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Chapter 2. Multi-ethnic listening 
 

 

PLAYLIST 
Die Zauberflöte, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, 1791 
Suha-Dhammar, Zia Mohiuddin Dagar and Zia Fariduddin Dagar, 2018 
Sir Duke, Stevie Wonder, 1977 
Etenraku In Hyojo, Nippon Gagaku Kai, 1972 
Mashq-e Rumi, Mirza Abdollah, 2002 
Oglumga (For My Son), Alash Ensemble, 2017 
I Feel Fine, The Beatles, 1964 
La mer, Claude Debussy, 1905 
Les noces, Igor Stravinsky, 1923 
Symphony no. 31 in D major, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, 1778 
Symphony no. 6 in F major, Pastorale, Op. 68, 
Ludwig van Beethoven, 1808 
Winterreise, Franz Schubert, 1827 
Messiah, an Oratorio, Georg Friedrich Handel, 1742 
Christ lag in Todesbanden, Johann Sebastian Bach, 1707 
L’Orfeo, Claudio Monteverdi, 1607 
Symphony no. 2 in E minor, Op. 27, Sergei Rachmaninov, 1908 
Symphony no. 5, Gustav Mahler, 1904 
E Kui Ma E Koro Ma, Waihirere Māori Club, 1998 
Traditional Song, Thunder Mountain Singers, 2009 
Nagumomu – Abheri – Adi, Tyagaraja and M. Balamuralikrishna, 2018 
Arirang, Youn Sun Nah, 2013 
The Astounding Eyes of Rita, Anouar Brahem, 2009 
Un soupir éternel, Dhafer Youssef, 2006 
Gorée, Youssou N’Dour, 2016 
Aicha, Khaled, 1996 
Mustt Mustt, Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan, 1990 
Uaajeerneq Song, Inuit, 1905-1987/2007 
Gabná Duottar, Lars-Ánte Kuhmunen, 2005 
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Brian Jones (Violin vocals), The Master Musicians of Jajouka, 1995 
Bam Pe (Lullaby), Master Yun Theara, 2009 
Sukar Szasz Amari Bóri, Kalyi Jag, 2007 
Nwana o ngalangala, Adziambei Band, 2012 
Piano sonata no. 11 in A major, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, 1783 
Symphony no. 100, Joseph Haydn, 1793 
An Historical Album of Blackfoot Indian Music, Various Artists, 1979 
Kids’ Pow-Wow Songs, Black Lodge Singers, 1996 
Road Salt, Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, 2016 
Take the Dog Sled, Alexina Louie, 2020 
Two Worlds, Dawn Avery, 2007 
Suite no. 5 in C minor, BWV 1011, Johann Sebastian Bach, 1717-1723 
Moy Moy, Will Guthrie and Ensemble Nist-Nah, 2020 
The Oak of the Golden Dreams, Harold Budd, 1971 
Voices of the Forest, Various Artists, 2001 
Rokudan, Nanae Yoshimura, 2000 
Petite fleur, Sidney Bechet, 1952 

 
Is there such a thing as having ‘Western ears’, a cluster of auditive expectations so 
characteristic of a specific cultural tradition that they influence a certain type of listener 
fundamentally, or indeed influence all Westerners? 

 
Musical communities 
I am a child of my history. I grew up in Belgium, deeply interwoven with a culture that 

down through the centuries has been defined, for convenience, as Western. My exposure 
amounts to Western cultural baggage with regard to knowledge, norms and values, but also 
when it comes to sound and music. So do I, without knowing it, exhibit different listening 
behaviour from that of someone who grew up in a non-Western country, such as India or 
China? Yes and no. 

In today’s world no listener is entirely shaped by the culture in which they grew up. In 
modern times technological developments have produced an accelerated and global 
exchange of musical influences. We inescapably grow into adulthood these days in a multi-
musical world in which streaming channels give us access to a wide variety of music, and its 
subdivision into music-cultural traditions is relative at best. Can we really speak of musical 
cultures that are ‘Western’, or ‘Eastern’, or ‘African’? In our globalized world it is difficult to 
defend the notion that humankind is made up of centralized musical communities. Each 
musical culture is a poly-musical environment with a long and complex history, interlarded 
with external influences. 

