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In this article, we argue that mainstream discourses of diversity in music education 
are ocularcentric; that is, they provide a one-sided way of understanding diversity 
that has prevented music educators from seeing our biases. In remedying these 
local and national professional blindspots, we propose transnational knowledge 
production, which we explore through our own experiences in an ongoing research 
project aiming to co-develop intercultural music teacher education through institu-
tional collaboration. We argue for a heterogenous, kaleidoscopic reflexivity towards 
diversity that takes into account the complexity of intercultural negotiation through 
knowledge production, including the ethico-political dimensions of such interac-
tions. We believe such reflexivity to be one of the most important goals for music 
teacher education today. 
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he mainstream diversity discourse in music teacher education has long 
been, and still is, that of multiculturalism—a world of ideas which has 
quite rightly countered the long-standing hegemony of Western 

classical music, and that promotes the value of acquiring hands-on knowledge 
and culture-sensitive understandings of the world’s musical diversity. The 
“multicultural education movement” (Howard, Swanson, and Campbell 2014, 
26; see e.g. Roberts and Campbell 2015) celebrates the cultural richness of all 
localities, nationalities, ethnicities, communities, and identities in its ground-
edness in the intersections of music, culture, and ethnicity (Campbell 2004; 
Campbell et al. 2005; Harris 2006; Schippers 2010; Volk 1998). However, 
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these celebrations have also resulted in a tendency to further ethnicize and 
even racialize music by establishing the ethnicity as the main criteria—or 
political agenda—for musical diversity (Volk 1998). In this way, tying “musical 
cultures,” peoples, and geographical locations together has allowed for sim-
plistic distinctions and labels to be applied to categories of musical knowledge, 
identities, and experiences. Thus, the well-intentioned aims of multicultural 
music education to make space for the world’s many musical cultures at the 
same time produces a fixed epistemological picture of world musics, a musical 
mappa mundi (Karlsen and Westerlund 2015) of how diversity exists in our 
realities and how knowledge of diversity is produced; in other words, how we 
should understand diversity in music education. Within the musical mappa 
mundi, the varieties of knowledge arising from traditions exist harmoniously, 
and the interaction between cultures in education is simply about giving space 
for another kind of knowledge, diverse values, and principles, all positive and 
enriching contributions to the human life.  

This dominant multicultural discourse is one not only pertinent to the 
fields of education or teacher education, but can be seen in the foundations of 
political and policy decision-making with regards to how people from various 
cultures should live together (Kymlicka 2010). It appeared on the political and 
philosophical agenda in the 1960s, in response to migration and with the three 
principles of liberal democracy: liberty, equality, and unity (Parekh 2016, 
266). Central to this was how to accommodate diversity within the unity of the 
society without violating the liberty and equality of minorities (267). Critiqu-
ing this dominant discourse, the sociologist Bauman (2011) notes that while 
multiculturalism allows for cultural space, it also allows people to remain 
distinct from one another, and thereby assume that they have “the right to be 
indifferent to difference” (59). According to him, we ought rather to learn and 
practice “the art of living with difference” (Bauman 2010, 151), that is, to 
navigate in a world in which cultural diversity exists and learn how to move 
between cultures.  

Notwithstanding our recognition of the contributions of multicultural mu-
sic education, we argue that one of the central issues that prevents music 
educators from fully seeing our biases is the very notion of diversity and the 
ideological context within which this notion is produced. The mappa mundi of 
multiculturalist music education, particularly in its simplified form, is not 
sufficient to tackle the broad range of diversity issues found in today’s socie-
ties, nor can it adequately guide our responses to the rapidly changing compo-
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sition of hybrid super-diverse societies (Cantle 2012). The kind of multicultur-
alism that promotes and preserves the authenticity of musical traditions is 
insufficient in situations where authenticity can be set against the horizons 
upon which global ethics insist, as we will point out later in this article. In 
music education scholarship, the practice-turn, with its emphasis on musical 
norms and principles, has not helped in this respect (Elliott 1995). Multicul-
turalism avoids dealing with the fact that not all music- and identity-related 
diversities in society are exclusively positive or worth celebrating; at least not 
from everyone’s perspective. In other words, musical cultures, or practices, 
may involve exclusion or unjustified distinction based on, for instance, issues 
of race, gender, social class, or caste, to name just a few. Multicultural music 
education has not been dynamic enough to highlight the contextual—social, 
political, and ethical etc.—situatedness of musical encounters. Such a situat-
edness determines what is taught, how it is taught, who is considered legiti-
mate as a teacher, and why certain behaviors occur and certain repertoires are 
preferred or chosen, how the participants’ experiences and identities are 
played out, and how these intersect, blend in fruitful ways, and sometimes 
collide (Karlsen and Westerlund 2015). In its discursive emphasis, multicul-
tural music education prioritizes distinction and preservation, and thus fails to 
see the process of knowledge construction as a fundamentally dialogic, co-
constructed process towards something new. In other words, such education 
should not simply be about multiculturalism, or music, but also about educa-
tion in a critical sense. As a hegemonic ideology of diversity, multiculturalism 
may indeed obscure forms of inequality and injustice that fall outside of its 
conceptual frames, and as such we may believe that diversity is “properly 
taken care of” while, in fact, much remains to be done (Karlsen 2017). The 
failure of multiculturalism to address social and political locatedness and 
injustice in music education has been discussed by Bradley (2015) and Hess 
(2013) among others, both pointing out the insufficiency with which this 
framework has addressed matters of race. Moreover, as Vaugeois (2007) 
claims, the discourse of multiculturalism as such “creates definitional exclu-
sion” (173), and has been employed in a much too innocent way in music 
education, not taking into account its exclusionary properties.  

