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Introduction 
I think we would all agree that, compared with the age of the discipline of sociology itself, 
which has antecedents in the 18th century, and the sociology of music, with antecedents in the 
19th century, the sub-discipline of the sociology of music education is very new.  In fact the 
phrase barely existed only 15 years ago.  In this keynote I would like to address a question 
which I hope will be of some relevance or interest to most people here. It is:  
 
 a) What is meant by ‘the sociology of music education’?  
 
Of course I can’t help but give a personal view of what I mean by the ‘sociology of music 
education’.  Something which we’ll no doubt be discussing over the next few days is also, of 
course: 

 
b) What do we, as this particular group of people who have all come to the Sixth 
Biennial International Conference of the Sociology of Music Education, mean by this 
term; what areas of agreement do we have about it, and where are our differences? 
 

I am of course not going to attempt to say what I think this group of people means by the 
term, but near the end of my talk I will present a little exercise that I have undertaken towards 
summarising the topics of this conference.  A third, and crucial, question to which I will 
finally very briefly turn is:  

 
c) What’s the point of doing research in the sociology of music education? 
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What is meant by ‘the sociology of music education’? 

 

In considering what is meant by a term, we necessarily come across the question of how it 

differs from other similar or cognate terms.  So, how does the sociology of music education 

differ from, say, the psychology and social psychology of music education; ethnomusicology; 

the philosophy of music education; and the history of music education?  Which also brings in 

the question – what does our field have in common with those fields?  And then again, we 

need to ask – how is our sub-discipline related to its parent discipline of the overall discipline 

of sociology itself; and within that, one on hand, the sociology of music; and on the other 

hand, the sociology of education.  It’s helpful to start by stripping away both the concept of 

‘music’ and the concept of ‘education’, so as to consider the main features of ‘sociology’ 

itself, at an abstract, general level.  

 

Sociology 

 

Perhaps we could agree something like this: that sociology is the study of: 

a) Relationships between people. This can be anything from large-scale macro-level 

relationships between classes or other social groups; to small-scale interpersonal 

relationships between members of a family or between say, teachers and learners in a 

classroom (or instrumental studio). 

b) How those relationships become normal and institutionalised.  By ‘normal’ I don’t 

mean ‘natural’, but how they come to seem natural, and to be taken-for-granted.  By 

‘institutionalised’ I don’t mean just how they turn into bricks-and-mortar buildings such 

as schools, universities, hospitals and so on, but also abstract institutions, which may or 

may not be associated with particular types of buildings, such as marriage. 
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c) How those relationships and institutions help to reproduce the society along the same 

lines.  That is, how they keep the society going, and how they help to ensure the 

continuation of the same relationships and institutions, and the same practices and values, 

from generation to generation.  This can occur through taken-for-granted traditions, or 

through governmental policies specially designed to uphold old values and practices; and 

through the exercise of power by groups in whose interests it is to keep things the same.  

d) How those relationships and institutions help to revolutionise, or initiate change in the 

society.  This can happen through bloody revolution or military coup, or more peacefully 

through democratic processes leading to changes in governmental policy; or through 

technological, demographic and cultural changes of many different kinds. 

Although by no means adequate at a general level, I hope this thumbnail definition is 

serviceable enough for now.   

 

Social groups 

 

As a major part of the above areas of enquiry, sociologists have of course considered the 

nature of social groups.  Some of the most familiar and well-researched ones are of course, 

class, ethnicity and gender; but there are many, many more including age, religion, race, the 

family, and so on.  Of course, groups are bound to overlap each other – for example, within 

the middle class there are several different ethnic groups, and within each ethnic group there 

are likely to be many classes.  At the level of the individual person, each person is bound to 

be a member of several different social groups.  Some of these might conflict with each other 

– for example a person could live in a middle-class family home but be doing a working-class 

job; and some of them might change over time – for example a person may change their 

religion, move from one class to another, or even have a sex-change.  The crucial thing is that 
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it is impossible for any person to avoid belonging to a range of social groups.  Even a person 

who is explicitly committed to a position of extreme individualism has acquired his or her 

individualist perspective through social interaction and membership of a variety of social 

groups, and will belong to some social groups whether they like it or not.  

