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Abstract 
The goal of integrating people from diverse cultural backgrounds into a cohesive society has 
been a long-standing goal of Western educational systems. Various ideologies to integrate 
immigrants into society were advanced in order to achieve this goal--from assimilation and 
cultural pluralism to multiculturalism and globalization. In turn, each of these ideologies has 
influenced the direction of music education. In this paper, I provide perspectives on social 
cohesion and education, illustrating how ideologies were used to promote socially cohesive 
societies. I explore how the construction of narrative—and music as a form of narrative—is 
important in the process of adapting to a new culture. From there, I examine community as a 
metaphor and narrative for music education in the twenty first century. Finally, I apply the 
concept of community to propose a view of music education as a space of hospitality and 
possibility that can contribute to building a socially cohesive society.  
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Social dimensions of music education have been neglected until recent decades. The 

international symposium in music education series which began at the University of 

Oklahoma in 1995 has been a catalyst for what we might call the ‘sociological turn’ in music 

education. It is wonderful to see the efforts of early leaders—Hildegard Froehlich, Roger 

Rideout and the late Steve Paul—generate interest in and commitment to the value of 

sociological perspectives in music education. Now we gather here in Europe for the first time, 

and in a sense it is an intellectual homecoming since sociology and social theory have their 

roots in continental Europe.  

When I set out to write this paper, I was keenly aware that I wanted to address a topic 

that is sociological in nature, international in scope, and one that has particular relevance here 

in Ireland. I kept coming back to the experience of living ‘between worlds’, something that I 

have experienced personally for over twenty years as I travelled back and forth between the 

United States and Ireland, those worlds that are separated geographically by a vast ocean that 

has been well traversed over the years. I am reminded of Micheál Ó Súilleabháin’s address at 

the last sociology conference in St. John’s in 2007, ‘A Thread Across the Ocean’, in which he 

described the great transatlantic cable laid down in 1866 between the continents, but also the 

emotional and intellectual ties between St. John’s and Ireland (2008, p. 9). Those ties between 

the continents have become closer ever the years. 

My paper is somewhat autobiographical as I explore the age-old phenomenon of 

immigration and how it has shaped and continues to shape social narratives within music 

education. Living in two countries for over twenty years has meant a constant renegotiation of 

national identities, changing relationships with the home country and the adopted one, and 

reassessment of values in keeping with the dynamic nature of culture and the fast-paced 

march of globalization in this particular period. I gained a few insights from reflecting on this 

personal experience of migration and dislocation. First, each emigrant’s story is a unique one, 
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as unique as the circumstances that cause them to uproot or be uprooted and leave home; 

second, music is often central to the process of cultural relocation—a praxis of living out who 

we are as border people, a means of maintaining continuity with the past by drawing on music 

of the home culture, and a way to make sense of life in the adopted country by participating in 

its musical cultures.  

Engagement with music can be incredibly powerful and profoundly significant in 

positioning oneself in new political and cultural landscapes and filling the spaces between the 

old and familiar and the new and the distant worlds. Indeed there are elements of the migrant 

experience in each person’s life, similar to Hildegard Froehlich’s observation that we are all 

immigrants. We do not need to cross a political boundary and settle in a new country to 

encounter cultural difference, experience hegemony, or feel marginalized and 

disenfranchised.  

In a sense, we all live in multiple worlds as part of everyday life and we may 

experience being ‘Other’ in certain contexts. In postmodern discourse, this experience is seen 

to occur not only at the level of ethnicity and race but also in relation to social class, gender, 

disability, sexual orientation, generation, political affiliation, among others. For the purpose 

of this presentation, I am keeping this more expansive definition of ‘Other’ in mind while 

focusing on the experience of immigrants as ‘Other’, exploring how music education can 

provide a doorway for them that leads into a space of hospitality and possibility. This kind of 

doorway is modeled here in Limerick in the work of Doras Luimní (trans. from the Irish as 

‘door of Limerick’), a group of concerned people who have come together to welcome and 

provide support for refugees. 