Recognizing the need for a broader transformation of and within music 
teacher education than simply disrupting the dominance of Western art music 
traditions, we identify a need to develop a more heterogenous, ethically and 
politically conscious kaleidoscopic reflexivity in music teacher education as a 
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response to what we in this article call “ocularcentrism of diversity.” By ocu-
larcentrism of diversity we refer to an understanding of diversity in music 
education that is based on categorization and classification, which is accom-
plished through “naming and ordering, taxonomization, that turns difference 
visible, seen and perceived in particular ways” (Ahonen and Tierari 2015, 
273). Through a more kaleidoscopic approach, we may better tackle the 
dynamics of diversity that influence knowledge production in music education 
more generally (Westerlund 2002, 224; see also, Abdallah-Pretceille 2006; 
Laes 2017). We also propose that diversity could be approached from the 
perspectives of cross-cultural dialogue, intermingling and interaction, rather 
than cultural categorisation (Meer, Modood and Zapata-Barrero 2016). Our 
epistemological argument is that instead of perceiving the dissemination of 
the plurality of musical traditions as a conceptual “end-station” for tackling 
diversity, we need to develop a more wide-ranging form of reflexivity and 
critical contextuality to contest prevailing practices independent of whose 
practices are in question. Furthermore, we see a need to include countries 
from the majority world (Dasen and Akkari 2008)1 in scrutinizing the applica-
tion of the ‘multicultural view’ of diversity in music education, which was 
developed within the North-American discourse, but has spread to the world-
wide professional field. Moreover, we see that music teacher education needs 
to play a crucial role in developing this kind of reflexivity, which produces 
more than new musical skills (without underestimating the importance of 
these). In order to see beyond musical sounds and diverse musics, as present-
ed by the multicultural music education movement, we identify a need to 
intensify the existing work against the musico-pedagogical practice model 
that can surely embrace musical diversity through advancing practice-specific 
musical knowledge, skills, and even pedagogies (see e.g. Elliott and Silverman 
2015; Georgii-Hemming, Burnard and Holgersen 2013), but pushes the 
profession towards the sustenance of the past and preservation of traditions 
(Westerlund 2017). Thus the musico-pedagogical practice model may improve 
existing practices from a musical perspective but may prevent us from envi-
sioning other aspects of what quality might mean in music education (Laes 
and Westerlund 2017).  

 
Global visions through transnational collaboration 

We construct our argument in this article against the backdrop of an ongoing 
transnational collaborative research project which is grounded on the hypoth-



Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 16 (3)        
  

 
Westerlund, Heidi, and Sidsel Karlsen. 2017.  Knowledge production beyond local and 
national blindspots: Remedying professional ocularcentrism of diversity in music teacher 
education. Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 16 (3): 78–107. 
doi:10.22176/act16.3.78 

82 

esis that one effective way for teacher education to respond to the 21st-century 
challenge of diversity is through actual hands-on collaboration and “learning 
from each other” within and beyond institutional and national borders (Dar-
ling-Hammond and Lieberman 2012). The project, Global visions through 
mobilizing networks: Co-developing intercultural music teacher education in 
Finland, Israel and Nepal (hereafter Global visions) aims to develop music 
teacher education across local and national borders through an expanding 
international network of music teacher educators and researchers from the 
Sibelius Academy of the University of the Arts Helsinki, the Levinsky College 
of Education in Tel Aviv, and the Nepal Music Center in Kathmandu.2 The 
collaboration between the Sibelius Academy teachers and the Nepal Music 
Center (NMC) was initiated by an informal request from two NMC leaders to 
one Sibelius Academy professor to assist their institution in building music 
teacher education, as such education did not yet exist in Nepal. This collabora-
tion was initiated first through a teacher educators’ exchange project and was 
later continued and greatly expanded as part of the ongoing Global visions 
research project in which two doctoral and two postdoctoral researchers and 
two professors facilitate mutual co-construction of knowledge and thus build-
ing teacher capacity in Nepal Music Center, Kathmandu Valley schools, as well 
as at the Sibelius Academy. In this work, NMC teachers and other music 
teachers are heavily involved as co-constructors on all levels, practical and 
theoretical (see e.g. Shah, Tuladhar, Shrestha and Karki 2017; Treacy, 
Neupane and Thapa 2017; Treacy, Timonen, Kallio and Shah forthcoming). 

While Global visions encompasses several sub-studies in which data col-
lection takes place, it is not primarily an empirical project. Rather, it is a 
project in which the outcome of the interaction and collaboration between the 
different partners is thought to corroborate its grounding hypothesis. While 
data and data analysis are used to address the specific research questions in 
sub-studies, these studies, based on collaboration and co-construction of 
visions, serve as the starting point for our aim to theorize. Practice-driven 
theorizing is conducted by many of the contributions from all 15 researchers 
involved in Global visions (see e.g. Karlsen, Westerlund and Miettinen, 2016; 
Treacy, Timonen, Kallio and Shah, forthcoming), including this article. Other 
outcomes include the enacted transformations to higher music education 
practices based on the hybrid knowledge produced within the substudies and 
brought back into the collaborating institutions by the scholars conducting 
this particular part of the research (see e.g. Miettinen, Gluschankof and 
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Westerlund 2016; Timonen, Juntunen and Westerlund 2017). Consequently, 
Global visions is not a project limited to addressing challenges in the Finnish, 
Israeli, or Nepali educational contexts per se. Rather, the project, with its 
teacher educators’ network, is dedicated to co-developing knowledge for 
music teacher education on how to deal with the challenge of equipping future 
music teachers. 

Our view here is not so much all-inclusive as dynamic and contextually 
changing. While critiquing the multicultural paradigm and the related signifi-
ers of ethnicity and race that are characteristic of the multicultural discourse, 
the management and leadership scholars Ahonen and Tienari (2015) claim 
that many of the perspectives on diversity are “ocularcentric” and “panopti-
cal,” through their reliance “on observations, perception and recognition 
driven by one particular way of seeing and perceiving” (280). The term panop-
tical refers to one of the techniques of knowledge that Foucault (1977) took 
from Jeremy Bentham’s architectural design Panopticon in the mid-19th 
Century. Foucault used Panopticon as a metaphor to explore the relationship 
between systems of social control and people in a disciplinary situation, and 
the power-knowledge concept. According to Foucault, the Panopticon  

is an important mechanism for it automatizes and disindividualizes power. 
Power has its principle not so much in a person as in a certain concerted dis-
tribution of bodies, surfaces, lights, gazes; in an arrangement whose internal 
mechanisms produce the relation in which individuals are caught up. (Fou-
cault 1977, 231.) 

