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Remember me as you pass by, 
As you are now, so once was I, 
As I am now, so you must be, 
Prepare for death and follow me. 

- Common 18th century New England gravestone epigraph  
 

 
While perhaps a morbid beginning to a discussion of music education, these 

words, set into stone for eternity, humbly remind educators of our ultimate place in this 

universe.  Our lives constitute only a blink of the eye in the lifespan of the human race.   

Our entire existence may be only one of billions of irrelevant links between the past and 

future generations.  Yet we wake each day with a desire for autonomy and free will.  We 

attempt choices that positively impact those around us and contribute to the living history 

of our culture and societies.  Somewhere between these poles of our existence we may 

find greater meaning in our lives. Somehow we are both the cogs in the evolutionary 

machine and the rare and beautiful products of our unique environment.  Neither could 

exist without the other and neither will give us a complete understanding ourselves, or the 

world around us. Only by holding both can we hope to come to terms with our existence.   

The graveyard ambler who reads the epigraph above, does not feel the need to 

“prepare for death” by digging a grave, building a coffin and waiting for the inevitable, 

rather, upon reading, they feels the breeze on there face, see the colors of the leaves, and 

quicken their step with more resolved to live each moment with eyes wide and ears tuned.   

An encounter with the inevitable paradoxically sparks an awareness of the immediate and 

our ability to change the world.  Similarly, I strive to examine the collection of practices 

that we know as music education.  I argue that music and thus music education allow us 

to hold in one hand the infinite, the inevitable, and the universal, and in the other, the 

concrete, the immediate, and the personal.  By proposing a dialectic view of these values 
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of music, my aim is that individuals may find direction and meaning in the teaching and 

learning of music.  

Using a dialectical view of music education, as suggested by Jorgensen (2009), I 

examine several issues central to forming a philosophy of music teaching and learning.  

This dialectic view will involve holding two contrary idea of music education 

simultaneously in an effort to gain a great understanding of the spectrum between.  First, 

I attend to the local and the global values of music, second the inevitable and intentional, 

third, to the traditional and the innovative.  An exploration of these three dialectic pairs 

leads to a conclusion that music educators must guide their decision-making to allow 

students opportunities to rebuild structures and meanings of music in line with the world 

they live in and the mean by which they choose to express themselves in that world. 

An examination of music in any context requires some clarification as to the 

nature of music itself.  Individual’s attempts to describe music’s nature are often preluded 

with qualifiers concerning the inadequacy of words at describing music. Though words 

may not address the task completely, they may provide a different, limited, but precise 

meaning especially in contrast to gesture or music that serves to convey more 

simultaneously with less precision (Small, 1999).  Thus as Small, and so many before 

him crafted their beliefs in words, I too attempt to contribute my thoughts to the 

philosophical discussion of practices around music and music education.  

In what ways might music hold global value?  Anthropologists cite evidence of 

musical practices in every studied society (Trehub, 2003).  Links between music and 

sexual selections suggest evolutionary roots of music practice (Miller, 2000).  

Information technology has allowed individuals and groups to share musical practices 
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across cultures revealing that enculturation may not be required to appreciate or find 

beauty in unfamiliar music. Cross-cultural studies reveal common characteristics 

associated with the functions of music, such as (Singh & Mehr, 2018).  Thus at one end 

of this dialectic view, music might be viewed a connecting across space and time, 

transcending nations, languages, race, and even time to unite multiple identities visible in 

the human experiences.  Yet this may paint educators experiences with such broad 

strokes that they (and perhaps their students) may be left feeling, in the words of Bilbo 

Baggins after spending too many years as a keeper of the all powerful ring, “like butter 

scraped over too much bread” (Tolkien, 1954).  Where are the nuances, the local flair, the 

unique and the rare? Does such a broad view of music detract from the depths of our 

lived experience?   

As we hold a global view in one hand, we must hold a local view in the other. We 

cannot imagine most of the music that has existed throughout history and around the 

globe.  Instead we perceive music through immediate communities of people that practice 

music around us.  We know the voices of those who sing to us, from our mothers to 

contemporary pop stars.  We learn from those who we repeatedly sit or stand shoulder-to-

shoulder with singing or playing our beloved tunes.  We return to the well-worn seats of 

our favorite venues, greeting fellow listeners by name.  We set albums to repeat the tunes 

that we love (sometimes for months).  The way we understand music is directly related to 

the lived experience of our local.  Without these local, immediate experiences, music 

educators would be unable the build relationships that contribute our students musical 

understanding.  As Small (1999) suggests, 

 “[The meaning of musicking] lies not only in the relationships between 
the humanly organized sounds that are conventionally thought of as being 
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the stuff of music, but also in the relationships that are established for the 
duration of the performance between the participants within the 
performance space” (p. 13).  
 

By encountering the local, teachers and students find meaning in the relationship Small 

describes.   