Ireland has a long history of emigration and an even longer history of occupation by 

foreigners, from Celts to Vikings, Normans to British. But the recent influx of immigrants is 

unique and central to discussions of education and social and cultural life in Ireland today. For 
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example, the 2008/2009 Seamus Heaney Lecture Series explored questions of culture and 

identity in contemporary Ireland. A new interdisciplinary journal based in Irish universities 

titled, Translocations: Migration and Social Change, presents ‘an intersecting set of 

perspectives that create [sic] the terrain on which we choose to situate ourselves’ [Available 

http://www.translocations.ie Accessed 15 June 2009]. And an upcoming special issue of the 

journal Irish Educational Studies is devoted to the theme of ‘Race, Migration and Education.’ 

The editor of that journal writes: ‘Education is central to processes of production and (re) 

production in society and should be at the core of any discussion about immigration and the 

development of multicultural and socially just societies.’ [Available 

http://www.tandf.co.uk/journals/cfp/riescfp.pdf Accessed 15 June 2009] 

The topic of immigration and cultural diversity in education has been at the core of US 

education for over a century, and in the UK since the 1960s; now it has surfaced as centrally 

important to Irish education and society. In what follows, I examine issues of music, 

education, and migration through the lens of social cohesion and provide some direction for 

music education. First, I provide some perspectives on social cohesion and education; that is 

followed by an historical overview to show how metaphors were used to promote socially 

cohesive societies and how music education contributed to that goal. Then I explore how 

narrative—and music as a form of narrative—is especially important in the process of 

adapting to a new culture. From there, I examine community as a metaphor and narrative for 

music education in the twenty first century. Finally, I apply the concept of community to 

propose a view of music education as a space of hospitality and possibility.     
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Perspectives on social cohesion and education 

 

Socio-political ideologies based on theories of assimilation, cultural pluralism, 

multiculturalism, and interculturalism aimed at promoting social cohesion through education. 

Such ideologies were developed primarily in response to migration and demographic change. 

The term ‘social cohesion’ has an expansive literature and contested meanings, starting with 

Émile Durkheim, the father of educational sociology, who wrote in the early 20th century: 

Society can survive only if there exists among its members a sufficient degree of 
homogeneity; education perpetuates and reinforces this homogeneity by fixing in 
the child, from the beginning, the essential similarities that social life demands.   

(Durkheim, trans. Giddens 1972, p. 203)  

Durkheim’s functionalist view of social cohesion was aimed at achieving social equilibrium. 

The great pragmatist, George Herbert Mead, in his landmark book published in 1934, Mind, 

Self and Society, observed that societies are complex and any explanation of social cohesion 

needs to take into account the ‘interlocking interdependence of human individuals upon one 

another within the given organized social life-process in which they are all involved is 

becoming more and more intricate and closely knit and highly organized as human social 

evolution proceeds on its course’ (p. 310). He compares the relatively loose and disintegrated 

social organization of feudal times with the relatively tight and integrated social organization 

of nationalism and points to ‘some form of international civilization’ (p. 310). 

Mead’s view emphasizes the complexity of social cohesion and the importance of 

approaching it not as a simple dichotomous or hierarchical social process but rather as a 

continuum of efforts that variously achieve a balance between homogeneity and diversity—

from highly cohesive nations seeking to achieve a mono-cultural society, to nations such as 
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the US which are founded on diversity, and to socially cohesive communities within more 

loosely structured political arrangements.  

 

Social cohesion and music in education 

 

As sociologists of music education, looking to the past can provide us with insights that are 

vital to understanding contemporary social ideologies. In order to focus the vast topic of 

education and social cohesion, I have chosen metaphors as a way to capture the essences of 

ideological thinking. Geneva Gay (2003) says that we use metaphors in constructing our 

narratives to help convey feelings, beliefs, and values (p. 7). Taking Gay’s idea, let us go back 

in time, in fact just one century to find the first dominant metaphor of social cohesion that 

impacted educational thinking in the US, that is, the melting pot.  