Panopticon is “polyvalent in its applications” and the schema can be used 
“whenever one is dealing with a multiplicity of individuals on whom a task or 
a particular form of behaviour [such as musical behaviour] must be imposed” 
(225). In this context, the ethico-politics of diversity, it does not matter who 
defines diversity, as the panoptical gaze produces diversity out of difference 
discursively. Importantly, as Ahonen and Tienari argue, even the critical 
approaches to diversity do not offer solutions unless they interrogate the 
means through which diversity knowledge is produced and take into account 
that any production of diversity knowledge is always “dangerous” and should 
alert us to be vigilant (284).  

Translated into the context of music teacher education and music educa-
tion research, such ocularcentrism might imply that issues of diversity in 
music education can become known, understood, organised and “managed” 
through one perspective only, and that is the one adopted in one’s immediate 
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context, whether this is local, national or scholarly-international. When this 
kind of ocularcentrism in music education scholarship transports its “critical” 
perspective into any educational context, or to transnational and cross-
cultural interactions, it negates the necessary skills and understandings to 
work within increasingly diverse environments and to become more reflexive 
about one’s local professional and educational starting points. We therefore 
draw upon and exchange our context-bound experiences and knowledge, 
acquired through interaction and hands-on collaboration of music teacher 
educators in countries and contexts that are significantly different in many 
ways. This experiential difference—in geographical location, demographics, 
historical, religious, linguistic, and political circumstance, and intensity of 
societal diversity—constitutes the biggest asset of the Global visions project. 
Along with the exchange of experiences and knowledge, we make use of a 
variety of methodological approaches so as to increase reflexivity of music 
teacher education that is meant to help us develop the teacher education 
programs at our own institutions.   
 

Knowledge production at the heart of transnational collaboration 

In what follows, we explore the production of diversity in and for higher music 
education institutions and music teacher education through the ongoing 
collaborative activities in the Global visions project, arguing that the politics 
of diversity may be seen as a form of knowledge. Furthermore, the means by 
which such knowledge is produced, in this case in transnational interaction 
and collaboration, are important in terms of how they invite the ethical pitfalls 
and paradoxes into the realm of reflection (Karlsen, Westerlund and Miet-
tinen 2016). Due to its design and nature, our ongoing research project re-
quires us to identify our own personal and professional understandings, and 
to constantly and critically re-examine and test these in relation to those in the 
international and majority-world music education field. Here, we draw upon 
examples from the Finnish-Nepali collaboration in particular, while striving 
for self-reflexivity and aiming to highlight the dynamics related to the ethico-
politics of diversity. If applied without investigating its own assumptions, 
history, and practices, even a critical lens can (re)produce the dynamic of the 
Panopticon; for instance, labelling “White” music produces and reinforces the 
boundaries of Blackness, or the critical demand on musical authenticity may 
prevent aspiring to a different kind of future. Put simply: While race and 
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racism might serve as an entry point for productive criticism of oppression in 
music education from a North-American point of view (see e.g. Bradley 2007; 
Hess 2015), it may not necessarily be a relevant lens for investigating social 
injustice in contexts in which other social dividers are in play, such as ethnici-
ty, caste and gender in Nepal. This may even be the case when it comes to 
transnational interaction. Enforcing one particular critical lens may instead 
(re)produce the very forms of inequity we intend to remedy. 

More specifically, we reflexively examine some of the conceptual under-
pinnings that have had an impact on higher education generally and thereby 
also on music teacher education, through which understandings of diversity 
have been developed. We also explore how transnational collaboration might 
push the boundaries of our understanding of diversity and create a wider 
reflexivity than our normal routinized local practices might allow. The struc-
ture of our exploration is threefold. We examine:  

1.   how various forces push higher education, therein also music teacher 
education, to become more transnational and diverse, and point out 
the importance of understanding the varying rationales for cross-
institutional collaboration as a way to respond to the needs and chal-
lenges of the increasingly super-diverse societies;  

2.   how reflexivity needs to be developed through multiple frameworks, 
including political frames, in order to avoid ocularcentrism of diversi-
ty;  

3.   how the paradoxes that have arisen from transnational knowledge 
production in the Global visions project call for a heterogenous, ethi-
cally, politically, and future-oriented reflexivity of the local-global dy-
namics of diversity. 

 

I. Understanding and navigating diversity in changing times 

Internationalization as a higher education policy demand 

The reactions of higher music education to the forces of globalization and the 
increasing awareness of diversity have varying rationales and are therefore 
vastly different with respect to their educational outcomes. In general, higher 
education and universities globally are pushed towards international collabo-
ration, often coined with the more recent term of globalization, in order to 
provide graduates with the necessary knowledge and skills for working in 
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diverse contexts. As such, international collaboration is not a new approach in 
universities. In the mid-1990s, internationalization was understood “as the 
process for integrating international/intercultural learning into the teaching 
and research, and service functions of an institution” (Olson and Peacock 
2012, 305). Beyond teacher and student exchanges, some universities follow 
specific local guidelines for increasing the diversity of the teacher and student 
populations. This aspect, which emphasizes the rights of minorities, is also 
present in the evaluation of university profiles, study programmes, and even 
research projects. Consequently, internationalization has become part of the 
administrative chores in the form of “managing diversity” (Ahonen and 
Tienari 2015) in higher education.  

Beyond these general university policies, study programmes often include 
courses that concentrate specifically on issues of diversity, social justice, and 
multicultural content integration. Some universities have developed pro-
grammes in which a large part of the studies are completed at an institution 
located in another country. One example of such an initiative is the GLOMAS 
international bachelor’s and master’s degree programmes at the Sibelius 
Academy (https://www.uniarts.fi/en/degree-requirements-sibelius-academy-
glomas), in which the students, coming from many different countries, do not 
necessarily share any musical tradition; the general aim of the studies is to 
learn with and from the others as well as in and through various contexts. 
Internationally, music teacher education programmes often have one course 
that deals with world music cultures, and to intensify experiences of diversity, 
some programmes also have courses in which student teachers can travel to 
foreign contexts to stretch their comfort zones. At our own university, the 
University of the Arts Helsinki, such exchange programs have been organised 
for a selected number of students (see e.g. http://mcau.fi/). What these 
solutions typically share is a positive attitude towards diversity, followed by 
some clear guidelines for politically correct behavior and language use, paired 
with instructions of how to avoid former mistakes of colonisation, western 
interpretations and pedagogies. Importantly, however, in international ex-
changes, the individual who travels to the new context is expected to change or 
to move out of personal comfort zones, whereas the exchange as such is not 
expected to transform the host institutions.  
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Varying political interests in interpretation 