But how do we grapple with the local and the global? How do we teach in a way 

that honors the depths of our localized experiences while seeking to understand the breath 

of musical practices witnessed around the world and throughout time?  Jorgensen (1997) 

examines logical paths from local to global and vise versa suggesting “students might 

work concurrently at all these levels with the context of a gradually expanding music 

horizon” (p. 82).  Such a dialectic view of the two allows for each to pull in opposite 

directions giving meaning from tension created.  Perhaps it may be helpful for music 

educators to consider music as a string, kept taught by the forces of the global and the 

local.  When we pluck that strings, we hear the fundamental pitch, the global, connecting 

us across distance, time and cultural to those elements of music that are universal.  At the 

same time we hear a rich complex series of overtones embedded within the fundamental; 

the local and the immediate speaks through these unique overtones giving it precise 

timbre or in this case meaning.  

Perhaps at the risk of extending this metaphor too far, we might compare the 

sound of a single sin wave, produced in mathematic perfection on many synthesizers and 

free of overtones, with that of an acoustic piano, rich with the infinite series of 

compounding frequencies that give the piano its timbre. The former requires electronic 

synthesis built on the tools created in the 20th century, ripe for experimentation, but 

limited by human-created systems of wire and speaker. The latter, calls upon the inherent 
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nature of the physical world, revealing beauty in the laws that motivated individuals to 

make music.  I use this metaphor, not as a way to discount the synthesized sound of the 

late 20th and early 21st century, but rather to illustrate the spectrum of meaning available 

when we hold the local and the global in tension. Even in the case of the acoustic piano, 

musician and listeners rely on the localized technology of the metal and wood to give life 

to the frequencies that reach our eardrums. Thus humans constantly straddle the 

immediate and the universal, the here and the everywhere, the now and the forever. It is 

this tension, in fact that gives music its meaning.  

In the same way that we might hold the global and the local in tension when 

considering music, we might similarly examine the inevitable nature of music education 

in juxtaposition to the required action of intent. Unlike many disciplines, music exists 

prominently and universally outside of the classroom.  Students, in fact receive the 

majority of their music education in informal, everyday environments.  If music has 

existed in every society, if it dates back to the dawn of our species, if it continues to 

flourish outside of formal education settings, then what purpose do music educators 

ultimately have?  The raw ingredients of music are so universal it seem that even without 

concrete effort musical experiences might fall in place to foster meaning.  Humans walk 

with even steps creating a duple meter, or skip unevenly creating triple.  Vocal cords 

vibrate and resonate from the day we are born.  The ranges of the singing voice naturally 

falls in differing registers suggesting harmony between low and high.  It seems that music 

is, in fact, build for the human body, that creating music is the default and musical action 

is unavoidable. 
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 Alternatively, we must examine that immense collection of will and intention that 

has allowed for music traditions to survive and thrive. Surely, we cannot have music 

without intention. Who would stretch the hide across the drum? Who would swing the 

mallet that strikes that drum? Who raises that pen to notate a part? Who would take time 

away from the basic functions of survival to listen to music? In short, music requires 

actors, and we are those actors.  We must take the responsibility of opening our ear, 

absorbing the sound created by those around us, and making attempts at re-creating them.  

These attempts contribute to an educator’s personal growth, the institutions of music 

education and the canon of music they preserved and build upon.   

 As with the local and the global, both the inevitable and the intentional pull at 

either ends of the string we call music.  The inevitable provides the means by which we 

express our intentionality.  Conversely our intentions form the nature of the inevitable for 

others. Our creating is both the process and the product of music interaction.  As 

educators we must thus reflect the inevitability of our students’ musicality and the 

required intention of musical action.  Students come to us as complete humans, primed 

with musical capacity and brimming with musical experiences.  We must strive to open 

the valve that releases the inevitable, while also guiding the resulting flow.  A child given 

an instrument by a teacher may first aim at creating what teachers perceive as 

unintentional, unmusical sound.  I have witnessed this first hand, giving violins, violas 

and cellos to new string players.  The first reaction, so frequently, is to saw away that the 

strings, with apparent lack of finesse and attention to the sound being created.  A 

teacher’s immediate reaction might be to call for silence, to prescribe precise steps to 

follow to recreate a quality tone.  Music educators have spent years creating systems to 
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guide us in holding the instrument correctly, for understanding the fingerings required or 

decoding the notation that guides us. Yet when educators stifle those first “unmusical” 

actions, insisting on a set path toward excellence, they dampen those inevitable forces 

that have led that student to the music classroom.  Such innate musically human forces 

inspire awe in the young musicians eventually lead to the intention required to add 

musical meaning to the world.  These inevitable forces may also serve to keep music in 

our schools, and give parents and community member some, perhaps inexpressible, 

desire to encourage the practice of music.  Just as the global pulls against the local, so 

does the inevitable pull against the intentional.  Teachers must respect and foster music as 

natural phenomena with meaning apart from the institution of music education while 

simultaneously recognizing that the intent of these institutions is to inform and maintain 

this phenomena.  When educators engage in music they allow students to access both and 

find meaning through the vibrating of the string, pulled taut across such paradoxes.  