 

Social groups and music 

 

So, how do the concepts of sociology and of social groups, so far, relate to music? One issue 

is that people in different social groups are liable to engage in different musical practices in 

relation to different kinds of music, or what I will call musical styles.  For example as is well 

known in many countries of the world: the majority of people who listen to Western classical 

music, are white, middle class and over age of 35; most (but not all) rap artists and DJs are 

black, male and under 35; most (but not all) famous classical composers are white, male and 

dead.  

Note that even in these brief examples, I have referred to four social groups (race, 

social class, age and gender); and, as it happens, three musical practices (listening, 

performing and composing), and two styles of music (classical and rap). Therefore I’d now 

like to think about how social groups relate to musical practices. 

 

The social organisation of musical practice  

 

It can be helpful to break down the question of how social groups relate to musical practices, 

into three main areas: 
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a) Musical production: e.g. composition, performance, sound engineering etc. – 

including, incidentally, these practices when they take place in classrooms or other 

teaching-and-learning contexts. 

b) Distribution: e.g. retail of sound-recordings, TV, radio, music on the internet, live 

concerts, busking on the streets, sessions in pubs, religious ceremonies, or teaching.  

c) Consumption – or what I will refer to as reception: this includes how people use 

music, e.g. listening to recorded music in their homes, at work, in the car, on their 

iPods, radio or whatever medium; watching music programmes on TV; going to 

concerts, dancing to music; just hearing music played around and about; and also 

teaching and learning.  

I think at this point it is helpful to distinguish between large-scale social groups – such as 

class, ethnicity, gender – and small-scale socio-musical groups, with respect to the practices 

of musical production, distribution and reception. 

As just one example, regarding production: different social groups – e.g. classes, 

ethnic groups, gender groups, age groups, religious groups and so on – are characteristically 

involved in producing different types of music in different ways, depending of course on the 

historical era, geographical location and other contexts.  At the same time, therefore, musical 

production throws up new socio-musical groups, such as performers, composers, recording 

engineers; as well as subgroups within each of these such as orchestral composers, 

songwriters, rock bands, orchestras; and within those, trumpeters, singers, sound engineers, or 

kids recording in their bedrooms. Of course these groups will characteristically be involved in 

different musical styles, and will often have quite specialised involvements in quite a limited 

number of styles. Although some musical producers, such as session musicians, might cut 

across several styles, even session musicians are unlikely to be able to play across a really 
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diverse range: say, Indian classical music and Western classical music and African and 

Gamelan music too! 

That’s just one example, concerning only to the category of production, of how large-

scale social groups can interrelate with small-scale socio-musical groups, regarding a range of 

musical styles.  Of course there are many other examples within the category of production; 

and then many more within the categories of distribution and reception too.  

 

Musical beliefs / values  

 

As I’ve already indicated, sociology does not only consider social groups in relation to their 

practices, but also the complex, sometimes contradictory, changeable and overlapping beliefs 

and values that the people in those complex, sometimes contradictory, changeable and 

overlapping social groups hold.  Along with that area come questions about:  

 

-how people come to agree and disagree about their beliefs and values;  

-how they reproduce old beliefs / values and produce new ones. 