Contemporary sociologists seem to agree that at the global level, our societies 
change fast, mainly as a result of increasing migration, inexpensive Internet 
connections, and new media, and the opportunities that these create for 
increased interaction. According to the sociologist Bauman, in this mobile, 
unstable, and ever-transforming world, we all either live “in a diaspora” or 
“among diasporas” (Bauman 2010, 151, italics in original). Vertovec (2007) 
calls this increasing complexity super-diversity, a condition that “is distin-
guished by a dynamic interplay of variables among an increased number of 
new, small, and scattered, multiple-origin, transnationally connected immi-
grants” (1024). According to Cantle (2012), these changes require the emer-
gence of a new pattern of social identity, a cosmopolitan conception of identity 
that suggests the development of complex hybrid or multiple identities. This 
increasing diversity does not mean that it would no longer be important for 
people “to hang on to their heritage … but, rather, that there is an overwhelm-
ing need to invest more heavily in the development of identities that transcend 
national, faith, and ethnic boundaries” (187). Consequently, in such an era of 
super-diversity, it is not possible to simply teach about the boundaries be-
tween musical traditions, or search for the essence of any tradition in particu-
lar. Instead, boundary crossing in itself, or the exploration of hybridity, could 
be possible points of departure. We also need to see beyond students’ ethnic 
labels and not to expect that their ethnic heritage is the one they themselves 
want to perform in the school context (Karlsen and Westerlund 2015; Karlsen 
2013).  

Hence, this rapid change also creates insecurity and conflicts. In The 
Power of Identity from 2010, the Spanish sociologist Castells argues that it is 
this very same complexity of contemporary societies that simultaneously 
increases fundamentalism. Such a societal form, which shakes institutions and 
transforms cultures, might also create a sense of “an increasingly unpredicta-
ble and uncontrollable life” (Castells 2010, 27). If sociologists argue that 
identities are less and less associated with tribal and regional affinities (Cantle 
2012, 29), this very same process may create a counter-reaction and tension 
rather than harmonious co-existence of plural understandings of values and 
cultural forms. Moreover, Cantle (2012) warns that “the pull of national 
identity should never be underestimated” as “it resonates with many of hu-
manity’s deepest instincts and needs” such as security and safety (185–6).  



Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 16 (3)        
  

 
Westerlund, Heidi, and Sidsel Karlsen. 2017.  Knowledge production beyond local and 
national blindspots: Remedying professional ocularcentrism of diversity in music teacher 
education. Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 16 (3): 78–107. 
doi:10.22176/act16.3.78 

88 

Fuelling this unpredictability is also the societal impact of the ideology of 
neoliberalism, which, among other things, has generated situations of eco-
nomic instability worldwide and has added another force underpinning rapid 
and erratic world change. Consequently, while on the one hand the world 
situation and the overall political picture allow for positive and expansive 
dynamic interplay between people with diverse backgrounds, on the other 
hand, it creates conditions for development of the kind of fear and insecurity 
that might lead to increased xenophobia and a strengthening of the mainte-
nance of ingroup and outgroup distinctions. As such, neoliberal forces, mar-
ketization, and privatization also impact on the knowledge production of 
higher education and can be the driving forces of both internationalization 
strategies of the university and of intercultural projects whose intra-
institutional legitimization is related to students’ employability (see e.g., 
Zotzmann 2016) as educational exports. These tendencies tend to turn up, for 
instance, when projects such as Global visions are discussed from the perspec-
tive of the leadership of the university.  

Higher music education therefore needs to rethink how it responds to the 
needs and challenges of today’s societies. According to Keuchel (2015), there 
are three dominant patterns of interpretation as regards the interplay of 
diverse cultures, depending on political interests and control processes, 
namely polyculturality, interculturality, and transculturality. Of these three, 
polyculturality is the one that comes closest to the dominant multicultural 
view, as it “emphasizes manifold different environments and cultures existing 
side by side in a sphere of mutual perception” (105). In Sarmento’s (2016) 
view, this kind of polycultural concept of multiculturalism prevails in the 
Anglo-Saxon world, where social integration aims at social cohesion instead of 
actual inclusion: “Integrating or assimilating migrants is not part of the same 
national and societal project as creating a society that offers similar opportu-
nities to everyone” (128). In Europe, however, multiculturalism has a more 
limited meaning than in North America where multiculturalism has involved 
discrete groups, such as native peoples, also with territorial claims, whereas in 
Western Europe the term has been more closely linked to post-immigration 
politics (Meer and Modood 2016, 31). Hence, the interpretation in music 
education cannot be made without taking into account these discursive mean-
ings and the wider educational policies and politics of the society in question.  

The intercultural approach, Keuchel’s (2015) second category, which will 
be expanded upon later in this article, emphasizes “a perspective of dialogue 
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and the interaction between manifold different environments and cultures, as 
well as the self-definition in relation to the respective other(s)” (106). A grow-
ing body of research uses the concept of interculturality to refer to a frame-
work that tries to challenge the kind of multiculturalism that categorizes 
people through geographical origin, nationality, or ethnicity (Zapata-Barrero 
2016; Zotzmann 2016; Karlsen, Westerlund and Miettinen 2016). There are 
versions of intercultural approaches that take diversity as a resource but fight 
against stereotypes, “groupism,” and social exclusion, stressing that dialogue 
and integration are two-way processes adapting also to the “super-diversity” 
of our societies and the multifaceted aspects of difference and “otherness” 
(Meer, Modood and Zapata-Barrero 2016, 18–19). Moreover, many find that 
the overemphasis on demarcating differences overshadows the fact that 
commonalities can penetrate national boundaries, regions, languages, and 
even religions (Dervin and Gross 2016, 4). School is by no means an exception 
in this respect. Importantly, as much of the multicultural debates of the late 
twentieth century have followed a cultural rights-based approach to diversity 
(Meer, Modood and Zapata-Barrero 2016, 18), which in music education is 
evidenced in the communitarian tendency to emphasize preservation, the 
approach has developed a somewhat passive and wary attitude towards 
change and development of any kind. Some researchers see interculturalism 
as a response to this bias:  

Whereas multiculturalism is concerned with respecting and acknowledging 
cultural diversity, allowing different cultures to co-exist, and in a sense rein-
forcing differences, the key feature of interculturality, and what differenti-
ates it from multiculturality, is its sense of openness, dialogue and interac-
tion between cultures leading to long-term change in both relational and in-
stitutional arrangements (Cantle 2012, 156). 