 Tensions between global and local, and inevitable and intentional, manifest 

themselves in music educators’ understandings of musical tradition.  Similarly tradition 

itself should be held in tension against innovation.  Students understanding of music as a 

whole can only relate to the limited amount of particular music heard across their 

lifetime, yet this understanding filters into the backdrop of other’s (present and future) 

view creating a tradition from which others will learn.  Teacher and student actions 

become the ends and the means as students grow and pass along (or withhold) tradition 

from subsequent students.  These traditions can be open, ripe for innovation and 

adaptation or closed, focused on an exact transmission of rules and practices.  
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Allsup (2016) focuses on the contrast of open and closed traditions as a way of 

thinking about how our meaning contrasts that of a “master” or past “masters.” He argues 

that power imbalances between master and student put undue weight on the tradition, 

stifling the autonomy of the student.  Given the social and political power imbalances of 

human history, the notion of open and closed traditions may be helpful in addressing 

issues of assumed power.  Jorgenson (1997) summarizes Freire and Greene’s writings, 

“Simply transmitting values from the past without questioning their veracity, relevance, 

practicality, or vision is failing to do the work of an educator in the fullest sense of the 

word. As such, its, by default oppressive and miseducative (p. 78). Teachers must 

maintain a critical awareness of the power inherent in the student-teachers relationship.  

That being said, we might also see that power of the tradition as necessary in creating the 

tension that gives music meaning.  A string pulled only in one direction allows for no 

vibrations.    

I propose then that music educators view their students as the rebuilders of 

musical practices; practices that span the local and the global, the inevitable and the 

intentional, the traditional and the innovative.  Student’s ability to re-building requires 

ongoing adaptation and adjustment for unseen futures across all three dialectic spectrums.  

Localized music practices will be rebuilt reflecting and influencing global views; 

intentional music practice will be re-built through the inevitable nature of music; and 

tradition will form the basis for the new and innovative.  

 As teachers introduce the bricks and beams of traditional or know practices, they 

show them blueprint of tradition, but ultimately stand back as students re-build.  

Sometimes rebuilding requires razing and demolition before students construct new 
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structures. Other times students may renovate or build upon past foundations.  What will 

not do is an educator’s assumption that the house one resides in will stand forever.  Walls 

will inevitably fall and need renovation; plans will need amending and reimagining; 

systems will need upgrading for unseen futures.  Failure to do so will leave future 

generations unprotected against the assault of elements, the forces of oppression, 

inequity, monotony and routine.  Greene (2000), implores the use of imagination in the 

arts as a means to new futures, unseen (or un-built) by those weighed down by such 

burdens.  Such futures are not limited to the realm of the musical for “when we take part 

in a musical act, the relationships that we bring into existence model those of the cosmos 

as we believe they are and ought to be” (Small, 1999, p. 13).  Educators must allow 

students to experience the paradox of space created by structure.  They must be allowed 

the opportunity to touch the infinite and see themselves in the mess of the universe while 

still playing the protagonist of their own stories.  As the opening epigraph reminds us, 

every human past and present is limited.  We must stand on the precipice of time, one 

foot planted in the past, one stepping into the future, all the time mindful of the inherent 

tension created by the two.  

 

 

 

 

 



TENSION, PARADOX, AND REBUILDING MUSIC EDUCATION 
	  

References 

Allsup, R. E. (2016). Remixing the classroom: Toward an open philosophy of music education 

Bloomington, [Indiana]  ; Indianapolis, IN  : Indiana University Press. 

Jorgensen, E. (2009). In Search of Music Education. Revista Electrónica de LEEME, 01 June 

2009, Issue 23, Pp.1-12. 

Elliott, D. J. (David J., 1948-. (2015). Music matters  : a philosophy of music education / David 

J. Elliott and Marissa Silverman. (Second edition). New York  : Oxford University Press, 

[2014]. 

Greene, M. (2000). Imagining Futures: The Public School and Possibility. Journal of 

Curriculum Studies, 2000, Vol.32(2), p.267-80. doi.org/10.1080/002202700182754 

Housewright Symposium on the Future of Music Education (1999  : Tallahassee, F. ). (n.d.). 

Vision 2020  : the Housewright Symposium on the Future of Music Education / edited by 

Clifford K. Madsen. Reston, VA  : MENC, 2000. 

Mehr, S. A., Singh, M., York, H., Glowacki, L., & Krasnow, M. M. (2018). Form and 

Function in Human Song. Current Biology, 28(3), 356-368.e5. 

doi.org/10.1016/j.cub.2017.12.042 

Small, C. (1999). Musicking — the meanings of performing and listening. A lecture. Music 

Education Research, 01 March 1999, Vol.1(1), p.9-22. 

doi.org/10.1080/1461380990010102 

Tolkien, J. R. R. (1954) The fellowship of the ring. New York: Ace Books. 

Trehub,	  S.	  E.	  (2003).	  Musical	  Predispositions	  in	  Infancy:	  an	  Update.	  The	  Cognitive	  

Neuroscience	  of	  Music,	  Chapter	  1. 


