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This paper explores aspects of Creative Music in Education [CMinED] practices through 
a political philosophy perspective based on Jacques Rancière’s approach to the notion of 
democracy. The paper begins with three cautionary tales about the difficult encounter 
between democracy and music education. This sets the stage for introducing a 
Rancièrian approach to democracy and music education. On the basis of this analysis, it 
is then proposed that the musical an-archê induced by Creative Music in Education prac-
tices, and in particular, by free improvisation, can be seen as a form of “studious play,” 
a concept that comes from Giorgio Agamben (2005) and has been reworked from a phi-
losophy of education perspective (Lewis 2013, 2014, Jasinski 2018. Jasinski and Lewis 
2016). Studious play departs from the imposed repetition resulting from induction into 
musical traditions, but at the same time, it moves away from views of play as mere self-
expression. By suspending but not rejecting musical traditions and practices, it continu-
ally moves between making ever new beginnings (αρχές/ archês) and playing with and 
through the rules (αρχές/ archês). The paper concludes by proposing that CMinED prac-
tices centering on experimental composing and improvising might be a means for prac-
ticing democracy through a pedagogy of studious play. 
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he openings induced by the creative turn in music education have roots in 
the second decade of the 20th century but took a radical turn in the late 
1950s. These forward-looking efforts rested on a deep belief in the power 

of education to produce societal change, the power of music to cultivate more open, 
creative personalities, and the power of music education to forge pathways that 
affected musical practice at large. In this paper, I develop a politico-philosophical 
reading of the democratic potential of the Creative Music in Education tradition—
for which the acronym CMinED has been recently proposed (Kanellopoulos 
2021)—based on the work of Jacques Rancière and Giorgio Agamben. CMinED 
originated in the late 1950s, gained momentum in many countries in the 1960s, 
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and its various developments continue to this day (Kanellopoulos 2011, 2021, Fin-
ney, Philpott, and Spruce 2020, Hickey 2015, Heble and Laver 2016, Dean 1989, 
Stumme 1973, Gagel and Schwabe 2016, Sætre 2011, Spencer 2016, Woods 2020, 
Schwan 1991). CMinED encompasses a number of music education experiments 
that shifted toward composing and improvising as a central learning and teaching 
practice, informed by radical musics of the avant-garde, by various strands of ex-
perimental music, and by free improvisation.1   

One might argue that our current educational climate does not constitute a 
fertile context for the pursuit of CMinED practices—and this despite important ef-
forts of many music teachers to encourage composing and improvising. The deluge 
of standardization and accountability is certainly one reason that might account 
for this. As a result of efficiency-based rationales, progressive openings in educa-
tional theory and practice initiated in the 1960s and 70s have often been cursed 
either as catastrophic or as misguided, short-lived exceptions that ought to be 
abandoned in favour of a view of educational institutions as loci for “the transindi-
viduation of rational knowledge (opened up by processes of grammatization)” 
(Ross 2019, 5, based on Bernard Stiegler’s 2010 critique of Foucauldian perspec-
tives on education; also see Hirsch 2016). Against this tide, a core concern of this 
paper is to re-visit aspects of CMinED practices through a particular lens rooted in 
the political philosophy of Rancière and Agamben, and through this, discuss the 
links between democracy and music education.  

The paper begins with three cautionary tales about the difficult encounter be-
tween democracy and music education. These focus on recent framings of creative 
music education and community music practices, and despite their differences, 
they each set the scene for discussing the unacknowledged fear of the an-archic 
element that has lived at the core of democracy since its inception. It is argued that 
music educators’ concern that “too much” emphasis on down-top music creative 
practices might be miseducative (too permissive, too open to students’ whimsical 
wills, too easy, too shallow and superficial, too far away from treasured musical 
practices that have historical depth), might actually be seen as topical, “educa-
tional” versions of the age-old hatred of democracy. Furthermore, this paper, 
based on Rancière’s theory of democracy, suggests that Creative Music in Educa-
tion practices, and in particular, free improvisation—a musical practice that can be 
seen as a somewhat neglected part of the CMinEd tradition—may actually repre-
sent contexts that bring forward the an-archic trouble that the “scandal of democ-
racy” induces. For Rancière, democracy is not the name of a particular 
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governmental structure but is a set of “singular and precarious acts” (Rancière 
2006, 97) that are initiated on the basis of accepting equality as an axiom. Rancière 
holds that democracy was founded precisely on the absence of any foundations, 
unsettling any sense of order based on superiority of knowledge, talent, wealth, or 
heritage: “Therein lies the scandal: the scandal for well-to-do people unable to ac-
cept that their birth, their age, or their science has to bow before the law of chance” 
(Rancière 2006, 40). 

On the basis of this analysis, it is then proposed that the musical an-archê in-
duced by practicing experimental composing and free improvisation can be seen 
as a form of “studious play,” a concept that comes from Giorgio Agamben (2005, 
64; also Agamben 1995, 64–65), and has been reworked from a philosophy of ed-
ucation perspective by Lewis (2013, 2014), Jasinski (2018), and Jasinski and Lewis 
(2016). Studious play departs from the imposed repetition resulting from induc-
tion into musical traditions, but at the same time, it moves away from views of play 
as mere self-expression. By suspending but not rejecting musical traditions and 
practices, it continually moves between making ever new beginnings (αρχές/ 
archês) and playing with and through the rules (αρχές/ archês). Thus, studious 
play might be regarded as a condition of musical engagement that functions at the 
intersection between the two notions of archê: the possibility of initiating ever new 
beginnings, and the process of exercising control on the basis of certain principles 
[archês].  

 

Confronted with the Democratic Scandal: Three Cautionary Tales 

I. 