Assimilation. This year is the centenary of the publication of the play The Melting Pot 

by English playwright Israel Zangwill. The play was first produced in Chicago in October, 

1908 and again in Broadway in September, 1909. The play presented a utopian vision of 

America as a crucible that blended all nationalities and races into a new American people, 

interethnic and interracial (Gans, in Jacoby, 2004, p. 33).  The use of melting pot metaphor 

went back to the nineteenth century with images appearing in popular magazines. The 

metaphor aligned well with the political ideology of the time and caught the imagination of 

the American people. The image became more popular as politicians advanced the ideology 

of Americanization, E pluribus unum, promoting unity through the development of common 

Anglo-Saxon values.  

In advancing the social ideal of Americanization, all immigrants became nationalized 

through learning the language, participating in national holidays and celebrations, attending 
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public schools, and learning the values of citizenship. In public-school music education, as 

Terese Volk points out in her book, Music, Education and Multiculturalism, music was seen 

as an activity that could unite people of different ethnic backgrounds, social classes, religious 

beliefs through singing and playing instruments together, thus instilling ideals of American 

nationality. The melting pot theory sought to assimilate and to maintain a social equilibrium 

in the face of unprecedented immigration. In that sense, it was closely aligned to functionalist 

social theory. 

In that same period in the early 1900s, Ireland was a country of diverse religious 

denominations (Protestant, Catholic, Presbyterian, Quaker) and various socio political 

groups—native Irish, Anglo-Irish, British landed gentry, and minority groups. The driving 

political force for independence from Britain was coming from cultural nationalists who 

promoted Irish language, songs, and literature to build momentum for gaining political 

independence. When independence was achieved, that diversity was not acknowledged as an 

ideology of political and cultural assimilation was used to build the national fibre. Song 

repertoire in Irish primary schools—Irish language songs, historical ballads, and hymns 

passed on vital information to build a nation based on native language and culture and 

Catholicism. Although drawing on two quite different cultural contexts, a melting pot theory 

was the underpinning ideology in both efforts to create sociopolitical unity, one based on 

Americanizing immigrants and making good citizens, the other on advancing a particular 

definition of Irishness that did not accommodate diverse sub-cultural groups. The goal in both 

cases was to build a strong national identity, and music education was a servant in realizing 

that goal. 

In the same time period in the early twentieth century, a counter theory of cultural 

pluralism was advocated by philosopher Horace Kallen and made public in an article in 1915 

titled ‘Democracy versus the Melting Pot.’  The theory advocated an alternative route to 
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achieving social cohesion out of diversity. Kallen likened cultural pluralism to a symphony 

orchestra where the different ethnic groups played different instruments and out of the 

diversity, harmony was created. In a letter to Kallen, John Dewey endorsed his idea, with the 

condition that ‘we really get a symphony and not a lot of different instruments playing 

simultaneously.’ He continued: ‘I never did care for the melting pot metaphor, but genuine 

assimilation to one another—not to Anglo-Saxondom—seems to be essential to an American’ 

(Letter to Kallen, 31 March 1915, in Eisle, 1983, p. 151)   While Dewey rejected the melting 

pot metaphor as such, he did not turn his back on the notion of assimilation. He wanted to see 

‘genuine assimilation to one another’.  One interpretation of that statement might be that 

music educators create an environment that not only welcomes and tolerates ethnic diversity 

but also helps students to explore difference and communicate about difference with the goal 

of developing empathy and mutual understanding. Dewey wanted the kind of dialogue and 

individual reflection that we associate with conflict theory and critical pedagogy, a social 

ideal that would resurface later. 

In the early decades of the twentieth century, music as a school subject applied the 

melting pot theory and music teachers did their part to assimilate immigrants through singing 

patriotic songs, folk songs of various western European countries beyond the German canon 

which dominated school music up to that point, school pageants and festivals (Volk, 1998, pp. 

40-44). ‘American Unity through Music’ was a dominant theme during World War II when 

the Americas consolidated their relations in the face of hostility from abroad.  

