
Theory For Ethnomusicology: Histories,
Conversations, Insights
Ethnomusicology, the study of music in its cultural context, has a rich
history of theoretical development. From its origins in the late 19th century
to the present day, ethnomusicologists have grappled with fundamental
questions about the nature of music, its role in society, and the best
methods for studying it.
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In this article, we will explore some of the key theories that have shaped
the field of ethnomusicology. We will discuss the historical context in which
these theories emerged, the controversies they have generated, and the
insights they have provided into the nature of music and human
experience.

Early Theories of Ethnomusicology
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The early years of ethnomusicology were marked by a number of
competing theories about the nature of music. Some scholars, such as Carl
Stumpf, argued that music was a universal language that could be
understood by all humans, regardless of their culture. Others, such as Erich
von Hornbostel and Curt Sachs, emphasized the importance of studying
music in its cultural context and argued that music could not be fully
understood without taking into account the social, economic, and political
factors that shaped it.

These early debates helped to lay the foundation for the field of
ethnomusicology and set the stage for the development of more nuanced
and sophisticated theories in the years to come.

Theories of Music and Culture

One of the central questions that ethnomusicologists have grappled with is
the relationship between music and culture. Some scholars, such as Bruno
Nettl, have argued that music is a reflection of culture and can be used to
understand the values, beliefs, and customs of a society. Others, such as
Steven Feld, have emphasized the importance of music's agency and have
argued that music can play an active role in shaping culture and society.

Theories of music and culture have been used to explore a wide range of
topics, including the role of music in ritual, the relationship between music
and dance, and the use of music for political purposes.

Theories of Music and Identity

Another important area of inquiry in ethnomusicology is the relationship
between music and identity. Scholars such as Philip Bohlman and Tia
DeNora have argued that music can play a powerful role in shaping



individual and group identities. Music can be used to express cultural pride,
to create a sense of community, and to challenge social norms.

Theories of music and identity have been used to explore a wide range of
topics, including the role of music in nationalism, the relationship between
music and ethnicity, and the use of music for social change.

Theories of Music and Human Experience

Ethnomusicologists have also developed a number of theories about the
nature of music and human experience. Some scholars, such as John
Blacking, have argued that music is a fundamental part of human nature
and that it plays an important role in human development and well-being.
Others, such as Susan McClary, have emphasized the importance of
music's social and political dimensions and have argued that music can be
used to express and challenge power relations.

Theories of music and human experience have been used to explore a
wide range of topics, including the role of music in healing, the relationship
between music and emotion, and the use of music for spiritual purposes.

Controversies in Ethnomusicology

Ethnomusicology has not been without its controversies. One of the most
heated debates in the field has been over the issue of whether or not
ethnomusicologists should be objective in their research. Some scholars,
such as Charles Seeger, have argued that ethnomusicologists should strive
to be objective and to avoid imposing their own values on the music they
study. Others, such as Judith Becker, have argued that it is impossible to
be completely objective and that ethnomusicologists should be honest
about their own biases and perspectives.



Another major controversy in ethnomusicology has been over the issue of
representation. Some scholars, such as Edward Said, have argued that
ethnomusicologists have often misrepresented the music of other cultures
and that they have failed to give voice to the perspectives of the people
they study. Others, such as Steven Feld, have argued that
ethnomusicologists can make a positive contribution to the world by helping
to promote understanding and respect for different cultures.

These controversies have helped to shape the field of ethnomusicology
and have led to a greater awareness of the ethical and political dimensions
of research.

The theory of ethnomusicology is a dynamic and evolving field that has
been shaped by a number of different perspectives and controversies. By
exploring the history of these theories, we can gain a deeper understanding
of the nature of music and its role in human experience.

In recent years, there has been a growing interest in interdisciplinary
approaches to ethnomusicology. Ethnomusicologists are increasingly
working with scholars from other disciplines, such as anthropology,
sociology, and musicology, to develop new insights into the relationship
between music and culture. This interdisciplinary approach is helping to
expand the boundaries of the field and is leading to new and exciting
discoveries about the power of music.
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