilities are treated by
some music teachers as ends in themselves.
For more about this confusion between musi-
cal means and ends as it relates to music
education, see Bennett Reimer, A Pbilosophy
of Music Education (Englewood Cliffs, NJ:
Prentice Hall, 1989).

17. David Elliott argues in Musical Matters:
A New Philosophy of Music Education (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1995), that
musical expertise is the foundation for musi-
cal creativity. General tendencies to chal-
lenge traditional assumptions, to recognize
good problems in a domain, and to make
independent judgments promote creativity, as
do certain generic values (e.g., valuing origi-
nality). To him, however, these tendencies
and values are secondary to expertise. My own
position is that these general tendencies and
values are central to creativity for the reason
that they are an outward expression of belief.
Musical creativity is unlikely to happen to any
significant extent unless one believes that cre-
ativity contributes in important ways to the
construction of the self (i.e., it makes the de-
velopment of individuality possible).

18. Howard Gardner, Leading Minds: An
Anatomy of Leadership (New York: Basic
Books, 1995). Gardner actually distinguishes
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between several different kinds of leaders.
The ordinary, and hence most common,
leader merely reflects the collective beliefs
and values of the group. American President
Gerald Ford was an ordinary leader in so
much as he did not attempt to stretch the
consciousness of his followers. The innova-
tive leader (e.g., the former British Prime
Minister Margaret Thatcher or American
President Ronald Reagan) take pre-existing
but neglected stories or platforms and resur-
rect them, thereby reorienting the thinking of
their followers. The last, and most rare, kind
of leader is the visionary (e.g., Jesus Christ,
Gandhi, and Monnet). These individuals cre-
ate new stories, images, or visions. While
visionary leaders are rare in the religious and
political fields, they are much more common
in specific domains, especially in domains
such as the arts and sciences in which there
is a sophisticated membership. It is these
innovative and visionary leaders with which
Gardner, and 1, are concerned (10-11).

19. David J. Elliott, “Music as Knowledge,”
Journal of Aesthetic Education 25 (Fall 1991), 29.

20. Elliott, Music Matters, 174.

21. Elliott believes that music listening is
less intelligent and constructive than perform-
ing, conducting, composing, arranging and so
on for the reason that it is not a form of physi-
cal activity. To music psychologist Jeanne
Bamberger, however, music listening, or hear-
ing, “is itself a performance, an active process
of making meaning.” Jeanne Bamberger, 7he
Mind Bebind the Musical Ear: 3.

22. According to critical thinking theorist
John McPeck, critical thinkers engage in re-
flective scepticism, meaning that they delib-
erately suspend belief in order to consider
plausible alternatives. For more about
McPeck’s definition of critical thinking, see
John E. McPeck, Teaching Critical Thinking:
Dialogue and Dialectic (New York:
Routledge, 1990).

23. David Elliott and Lee Bartel are saying
something similar when they refer to Richard
Pratte’s conception of dynamic multi-
culturalism, or the belief that education
ought to prepare children to learn how to
understand unfamiliar cultural practices and
artifacts. Preferring the term interculturalism
over dynamic multiculturalism, Bartel, who is
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dren gain “the freedom to cross cultural
boundaries in a safe and manageable man-
ner.” Lee R. Bartel, “Cultural Equity in Music
Education, The Recorder, The Journal of the
Ontario Music Educators Association, 37
(March/April 1995): 54,

24, Zappa was responding to a lobby
group known as The Parents Music Resource
Center (PMRC) started by wives of United
States Congressmen. This group was exert-
ing pressure on the music recording industry
to voluntarily attach “labels on albums and
cassettes warning of explicit lyrics.” In re-
sponding to complaints by this group and
Christian fundamentalists, Zappa argued that
“There is no conclusive scientific evidence to
support the claim that exposure to any form
of music will cause the listener to commit a
crime or damn his soul to hell.... Bad facts
make bad law, and people who write bad
law are, in my opinion, more dangerous than
songwriters who celebrate sexuality.” Com-
plicating the situation for Zappa and other
rock artists was the fact that husbands of five
of the PMRC members were sitting on the
Senate committee. Quoted in Robin
Denselow, When the Music’s Over: The Story
of Political Pop (London: Faber and Faber,
1989), 266-267.

25. Elliott, “Music as Knowledge,” 37.

26. For one critique of Elliott’s praxial phi-
losophy see Bennett Reimer, “Avoiding Ex-
tremes of Theory and Practice in Music
Teacher Education,” Journal of Music Teacher
Education 3 (Fall 1993): 12-22. To be fair,
Elliott acknowledges that there may be
“higher level,” context-free cognitive capaci-
ties such as Gardner’s intelligence of the self,
analogic thinking, and general common
sense that operate both within and among
different domains of experience. Also ac-
knowledged is the possibility that musical
involvement may contribute to the develop-
ment of the self in general and, therefore, “to
one’s overall quality of life.” Unfortunately,
Elliott does not pursue this line of thought
further. Elliott, Music Matters, 131.