Community music practices have been based on ideals of inclusivity, accessibility, 
and celebration of musical multivocality: to create conditions that allow anyone 
and everyone to forge living relationships with music-making (Henley and Higgins 
2020, Veblen, 2007). In her critique of community music, Alexandra Kertz-Welzel 
(2016) invokes the notion of a pedagogy of kitsch (Reichenbach 2003) to theorize 
what she regards as the pitfalls of egalitarianism. Kertz-Welzel accuses community 
music practitioners and theoretical proponents alike of “a lot of enthusiasm,” “lack 
of critical reflectiveness,” romanticizing, sentimentality, shallowness of experi-
ence, “oversimplified notions regarding people and musical activities,” (Kertz-
Welzel 2016, 121) and anti-intellectualism (118). Kertz-Welzel (2016) is critical of 
community music proponents’ “skepticism that might suggest that too much 
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thinking can destroy the power of emotional and musical experience or disturb 
successful projects. Furthermore, practitioners often suggest the dominance of 
practice, proclaiming their projects to be something which cannot be captured ad-
equately through scholarly analysis” (120). Kertz-Welzel fails to take into consid-
eration the deluge of authoritarian, oppressive, and one-sided music education 
practices that have flourished on the basis of dualistic thinking that regards “intel-
lectual” takes on music as necessarily “superior” to any other (see also González 
Ben 2016). Moreover, Kertz-Welzel (2016) seems to regard research that fore-
grounds the always culturally mediated but also deeply personal aspects of musical 
experience as “amateur” (125), and de facto unable to meet scholarly criteria; in 
doing so, she advocates a rather narrow view of research practice. Indeed, a num-
ber of efforts within the field of community music to adequately capture the par-
ticularities and the problematics of community music practices seem to indicate 
that a more open approach to research is indeed possible (Higgins 2021, Henley 
and Higgins 2020, Camlin, Caulfield, and Perkins 2020). However, for the discus-
sion here, what it important is that underneath her claims there lies a more funda-
mental questioning of the very possibility that one may have meaningful musical 
experiences that have not been mediated—designed and controlled—by institu-
tionalized forms of music education, as “today’s societies do not usually provide 
the opportunities for natural musical development and socialization” (Kertz-
Welzel 2016, 124). 
 

II. 

In a number of thought-provoking interventions, Graham McPhail (2013, 2014, 
2018, McPhail and Rata 2019) argues for more emphasis on “powerful knowledge” 
(2018, 187, after Young 2008). McPhail is critical of what he describes as shallow 
and messy classroom work that seems to be the result of music educators’ letting 
go of control of the kinds of knowledge being taught and their reliance on hands-
on experience at the expense of deep knowledge. In my view, this falsely equates 
“instrumentalism” with superficial knowing devoid of concepts2:  

A new overemphasis on instrumentalism or “knowledge in use”—performing, 
composing, and utilizing music software—while emancipatory in some regards, 
can also become limiting where teachers decide not to ground knowledge in use 
in the systems of meaning from which they are derived. (McPhail 2018, 185).  



Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 20 (2)  

 
Kanellopoulos, Panagiotis. 2021. Studious play as an archê of creative music-making: Repositing 
“the scandal of democracy” in music education.  Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Educa-
tion 20 (2): 79–109. doi:10.22176/act20.2.79      

83 

In his affirmation of the value and the role of formal knowledge in music education, 
he argues for the need to limit “‘noise’ in the classroom” (McPhail 2018, 179).  

McPhail invokes the notion of “noise” here “to describe the accumulation of 
information where the concepts and principles required to integrate or make sense 
of that information are missing” (McPhail 2018, 179, after Oates 2011). McPhail 
concludes that experiential practices often result in noise, as they are not grounded 
in an orderly curriculum design that enables students to acquire formal knowledge 
that is generalizable, “context-independent” (McPhail 2018, 187), knowledge that 
permits abstract and robust musical thinking. Most importantly, he criticizes such 
noise-inducing practices as failing their expressed mission for advancing a music 
education linked to the democratic imperative: “we critique the current emphasis 
on experience to suggest that this approach does not provide the access to trans-
formative knowledge despite claims for its democratic imperative” (McPhail and 
Rata 2019, 124–25). Although many of the concerns raised by McPhail may be jus-
tifiable, on a deeper level, they betray a fear of the uncontrollable aspects of “direct 
experience” and of the possible ruptures that may result.  

 

III. 

Monday’s Drop(s) is a free improvisation collective that emerged from a research 
project I ran between 2012 and 2018.3 This project sought to research: 

the ways in which preschool student teachers, traditionally identified as “non mu-
sicians,” develop[ed] their identity as music makers through a sustained effort to 
create, discuss, and record their own music, creating a window through which 
everyday cultural and educational realities can be critiqued. (Kanellopoulos 2015, 
330)  

The group’s work included regular meetings, recordings of improvised music, cre-
ation of a number of musical happenings,4 and an unfinished project of creation of 
free improvised music based on specific verbs related to “order” and “taxonomy” 
borrowed from Georges Perec’s (1985) writings. The group created a space of ease 
and safety, a context where each one of us played to the best of our abilities (see 
Small 1998).  Our music moved from quasi-minimalistic improvisations to a grad-
ual incorporation of noise. As our work progressed, noise-based improvisations 
became the rule; unorthodox uses of sound sources and instruments on the basis 
of a DIY aesthetic induced the creation of convulsive, strange sound-worlds that 
empowered the group’s identity, based “on an egalitarian politics of cultural pro-
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duction” (Woods 2020, 3). As the group matured, my role in it became less di-
rective. In our earlier, more melodic pieces, my use of the piano often influenced 
the overall direction of the piece. As we moved towards more daring improvisa-
tions and freer structures, the group members took ownership, and our roles in the 
group were more balanced. I was very proud of this work, as I felt it was a concrete 
materialization of Matthew Saladin’s (2009) Rancierian reading of free improvisa-
tion as a space where “the absence of rules” intertwined with “the absence of a right 
required to practice it” (148).  