 

Any discussion of how something is valued tends to lead to distinctions between that which is 

valued, and that which is not valued.  In a sense we could say that valuing actually produces 

distinctions, which is of course why the great French sociologist Bourdieu named one of his 

most important books by that title.  In music, most of the broad ‘distinctions’ concern what 

we can generally term ‘musical style’, which is categorised by the music industry, education 

and several other social groups or institutions, into the main, broad categories of classical, 

popular, jazz, folk and traditional musics of the world.  As with social groups, there are of 

course blurred boundaries, changes, and many overlaps and contradictions between these.  
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Generally when considering what people believe about music and how they value 

music, the concept of musical style comes into the fore.  This is because when we consider 

our beliefs and values about music we necessarily already start to make distinctions; and the 

distinctions we make are liable to include, somewhere in them, stylistic distinctions.  This is 

the case whether we are distinguishing between large-scale styles, such as ‘I like Beethoven 

but I don’t like Mozart’; or between finer gradations, such as ‘I like Mozart’s slow 

movements but I’m not keen on his fast stuff’.  Also of course, people can value some 

particular pieces of music within one style more than another; for example, we can say ‘I like 

Bob Dylan’s 1960s’ songs but I don’t like any after 1972’; or even ‘I love “The Times They 

Are A Changing” but I can’t stand “Subterranean Homesick Blues”.’  

When discussing issues of musical belief and value, sociologists – including myself – 

as well as philosophers, psychologists, ethnomusicologists and others, have for many years 

used the term ‘musical meaning’.  The question of what people think about music and how 

they value it then can sometimes turn around to appear to be a question about what music 

means to people.  This has caused a lot of confusion when it is accompanied by an implicit 

assumption that music somehow contains a meaning off its own bat.  Of course, that is an 

appearance that sociologists of music, amongst others, have been quick to dismiss. 

For a time, in much sociology of music – and in feminist musicology and other 

critical musicological arenas – it was either implicitly assumed, or explicitly argued, that 

music’s meaning is entirely dependent on whatever people say it means (or what they believe 

it means); and by the same token, music’s value is entirely dependent on whatever value 

people attach to it.  This position is very much in accord with the work of Bourdieu.  Taking 

that position, it follows that, for example, Western classical music is not ‘really’ ‘great’; but 

only seems to be great because it happens to be the favoured music of those social classes 

who have the most power to claim its greatness, and – more importantly – to put in place 
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various mechanisms of musical production, distribution and reception which reproduce its 

greatness.  

This process of reproduction is made possible by two, what you might call, belief 

systems, or two aspects of ideology: – reification and legitimation.  Through reification, 

classical music, for example, takes on the appearance of possessing greatness, not as a result 

of human belief or value, but as a property which is independent of human belief and value, 

and which is, therefore, is a natural, eternal and inevitable part of the music.  Greatness is, 

then, a property of classical music, or is contained within classical music.  Through the 

processes of legitimation, the social practices which are built up around the greatness of 

classical music, the huge amount of effort and resources, and the high status attached to 

classical music, seem to be justifiable – or legitimate – and indeed necessary, because the 

greatness of the music inevitably demands them, and it would be morally wrong for a society 

to ignore this music.  In such ways, reification and legitimation are twin aspects of musical 

belief and value – or in other words, are the building-blocks of musical ideology.  

Of course, music education has historically been one of the most powerful social 

institutions involved in the reproduction of ideologies, that is beliefs and values, concerning 

which music is ‘great’, and which music is less so, or which music is ‘rubbish’.  At the same 

time, one of the ways that music education has traditionally participated in this is not only 

through helping to define which music is supposed to be ‘great’ but also, of course, through 

defining which musical abilities are supposed to be the most valuable and the most advanced; 

and then, through developing assessment mechanisms which most highly reward those 

children (or adults) who display those particular abilities, and ignore or give lower grades to 

those children (or adults) who do not. And the most valuable and greatest musical abilities are 

of course, the ones that are required in order to produce, as well as to wisely consume, the 

most valuable and greatest music! 
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These comments incidentally don’t apply only to the Western music education system 

and Western classical music, which is of course what I’ve been implying.  But if they have 

sociological soundness, they should apply in a broad sense, to any education system or any 

teaching-and-learning practices, and the beliefs and values that go with those, in any society, 

and with relation to any style of music. The fact that differing social groups within any one 

society can have differing – and often strongly felt – views about these matters is also bound 

to be the case, to varying degrees in different social times and places. 