27. Reimer, A Philosophy of Music Educa-
tion, 226-229.

28. For more about Perry’s model, see
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William G. Perry, Forms of Intellectual and
Ethical Development in the College Years: A
Scheme (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Win-
ston, 1970). See also his chapter “Cognitive
and Ethical Growth: The Making of Mean-
ing,” in A. W. Chickering, The Modern Ameri-
can College (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass,
1981). In actuality, Perry identifies nine de-
velopmental stages of intellectual and ethical
growth. Manny Brand has conveniently col-
lapsed them into the four broader stages or
world views utilized here. See Manny Brand,
“Toward a Better Understanding of Under-
graduate Music Education Majors: Perry’s Per-
spective,” Bulletin of the Council of Research
in Music Education 98 (Fall 1988), 22-31.

29. Brand, “Toward a Better Understand-
ing,” 23.

30. Ibid., 25.

31. Howard Gardner, too, believes that
there may be developmental differences in
how individuals think with respect to the
groups with which they associate and their
beliefs. Whereas less mature thinkers tend to
think along the lines of Perry’s first three
stages of ethical development, the “seasoned
adult,” he says, is able to distance himself
somewhat from the group and its beliefs. He
is also able to appreciate that he “might well
have belonged to a different set of groups,
and thence entertained a quite different phi-
losophy of life. But rather than defending
each set of groups as equally viable (as the
relativistically oriented counterpart is wont to
do), such an adult at least attempits to justify
the particular ensemble of group member-
ships to which he is fated to belong.”
Gardner, Leading Minds, 54. For a feminist
perspective on intellectual and moral devel-
opment, and a sympathetic critique of Perry’s
scheme, see Mary Field Belenky, Blythe
McVicker Clinchy, Nancy Rule Goldberger
and Jill Mattuck Tarule, Women’s Ways of
Knowing: The Development of Self, Voice,
and Mind (New York: Basic Books, 1986).

32. What I am alluding to here is the fact
that musicians might possess an abundance
of skill acquired through past experience yet
lack the necessary dispositions for continued
growth and learning. As Carl Bereiter and
Marlene Scardamalla explain in Sunpassing

Ourselves: An Inquiry into the Nature and
Implications of Expertise (Chicago: Open
Court, 1993), the difference here is between
true experts and experienced non-experts.
Whereas the former are disposed to continu-
ally reinvest in the constitutive problems of
their respective fields, the latter, while possess-
ing expertise, lack the requisite dispositions to
remain professionally and intellectually vigor-
ous. Based on this understanding, music
teachers require more than just musical exper-
tise. They must also be disposed to continue
learning and growing musically.

33. As Gavriel Salomon and David Perkins
explain, schools seldom require students to
transfer learning between different contexts
or to engage in those kinds of activities that
require the mindful and self-conscious use of
knowledge acquired through past experience
to solve current problems. Gavriel Salomon
and David Perkins, “Transfer of Cognitive
Skill from Programming: When and How?”
Paper sponsored by the John and Mary
Markle Foundation, New York, and the Na-
tional Institute of Education, Washington,
D.C,, 1985, ERIC ED 271092. What these and
many other authors and researchers are say-
ing is that schooling should be less about the
development of skills and abilities or the ac-
quisition of bits of knowledge (although those
are still very important) as it should be about
inculcating in students an “ongoing disposition
of fairmindedness and self-examination that
makes intellectual, emotional, behavioral, and
indeed, social integrity possible.” Carl D. Brell,
“Critical Thinking as Transfer: The Reconstruc-
tive Integration of Otherwise Discrete Interpre-
tations of Experience.” Educational Theory 40
(Winter 1990): 65.

34. Gardner, Leading Minds, 296.

35. Robert B. Westbrook, jobn Dewey and
American Democracy (Ithaca, NY: Cornell Uni-
versity Press, 1991), 126-127.

36. Jean lave, Cognition in Practice: Mind,
Mathematics and Culture (New York: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1988), 177.

37. For example, Jennifer Rycenga, in her
article “The Uncovering of Ontology in Music:
Speculative and Conceptual. Feminist Music.”
Repercussions: Critical and Alternative View-
points in Music and Scholarship 3 (Spring
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1994), observes that, “Radical feminism is in-
tent on maintaining a tension between the one
and the many, between unity and diversity”
(28). This is entirely consistent with my own
conception of expert musical thinking, as is
Mary Daly's insistence on a “connectedness
that is rooted in Self-creation” (29). Similarly,
and again in keeping with feminist theory, I
define power not in terms of domination but,
rather, as self-determination. As Gloria
Steinem puts it in Revolution from Within
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(Boston, MA: Little, Brown and Co., 1992),
“Instead of outstripping others, the goal is
completing oneself” (188). Some writers
might quibble with my use of the word “ex-
pert” on the grounds that it connotes elitist
and sexist tendencies. As used by me, how-
ever, it refers to the potentiality for learning.
The point is that one can always learn more
about self and others through mindful en-
gagement in musical experience. Q
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