Thus, researchers see interculturalism as a new interpretation and strate-
gy for integration, social inclusion, interconnectedness, dialogue, interaction 
and exchange, social cohesion and desegregation (Loobuyck 2016, 225). As 
such, intercultural education seems to have European origins, while the use of 
the term can also be traced to Latin America in the 1970s (Meer, Modood and 
Zapata-Barrero 2016, 3). In music education, the use of the term has been 
limited, albeit not completely absent, and has involved a heavy critical decon-
textualization of music. For instance, Keith Swanwick argued in 1988 for an 
inter-cultural attitude that disregards the notion of music as “ethnic or na-
tional flags or as exotic illustrations of a culture” (112) in the time when mu-
sic’s territorial origins have lost their significance and musical processes have 
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become accepted on their own terms. This approach critiqued the “divisive 
and sometimes racist idea of ‘multi-cultural’” (112) by pointing out that school 
is a particular kind of context for music learning. Today, interculturalism is 
becoming more commonplace in wider policy documents (See UNESCO 
World Report Investing in Cultural Diversity and Intercultural Dialogue 
2008) as a strategic response to diversity, addressing in particular questions 
of migration-related diversity (Meer, Modood and Zapata-Barrero 2016, 7).  

Keuchel’s (2015) third pattern of interpretation, transculturality, implies 
looking at diversity through lenses which focus in particular on “the fusion 
and new manifestation processes of different environments and cultures 
(hybridization) and the possibility of multiple and variable orientations” 
(106). Such an approach is closely related to our previous efforts to articulate 
what “the art of living with difference” would mean in music education (see 
Karlsen and Westerlund 2015). As such, the Global visions project and its 
aims may be placed conceptually somewhere between interculturality and 
transculturality, and the knowledge produced within it bears markers of these 
specific patterns of interpretation, having ideological and political interests 
that move between exploring more detailed context-specific processes with 
their developmental actions, and sharing our inter-institutional or transna-
tionally co-constructed knowledge. Through these lenses of institutional 
dialogue, a merging of horizons and the employment of multiple and hybrid 
frames for interpretation on a wider transnational level is characteristic.  

Yet despite the commonly used distinctions, according to many scholars, 
multiculturalism could be understood as complementing, not competing with 
interculturalism (Modood 2016). Despite the simplified interpretations in 
music education, it should be noted that both political multiculturalist and 
interculturalist dialogue may be seen as “bi-focal” (Parekh 2000, 271), as they 
both take into account power structures and aim at wider change in society. 
Like many others, Sarmento (2016) describes multiculturalism as a subcate-
gory of interculturalism that more strongly aims to “go beyond contemporary 
circumscribed issues, towards the understanding and fostering of global 
communication, both past and present” (138). We find it important to recog-
nize that, despite the emphasis of transnational intercultural activities, the 
understanding of diversity in music education should be developed in relation 
to the needs of the given locality, nation-state, and wider society. In the battle 
to fight neoliberal tendencies, it is important to also critically interrogate the 
paradigmatic epistemological tools and understandings that are supposed to 
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underpin and aid us in the work towards increased intercultural dialogues, 
asking ourselves from what position we develop such dialogues, with which 
tools for knowledge creation, and how this can best be fostered within a highly 
privileged university space.  

 

II. Developing the frames for understanding the complexity of 
reflexivity in knowledge-building communities  

We suggest that music teacher education units could redefine themselves as 
knowledge-building communities, instead of knowledge-transmission units, in 
which issues of diversity are constantly co-reflected upon in relation to the 
needs and challenges of the context and the wider society, as well as to inter-
national scholarship. The concept of knowledge-building communities, as 
employed in the Global visions project, is thus one potential lens for develop-
ing the large-scale co-creation of transnational and intercultural knowledge 
that increases reflexivity. As such, knowledge-building communities may be 
seen as inherently intercultural in that they often “include researchers and 
teachers with different experiences working in different contexts” (Fishman, 
Davis and Chan 2014, 712) and “participants from different sectors and differ-
ent countries” (713). In the context of teaching, knowledge-building communi-
ties might resemble the more traditional communities of practice. Yet what 
they offer in addition is the conscious creation of “new knowledge and practice 
for the community” (712), a condition of constant critical development crucial-
ly important in today’s view of what should characterise the teaching profes-
sion.  

More specifically, the mobilizing network of the Global visions project is 
conceptualized as a transnational collective third space (a term introduced by 
Homi Bhabha in 1994, in The Location of Culture), in which new knowledge 
on music teacher education is not only shared but also produced, contested, 
and negotiated in relation to issues of hegemony, power relations, and the 
ethical implications that follow. In the project, our collaborative activities and 
co-developing processes are turned into epistemological and ethical processes 
(Karlsen, Westerlund and Miettinen 2016). This implies, among other things, 
that we are constantly aware of the pitfalls of reproducing patterns of colonial-
ism in which one institution may be seen as the valorized “giver” and the 
others as “receivers” (see e.g. Vaugeois 2007), and also that we recognize the 
“inner colonialism” that exists within the borders of our respective nation-
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states. In Nepal, for instance, political dynamics arise within the tensions 
between the civic form of nationalism and ‘”ethnic nationalism” which empha-
sizes belongingness to particular ethnic communities. This has arisen from an 
awareness of how a small but ruling Hindu minority imposed its language, 
religion, and culture upon all other Nepali groups under the pretext of “na-
tional unity” (Shrestha 2007, 201). These political dynamics manifest not only 
through questions as to “what music is performed?” or “which instruments 
should be used in the classroom?” but above all, concerns for who is permitted 
to decide upon such matters in the first place.  