 

What we construe and what we construct 

 

It is important here to distinguish between how we can study a set of beliefs in terms of two 

things: We can consider: 

a) What those beliefs consist in; 

b) How those beliefs have a material effect on the reproduction and / or production of 

social relationships and institutions 

 

In the first case, philosophers of music would have a field-day; and have of course had many 

debates over what different beliefs about music consist it, for more than a couple of thousand 

years.  However, from a sociological point of view, we could say that any discussion of what 

people’s beliefs about music consist in – whether we are talking about the beliefs of 

philosophers, or the beliefs of passers-by outside the supermarket on a Saturday morning – 

any discussion of what people’s beliefs about music consist in, will remain at the level of 

‘mere description’ unless it proceeds to the second level.  In other words, this concerns how 

those beliefs serve to reproduce or produce social groups and the opportunities and rewards 

available to social groups and the individuals within them. 
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To illustrate what I’m trying to say here, let us imagine a fictional piece of research in 

which the researchers go about asking music teachers the question: ‘what do you mean when 

you use the term “musical ability”?’  Various teachers give their different replies, which are 

then analysed in such a way that they can be grouped into categories.  The researchers then 

present their findings as a collection of the various different categories of things that teachers 

mean by the term ‘musical ability’.  It could be quite interesting; for example lots of teachers 

might all say similar things about one aspect of musical ability; but differ greatly about 

another aspect, and so on. End of piece of research…! 

But sociology does not stop there; it is not interested merely in what teachers or other 

people ‘mean’, or think they mean, or say they mean, when they for example, use the term, 

‘musical ability’.  What people mean, or think they mean, or say they mean when they say 

‘musical ability’ is merely a matter of how they construe musical ability.  Rather, sociology in 

general, and the sociology of music education in particular, is interested not only in how 

people construe, in this case, musical ability; but how they construct musical ability through 

their actions in relation to social groups and social institutions, and the structure of 

opportunity for people to not only acquire, but also to demonstrate musical ability within the 

society. In other words, it goes further to ask: how does the meaning of the term ‘musical 

ability’ materially contribute to the reproduction and / or production of actual musical 

abilities themselves, or their lack; and of actual musical successes and failures, in various 

groups of musicians and music-learners in relation to various musical styles? 

Of course, education and other teaching-and-learning practices are very important in 

those reproduction and / or production processes.  By looking at a society’s educational or 

other teaching-and-learning practices in music, we can discern, for e.g.: 

-which musical practices and the abilities required to practice them, and/or 

knowledge about them, are included in education; 
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-which are most highly rewarded by for example, high status educational 

qualifications; 

-which are included in education, but given lower status; 

-which are not included in education but exist outside educational institutions; and 

so on.  

What we find will be bound to be linked in different ways to different styles of music.  

Through examining all these educational and other teaching-and-learning music 

practices, their concomitant styles, and the various levels of importance and status these are 

given, we can see how overall groups within the society combine together, to construct, not 

merely construe, social institutions, not merely ideas; and how these institutions govern, not 

merely the reproduction of pre-existing musical practices, and the abilities and successes and 

failures that go with them, but also the production of new ones, as they interact with changing 

material resources and opportunities.  

 

The musical product: ‘music itself’ 

 

However there is something that has been left far behind in this discussion so far: the musical 

product, or ‘music itself’.  Many sociologists of music, and also many contemporary ‘critical 

musicologists’, feminist musicologists, philosophers of music and others today, wish to say 

that there is no such thing as ‘music itself’.  As already discussed in relation to sociologists of 

music; music, for many of them, is only whatever people say it is; and its meanings and its 

value are only whatever people say they are.  