Yet it is conceivable that musical communities really do exist. For ethnomusicology, 
meaning the study of music in its cultural context, that is in fact the predominant way of 
looking at the world of music. Amid the diversity of musical cultures, listeners generally call 
a certain sort of music their own and connect it with a ‘musical identity’. What they regard 
as their own music is usually no more than the average taste of a group. Above all it is a 
subjective definition by the listener, which ensures that certain expectations arise as to what 
music ought to sound like. This then leads to specific listening habits.  

The famous musicologist Bruno Nettl says that every one of us has a ‘musical idiolect’, 
an individual identity determined in large part by our musical upbringing. People with 



 

 
 
03 

similar idiolects, as he puts it, will automatically seek each other out and place themselves 
within a specific cultural group. So music is connected together in the same way as 
languages are; there are language communities, and there are ‘musical communities’. 
Actually, ‘community’ is not quite the correct description. It is more a kind of 
intersubjective feeling in different listeners that evokes a sense of belonging in a shared 
musical context. This explains why we are unsurprised when somebody says that Mozart’s 
‘The Magic Flute’ is a ‘Western’ composition, whereas Hindustani Dhrupad music by Zia 
Mohiuddin Dagar and Zia Fariduddin Dagar looks and sounds to us as if it belongs to the 
people of East Asia. That is one of the reasons why we so readily make a distinction between 
Western and non-Western music.  

 
Musical comprehension and incomprehension 
‘Music is a world within itself / With a language we all understand,’ sings Stevie Wonder 

in his well-known hit ‘Sir Duke’. It has often been said that music is a universal language 
comprehensible to everyone, but it that true? At the start of this book I pointed out that it is 
difficult to regard music as a language because of the absence of a referent. The question 
remains as to whether, when we expose ourselves to different sounds, we can truly 
understand music. And to what degree can we then influence our own pre-digested 
everyday soundtrack? 

Music and culture are always intertwined. In that sense, music is culturally universal; 
all over the world people make and listen to music, and almost all of us are able to express 
ourselves in music in some way, by singing a song, or learning a melody by heart. But this 
does not mean we automatically understand each other’s musical communities. 
Ethnomusicologists hope to achieve such mutual comprehension by investigating the 
context in which music operates.  

All listeners gain fundamental knowledge about the musical communities they regard 
as their own, not just knowledge about the different kinds of sound but about the style of 
playing, the popularity of certain composers and the unwritten rules that govern scenarios 
within that community. Try listening to traditional Gagaku music. If you had a Japanese 
cultural upbringing, you will recognize its sounds as ‘your own’. If you have never 
previously had contact with that particular musical tradition, you will feel you are listening 
from a distance to something of which you have insufficient understanding. 

Ethnomusicologists try to optimize this feeling. They use comparative research to put 
themselves in the place of ‘other’ listeners in order to develop a kind of bi-musicality. 
Anthropologist fieldworkers take this task extremely seriously. They often spend years with 
a cultural group, hoping to become insiders in the musical community they have chosen to 
study. They want not only to observe its musical practice but to participate in the entire 
culture, so that they start to behave like ‘one of them’. This demands patience, perseverance 
and passionate dedication. The musicological studies conducted by fieldworkers in the 
twentieth century are one of the reasons we are able to hear such a huge diversity of sounds 
today. Whereas it used to be unthinkable for a Westerner to sit in an armchair and listen to 
Persian music by Mirza Abdollah or the Tuvan throat singing of the Alash Ensemble, it is 
now perfectly possible. In the second half of the twentieth century, globalization meant that 
musical communities became less segregated. Today the musical world is a village, where in 
theory you can become an insider in any musical tradition.  
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Bruno Nettl is less than convinced that such intensive musicological fieldwork is 
worthwhile. After all, an insider who has spent their whole life in a specific culture will have 
gained different knowledge and experience from that of an outsider. The contribution of 
ethnomusicology is therefore minimal and at best supplementary. Surely it would seem 
strange to a British person if a Chinese researcher studying British pop music were to claim 
to understand the music of The Beatles better than someone who grew up with it from an 
early age. Music is a meaning within an experience; when we come into contact with 
unfamiliar music, we are in fact coming into contact with sounds that are the germ of the 
musical meanings other listeners discover. It is highly questionable whether those sounds 
will lead to an equivalent experience in us. We can however hope that exposure to new 
sounds might be a refreshing encounter for us and, who knows, give us an insight into the 
listening behaviour of others. This requires not only an open and inquisitive attitude but a 
critical examination of our own research methods.  