Moreover, within the Global visions project, enacted interculturality may 
be seen as a heuristic conceptual tool employed to respond to the challenge of 
diversity and as an alternative guide for action when the framework of shared 
meanings no longer “works” (Komisarof and Hua 2016, 9). When intercultur-
ality is approached through the lens of knowledge production, as in the Global 
visions project, the acquisition of intercultural competences becomes a cen-
tral concern. According to some of the leading scholars on interculturality in 
education, such competences may be understood in terms of attitudes, 
knowledge/comprehension, and skills (Deardorff and Jones 2012), including a 
“greater understanding of one’s own identity” (285). In the context of music 
teacher education, this would mean a greater understanding of one’s own 
identity as a music teacher and “adaptation, openness, and a willingness to 
change” (Gesche and Makeham 2010, 245). Although this goal for increasing 
self-understanding may also fit the common goals of internationalization in 
higher education, the concept of intercultural competences places knowledge 
production at the heart of interaction. However, for understanding occurrenc-
es of larger, institutional processes of knowledge creation, the framework of 
intercultural competences falls short and needs to be set “in juxtaposition and 
combination with other frames” (289), as it concentrates on the individual 
skill-base, leaving the dynamics of the socio-cultural and political context 
unquestioned (see also, Deardorff and Jones 2012, 285).  In this sense, trans-
national co-construction of knowledge, which is the main goal of the Global 
visions project, can be viewed as an institutional intercultural process which, 
instead of aiming at understanding the culture of the other (teacher education 
unit), is concerned with professional culture making by changing boundary 
lines and exploring transformative dynamics of communication in music 
teacher education itself (see e.g. Sarmento 2016, 138). This way, the project 
also has the transcultural goal of producing hybrid professional knowledge, a 
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form of knowledge that would not arise by itself in any of the contexts in-
volved.  

Central to our understanding of reflexivity is the acceptance of change as 
inevitable for all parties. Furthermore, in transnational institutional collabora-
tion, such as between Finland and Nepal in our case, political correctness and 
critical views are unavoidably intertwined. On the one hand, we, as Nordic 
researchers, are painfully aware of the colonial setting of our project, in which 
we can be called the “sociologically privileged” professionals, having a certain 
kind of cultural capital and power over the teachers in Nepal (see Modood 
2016, 255). Yet, despite the original wish of our institutional collaborators, we 
have refused to import simple “solutions” for the Nepali context; we under-
stand that there is not a neutral space for us in any collaboration in Nepal. On 
the other hand, intercultural scholars have argued that while there may be a 
genuine wish to respect people’s diverse values and their reasons for acting in 
particular ways, it does not mean “that these values cannot be misguided, 
fallacious or ideological” (Zotzmann 2016, 248). We may be convinced on 
ethical grounds that some practices might be better than others. For instance, 
some educational consultants of the Finnish Board of Education have fought 
against physical punishment in rural schools in Nepal by modelling for teach-
ers that children’s learning is possible without physical punishment. Further, 
the inequalities caused by caste distinctions that position most musicians to 
the lowest castes in their respective ethnic group prevail, although the caste 
system is not legally supported in Nepal. This social system also culturally 
legitimizes the power imbalance between some of our collaborators and 
ourselves. In addition, because of the caste system, some of the teachers are 
not in a position to make decisions as to how their institutional practices 
should be developed. Moreover, the exclusion of girls from music education, 
which takes place if following the heavily ritualized and male-dominated 
traditions, may be equally unjustifiable in contemporary Nepali communities 
who want to address the country’s educational policy and the global ethical 
imperatives (Westerlund and Partti, in review) to work towards equality. Yet, 
there is all the more reason to be overly conscious that “culture can serve as an 
alibi, an invention, and a way of manipulating the other or a way of showing 
others implicitly that we are better than them” (4). Indeed, the core ethical 
values of our project researchers and participants are at stake (see Karlsen, 
Westerlund and Miettinen 2016). 
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Hence, in the Global visions project this kind of complexity of transna-
tional and intercultural knowledge construction means that the power rela-
tions need to be renegotiated and revised in each and every situation and 
through mutual interaction. Moreover, we need to accept that, as in collabora-
tive learning in general, within mutual intercultural processes the institutional 
partners may each learn different things. In such a transnational institutional 
negotiation, there are no quick recipe-like approaches that music teacher 
education can provide for its teachers, researchers, or students, other than 
maintaining an increasing reflexivity and learning-by-doing towards the many 
issues and aspects that become part of the mutual interaction. While not 
accepting nihilism, we acknowledge that our own institutional practices are 
already complex, and this complexity may hide the complexity of the other 
from our vision. Indeed, according to Dervin and Gross (2016), “we can only 
reach a practical simplification of intercultural phenomena” (5), and we need 
to accept and recognize that (6): 

●   any approach to intercultural competence is ideological and political; 
●   the principle of “diverse diversities” should guide our understanding of 

intercultural competence; 
●   interaction and the negotiation of identities are central to intercultural 

competence; 
●   the continuum simple-complex should serve as a basis for work on in-

tercultural competence; and 
●   discussions on and acceptance of failure should be included in “mod-

els” of intercultural competence.  

Consequently, although challenges of difference might be solved, tempo-
rarily, in seemingly simple ways on the everyday and practical level, as schol-
ars and teacher educators we cannot approach them by ocularcentrism with-
out substantially damaging the vitality, richness, and vulnerability of the 
processes, the outcomes of the ongoing knowledge production, and the people 
partaking in it. Importantly, however, increased reflexivity does not assume 
that graduates, teachers, researchers or university professors would necessari-
ly change their own values, and in this sense it does not assume ethical rela-
tivism. Hence, as research shows (Westerlund, Partti and Karlsen 2015; 
Zotzmann 2016, 252), cultural flexibility usually comes with emotional costs. 
Thus, focusing on musical expressions in a safe university classroom is likely 



Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 16 (3)        
  

 
Westerlund, Heidi, and Sidsel Karlsen. 2017.  Knowledge production beyond local and 
national blindspots: Remedying professional ocularcentrism of diversity in music teacher 
education. Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 16 (3): 78–107. 
doi:10.22176/act16.3.78 

95 

to provide a rather narrow social and cultural platform for developing the 
coping strategies and resilience required when one’s own ethical values are at 
stake and emotions and frustration take over. Given that future music teach-
ers will have to face diverse diversities and rapid societal change on an every-
day basis and in their own professional practices, understanding the com-
plexity of intercultural negotiation should be an explicit goal for music teacher 
education, a goal that would require other educational means than world 
music courses to be achieved.  
 