But I want to suggest something which may at first appear to be deeply 

‘unfashionable’. It is that the notion that music means only what people say it means, and is 

only as valuable as people say it is, is going a step too far.  For music is not merely a 
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symptom of our musical practices and the meanings and values we attach to it, but it does 

have some independent existence – or autonomy – which enables it to act back on us.  This 

level of autonomy is not unlike what the psychologist Gibson referred to in general as 

‘affordance’, and which has been more recently applied to the field of music through the 

musicologist Allan Moore, the sociologist of music Tia De Nora, the music psychologist Eric 

Clarke amongst others.  I’m not sure that they would be happy for me to link that term with 

the term ‘autonomy’, but in fact I can’t see that there is any fundamental difference between 

the two concepts.  

Both the concepts of autonomy, or ‘affordance’, in the context of my present 

argument, refer to music’s capacity – that is, the capacity of ‘music itself’ – to influence our 

beliefs, values, feelings or behaviour.  For example we can hypothesise the following – and if 

we wanted to, we could easily conduct an empirical experiment to see if our hypothesis will 

be borne out: Let us ask a primary-school teacher – in more or less any country that we care 

to choose where there are primary schools of some kind – let us ask him to play some fast, 

loud music with an explicit beat and a prominent percussion part to some children; and ask 

the children to dance to the music in whatever way they like.  How will the children dance?  

We can hypothesis that they will jump around vigorously.  If they are asked to dance to soft, 

slow string music, how will they dance?  They are likely to glide about gracefully.  

In this example, the musical product, or ‘music itself’, seems to be influencing the 

children’s responses; or we can say that the music affords certain responses more than, or 

instead of, others.  To that extent, then, the music does have a level of autonomy from our 

wishes and our actions; even if this level of autonomy can only ever be realised within 

particular social contexts.  

One of the most difficult questions that confronts the sociology of music is how far 

people’s responses to music are ‘natural’, and how far they are the result of learning, 
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socialisation, enculturation, or convention.  For example the children in the hypothetical 

example just now are always-already socialised, or encultured, into appropriate or 

conventional responses.  How do we know what is natural and what is learnt? I’m not going 

to give you an answer to that question – and indeed I believe there never will be a solid 

answer to that!  But I will suggest, as a fundamental underlying proposition of what I believe 

to be a balanced sociology of music, that we should not shrink from employing the concept of 

‘music itself’, or indeed from analysing the musical product itself, and bringing these into a 

conceptual relationship with all the other terms that we use.  Otherwise, we will miss the very 

object that is at the centre of our field and that is the nub of everything that we purport to 

study. 

Whereas Adorno’s project was to do just that, that is, analyse music itself in relation 

to society, where he fell down was in the ambitious attempt to forge a macro-level correlation 

of music’s properties with the properties of the society from which it emanated and / or in 

which it was disseminated.  As I pointed out in Music On Deaf Ears, and was also pointed out 

by Tia De Nora in Music In Everyday Life, Adorno felt himself to be above undertaking 

detailed work into the processes of how music, its meaning and values, are constructed within 

the society; but in order to understand music sociologically, we do need to turn our attention 

to just those processes, and work from the micro-level outwards to the macro-level.  

So to get back to my question: what do I mean by the ‘sociology of music education’? 

 

A thumbnail sketch of the ‘sociology of music education’  

 

Firstly, in relation to the sociology of music – without the word ‘education’ in there just yet, 

to me, work in the sociology of music can, does and should look at one or more of the 
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following four areas, at either or both the micro- and / or the macro-level. I’m sure you would 

want to add other areas:  

(a) Social groups and socio-musical groups; 

(b) Musical practices (production, distribution, reception); 

(c) Musical beliefs, values and abilities, (as they are both construed and constructed 

by social groups and socio-musical groups through their musical beliefs and 

practices; and as they interconnect with musical abilities); 

(d) ‘Music itself’ (however problematic a concept that is, in terms of what it is in 

some music that affords some responses, and in other music that affords other 

responses). 

 

I believe that fundamentally, we music-sociologists need to at least bear all four areas in mind 

and attempt to contextualise our work within or across them all, as far as is reasonably 

possible; whilst of course wanting to focus mainly on one, or a portion of one of these at a 

time or in any one piece of work.   