 
Western dominance 
Ghanaian musicologist Victor Kofi Agawu is extremely critical of the 

ethnomusicological ambition to compare musical communities one with another. He claims 
it conceals the powerful position occupied by Western society. Most musicologists today 
were born in the West and tend to see Western music as the frame of reference within 
which other kinds of music need to be understood. Such ethnomusicological efforts do not 
value sufficiently the diversity of musical communities, but instead tend to perpetuate the 
dominance of Western listening culture. Agawu’s critical stance raises an interesting 
question: is the comparative study of musical communities as innocent as it seems? 
Ethnomusicologists do not have evil intentions, but the semantics used in their field of study 
does betray a certain attitude. The term ‘non-Western music’, for a start, shows that we 
think from a certain dominant perspective. Try the following thought experiment: it is 
surely improbable that anyone would engage in research into ‘non-Eastern music’.  

Ethnomusicology flourished in the first half of the twentieth century, with pioneering 
research by academics including Jaap Kunst, Erich von Hornbostel and Curt Sachs. 
Western, mostly white male researchers came from richer countries to study a musical 
culture unknown to them and took home ideas they could use to the advantage of their own 
culture. Just think back to what I have said about Debussy and Stravinsky, who at a given 
moment drew inspiration from non-European scales and instruments as they sought to 
rejuvenate their repertoire. Later those ideas were used in the post-war music industry. 
Musical traditions that were not their own inspired composers worldwide and were 
incorporated into a contemporary sound that researchers placed in an arbitrary category 
labelled ‘world music’. That label is now contested. In 2020 the organizers of the Grammy 
Awards decided to replace it with ‘global music’, since the term ‘world music’ has 
connotations of the colonial past. Whether this will change our view of other musical 
cultures is questionable, given that our outlook has been permeated with Western norms 
and values for many years.  

But should we lament this development in Western influence or not? If the result can be 
enrichment, then surely there is nothing wrong with cultures influencing each other. True, 
but Agawu warns against musical colonialism. Fieldworkers often visit musical cultures in 
places their own countries once governed as colonies. They research a different musical 
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practice with the best of intentions, but on returning home they often forget that their visit 
has had a fundamental impact on the culture they are studying. Does that culture really 
benefit from the presence of a researcher, who usually arrived uninvited? Would countries 
not do better to protect their musical traditions from Western researchers, who may 
perhaps act as parasites? 

Colonial traumas persist. The information and knowledge that researchers take away 
with them have a certain value and can therefore be exploited. It may feel like divulging a 
secret recipe, which in any case cannot be wholly understood using Western research 
methods. The fieldworker remains an outsider who will never be able to develop a complete 
understanding of the unique character of any given non-Western music. Western 
scholarship pays little attention to the handing down of musical heritage orally, Agawu goes 
on, even though it is central to the tradition in non-Western countries. The urge to study a 
musical practice, to define its structure and note it down, is itself a trait typical of Western 
scholarship. Westerners often have the arrogant conviction that they can fully understand 
the world. It is virtually impossible to imagine a non-Western researcher making a 
comparably extensive anthropological study of Western music. Anthropological research is 
therefore clearly in need of fresh perspectives, Agawu concludes.  