Yet at the same time, I had begun to feel a certain unease about what I per-
ceived as my partners’ insistence in abstaining from any sort of preparation for 
performance.  Moreover, I felt that I needed to encourage those students to search 
and reflect on the connections between what we had been doing and the historical 
dimensions of such practices, but I felt they were reluctant. As a teacher, I felt that 
they needed to learn more about contemporary music in general and the historical 
trajectories of free improvisation in particular and had hoped to use ideas emerg-
ing from these encounters in our improvised performances. As a musician/mem-
ber of the group, I also felt that our music needed to come back to the use of 
melodic material, and I also longed for a more structured approached to our im-
provisations. Interestingly, when I look back at the data that came from our email 
exchanges of materials and ideas, I realize that the group members were indeed 
trying to connect their work to other musics and to their larger everyday life 
worlds, but it seems that this was done in a way that I could not understand. What 
is important for our discussion here is that I feared that too much freedom had 
resulted in what I perceived as “closure,” and this made me think that I might have 
somehow failed as a teacher. A persistent question haunted me: if experimental 
music induces a refusal to engage in ways of music making that foreground tradi-
tional pitch and time relationships, as Gilmore (2014) suggests, has the lack of 
these students’ formal musical engagement deprived them of the possibility to ex-
perience a conscious denial of and rupture from traditional musical codes that 
many have seen as the signpost of the experimental music tradition?  

 

A Ranciérian Twist 

Undue attention to the authority of the teacher, insufficient transmission of robust 
musical knowledge, over-attention to whimsical, informal participation, excessive 
reliance on students’ “will”:  in one word, “too” much democracy, too much, too 
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hasty, too quick, unreflective, anti-canonic, lacking systematic grounding, not pay-
ing due attention to important distinctions, hierarchies, and values. Here, I pro-
pose an alternative reading of the cautionary calls that McPhail, Kertz-Welzel and 
I have, each in our own way, put forward. Underneath accounts that alarm us about 
the excesses that result from reliance on musical experience not linked firmly to 
disciplinary knowledge, underneath objections to the supposed anti-intellectual-
ism that accompanies community music, underneath objections to emancipatory 
potential of egalitarian free improvisation practices in the absence of a clear polit-
ical and/or educational purpose, underneath the fear that too much independence 
might lead students to unduly drop the task of learning the tradition and of situat-
ing themselves within it, there may lie a deep concern for the calamities that the 
democratic musical scandal might induce. This kind of fear of democracy is what 
Rancière provocatively refers to as hatred of democracy. Hatred of democracy is 
used here in the distinctive sense proposed by Rancière (2006). Its use presup-
poses that we adhere to a Rancièrian conception of democracy (see next section) 
and should be clearly distinguished from the discontent of democracy that Carlo 
Galli (2011) identified in his same-titled study. It should also be distinguished from 
superficial lay readings of the term.  

All three snapshots presented above seem to share the fear that too much de-
mocracy in music education might lead to uncontrollable, undesired, and ulti-
mately miseducative pathways. Rancière (2006) states that: 

[h]atred of democracy is certainly nothing new. Indeed, it is as old as democracy 
itself for a simple reason: the word itself is an expression of hatred. It was, in 
Ancient Greece, originally used as an insult by those who saw in the unnamea-
ble[sic] government of the multitude the ruin of any legitimate order. (2)  

Rancière (2006) holds that today, the fear of democracy is made manifest at mo-
ments when those who hold various positions of power denounce “mass individu-
alism” (2006, 23) and mass consumption, a move that is usually followed by 
accusing May 1968 for supposedly celebrating a democracy without limits, leading 
to “catastrophic effects” (66). Inevitably, education has been regarded as an im-
portant social institution corroded by the excesses of “false democracy” 
(Lipovetsky 1983, 146, as cited in Rancière 2006, 67). Rancière cites Jean-Claude 
Milner’s De l’ecole (1984) as a characteristic example of this line of thought. De 
l’ecole is a fierce critique of “policies that diluted the disciplinary rigor of the cur-
riculum and undermined the institution’s mission to produce intellectually auton-
omous republican citizens” (Sacks 2017, 53). Milner argues against the corrosion 
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of teacher’s authority that has resulted from lowering “teacher qualification stand-
ards regarding disciplinary expertise, a more symptomatic, in his eyes, of the den-
igration of scholarly knowledge” (Sacks 2017, 53).  In a recent book that bears the 
same title as Milner’s, seminal Greek scholar and public intellectual Stavros Zou-
boulakis (2017) offers a similar critique, lamenting the demise of school authority, 
expertise, lack of focus on disciplinary knowledge, celebration of informal forms of 
knowing, and of the need to listen to the student’s “voice,” arguing that this is but 
a misguided and misinformed version of a false conception of democracy. For such 
scholars, “the schoolmaster becomes the last witness of civilization” (Rancière 
2006, 26), a vanishing figure that should be recast as a “conveyor of the universal 
knowledge that renders virgin souls equal” (26).  The teacher’s role thus conceived 
is almost extinct, so the argument goes, as a result of democratization of education, 
constantly under attack by “the adolescent-punk who, against Kant and Plato, de-
mands the right to his or her own opinion” (27). Disrespectful to intellectual tradi-
tion, driven by their ignorance, students have been misguided, led to believe that 
they could be equals to the “master.” And the teachers, misguided also, have been 
led “to discuss things equal to equal with his students, who themselves end up be-
ing put in the position of judging their schoolmaster” (Thiriet 1996, as cited in 
Rancière 2006, 26). 

For all these “calamities,” democracy is cursed as the problem: hierarchy, dis-
cipline, disciplinarity, depth, heritage, all seem to have been downgraded or disre-
garded by a homo democraticus that “becomes impatient whenever faced with 
competence” (Schnapper 2006, 124, as cited in Rancière 2006, 18). But is this the 
only way we might think of democracy? Is democracy a particular form of govern-
mental ruling that induces a particular form of society? Is democracy both “pro-
ducing” and produced by particular anthropological types (i.e., the consumerist 
individual)? Is democracy “an indistinct notion lumping together into a single 
whole a type of state order and a form of social life, a set of ways of being and a 
system of values” (Rancière 2006, 92)? If “[d]emocracy is neither a form of gov-
ernment that enables oligarchies to rule in the name of the people, nor … a form of 
society that governs the power of commodities” (96), then what can we learn from 
an examination of what democracy might be, and how might this help us to rethink 
issues of music creative engagement in educational contexts? 
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From Plato to CMinEd via Democratic An-archê 

Freedom: An “empty” property 

Rancière argues that Plato, who never approved his city's political regime, knew 
full well that freedom (eleutheria) of demos (the people) is “an empty property” 
(Rancière 1999, 8). Freedom of anyone to speak, think, and act as equal to anyone 
else despite objective inequalities of social, educational, and economic status was 
invented by Plato's fellow citizens as a fundamentally content-less concept. Free-
dom “is merely the position of those who have absolutely no other, no merit, no 
wealth” (Rancière 1999, 9). Freedom, this empty property, is the only property of 
demos. Therefore, the creation of demos designated the creation of a community 
that Aristotle, in his Athenian constitution, says “had no part in anything” (Aristo-
tle, as cited in Rancière 1999, 9). Demos instituted a body that breaks away from 
arithmetic order, from an order that is based on the law of kinship, of strength, or 
wealth.  