The music education profession came up with its own response to the melting pot 

theory in the powerful metaphor of music as an international language. This became popular 

during World War I and lasted into the 1960s; in fact, it is still used in some contexts to 

describe the ways in which music can unite peoples of different nations and ethnicities in the 

name of peace and fraternity. In this context, music is seen to transcend national boundaries 
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and create unity among nations. Grounded in this belief, the International Society for Music 

Education (ISME) was founded in 1953 in the aftermath of World War II with the aim of 

bringing music educators together to build international friendship through music.  

Cultural pluralism. Metaphors that projected music as transcending cultural 

differences and as building international harmony began to fall out of favour with the rise of 

multiculturalism and identity politics in the transformative and tumultuous decade of the 

1960s. The notion that universal meanings were somehow embedded in music was rejected 

and the cultural significances and contextual meanings of music took centre stage. New 

metaphors such as mosaic, patchwork quilt, and salad bowl took the place of the melting pot 

to visualize the complex cultural make up of nations and the dynamic nature of music 

cultures. According to this view, immigrants retain and value their heritage and maintain a 

high visibility as part of the national cultural mosaic. Perhaps the most powerful image of all, 

one that is associated more with interculturalism than multiculturalism, is the kaleidoscope. It 

captures the dynamic and ever-changing relationships between individuals, social and cultural 

groups, and nations in a globalized world. It implies social interaction and ultimately builds 

social identity, a foundation of all human identities (Jenkins, 2008). 

In these images of cultural diversity, there are connotations of different textures and 

colours and nuanced richness that reflect the multi-vocal, multi-musical foundations of U.S. 

society. In varying degrees, school music programmes now reflect what these metaphors 

stand for. This is evident in music textbooks, arrangements for choir, band, and orchestra, 

availability of musical instruments from all over the world, professional development around 

world music, and a body of research on multicultural music education. Provision of diverse 

materials is an important step, but it is simply the beginning of the journey. It tells us little 

about how children and youth and teachers experience the curriculum built on such 

materials—how the immigrant is welcomed into the community, how his culture is woven 
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into the curriculum, who listens to her voice, who hears his music, what is the quality of the 

teaching environment and the pedagogical encounter? What doors are opened? What 

possibilities (musical and otherwise) can he imagine beyond the threshold?  

Globalization. As one of the dominant processes of our time, globalisation, coupled 

with new waves of global migration, is testing assumptions and prompting new questions 

about the role of education in integrating immigrants into society. Peadar Kirby 

(‘Globalization and Identity: Reflections from the Irish Experience,’ 2009) argues that the 

advent of globalization has brought identity to the fore and asks: ‘Where is the basis for 

fashioning the community?’ Referring to the same phenomenon, James Banks (2009) believes 

that education should be helping students to develop identities and to function in cultural, 

national, and global communities.  

In recent literature we find a new discourse of social cohesion with connotations of 

assimilation and a refocus on nationalism, aligned with contemporary values and social 

realities. Entwistle (1999/2000, p.14) struggles with the two dominant models of social 

cohesion of the 20th century—assimilation and cultural pluralism—and concludes that perhaps 

neither metaphor is suited to multicultural societies. Instead, he argues, we should engage in 

‘a detailed discussion of what a healthy, multicultural society needs in order to ensure both 

justice for the individual immigrant and the necessary social cohesion for citizens to feel 

connected to each other as contributors to the common good.’ Entwistle is not alone is voicing 

the need for a new metaphor, a new model.  

Some scholars are questioning the limits of multiculturalism as a national ideology 

and some are even returning to the melting pot idea but with a new lens in light of 

contemporary society. Jacoby (2004) writes that we may need a new understanding of 

assimilation: 
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… a definition that makes sense today, in an era of globalization, the internet, identity 

politics…. Just what kind of assimilation is taking place today? What is possible? 

What is desirable? And how can we reframe the melting-pot vision to make it work for 

a cosmopolitan, twenty-first century America? (Jacoby, 2004, pp.4-5) 

 

Jacoby argues that people are hungering for a larger, shared narrative that … provides an 

understanding of what holds us all together as Americans, and one might reasonably extend 

that to other nations too (p. 4). He says that assimilation is about ‘finding a sustainable 

balance between what makes us different and what we have in common’ (p. 15). 