 
Ethnocentric listening 
The dominance of Western musicological research in the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries led to the rise of Western-oriented music in the life of every contemporary 
listener. Researchers have been able to disseminate their scientific methods all over the 
world, along with music by contemporary composers. The classical canon, with 
compositions by Mozart, Beethoven, Schubert, Handel, Bach, Monteverdi, or indeed 
Rachmaninov or Mahler, became musical nourishment for the whole world. As a result, 
local cultures increasingly felt their identity was under threat. In order to survive, and as a 
response to Western domination, they began to adjust and alter their musical practices, 
aiming to retain as much of their original music as possible and to strip it of foreign 
interference.  

This was not without consequences. Some musical communities tried to preserve their 
own unique nature by spending less time and effort on sustaining the original song 
traditions characteristic of their music. As a result, certain genres, styles or instruments 
disappeared, to be replaced by Western alternatives. The original song tradition of the 
Māori has been substantially diluted, for example, and traditional microtonal Mōteatea 
songs now struggle to get a look-in. The Prairie Indians have concentrated mainly on 
preserving Pow Wows, festive ceremonies in which they come together to dance and make 
music, at the expense of other traditional musical rituals. Some music cultures, such as 
Carnatic music in South India, retained the old musical sound of grand masters such as 
Tyagaraja but at the same time went along with a Western commercial model and the 
accompanying professionalization of labels, radio channels and music criticism. Traditional 
sounds from Africa have been through similar developments. The slave trade brought 
polyrhythmic music to the Western world via New Orleans. Original plantation songs were 
fairly quickly mixed with European musical traditions to create the wide range of styles that 
we now call jazz. Other musical traditions seemed at first sight to have disappeared, 
although in fact they were preserved in specific rituals or in traditional children’s games – 
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or in the musical practices of a small group of people who tried to survive far from the busy 
modern world, shielding their traditions from outsiders. Still others were protected by local 
authorities who kept them in a museum of sorts, as sacrosanct cultural heritage, as 
happened for example with the folksong ‘Arirang’ in South Korea.  

In the second half of the twentieth century, continual exposure to Western music (or 
adaptations of world music) led to worldwide, often unconsciously Western-tinted 
acculturation, the learning of Western cultural features in the society or milieu in which a 
person was born. These make themselves felt to this day. For the majority of contemporary 
listeners, Western music is the first environment of musical exposure. This has caused 
listening behaviour to change. Ears worldwide have become Western ears. The everyday 
soundtrack that plays in our subconscious experience is to a great degree influenced by the 
West, and it has settled into the structure of the human brain.  

Over recent decades, attention has once again been paid to ancient musical traditions 
from non-Western countries, partly under the influence of a new ethical consciousness. 
Consider the popularity of Tunisian artists such as Anouar Brahem or Dhafer Youssef, who 
put ancient traditional instruments in the spotlight and mix their world music with 
contemporary jazz. Or festivals like Sfinks, which attempt to give much African and South 
American music a place, and have helped to bring to a wider audience the work of folk 
musicians like Youssou N’Dour, Khaled and Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan. 

These initiatives are musically interesting, but we continually need to watch out that we 
do not lapse into a kind of ethnocentric listening, such that we unconsciously evaluate the 
music according to Western criteria. The Western listener often expects non-Western music 
to sound exotic. A Western elite of listeners therefore determines how traditional world 
music ought to sound in order to conform to its own expectations. Music that fails in this 
sense tends to be taken up less often by the music industry. The exotic elements are seen as 
a sign of authenticity, as proof that the music truly has a traditional background. This may 
mean that little consideration is given to the immense variety of native sounds. A song of the 
Inuit or a yoik of the Sami? Sufi music by the musicians of Joujouka or a Khmer song from 
Cambodia? Roma folk music by Kalyi Jag or Venda music by the Adziambei Band? It is often 
all lumped together in a vast category of ‘exotic sounds’, supplemented by a few 
stereotypical notions about what such music should sound like.  