[W]hat the empty freedom of the Athenians presents philosophy with is the effect 
of another kind of equality, one that suspends mere arithmetic without setting up 
any kind of geometry. This equality is simply the equality of anyone at all with 
anyone else: in other words,... the absence of arkhê, the sheer contingency of any 
social order. (Rancière 1999, 15)  

One should bear in mind that the very term that designated equality based on 
an empty notion of freedom, democracy, was not invented by its supporters but by 
its critics. Plato, its most celebrated critic, reproaches it for that very reason: it is 
based on the freedom and equality of anyone. It is thus a mode of political action 
whose foundation is the absence of foundation, thus overturning “all the relations 
that structure human society” (Rancière 2006, 26). 

That is why in Plato’s Πολιτεία [Republic],5 the philosopher set himself the 
task of outlining the principles on which “the divine order of geometric proportion 
... regulates the real good” (Rancière 1999, 15). Plato’s divine mathematics replaced 
the crude arithmetic of the oligarchy (whereby power goes to those who have 
“more”) with the divine justice of geometry that was created according to a specific 
ordering of values (Αξίαι/ Axiai). But in doing so, he founded an Ideal city on the 
basis of the proscription of politics. 
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The 7th Title: Instituting the Democratic Archê (αρχή)  

Plato knew that this divine ordering of the city had to exclude politics and the dem-
ocratic scandal it induced. But he also knew that the democratic principle that in-
stituted the part of those that had no part in anything could not just be erased from 
the map of political thinking. So, when he set himself the task of listing the titles 
on the basis of which positions are assigned, and therefore on which the right to 
rule was based, he listed seven, not six, titles. These titles lead to seven principles—
archai (αρχές)—on which the right to rule can be grounded. Rancière invokes Han-
nah Arendt’s (1998, 177, 223) observation that in Greek, archê “means at once 
commandment and commencement” (Rancière 2006, 38). 

The seven principles signify who has “the power of commencing in the exercise 
of commanding” (Rancière 2006, 39).  In his Book 3 of Νόµοι (The Laws), Plato 
(2016) discusses these principles: Four of them relate to birth, based on the law of 
kinship. This leads to the establishment of precedence of something over some-
thing else: “such is the power of” (39): 1) parents over children; 2) old over the 
young; 3) masters over slaves; 4) “highborn people over men of no account” (39.). 
The next two titles are formed on the basis of “natural” precedence (the law of the 
“best”): 5) “the strongest [exercise their power] over the weakest” (39), and 6) 
“those who know [exercise their power] over those who are ignorant” (Rancière 
2006, 40). 

These six titles are (a) hierarchical and (b) “natural” (adhere to what seems as 
naturally existing). However, principles 5 and 6 create a rupture with “the law of 
kinship.” They thus invite us to ask: how do we define strength and knowledge? As 
Rancière (2006) says, “That is where politics begins” (40). It begins right at the 
moment when the question of excellence is formed, when the question of hierar-
chical superiority is disjointed “from the sole right of birth” (40). But right at that 
moment, Plato encounters: 

a strange object, a seventh title to occupy the superior and inferior positions, a 
title that is not a title, and that, the Athenian tells us, is nevertheless considered 
to be the most just: the title of that authority that has the “favour of heaven and 
fortune”: the choice of the god of chance, the drawing of lots, i.e., the democratic 
procedure by which a people of equals decides the distribution of places. Therein 
lies the scandal. (Rancière 2006, 40)  

This is the seventh title: chance; that is, “the drawing of lots” (Rancière 2006, 
40). For Rancière, the democratic procedure of randomly deciding how people who 
are considered equal are going to occupy particular roles can be seen as the root of 
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democracy’s scandalous character. The scandal that the seventh title initiates is 
that it leads to a break away from any hierarchical logic. In this sense, the seventh 
title is “a title that refutes itself” (Rancière 2006, 41), instituting “the absence of 
title” (Rancière 2006, 41). Rancière argues that this is the basis of Democracy: the 
idea that anyone can rule. Thus, “Democracy first of all means this: anarchic ‘gov-
ernment,’ one based on nothing other than the absence of every title to govern” 
(Rancière 2006, 41). In this sense,  

Democracy is neither a form of government that enables oligarchies to rule in the 
name of the people, nor is it a form of society that governs the power of commod-
ities. It is the action that constantly wrests the monopoly of public life from oli-
garchic governments, and the omnipotence over lives from the power of wealth. 
(Rancière 2006, 96) 

Why did Plato decide to list this “title” that is a non-title among the rest? Was 
it only because it was practically used in his time? Rancière denies this latter ex-
planation. He tells us that Plato had to list this title because 1) this title that was no 
title appeared to remain true to a virtue that he considered of utmost importance 
in relation to the exercise of power, namely, that commandment should not be de-
sired by those who exercise it: “the democratic procedure of drawing lots is com-
patible with the principle of the power of experts on one point, which is essential: 
good government is the government of those who do not desire to govern” 
(Rancière 2006, 43). Moreover, 2) chance satisfies the Platonic imperative for cor-
recting the tendency to identity the “best” with the “richest,” that is, of the prop-
erty-owners by birth. It thus creates “a structural heterotopy between the principle 
of government and the principle of Society” (45), which puts a limit to the power 
of wealth.  