III. Facing the paradoxes while co-developing the frames for 
knowledge-building professional communities 

At this early stage, our experiences from the activities in the Global visions 
project have already left us with quite a few paradoxes to reflect upon—
paradoxes that reveal not just the cultural but also the social-political differ-
ences framing music teacher education. In this way, these paradoxes also 
reveal how the ocularcentric multicultural approach may be misleading or 
irrelevant when transported from one context to another. Through the next 
four examples we illustrate how collaboration in transnational “third spaces” 
contests and complicates previous assumptions, why constant reflection 
between details and wider structures is needed when envisioning music 
teachers’ education, and how production of diversity is always an ethico-
political project.  
 

1. Understanding school as a local-national political project  

As Nepal is a country with hundreds of ethnic groups and musical traditions, 
we entered the discussions with our Nepali colleagues with the commonly held 
expectation that musical plurality is, and should be, written into the music 
curriculum and syllabi in a country like Nepal. To our surprise, however, 
many of the Kathmandu Valley private schools make significant efforts to 
create unity, for instance, through national-patriotic and school-specific 
musical repertoire. In a country with more than 100 ethnic groups, this “nar-
rowing down” of the complexity and creating of shared values may be a logical 
educational response to the otherwise overwhelming cultural multiplicity, past 
political turbulences, civil war, and internal colonialism. Indeed, there may be 
a need to create a nation-state, “an imagined community” (Anderson 1991), 
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through schooling, and music apparently is thought to play a role in this work, 
as it plays in many other countries. Yet the practice of creating unity in Nepali 
schools may be the residue of colonial school practices transported from other 
countries (e.g. from India). As many of the school principals in Kathmandu 
Valley private schools were educated in India (with a British colonial past), it 
is understandable that this kind of transnational colonial transportation takes 
place to some degree, as school is itself a kind of colonial form of socialization 
into society.  

Without judging the school music in Kathmandu Valley private schools, in 
the Global visions project we need to remind ourselves that similar needs for 
unity were also found in some of the immigrant rich schools in Nordic coun-
tries, where diversities amongst the students created occasionally violent 
interaction (see Karlsen 2014). Indeed, in recent scholarship on intercultural-
ism, it has been argued that globalisation may undermine the democracy and 
sovereignty of the nation-state (Cantle 2012), and it seems that this applies as 
well to multicultural music education scholarship. Employing a heterogenous 
understanding, we can then claim that the solution of creating unity through 
music is as legitimate as the one produced by the mainstream western multi-
cultural paradigm, which holds widening diversity in curricula through cultur-
al representations as a taken-for-granted value. Regarding school practices in 
Nepal, it is not the task of Nordic music educators to decide which forces 
should be recognized as hegemonic. Rather, we see that the future music 
teacher education program in Nepal could engage with these kinds of process-
es of reflexivity, just as Finnish music teacher education needs to contest the 
one-sided ocularcentric professional view of what immigrant students ought 
to experience in the Finnish school system. 

 

2. The difficulty in navigating local socio-cultural hierarchies 

Another example of the internal political dynamics of a music education 
context can be taken from the choice of musical instruments. For us, it was a 
surprise to see so many Western instruments in some of the private schools. 
The choice of instruments ranged from violins to electric pianos and guitars. 
In one of the schools, only the percussion instruments were from the region. 
While our first idea was that these instruments were brought by Westerners, 
one of the school principals explained that it was the children’s parents who 
wished that the school use Western instruments in music lessons, as these 
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instruments do not carry similar signifiers to musicians’ low caste and to the 
specific ethnic contexts, as do the Nepali instruments. This is also why social 
mobility amongst the first generation of professional musicians is said to be 
possible mainly through hybrid combinations of Western popular music and 
traditional Nepali musical material (Grandin 2011).  

Instrument choice unavoidably also affects envisioning of the music 
teacher program. Nepal has not fully established music as an independent 
school subject, and attempts to pave the way for music education in schools 
may also involve constructing novel identities that differ from those of tradi-
tional culture bearers. It is therefore understandable that it might be easier for 
the school to initiate music education and justify why music education is 
important equally for boys and girls when using instruments that are not 
associated with rituals in certain communities where they are used only by 
men, as is the case with many of the traditional Nepali instruments. A judge-
ment based on a colonial critique would in this case miss the hard work that 
musicians and music educators need to do in a context where not so long ago 
it was also forbidden to play and learn another ethnic community’s music 
(Westerlund and Partti in review) and where some still think that crossing 
cultural boundaries will destroy the future of the community. Yet another 
discussion is whether only Western people are allowed to learn from “the 
Others,” and that these “Others” should just remain within the boundaries of 
their tradition, an idea that often creeps in as a consequence of the multicul-
tural logic.   

 

3. The (im)possibility to avoid intervention in transnational ‘third spaces’  

In the kinds of transnational/transcultural projects like Global visions, there 
will always be elements of both intended and unintended interventions that 
change the features of and dynamics between all parties involved. This applies 
as equally to us as it does to our Nepali partners. For instance, in one of our 
substudies, the researchers used Appreciative Inquiry to reduce biased views 
in the interviews. Yet, the innocent appreciative questions changed the prac-
tice in one of the schools in an unintended direction, as the once abandoned 
school song was added back after Global visions researchers had asked ques-
tions concerning this common practice.  

Operating within a shared third-space environment and aiming to keep it 
open for expressing heterogeneous orientation also implies that different 
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kinds of hierarchies clash as well as work under a number of unarticulated 
rules. While intervention implies a certain degree of imposition, this needs to 
be kept at arm’s length, too, if we want to avoid contributing to the ocularcen-
trism of diversity fallacy in the work of producing shared knowledge. Rather, 
we need to ask time after time, over and over again: how can we challenge our 
own perception and appreciation of heterogeneity, for the sake of keeping our 
negotiations open, and how can the more global, ethical, and context-specific 
intersecting views be acknowledged?  
  