It is ironic that this exoticism tends not to be recognized by the indigenous population 
as ‘ours’ or ‘authentic’. There are a number of striking historical examples. When in 1683, 
during the Siege of Vienna, the Ottoman Empire attempted to capture the Austrian capital, 
traditional Turkish battle songs could be heard coming from outside the city walls. The 
Ottomans were defeated by a rescue force, but the rhythmical sounds of their folk music 
had clearly made an impression on the Austrians. In the decades that followed, the exotic 
sounds of Ottoman culture were embraced as innovative, and prominent composers eagerly 
started experimenting with them. Mozart and Haydn both produced classical compositions 
alla turca, marching music in a Turkish and Janissary style. The most famous example is 
probably the third part of Mozart’s Piano Sonata no. 11, known as ‘The Turkish March’. This 
Western music has little to do with traditional Turkish folk music. To the Turkish population 
it simply sounded like typical Western classical music and the supposedly exotic influences 
were not recognized as authentic.  
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Hungry listening 
For a Western listener too, exotic sound is sometimes placed within boundaries. Sounds 

of musical cultures that have remained free of Western influence are more readily labelled 
‘bizarre’ or ‘primitive’, confirming the impression that Western music ought to be the norm. 
Try listening to the music of the Blackfoot Indians, an indigenous people still living today in 
the North American states of Alberta and Montana. The 33,000 of them who remain make 
every effort to protect their unique culture against all forms of power. They do not avoid 
contact with other cultures, but they do want to be treated with respect and to retain their 
freedoms. In 1979 a sound compilation was published with the title An Historical Album of 
Blackfoot Indian Music. It was put together by ethnomusicologist Bruno Nettl, who studied 
the Blackfoot Indians for years in an ethically responsible manner and attempted to record 
their musical culture as authentically as possible.  

Nettl regarded ethnomusicological fieldwork as a way to gain knowledge about how 
musical customs arise. Insight into the cultural background of the Blackfoot Indians might 
lead to a more open and respectful way of listening, he reasoned. In his work he tried to 
make their vocal music comprehensible by explaining the core values of their culture and 
pointing to connections with how they relate to the hunt and to social stratification, or the 
place of men and women in the hierarchical order. Nettl’s mission was idealistic but not 
easy to convey to the average listener. He reports that people confronted with his recordings 
said time and again that the Blackfoot Indians had a very strange way of singing, and they 
therefore concluded that the music could not be or become ‘ours’.  

In response, groups like the Black Lodge Singers emerged. They began to 
commercialize the music of the Blackfoot Indians to some extent by working with the label 
Canyon Records, which was trying to awaken interest in the music of Native Americans. To 
make the music more attractive, the group captured the accompanying Pow Wow dance 
rituals. But should we not question the morality of the way in which we unconsciously force 
these native listening cultures to adapt to our own expectations? Is it right to market the 
music of the Blackfoot Indians by countering the designation ‘impenetrable’ with certain 
sales tricks? What to make of the CD ‘Kids’ Pow-Wow Songs’, on which references to Disney 
products help to make the singing less strange? Song titles like ‘Flintstones’, ‘Mickey Mouse’ 
and ‘Kuna Matata’ say enough. When you then read printed on the CD in cheery letters, 
‘Twelve fun filled pow-wow songs made specially for kids of all ages!’, it is hard to resist 
remarking cynically that Western dominance has worked. The contrast with the authentic 
recordings by Nettl could hardly be greater. 

Contemporary ethnomusicologist Dylan Robinson believes we ought more often to 
contemplate the Western tendency to give uninvited musical instruction, and the impact it 
has on our listening behaviour. He has developed a theory about hungry listening, a form of 
listening driven by an obsessive desire for knowledge and control. This exploratory 
listening attitude is found mainly among non-indigenous people, who, when confronted 
with unfamiliar music, feel an urge to understand what they are hearing immediately, and 
therefore go in search of cultural comparisons. The focus lies not on the recognition of 
indigenous music but on the desire to adapt the new sounds and their accompanying 
musical context, and then to use them to our own advantage. This possessive listening is 
often an unconscious tendency.  
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Robinson illustrates this particular urge in a way that is rather remarkable. In the 
introduction to his book he asks Western listeners to skip the first chapter, about 
‘indigenous space’. In many readers this prompts resistance, and as a result they develop a 
hunger to read what is not intended for them. The indigenous musician and writer Leanne 
Betasamosake Simpson believes this hungry feeling is typical of Westerners. They are 
interested first of all in keeping control and in a transparent advancement of knowledge, 
and they become suspicious when denied certain information. According to Robinson, their 
hungry listening also expresses itself in the inclination to adapt indigenous music to 
Western paradigms of composition and performance. He refers among other things to the 
growing collaboration between non-Western musicians and classical ensembles in North 
America. Since the early 1990s in Canada, for example, projects have been set up with the 
aim of reconciling indigenous and non-indigenous music.  