 

The Common Base of Art and Democratic Politics 

In trying to show why democracy had to be eliminated, Plato reveals what is most 
important about it: it is founded on the absence of foundation. He thus makes us 
aware of democracy's uniqueness—the creation of a space where freedom as an 
empty property belongs equally to all.  

Plato did not only proscribe democracy from his ideal city Kalipolis (good/vir-
tuous city); he also proscribed the poets. Rancière (2009) insists that we should 
reject the dominant reading of Plato's stance towards technai that sees this as “the 
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mark of a political proscription of art” (26). Instead, he claims that Plato pro-
scribed both the arts and politics in a single stroke, because democratic politics 
and the arts have a common base.  

Let us see what this means. In Plato's Kalipolis, the makers of art, the mimeti-
cians, are perceived as dangerous. Why? Because they take on a character other 
than their own, violating the basic principle of the well-ordered community: that 
everyone should be assigned a single role in accordance with their nature. Extend-
ing this, we could say that art is dangerous because it enables people to experience 
worlds other than their own. As Rancière (2004) says, “the mimetician is, by defi-
nition, a double being. He does two things at once, whereas the principle of a well-
organized community is that each person only does the one thing that they were 
destined to do by their ‘nature’” (42). Rancière (2009) argues that democratic pol-
itics upset this very principle as well, enabling people to form a space wherein a 
community of equals thinks and acts politically, a space that enables them to break 
away from their everyday social position, a space ruled by freedom, that empty 
principle. Politics enables people to do something other than their work, which has 
been dictated by their nature: 

The democratic distribution of the sensible makes the worker into a double being. 
It removes the artisan from “his” place, the domestic space of work, and gives him 
“time” to occupy the space of public discussions and take on the identity of a de-
liberative citizen. The mimetic act of splitting in two, which is at work in theatrical 
space, consecrates this duality and makes it visible. (Rancière 2004, 43) 

Here, the bond that links politics and art becomes clear. Plato worried about 
the “danger” of the arts, their uncontrollable aspects, and the perils of democracy, 
exactly because both the arts and the political assembly of citizens are two “forms 
of distribution of the sensible” (Rancière 2009, 26) that share a common root: they 
are “spaces of heterogeneity” (26), creating a context for freedom––the second 
[politics] because it enables people to “do something other than their work” (26), 
and the first [the arts] because within its realm people “might assume a character 
other than their own” (26). Rancière (2009) puts it this way: “Theatre and assem-
bly: these are two interdependent forms of the same distribution, two spaces of 
heterogeneity that Plato was obliged to repudiate at the same time in order to con-
stitute his Republic as the organic life of the community” (26). 
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The Democratic Imperative of CMinEd: A View from Rancière 

Paolo Virno has taught us that the past is not neatly handed down to us; it is always 
instituted in retrospect through a looking-backwards gaze that is inevitably im-
bued with concerns of the present: 

One could say that we find ourselves in front of a locked safe whose treasure re-
mains inaccessible because no one can remember the combination. The tradition 
is instituted retrospectively. The heritage begins to exist only from the moment 
that it is claimed. The safe’s precious contents materialize only when we break 
into it (Virno in Henninger 2006, 150).  

Heritage exists from the moment one situates one’s work within it, and Virno 
insists that this is “a gesture of modesty” (Henninger 2006, 150). Creative Music 
in Education [CMinED] practices shaped what George Odam (2000) has called 
“the creative dream.” Naturally, such practices induced considerable controversy 
both in the 1960s and early 70s (see, for example, Lansky 1971, Winters 1970) and 
at different moments since then. For some, CMinED has been the epitome of pro-
gressive education (Odam 2000); others believe that this was yet another failed 
educational provocation that offered a distorted approach to musical knowledge 
(Salaman 1983, Rainbow 1996); others think of it as a provocative endeavor that 
arbitrarily imposed, nevertheless, rationales and concerns of the avant-garde in 
education (Green 2016). Other studies have focused on the roots, the potentials, 
and the contradictions that emerged through CMinED practices (Cox 2002, 2006; 
Finney 2011, Finney, Philpott, and Spruce 2020, Kanellopoulos 2011, 2021; Pitts 
2000, Spencer 2016).  

CMinED has shaped teaching approaches that foreground improvisation and 
collaborative composition inspired by the radical openings of avant-garde and ex-
perimental musics from the 1960s onwards (Bašić 1973, Barry 1985, Cardew 1969, 
Friedemann 1969, 1973; Paynter and Aston 1970, Schafer 1965, Self 1967, Tilbury 
2008). In creating a context for students to explore, cooperate, co-discover, share, 
invent, organize, and co-create, CMinED presupposes and, at the same time, culti-
vates a deep trust in the power of children to spontaneously grapple with issues of 
expressiveness, form, and meaning. CMinED has cultivated an aura of wonder and 
admiration—the result of adults/teachers’ close attention to the outcomes of chil-
dren’s spontaneity (Pond 1980, Kanellopoulos 2000, Sundin 1997). Such practices 
maintain complex links with the radical openings of avant-garde and experimental 
music (Kanellopoulos 2021, Paynter 1972, Self 1967, Hickey 2015, Woods 2020), 
as well as with free improvisation (Barry 1985, Prévost 1995, Saladin 2009). 
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Within a Creative Music in Education [CMinED] ethic, experimentation molds 
a mode of teaching practice that has its roots in Rousseau’s dictum that the “‘most 
important rule’ for the educator is ‘not to gain time but to lose it’” (Shuffelton 2017, 
837). This meant that “letting the child’s experience follow its course without the 
interference of the teacher’s concepts or precepts” (Løvlie 2002, 337, as cited in 
Shuffelton 2017, 844) became a guiding principle for a number of approaches that 
sought to create a meeting point between musical experimentations and young 
people’s thirst for experimentation with the world. This egalitarian orientation has 
shaped modes of teaching practices that materialize in what Michael Fielding has 
referred to as “the insistent affirmation of possibility” (Fielding 2007, 551). Acting 
on the basis of this principle means that one is determined to “open up opportunity 
in significant part by refusing to adversely label, grade, pigeon-hole or circum-
scribe persons in the ubiquitous, often subtle, ways to which most societies in the 
world have become so distressingly accustomed” (Fielding 2014, 91).  