Reports from European countries, Canada, and Australia indicate that there is a 

parallel movement to revisit multiculturalism in the context of nationality and national 

identity. James Banks (2009), the great proponent of multiculturalism, recently reported that 

citizenship education is being used in nations such as Australia, Canada, and the UK to 

promote a new form of assimilation called ‘social cohesion’, originating in concerns about the 

fracturing of national identity and the maintenance of national unity (p. 3). These concerns are 

in part in reaction to global immigration and increasing diversity in nation-states which is 

forcing nations to rethink how they can develop civic communities that incorporate the 

diversity of people and yet have an overarching set of values, ideas and goals (pp. 306-08). 

Furthermore, Peadar Kirby (2009) argues that globalization is undermining the centrality of 

the place of the nation-state. That causes him to ask – if not the nation, what binds us 

together? What are the human bonds that unite us? He sees social cohesion (in Ireland at 

least) as a process that is happening more at the local, particularistic level. There is evidence 

of grass roots responses to cultural diversity. For example, a multicultural festival in Ardara, 

Co. Donegal titled The Melting Pot was established recently, using the arts to celebrate and 
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perform diversity. The festival website describes the event as celebrating ‘many of the ethnic 

cultures in the area as well as others from around the globe’ 

(http://www.ardarameltingpot.com Accessed 27 June 2009).  

With these perspectives in mind, what kinds of educational communities align well 

with global realities and migration trends? What narratives do we seek to build around those 

contexts of transmission? What repertoire of stories will build local, national and global 

identities that Banks advocates? 

 

Narrative as a cultural mediator  

 

Bruner (1996) claims that ‘the importance of narrative for the cohesion of a culture is as great, 

very likely, as it is in structuring an individual life’ (p. 40). It is through its narrative, he 

writes, that ‘a culture provides models of identity and agency to its members’ (p. xiv). It is not 

easy, he says, ‘to help a ten-year-old create a story that includes him in the world beyond his 

family and neighborhood, having been transplanted from Vietnam to the San Fernando 

Valley, from Algeria to Lyons [sic], from Anatolia to Dresden’ (p. 41), and I might add from 

Nigeria to Limerick, or from Brazil to Gort.   

Whether narrative is expressed and embodied in an image, myth, folk song, story, 

piece of music, dance or custom, by the power of imagination narratives can serve to bring the 

pieces of one’s life together. As we tell and write stories, we can weave the threads of 

ourselves into a whole; similarly, as we make and create and listen to music, we can weave 

the soundscapes of our past and present together. It is an act of synthesis. In the process of 

musical engagement, we tell ourselves a story and form relationships, as Christopher Small 

(1998) expresses so well in his book Musicking: ‘There is a sense in which all musicking can 
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be thought of as a process of storytelling, in which we tell ourselves a story about our 

relationships’ (p. 139). Maxine Greene (1995) believes that encounters with the arts help us 

‘to cross the empty spaces between ourselves and those we teachers have called ‘other’ over 

the years’, (p. 3) and it is, she says, above all, ‘what makes empathy possible and what can 

bring severed parts together, … [to] create wholes’ (p. 38). 

By participating in the codes of a culture through music making, an immigrant is more 

likely to feel empowered to participate in musically meaningful ways that exercise agency and 

that bring her in touch with a group’s communal ways. I turn to community as a key concept 

for constructing and living out narratives, forming a democratic ideal of social cohesion, and 

for developing local, national/multinational, and global identities in a place of learning and 

enculturation.  

 

Gathering around community: Toward a democratic narrative of social cohesion 

 

The concept of community came into use in social science and music education around the 

same time that the melting pot image gained popularity in the teens of the twentieth century. 