4. Enhancing mutual reflexivity in and through the professional ‘third space’: 
Western colonialism or a human right? 

There are many assumptions underlying teacher education that do not arise 
from any particular culture as such. In Finland, one of these is the under-
standing that teachers ought to be reflexive about their own backgrounds as 
well as those of their students. The original expectation of the Nepal Music 
Center was that teachers from the Sibelius Academy would teach their meth-
ods in order to aid the process of creating an effective music teacher education 
program in Nepal. Instead, after the exchange project ended, our main work 
has been to introduce teachers’ co-reflection and reflexivity as a form of 
knowledge production through the two doctoral subprojects in Kathmandu. 
Shared collegial reflection, often conducted in relation to international litera-
ture of music education, was introduced as a tool for NMC teachers them-
selves to come up with, not just ideas on improved practices and a new study 
program, but also tools for developing wider reflexivity and producing 
knowledge together and with us. This practice, and a jointly organized confer-
ence in Kathmandu (CDIME XIII), also aimed to include the Nepali teachers 
into the wider international professional community of music educators in the 
long run. The act of co-reflection has been a new and time-consuming experi-
ence for Nepali teachers, and it is not identified as belonging to their tradition 
and working context, where repetition and imitation are central ways of 
learning and where decision-making is hierarchically organized. It has, how-
ever, already created an institutional rhythm for joint weekly teachers’ meet-
ings, during which the school’s practices are developed through collegial 
discussion. The reading of international literature has revealed for the NMC 
teachers, for instance, how important it is to not change the current informal 
learning practices in the school’s learning environments, as many other 
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countries now try to develop similar practices. In our understanding, this kind 
of reflexivity aims to build wider teacher professionalism and organizational 
development, communities of knowledge-production, and more effective use 
of distributed expertise. However, from a multicultural perspective in which 
preservation of cultural heritage is preferred, one might ask what the ethical 
grounds are for expecting reflexivity to be the ideal of knowledge production 
in Nepal, in a context where such reflexivity may change the local hierarchies 
and organizational culture. Could reflection be seen as an unquestioned, 
modernist ocularcentric good if it critically targets the entire worldview of 
some people?  

While engaging with the ethical ideas of the Indian-born Appadurai 
(2013), we believe that all music education professionals, including profes-
sionals in the majority world, have the right to develop reflexivity beyond 
national and local blindspots caused by various layers and forms of ocularcen-
trism, or colonialism for that matter. Such reflexivity does not center on 
understanding past traditions only, but needs to nurture ideas, aspirations, 
and development strategies for the future (Appadurai 2004). This means that 
music teacher education is formed and reformed, not simply based on the 
rules, principles, and values of the past-looking diverse musico-pedagogical 
practices of the given society; the profession needs to employ wider heteroge-
neous and kaleidoscopic reflexivity in envisioning the future. In our research 
activities, we have aimed to build collaborative settings in which all partici-
pants can see themselves as “co-authors” of their respective institutional 
practices; where a sense of collective ownership and identity is created equally 
between doctoral students and senior researchers, as with Finnish and Nepali 
teachers in everyday research practices by establishing co-learning as a shared 
goal and value. Consequently, we believe that transnational collaboration in 
music teacher education can strengthen the culture of aspiring, and thus a 
collective navigational capacity as it forces all participants to stop and think, 
over and over again, from multiple perspectives—to co-learn and continue to 
co-learn.   
  

Concluding thoughts 

In this article, we have argued that the multicultural music education move-
ment, while beneficial to the field in many respects, encourages a too narrow, 
past-oriented, and one-sided “correct” understanding of diversity. Paradoxi-
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cally, while approaching diversities mainly from the perspective of liberty to 
lead freely chosen ways of life, as political multiculturalism does (Parekh 
2016, 266), the movement may unintentionally increase cultural tensions 
through its ethnic labelling and strengthening of category borders. In this way, 
the approach may very well sustain segregation and preclude societal change 
and mobility, rather than serve as a remedy to inequality. By concentrating 
only on one context of transnational collaboration, we have suggested that co-
developing intercultural music teacher education might provide one possible 
way to break the dominating, panoptical approach of diversity. A more heter-
ogenous and kaleidoscopic approach may allow for development of a wider 
ethical reflexivity and critical awareness of the paradoxes involved.  

As a whole, the Global visions project tests the very idea of transnational 
institutional collaborative learning and the imagining of intercultural music 
teacher education through knowledge-production. Most importantly, in this 
kind of “third space” we need to learn to constantly ask: under what kinds of 
knowledge categories is music teacher education to be envisioned, and how 
are the politics of diversity in music teacher education addressed in the acts of 
envisioning? This implies that we, as researchers and collaborating teacher 
educators, need to develop the habit of constantly reviewing our own views 
from multiple perspectives, rather than developing firm conceptions of what is 
“correct” or when. At this point in the project, we can see that when perspec-
tives of co-learning are turned into perspectives of knowledge production, we 
may be better able to welcome the ethical issues related to inter-institutional, 
cross-institutional, and cross-national collaboration. Instead of asking, “What 
can future music teachers learn from world musics?” we can ask, “What kind 
of knowledge should be co-produced in future music teacher education pro-
grams, and how can we become more conscious of our limited and condi-
tioned views of diversity?” Thus far it is clear that the co-construction of 
intercultural music teacher education is not simply about the diversity of 
musics or even diverse pedagogies; it is about the ethics, politics, and ideolo-
gies of diversity that condition our understanding of diversity itself. We 
therefore agree with Gundara (2000), who defends the intercultural approach 
and claims that it is not the politicisation of education that is at stake, “but the 
recognition of the broader political context in which education takes place” 
(65). In such recognition, we believe that transnational engagement in music 
teacher education can offer a remedy, if even limited, to our ocularcentric local 
and national professional blindspots.  
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Notes 
1 The term majority world is used as a synonym of “non-Western” and refers to 
the majority of the world’s population. Its purpose is to challenge Western 
ethnocentrism and to avoid the polarization between the North and South or 
politically incorrect terms as “the Third World” or “developing countries” (see, 
e.g., Dasen and Akkari 2008, 9). 
 
2 For more information about the research project, see: http://sites.uniarts.fi/ 
web/globalvisions 