The educational vision that was constructed through CMinED practices points 
towards a democratization of music making in educational settings by creating a 
context wherein the question of who has the right to create original music has been 
given a simple, yet profoundly unsettling answer: anyone who engages with music 
and its learning is a legitimate music creator, as open experimentation with sounds 
and structures signifies at once both learning and creation. At the same time, 
CMinED practitioners also wish to establish firm links between educational prac-
tices and music practices that break new grounds, question traditional givens, and 
do not enjoy mass popularity, given their relationship to rather marginal but sig-
nificant musical and cultural trends. It thus approaches education as a culture-
making enterprise and not merely as a culture transmission process; also, it ap-
proaches music making and music education as a space of autonomy that resists 
instrumental approaches. Democracy, creativity, and autonomy should therefore 
be seen as core and deeply intertwined concerns of a CMinED ethic, even if explicit 
reference to the political implications of its practices has been rather sparse.  

 

Free Improvisation in Education as the 7th Title: An-anarchic Music 
Entrance to the Scandal of Democracy6 

CMinEd brought to the fore the an-archic provocation that each and every child 
might be a creator and also established firm links with aspects of contemporary 
culture that endorse an open approach to creation, performance, listening, and 
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control; therefore, opening up the issue of how concrete music/pedagogical actions 
might “practice democracy.” What I would like to suggest is that free music im-
provisation, as a music and educational practice that forms an unduly neglected 
aspect of CMinEd, constitutes “a symbolic and an embodied representation of hu-
man potential and freedom” (Fischlin, Heble, and Lipsitz 2013, 15), and can  be 
seen as a musical gesture that, within the realm of art, occupies a position analo-
gous to that of the Platonic seventh title: a mode of music making that institutes 
the absence of orderly plan, creates a space of possibilities based on an archê, a 
principle that is none other than the absence of principle. Freedom, in this context, 
should not be seen as “mere freedom to choose” (Woodford 2018, 35) but as an 
enabling condition, a condition that makes possible for someone to be-in-music 
and act-in-music in ways that go beyond what is socially dictated. Free improvisa-
tion resists stylistic conventions, initiates a breach of inherited structural logics, 
reserving for its participants the right to decide “the rules of the game” in situ. This 
might enable us to also argue that free musical improvisation, by virtue of its being 
analogous to an archê that is none, brings democracy back to the very core of mu-
sic-making.  

Free improvisation is based on the absence of pre-defined principles of action 
borrowed from extant musical styles. It invites the players to delve into a “design-
less purpose” (Prévost 1995, 109) where, “though [one] cannot predict how or what 
[one] will play, every note is intentional” (123), not in the sense that it is pre-
planned, of course, but in the sense it becomes an irrevocable part of an action that 
is part of this unpredictable performance and becomes material for a continuous 
dialectic between heurism and dialogue. Free improviser Eddie Prévost has sug-
gested the notion of heuristic dialogue to refer to acts of discovery that result from 
the constant interaction between formulation of concrete intentions and the act of 
letting go, that is, of inviting the “intrusion” of unplanned musical actions. This is 
a dialogue between the results of unforeseen musical actions and the conscious 
attribution of meaning; Prévost (1995) regards this as an “inner debate” (3). Fur-
ther, he refers to dialogical heurism to capture the richness resulting from differing 
the personal musical intentions of partners in improvisation and of the unexpected 
sonorities and music configurations resulting from the interaction between inner 
and outer debate. “Inner debate meets outer debate” (Prévost 1995, 3) in the 
knowledge that “there is nothing to co-ordinate or synchronise the intentions of 
the musicians as the music unfolds” (Hodgkinson 2000, 30). Conscious abolition 
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of pre-defined means that coordinate intentions exist side by side with the irrevo-
cability of musical actions. This induces a particular sense of responsibility in the 
musical moment and to the improvised performance as a whole; responsibility 
takes on a particular sense related to the fragility of the actions uttered. Ratté 
(1997) says that “[a]n action, which cannot be undone, is greeted by a context that 
shows up the fragility of the justification for the decision that led to it. This fragility, 
once registered, motivates a concentration of judgement in the decision taker” (31). 
But the “decision taker” should not be thought of as a fully conscious, bounded self, 
but as a porous, constantly de-centered self that negotiates “across the boundary 
between the individual and the pre-individual field that remains with us, inside us, 
but without being exactly a part of us, forming our individual nature” (Hodgkinson 
2019, 4). 

Fragility of justification, vulnerability of musical actions, abolition of secure 
means of controlling development, experimentation with the unknown––these as-
pects of the improvisation experience seem to point towards what French musician 
and theorist Mathew Saladin (2009) refers to as improvisation’s “lack of identity” 
(148). Saladin argues that this lack of identity in free improvisation seems to ex-
press its political dimension (148). He also notes:  

This constituting lack is not a gap which should be bridged within free improvi-
sation; on the contrary, this lack is the empty space which allows it to exist. This 
empty space manifests itself both in the absence of rules which would come to 
outline its contours and in the absence of a right required to practice it. (Saladin 
2009, 148) 

Not only absence of rules, reliance on the “drawing of lots,” (Rancière 2006, 
40) but also, absence of any exclusivity over who has the right to practice it: it is in 
this sense that free improvisation might be apprehended as an an-archic musical 
mode of action. In free improvisation, freedom emerges as an empty property, as 
that “quality” that is shared by anyone on the basis of equality (see Kanellopoulos 
2016, Kanellopoulos, Wright, Stefanou, and Lang 2016, Niknafs 2013). But equal-
ity should be understood in a very specific sense: as an axiom, as a principle that is 
presupposed and not as an end-moment, as a state towards which we are driven. 
Equality as an axiom means that it is “a point of departure, a supposition to main-
tain in every circumstance” (Rancière 1991, 138; Rancière 2010, Kanellopoulos 
2016); it also means that actions based on this axiom are acts of verification of 
equality, actions that directly confront particular forms of inequality; it is in mo-
ments where inequalities meet with the creation of scenes that verify equality that 
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the possibility for rupture emerges. For “the construction of scenes of equality is 
dependent on what existing forms of inequality bring to it” (Rancière 2012, 112). 