(At this point I am tempted to add just one short paragraph which wasn’t in my 

original keynote: as Ruth Wright pointed out later in the conference, my speech did not 

address itself substantially to the sociology of education.  She was quite right, I am focussing 

on the sociology of music and the sociology of music education, and rather leaving that third 

crucial part of the triangle, the sociology of education, to look after itself.  However those 

who are familiar with the work of educational sociologists such as M. F. D. Young, Basil 

Bernstein, Bourdieu, Michael Apple and others – will be able to make the links between my 

suggestions here and the basic tenets of that field.  These tenets are intrinsically wrapped up 

with concepts of reification, legitimation, and the role of education in social reproduction and 

production.) 
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When we come, then, to the sociology of music education and what is meant by it, 

we can perhaps suggest, in line with the four points a) to d) above, that: the classroom, 

instrumental studio, the bedroom, street and other teaching-and/or-learning environments: 

(a) Involve teachers and/or learners from a variety of social and socio-musical 

groups; 

(b) Provide contexts for musical practices (production, distribution, reception; 

(c) Provide contexts for construing and constructing musical beliefs, values and 

abilities; 

(d) Affect, and are affected by, the nature of ‘music itself’. 

 

In addition to all this, it’s very important to say that sociologists in general do a type of work 

which has always lead them to question the ethical make-up of the societies they study; 

including whether the society is fair or just; whether it gives equality of opportunity and 

equality of outcome to all its members; whether it shares out its wealth and so on; and in 

asking if not, then why not; and if not, what can be done about it.   

This brings me round to this conference and to the reasons why we’re all here today.  

I have been talking so far at a level of abstraction, about what I personally think ‘the 

sociology of music education’ means; or how I construe it.  Now, I wonder what the 

community of sociologists of music education mean by the term, and how they construe the 

term; and more significantly, what sociological work is actually going on in music education 

which contributes to the reproduction of existing musical beliefs, values, practices and 

abilities; and to the production of new ones?  This sociological work is of course directly 

involved in constructing the sub-discipline of the sociology of music education, and may also 

be involved in influencing how music education is practiced in educational or other teaching-

and-learning environments.  
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A thumbnail sketch of the topics in this conference 

 

In order to get some idea of an answer to this question, I went through the abstracts of this 

conference.  I am talking now rather informally and I by no means wish to give the 

impression that I have done a proper NVivo or AtlasT analysis of the Abstracts! Also I do 

realise that the Abstracts I was reading were the ones submitted to the conference and people 

may have changed their topics or focus since then.  However, out of interest, I will share what 

I found.  I did a quick and sketchy first-level cataloguing of the main terms which seemed to 

be the focus of more than one, and in most cases, quite a few Abstracts, and of various 

congruent terms that went along with them.  The very informal results look something like the 

list below.  The list shows each term followed by the number of times it was used in the 

Abstracts.  (For words that have various endings, I have used an asterisk, e.g. ‘teenage*’, 

instead of writing out ‘teenage, teenaged, teenager, teenagers’ etc.) 

 

Social groups 

Class: 8 

Gender: 10 

Women: 9 

Ethnic* / race: 7 

Immigra*: 14 

Diaspor*: 2 

Adolescent* / teenage*: 9 

Subcultur*: 2 
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Educational institutions or other transmission contexts 

School*: 76 

Universit* / higher education: 56 

Classroom: 21 

Instrument/vocal* [al / tuition / studio]: 14 

Community: 48 

Virtual [music / learning]: 7 

Original* / Authentic*: 5 

[General] cultural context*: 3 

 

Musical practices, i.e. ways of teaching / learning 

Teach: 87 

Learn: 78 

Formal: 26 

Curricul: 24 

Instruct*: 12 

Pedagog: 17 

Informal / aural: 11 

 

Musical practices 

Sing*: 19 

Play* [instrument]: 7 

Compose: 9 

Improvise: 0 
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Musical styles and related issues 