These well-meaning initiatives often lack a deeper reciprocity. The dark and dramatic 
events that the indigenous peoples have been through are often presented as more 
inconsequential than they actually were, and we hear outright appeals for the integration of 
indigenous sound parameters into a Western musical framework. Robinson is therefore 
annoyed by ‘Take the Dog Sled’ by Alexina Louie, which mixes classical Western orchestral 
music with Inuit throat singing. The piece is intended as a veneration of two great musical 
traditions of equal standing and designed to evoke a sense of serenity in the listener. But this 
harmonic sensation completely passes over painful indigenous memories of the 
controversial slaughter of Inuit sled dogs by the Royal Canadian Mounted Police between 
1950 and 1970, which caused lasting damage to the indigenous population of Northern 
Canada.  

There are creditable examples too, Robinson writes. He points to the music of Dawn 
Avery, a Mohawk cellist who made her name with a performance of a saraband by Bach. A 
saraband is, in its turn, an old Mexican dance that is often found in baroque music. Avery 
resists musical inclusion, in which indigenous songs are absorbed into Western traditions. 
Instead, in ‘Two Worlds’, she mixes a cello solo from Bach’s Suite no. 5 with a Native 
American Buffalo drum section and an improvised song line in the traditional falsetto style 
performed by Steven Alvarez, who has multi-ethnic roots in the Mescalero Apache and the 
Yaqui. This mixture of styles is a constant in her work. She wants to honour the unique 
nature of every musical tradition by allowing it to enter into a dialogue with other traditions, 
while refusing to strive after a Western ideal of harmony and integration. In fact she wants 
listeners to experience the friction and the dissonant sounds in order to become conscious 
of the ethnocentric tendency in their listening behaviour.  

 
Intercultural experience of music 
Musical traditions and habits can partially disappear and make space for new 

tendencies – a normal development in any culture. Yet certain events have led to musical 
adjustments that we too readily regard nowadays as normal or natural. Robinson and Agawu 
warn that our way of looking for new sounds threatens to rob unfamiliar peoples of their 
voices. We must treat them with respect so that they can retain their musical sovereignty. I 
believe that to do so it is not necessary to arouse feelings of guilt and shame about our 
colonial history. It does however require us to realize that we are all influenced by the 
Western dominance that was a feature of the twentieth century in particular, and that is still 
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working through in our experience of the world of sound. With clarity of insight we can 
avoid the trap of ethnocentric listening and try to make contact, in an inquisitive and 
respectful way, with sounds that strike us as strange at first. This can produce multi-ethnic 
listening as an intercultural experience of music. 

Multi-ethnic listening takes as its starting point the recognition that all music has an 
ethnic cast to it. Classical music is often thought of as the opposite of folk music. Wrongly, 
because classical music derives great riches from folk music and global traditions, and 
certainly not just from the world of churches and royal courts. Division into classical music, 
folk music and later pop music is arbitrary and has more to do with the social function of 
music in a specific context. Classical music is presumed to create serious aesthetic listening 
pleasure, while pop music and folk music are seen as more suitable for dancing and 
festivities. Folk music is then associated with ritual acts and pop music with entertaining an 
audience. 

When you come into contact with musical traditions that are less than familiar to you, it 
can be useful to know more about the function of the music in certain contexts. I 
experienced this during a concert by Will Guthrie & Ensemble Nist-Nah in Antwerp, 
Belgium. Guthrie is an Australian percussionist who after musical wanderings across 
several Indonesian islands fell under the spell of gamelan, a traditional style of music that is 
usually performed by an orchestra of percussion instruments such as xylophones and 
metallophones, combined with flutes and strings. Gamelan has complex rhythmical 
structures and uses lesser-known microtonal systems such as slendro, a pentatonic tuning 
technique in which the scale is divided into five notes. It can occasionally be heard in more 
Western-oriented music such as the dronelike gem ‘The Oak of the Golden Dreams’ by 
Harold Budd.  