 

Studious Play as An-Archic Pedagogy 

The foregoing analysis suggests that Creative Music in Education, and in particu-
lar, free improvisation, may actually be seen as contexts that bring forward the an-
archic trouble that the scandal of democracy induces. The space of freedom that 
opens up on the basis of an-archê suspends given uses and hierarchies of sounds, 
materials, and forms of organization. An important question that can be posed is 
this: how could one conceive of the process of pedagogy that centers around an 
an-archic treatment of music? This pedagogical process can be characterized as 
studious play as conceptualised by Giorgio Agamben (2005, also Agamben 1995, 
2007) and applied in the field of philosophy of education by Lewis (2013, 2014), 
Jasinski (2018), and Jasinski and Lewis (2016). 

For Jasinski and Lewis (2016), studious play paves a distinct pathway that 
breaks away from both ritual and play. Whereas ritual fixes patterns and meanings 
of human activity, play demolishes those very structured pattens: “play is a kind of 
suspension of ends or of predetermined uses that are set by the normative pres-
sures of ritual” (Jasinski and Lewis 2016, 544). At the root of ritual schooling lies 
disciplinary knowledge that shapes systematic curricular instruction: “ritual 
schooling—as social baptism—transmits cultural traditions” (Lewis 2014, 203). 
Free play, on the other hand, “refuses to transmit anything beyond the event of 
play itself” (Lewis 2014, 203). Studious play breaks through this polarity, opening 
up another possibility. Here, the focus is neither on transmitting elements of the 
tradition [ritual], nor in mere ludic acts of self-expression. Lewis states that “[a]s 
a third option, studious play is neither the transmission of specific content (specific 
norms, values, and ways of being in the world), nor is it the impossibility of trans-
mission” (Lewis 2014, 206).  

Studious play suspends the ordinary canonic use of knowledge, performing an 
act of profanation. Suspension is an act of “de-privatization, de-socialization or de-
appropriation; it sets something free” (Masschelein and Simons 2011, 158). Profa-
nation, in Agamben’s (2007) sense, is an act of moving beyond the sacred character 
of knowledge, freeing it from its canonic, hierarchal use and function, opening it 
up for playful engagement “at everyone’s disposal for ‘free use’” (Masschelein and 
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Simons 2011, 159). Profanation induces playing with ideas, studying them in un-
expected ways, studying them away from their formal function and application. 
Lewis (2014) states that “studious play heals the laceration by proposing attentive-
ness to the potentiality of things and signs suspended from any determinate use” 
(204). Based on a sharply different reading of the profane/sacred distinction than 
the one advanced by Durkheim—used by McPhail and Rata (2019, 120) in their 
effort to build an argument about the democratic potential of disciplinary 
knowledge—Agamben (2007) sees profanation as an act of opening up and as 
sharply distinct from secularization. “Secularization is a form of repression” (76), 
whereas profanation: 

neutralizes what it profanes. Once profaned, that which was unavailable and sep-
arate loses its aura and is returned to use. Both are political operations: the first 
guarantees the exercise of power by carrying it back to a sacred model; the second 
deactivates the apparatuses of power and returns to common use the spaces that 
power had seized. (Agamben 2007, 76).  

Secularization removes past knowledge from the historical roots of its meaning, 
but commodifies it, rendering it as means to the end of producing “flexible” 
knowledge consumers within the sacred ruling of market ideology (see also 
Zartaloudis 2010). Profanation frees an object, or an idea, from acceptable uses 
and sets it free “as means without an end” (Zartaloudis 2010, 308). 

A pedagogy of studious play seeks to pave a way that cuts through both the 
imposed repetition that results from induction into musical traditions and from 
problematic notions of creative music-making as mere self-expression. In a peda-
gogy of studious play, aspects of tradition—musical knowledge and musical prac-
tices that have been developed by other people in other contexts over time and in 
different places—become playful resources put into unexpected uses; they are 
means for making ever new beginnings (αρχές/ archês) by profane acts of music 
making that play and re-turn the rules (αρχές/ archês) of tradition. Thus, a peda-
gogy of studious play operates at the intersection between the two notions of archê: 
creative music making becomes a source of new beginnings (archês) through a 
playful engagement with the rules [archês] of music. What I argue here is that a 
pedagogy of studious play nurtures modes of pedagogical action that center on this 
ambiguity between setting a creative process into motion and playing “with the 
rules,” continually creating meaning and destroying it. It is in this distinctive sense 
that CMinED practices centering on experimental composing and improvising 
might be seen as holding the potential to stage the scandal of democracy, creating 
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a context for the appearance of what Rancière (2006) calls the “democratic excess” 
(41), exploring potentiality without pre-determinate ends. For as Lewis (2014) as-
serts:  

Studious play is the transmission of whatever remains effective within the 
crumbs of tradition—the crumbness of tradition. This is a strange operation 
whereby the impossible is given back to itself as a positive ground for experienc-
ing potentiality without submitting this potentiality to any pre-determinate force. 
(207) 

In this way, music education might indeed need to be conservative (Ferm-
Almqvist, Benedict, and Kanellopoulos 2017), but in a very specific sense: resisting 
neoliberalism, it needs to conserve the spirit of openness that the scandal of de-
mocracy has made available, an openness that free improviser and community mu-
sician Paddy Gordon (2017) has described thus: 

and then all of a sudden the unknown presents not as a void into which one might 
tumble, a disorienting and anxiety-bound severing of convention, but rather a 
blooming space of childlike wonder and delight, where in each instance we can 
make and remake without conventions that initiate foreclosures of possibility, 
knowing without knowing that we will always respond appropriately because we 
are always responding intuitively. (3) 