Classical [music*]: 3 

Popular [music*]: 5 

Jazz: 5 

Folk [music]: 10 

Tradition* [musical / aural / oral]: 9 

World [music*]: 1 

Multicultu / intercultu*: 14 

 

Belief systems/social constructionism 

[Social] constructi*: 23 

Discourse / discursive: 15 

Ideolog*: 2 

 

Ethical issues 

Equit* [able / ity ] / equality: 4 

Just* [ice]: 5  

Fair* [ness]: 3 

Inclusion: 2 

Cohesion: 1 
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Important but miscellaneous terms (?) 

Identit*: 85 

Agency: 5 

Musicality / musical ability: 4 

Policy: 9 

 

Notice immediately above, the high number of mentions of ‘identity’ issues, and the 

low number concerning ‘ability’ – I wonder what is behind that?  When it comes to 

research methods:  

Research methods / methodologies 

Qualitative: 7 

Interview: 17 

Narrative: 11 

Grounded theory: 4 

Ethno* [graphy / graphic / methodology]: 4 

Social constructi*: 6 

Case study: 5 

Holistic research: 3 

 

Incidentally:  

 

Quantitative: 0  
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However, although the term itself didn’t arise in the Abstracts that I analysed, there was in 

fact one paper offering a substantial analysis of quantitative data.  More worryingly perhaps, 

and interestingly given the general concern with identity issues, there was also this result:  

 

Globalis* / colonis* / imperialis*: 0 

Localis*: 0 

 

And interestingly:  

 

Assess* [of musical ability]: 0 

 

Those might be areas where new work in the sociology of music education could be done, 

perhaps. I will close with my final question:  

 

What’s the point of doing research in the sociology of music education? 

 

I have been considering what I ‘mean’ by (or how I construe) the sociology of music 

education, and have then said a couple of things about what this group of people might mean 

by it. As I suggested earlier, there is a difference between ‘construing’ meaning and 

‘constructing’ meaning.  Researchers can easily go around asking people what they think 

things mean.  But one of the points of sociology is surely to go one step further and 

investigate how those meanings translate into material practices; that is, how they do not 

remain at the level of ‘mere’ belief or what people construe, but how they contribute to the 

actual construction of not only beliefs, and values but also propensities, such as in our case, 

musical abilities; and very importantly, how these propensities relate to the opportunities, 
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rewards and status that are available to different social groups and individuals within those 

groups, in relation to structures of power and wealth.  

There is an ethical dimension to many abstracts in this conference. Whether or not 

they used the specific words I put up earlier, such as ‘equality’ and so on, most of the 

abstracts have as their wish, the aim to improve things – all research fundamentally has that – 

but in our case it is often to improve musical opportunities for under-represented or needy 

social groups, and/or to improve the recognition of and respect in which the music of such 

groups is held within the education system and in society generally.  So sociologists of music 

education are, and should be, interested in actual teaching and learning practices: we need to 

think hard about how music is taught and learned in various contexts, not just educational 

institutions; and whether it is a) possible and b) worthwhile trying to bring a broader range of 

teaching and learning practices into broader use within a system of greater equalities of 

opportunity.  Such an aim I also found reflected in the Abstracts.  

As the sociologist of education M. F. D. Young and the sociologist of music 

education Graham Vulliamy suggested a long time ago, if schools can turn categories and 

values upside down, or around, this would result in ‘a massive redistribution of the labels 

educational ‘success’ and ‘failure’.  There was a utopian angle to that hope, perhaps.  But I 

believe it is not too much to think that our work as sociologists of music education may in 

some small ways bring about a greater level of equality through the redistribution of musical 

beliefs, values, knowledge, abilities and opportunities; so as to enhance the musical 

involvement, and strengthen the musical identities of a broader swathe of people than in the 

past; and help to break down some national, religious, gender, class, ethnic, racial and cultural 

barriers and inequalities. 
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