Along with several other performers, Guthrie attempted to create his own interpretation 
of this indigenous Indonesian world of sounds. The concert was enjoyable, but as the 
evening wore on I increasingly asked myself whether such music could ever really come 
into its own in a concert hall. With a handful of companions, I sat silently listening to the 
fascinating sounds of the majestically sparkling kulintangs and gongs, and we applauded 
from time to time to show our appreciation, but afterwards I could not say that I understood 
gamelan music any better.  

In Indonesia this music is played mainly on the islands of Bali, Lombok, Madura and 
Java, in each case with visible and audible regional differences. A gamelan is performed by 
thirty people, and it is a musical activity that arouses a strong sense of community. The 
performers commonly play without consulting sheet music, even though the structure of 
the compositions is mostly pre-determined. The musical performance that unfolds has an 
important religious value for Indonesians and is deeply interwoven with their cultural and 
historical background. It is a powerful way of bringing the imbalance between light and 
dark in the world into equilibrium. A gamelan is no ordinary concert. It is a ceremony 
performed on specific occasions that is full of dance, theatre and wajang rituals (a kind of 
shadow play with puppets). Mass tourism has brought Balinese dances such as Barong 
worldwide fame as a ritual representation of a mythical fight between the evil demon queen 
Rangda and the spirit king Barong. Participants and spectators are intensely involved in the 
musical spectacle. These are important gatherings for the villagers, who sometimes get so 
drawn into the performance that they fall into a deep trance. When a gamelan ends, a 
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communal sense of relief and ritual healing prevails, which strengthens the bonds between 
all those present.  

Guthrie’s concert and a gamelan ceremony in Indonesia are two totally different things, 
aside from the use of certain instruments and the sounds they make. This is not necessarily 
problematic per se, but for multi-ethnic listening we need to do more than mimic and 
reinterpret a few sounds. Dutch musicologist Jaap Kunst carried out pioneering research 
into Indonesian music in the twentieth century, and he always started off from the idea that 
folk music can be understood only in relation to the culture to which it belongs. So with 
gamelan you need to take part, not just stand on the side-lines listening. The ritual and 
participative character of the music is essential, Kunst writes.  

In our encounters with ethnic music we need to bear in mind that not all musical worlds 
can be translated into Western-oriented musical customs without losing a large part of their 
identity. Listeners to music now mainly go to concert halls and festivals, where there is a 
clearly delineated format and a distinction between performers and audience. They listen to 
music through digital and analogue devices, and regard the experience of music as an 
important form of relaxation and entertainment. Many kinds of ethnic music do not fit well 
into these settings. In folk traditions, music is usually bound up with the social structure of 
daily life and interaction with nature. For the Western listener, music usually exists in a 
distinct segment of life that we call leisure time. Can you truly understand ethnic music in a 
setting in which it does not belong, such as a concert hall? Perhaps ‘going to a concert’ is 
itself typically Western.  

Multi-ethnic listening is a form of listening that understands the importance of the 
music’s context. That is not a value judgement or a norm. You can take music out of its 
context and enjoy it perfectly well, but calling it ‘ethnic’ or ‘authentic’ means assuming 
responsibility, because the risk of cultural appropriation is real. Some musical forms need 
protection because the context surrounding them is so essential. 

The fact that there is renewed interest in ethnic music is interesting for several reasons. 
Musicologist Michael Spitzer has asked himself why the instruments used in gamelan are so 
popular in music lessons in British schools. He sees one possible explanation in the urge of 
Western culture to return to musical experiences that are close to nature and that treat 
music as an art interwoven with daily life. Gamelan seems to speak to the imagination in 
this sense.  
 

 
* This sample translation is presented without the original footnotes 