This approach makes it possible to move beyond restrictive polarities such as 
those which place “the canon or the kids” (McPhail 2013, 7) at the center of the 
discussion. It allows us to suggest that neither the canon, nor the kids, but studious 
play with sounds, and the ways that these sounds have and can be placed together 
and in relation to human beings who play and/or listen to them, opens up an un-
charted but immensely creative territory. From a philosophy of music education 
perspective, the pedagogy of studious play that I have tried to sketch in this paper 
might be seen as extending Randall Allsup's (2013, 2016) perspective on the ped-
agogy of open texts and its emphasis on unbounded musical events, on tradition 
as guest, on student as host, and on “teacher as guide” (2013, 67). Building on All-
sup, one could suggest that teaching does not seek control over the learning pro-
cess to ensure that disciplinary knowledge is passed on; rather, teaching initiates 
studious play and renders it a core quality of “the four resources that fund student 
learning: communication, inquiry, construction and expression” (Allsup 2016, 96). 
In this view, what appears as unstructured may be the result of the muddiness of 
the democratic scandal that studious play brings to the process of education. It 
allows techniques and ideas to be put into unexpected uses; it profanes them, eas-
ing them out (Lewis 2013), making them available for free use. To use Jasinski’s 
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(2018) formulation, it permits “finding new (profane) uses of established (sacred) 
practices” (63). 

It must be emphasized that such a vision, which builds on and radicalizes the 
CMinED heritage that sought to build important links between democracy, crea-
tivity, and autonomy, retains a deeply critical stance toward market-based instru-
mentalization of music learning resulting from the deluge of neoliberalization of 
education that “amplifies voice, while paradoxically curtailing agency” (Schmidt 
2021). Neoliberalization of education imposes a mechanistic framework that se-
verely undermines the democratic mission of education (Ball 2003, Gielen 2013, 
Rüsselbæk Hansen, and Phelan 2019). It also trivializes “creativity” by viewing it 
as an integral aspect of the entrepreneurial mindset that, as we are told, needs to 
be cultivated in an education that prepares the young for 21st century challenges 
(for a critique of these developments see Baldacchino 2013, Darras 2011, Kalin 
2018, Kanellopoulos 2015, Kanellopoulos and Barahanou 2020).  

Despite their differences, the rationales that underpin the cautionary tales 
forming the first part of this essay share a strong commitment against instrumen-
talization of creative engagement in music education, which, of course, does not 
mean that they are immune to “hatred of democracy,” as I hope to have shown.  
The “muddiness” of democracy has always puzzled educators. Often, it has been 
seen as threatening, inducing fear, even in cases where teaching has actually tried 
to encourage the appearance of the “democratic scandal.” Hence, we, music edu-
cators, often choose to be on the safe side, preferring to “include” creative activities 
in the curriculum rather than to explore the radical potential of composing and 
improvising with our students. Against this preference for safety, I have tried to 
show in this essay how CMinED practices might be a means for practicing democ-
racy through the emergence of a pedagogy of studious play: this in the knowledge 
that I fail daily in the task proposed here. However, I still believe that the topical 
and ephemeral moments of democratic education I and many other music educa-
tors have experienced are to be treasured as immensely valuable experiences for 
us and our students alike. 
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Notes 

1 This, of course, does not mean that CMinED followed a uniform trajectory of de-
velopment; quite the contrary: it flourished in a number of places and contexts, 
more than what is usually assumed in the dominant literature, and of course it has 
not been devoid of failures, contradictions, and partialities. 
 
2 See John Baldacchino’s (2013, 2020) reference to instumentalism as “that ability 
by which human reason comes to experiment, discover and assemble” (2020, p. 
52), emphasising the materiality of concepts. As Baldacchino notes, in Dewey’s 
universe “instrumentalism stood for a conceptualization of production that aligned 
itself to experimental concepts of knowledge and education that articulated and 
expressed the idea of a common spirit reflecting common needs.” (2013, 349). 
 
3  “The Scandal of (Musical) Democracy,” University of Thessaly, see 
http://www.ece.uth.gr/main/content/695-scandal-musical-democracy-collec-
tive-composing-and-improvising-early-childhood-universit  
 
4 These include: (a) “Elevated music” an improvised performance that took place 
in an open-air shopping mall in Volos, Greece (7/7/2016), in collaboration with 
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free improvisation group Acte Vide, and composers Dora Panagopoulou and Tim 
Ward; (b) music for two performances by Natassa Avra Dance Company: “Rear-
rangement 2” (2017), http://www.dancepress.gr/?i=news.el.performances.4056 
and “Co-existence” (2012), http://www.dancepress.gr/?i=news.el.perfor-
mances.1796; (c) Piecemeal II—a graphic score performance, open to all partici-
pants of the 3rd International Conference on Ambiances, held at the department 
of Architecture, Thessaly University, 2016. In 2018 the group released a sample of 
its music in the French label Armures Provisoires: https://armuresprovi-
soires.bandcamp.com/album/three-improvisation-moments   
 
5 In the introduction of Plato’s Politeia, the editors state that the original title of 
the work, Πολιτεία [Politeia], should better be rendered as ‘the State’, ‘Govern-
ment’ or ‘Citizenship’, and that its translation as Republic derives “from the Latin, 
of Cicero's De Republica” (Emlyn-Jones and Preddy, 2013, vii) and is rather mis-
leading. 
 
6 Every time one attempts to bring back to the table the right of anyone to forge an 
equal voice, a skeptic warning arises that this opens the door to populism, Trump-
ism, bullshit (Frankfurt 2005), an anything goes stance, mediocracy, meaningless-
ness, and so on. As response to this claim, it can be argued that the problem with 
populism is neither that one does and talks as they please, nor its disregard of 
“high” art forms and standards of excellence. Various elites perform both of these 
without being “populist.” The problem with populism is that it fervently wishes to 
gain power and disrupt all other points of view, all differences, shutting down dia-
logue, erasing plurality. Incidentally, this is the reason for Trump’s preference for 
engaging in legal proceedings every time a law prevents him from doing as he 
pleases (Butler 2020). Responding to similar accusations regarding “indiscrimi-
nate openness towards the demand of the other” Rosine Kelz (2016) has argued 
that “this concern … could be mitigated when we recall the philosophical starting 
point of the notion of otherness. The disposition towards the other where other-
ness cannot be denied wants to avoid a way of thinking that would reduce the other 
to the same” (105).  