What did it mean then and how is the concept useful to us now? The literature on community 

is extensive and its meanings are varied. Cohen (1985) speaks to the power of community 

when he describes it as ‘a symbolic construction, resource and repository of meaning, and a 

referent of one’s identity’ (p. 118). Participation in community can be concrete and at the 

local level, associated with place and geographical area. It can engender feelings of 

attachment, belonging and commitment in those who are members. It implies social 

interaction, whether face to face or in cyberspace. It contains the real and the imaginary, as 

Benedict Anderson (2006) put it in his description of nations as imagined communities. 
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Community then, is a multifaceted concept and suited to exploring ways of building social 

cohesion in diverse groups. At the same time, one must be aware of the potential limitations 

of communities as social structures. Nel Noddings (in Jorgensen, 2003, p. 15) points out that 

communities can have, ‘tendencies toward parochialism, conformity, exclusion, assimilation, 

distrust (or hatred) of outsiders, and coercion.’ Estelle Jorgensen (2003), who has written 

extensively on community, added that ‘despite educators’ best efforts to create and sustain 

dialogue and an open-ended community…. other forces invariably contradict, countermand, 

or crush these efforts’ (p. 15).  

The concept of community has become popular in the arts and education today. The 

Community Music movement which began in the UK in the 1970s has grown as an academic 

field, evident in the development of degree programme offerings and the founding of a 

scholarly journal, the International Journal of Community Music. In general education, the 

notion of classrooms as communities of practice resonates for practitioners and researchers 

alike, and ideas of learning communities, school as community and community in the school 

are themes that have dominated educational literature since the 1990s.  

Finally, community can be a common denominator uniting the goals of school music 

and other institutional contexts of music education. The music educator, as Hildegard 

Froehlich (2007) points out, can be a bridge builder between different communities—school 

communities, music communities, political communities (p. 43). So what might we envision 

for relationships between music education and community?  
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Community in the making: Music education creates spaces of hospitality and worlds of 

possibility 

 

In this final part of the paper, I offer a view of music education that includes a place for the 

outsider (the immigrant, in this case) in our communities of music making and that assists in 

the process of relocation and integration. I have identified openings in music education, 

doorways into spaces of possibility that I believe will support the development of citizens 

who are engaged locally, attached nationally, and conscious of global influences. 

 

Music education can open the door of hospitality and nurture the idea of home 

 

Music informs our sense of place (Stokes, 1994), and when there is dislocation (as in 

immigration), participation in music can play a powerful role in relocating or re-embedding 

ourselves. He continues: ‘The musical event… evokes and organizes collective memories and 

present experiences of place with an intensity, power and simplicity unmatched by any other 

social activity’ (p. 3). There are abundant opportunities in music education to welcome the 

outsider by opening the door of hospitality in the act of music making. In his lecture on ‘The 

Poetics of the Stranger’, Irish philosopher Richard Kearney (2009) presents hospitality as an 

act of translation and transformation that involves taking risks related to interaction and the 

building of relationships between host and stranger. Small (1998) points out that the gestures 

of musicking can articulate many kinds of relationship at once, opening the possibility of 

crossing over and negotiating past and present, places, people, attachments, and experiences. 

Music making, then, is a space for building relationships between self and other, and living 

out one’s multiple national and cultural identities, evidenced in the following case study. 
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Helen Phelan (2008) organized a community-based choir made up of women from the 

asylum seeking community in Limerick and women from the traveler community, with the 

intention of supporting music native to the two groups and opening each group to the music of 

the other group. She found that participants chose instead to select pieces which reflected their 

sense of the other community. In the end, Phelan writes, it was not easy to decipher which 

songs came from which group and both groups sang them with equal ownership. Findings 

from this case study are a reminder of the power of music making in generating a community 

and the notion of ‘musical affordances’ that Lucy Green shared in her paper, that is, the 

possible meanings that a musical event affords. 

Emphasis on praxis-based approaches to music education in the last two decades 

aligns well with the ongoing work of building socially cohesive communities. Recently, I held 

a world music workshop at the University of Michigan in which students performed music 

from traditions unfamiliar to them—Mexican mariachi, Balinese gamelan and Japanese koto. 

The experience illuminated the transformational nature of performance and the value of 

tradition bearers in introducing the music of an unfamiliar culture. Creative music making is 

another medium for creating a transformational space in music education. This is borne out in 

the study reported in Bruce Carter and Adria Hoffman's paper where students were afforded 

an opportunity to create through composition activities, generating an inclusive space for 

those who may perceive themselves as excluded in school and society.  

 

Music educators can provide space for different voices to be heard 

 

The hoped for community, Maxine Greene (1995) says, is ‘a community attentive to 

difference, open to the idea of plurality’ (p. 167). Classrooms, she writes, ‘ought to pulsate 

with multiple conceptions of what it is to be human and alive’ (p. 43). Greene’s ideal 
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community is one to which we aspire as educators. The norms of classroom life in mass 

education systems, however, are based on a nineteenth-century industrial model founded on 

homogeneity of content, of pedagogy, of outcome, regardless of the demographic and socio-

economic makeup of students and school communities. So the task of living out the values of 

heterogeneity is immense since we have inherited a system based on a radically different 

educational vision. In a sense we are privileged to be transmitting a subject that models 

diverse voices and functions, from local musical accents to cross cultural fusions. Presenting 

diverse musics is but one part of the task; creating an environment that models the values of 

diversity is the more fundamental mission, one that involves moral and ethical considerations. 

As Geneva Gay (2003) puts it: ‘Multicultural education, like other kinds of teaching, is a 

moral enterprise that requires deep personal engagement, commitment, advocacy, and agency 

from those who participate fully and genuinely in the enterprise’ (p. 6).  

The qualitative nature of the classroom learning environment becomes crucially 

important if we put ethical considerations at the core—social justice, human rights, 

inclusiveness. I believe that students are ready to engage with music in such an environment 

of democratic ideals and ethical standards, where their social consciousness is activated and 

they seek ways to connect the empowering nature of music with the plight of the other, 

whether that is immigrant, those who live in fear of living out their true selves in public 

spaces, or those whose indigenous values are not acknowledged as worthy in the mainstream. 

In the end, we have no choice but to follow our social consciousness and seek to keep the 

doors to democracy and social justice open. As American poet Walt Whitman reminds us in 

‘Song of the Broad-Axe,’ from Leaves of Grass (1900): 
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The shapes arise! 

Shapes of doors giving many exits and entrances,… 

Shapes of Democracy total, result of centuries 

Shapes ever projecting other shapes. 

 

Music education can help students locate themselves within the national community 

 

National groups express their nationhood through various symbols, events, holidays, anthems, 

emblems, and cultural festivals. In educational settings, participation in such performances 

and narratives seeks to develop in students’ minds the landscapes of that imagined community 

called the nation as well as the real community in which nationhood is expressed. Building a 

sense of the nation through its unique musical heritage is a sound one when framed in this 

way, since national identity is a strong part of one’s sense of self; for immigrants, it involves 

expanding their sense of national identity from: ‘I’m  Mexican’ to ‘I’m Mexican and 

American’, or, ‘I’m Polish’ to ‘I’m Polish and Irish’.  

But as we saw from earlier examples, the inclusion of national agendas in music 

education does not always have the effect of expanding students’ sense of themselves, but 

rather narrowing it. When music education is focused on advancing the idea of nation, 

national security or national pride, curriculum change sometimes results in an inward-looking 

vision of music education or the promotion of a narrow, exclusionist version of national 

identity. Then national unity is founded on hegemonic principles and closes off rather than 

opens up the possibility for dialogue with other groups and nations.  

John Mueller’s idea of ‘social heritage’ (1958) is helpful in resolving this point. 

Writing in 1958, possibly the first essay bridging music education and sociology, he argued 

that social heritage is extremely abundant, complex, and heterogeneous, and even 
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inharmonious in scope. For an immigrant child to know that the social heritage of their 

adopted country is itself diverse is likely to create a depth perception of the culture and 

provide access to the creative impulses and aesthetic values of the nation through time. An 

intriguing feature of music as social heritage is that each generation is motivated to go back 

into some aspect of its musical heritage and re-create it in the context of contemporary 

culture—for example, Enya’s resurrection of old Irish melodies and Latin hymns set to the 

sounds of new age music, native American groups who have brought the haunting melodies 

of their tribes into Christian rock and other popular genres, or the Silk Road project headed by 

Yo-Yo Ma that traveled along the ancient trade route through the middle east and Asia to 

gather the pieces of the musical past and present them in light of our times.   

The elements of social cohesion evident in approaching the nation as a musical and 

cultural reservoir can be less politically motivated and more focused on plumbing the depths 

of a nation’s musical resources and accessing the spiritual wisdom of ancestors. 

 

Music education can develop a global consciousness 

 

As already pointed out, the negative impact of globalization is often highlighted over its 

benefits and possibilities. While it is important to acknowledge such impact, we cannot ignore 

the global movement of peoples (175 million people living outside their original homelands in 

2000 compared to 33 million in 1910) (Banks, 2009), and the popular metaphor of the world 

as a global village. Music as a cultural phenomenon is already functioning as part of that 

global community. Musicians are collaborating across the world, being influenced by sounds 

and genres from across the globe, resulting in musical fusions and blended genres. The formal 

institutions of music education are slowly acknowledging the need to reflect the diversity of 
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musical practices in their communities. Bernadette Colley’s paper illustrated how that is 

happening in the area of alternative instrumental ensembles. 

Here again, immigrant students can be an asset to a community seeking to expand its 

musical horizons. With their extended families, they bring their world view, culture and music 

to the community. By the very act of moving from one country to another, they have begun 

the journey toward global citizenship. Their task (or one of them) is to re-locate and embed 

themselves in a new community and expand their national identity. For music educators and 

instructional leaders, the inclusion of local, national and global musics is key to curriculum 

development in the twenty first century. The homogenizing influence of globalization 

imposed from above can be balanced by the creation of a grass roots experience of 

intercultural dialogue through music making. Then immigrant cultures are seen less as 

challenges to their host countries and more as contributing social and cultural riches to local 

communities. 

 

Closing Remarks 

 

What is to be made of this journey through time and across cultures? How can the many 

threads be woven together to inform a sociological view of music education in our time and in 

times to come? Clearly, ideologies of social cohesion have underpinned music education 

narratives and practices during the last century. From the perspective of sociological theory, 

some were aligned with functionalist theories of education while others embodied the tensions 

and complexities of conflict and interaction theories. As we look beyond the post-nationalist 

era, what is the next social ideal, the next vision of social cohesion that will underpin our 

educational endeavours? Nieto (2009) posits that accommodating diversity in education is ‘a 
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project of hope in the human spirit and hope in the promise of education to improve the lives 

of people both in the United States and around the globe’ (p. 90). 

Looking at music education through these macro lenses provides us a viewing point, 

perhaps not one that a music teacher has in mind as she steps on the podium or sits in a circle 

to teach a song to first class. Is not that one of the reasons we are here, to bring awareness to, 

connect with, and enlighten the micro worlds of classrooms and schools through an 

understanding of the macro forces that shape learning communities. But not to stop there—to 

mediate the macro socio-political forces and weave alternative narratives out of the threads of 

cultures in our midst, locally.  

That is a task of enormous proportions, lived out in spaces of music making that we 

aspire to call hospitable and full of hope—full of hope, but at all times vulnerable and fragile. 

I would like to end with a verse from a poem by Irish poet Micheal O’ Siadhail titled ‘Dance’ 

from his collection A Fragile City (1999). It captures for me how participation in music and 

dance can facilitate communication and at the same time point to the fragility of the threads 

that join us and the need for a hospitable learning space for the ‘Other’.  

 

Openness. Again and again to realign. 

Another face and the moves must begin 

Anew. And we unfold into our design. 

I want to dance for ever. A veil 

Shakes between now-ness and infinity. 

Touch of hands. Communal and frail. 

Our courtesies weave a fragile city.   (Used by permission) 
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