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Fear and Loathing in Music Education?
Beyond Democracy and Music Education1
Paul Woodford
The University of Western Ontario
I’ve been told by a few friends at American universities that some of their undergraduate
and graduate music education majors initially react negatively to my book Democracy
and Music Education (2005). I gather that this is an emotional reaction akin to the way
that Allan Bloom’s The Closing of the American Mind is often received by
undergraduates. Many of own undergraduates take umbrage with his assertions that
classical music is “dead among the young” and that rock music has no intellectual merit;
that it is all about sex and instant gratification.2 Of course they usually haven’t read the
entire book and thus don’t at first understand what Bloom is saying, anymore than they
realize his purpose, which is to motivate conversation. My book has much the same
purpose and argumentative tone, although I hasten to add that neither Bloom nor I claims
to have a monopoly on truth. Western politics and culture, including music education, are
simply too big and varied and many of their problems too complex for any one person to
understand them.3 That’s why we need to pool our resources by engaging in more
research and intellectual debate about the kinds of serious issues and problems raised in
my book. As Bloom says, we need one another to understand the truth. If this project is to
succeed, however, it should be pursued in the spirit of freedom and friendship.4 We need
to re-envision the music education profession as a truth-seeking community dedicated to
the common good and in which, following Plato’s Symposium, criticism and
disagreement are seen not as acts of war or treason but of friendship and solidarity. This,
as British Lord Bhikhu Parekh insists, is the mission of the university:
Driven by curiosity as well as the realization that dialogue with the other is the only
way to rise above local prejudices, the university reaches out to other civilizations,
seeks to understand and engage in a critical dialogue and aims to become a global
assembly of minds. Such a critical and creative multiculturalism highlights the rich
diversity and the fundamental unity of the human spirit. . . . No other institution in
our society can perform this crucial task.5
Woodford, P. (2008). Fear and Loathing in Music Education? Beyond Democracy and Music Education.
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Music education should have a similar intellectual and social purpose. This is
especially important in this disaffected era in which there appears to be no middle ground
or meeting of minds in culture and politics. Besides, as I also explain, properly
understood, criticism seeks the improvement of the human condition. That’s why we
should be wary of those in politics, business, or education who would censure, denigrate,
or stifle public conversation because they find it unsettling or disturbing, because they
simply disagree, or because they don’t want to face the truth. As we’ve seen with the
American and British governments’ propaganda leading up to and following the second
invasion of Iraq, the stifling and impoverishment of public conversation can have serious
consequences for society (I’ll have more to say about this shortly).6 Thus, with respect to
students who initially react negatively to my book, I would remind them of the
democratic principles of intellectual honesty, openness, and tolerance while also
explaining that a university education is supposed to challenge their preconceptions and
understandings of their profession and of the world. Indeed, those who aren’t willing to
wrestle with difficult ideas probably don’t belong there.7
I thus welcome critical reviews of my book—properly understood as the Platonic
search for truth, understanding, and friendship—because they provide the necessary
stimuli for me to do more research, to better explain myself, and to correct
misinterpretations or errors (both my own and theirs). As John Stuart Mill insisted, even
if our critics are partly, or even entirely, wrong we can still learn from them.8
Thus far, of the five or six reviews of Democracy and Music Education that have
previously appeared in printed or on-line sources, the most pointed is by Liz Garnett
in Music & Letters who complains that I speak more to the past than to the present. In a
backhanded compliment, she compares my book to Jean Baptiste Leclerc’s impassioned
but redundant paper “on the importance of music for the moral and social development of
the populace”9 presented to the French National Convention in 1796. Apparently the
National Convention had already admitted as much the previous year and had taken
appropriate steps, so Leclerc’s paper was pointless. But, states Garnett, “it remains . . . a
fascinating document of beliefs about both music and politics at a particular historical
moment. It is possible that musicologists two hundred years from now will be making
similar statements about Paul Woodford’s Democracy and Music Education.”10
Woodford, P. (2008). Fear and Loathing in Music Education? Beyond Democracy and Music Education.
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It’s strange that Garnett would refer to my book this way, as whether in The
United States, The United Kingdom, or Australia, the New Right continues to
monopolize power, while Canada recently elected a federal government that is the
realization of George Bush’s fondest hopes and dreams. Already, and after only a few
short months in power, the Conservative government of Prime Minister Stephen Harper
has taken a more aggressive military stance and leadership role in Afghanistan, stated its
intention to renege on the Kyoto Accord, and cut a billion dollars in funding to social and
cultural programs and agencies, including literacy, youth employment, and adult
education programs, the Status of Women Canada organization, museums, the Social
Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRCC), and Health Canada’s
Health Policy Research Program, among others; all this despite a huge federal surplus.11
A further billion in cuts to federal programs is scheduled to follow in the next year or so.
According to Harper’s Finance Minister Jim Flaherty, the Conservative government is
committed in principle to tax reduction.
It’s worth noting that Flaherty was previously Finance Minister of the Ontario
Progressive Conservative government during the 1990s. Immediately upon their election
to government in 1994, this extremist Right-wing government appointed a high school
dropout as Minister of Education—which spoke volumes about the government’s attitude
toward education—scapegoated teachers for all that ailed the education system and
society, and then made massive cuts to public education at all levels.12 One of the many
consequences of those funding cuts to education was the elimination of many elementary
music programs in public schools. Flaherty’s appointment as federal Finance Minister
thus doesn’t auger well for Canadian public education, and especially for music
programs. Fortunately, education in Canada remains a provincial jurisdiction, although
the federal government can still exert tremendous influence over public schools through
changes to funding formulas to the provinces.13 Canada’s universities are probably more
vulnerable to federal fiscal policy than its public schools because the former receive some
of their funding, including significant research funding for the arts and humanities from
the aforementioned SSHRCC, directly from the federal government. I’ll have more to say
later on about the Canadian federal government’s new policies for higher education and
research.
Woodford, P. (2008). Fear and Loathing in Music Education? Beyond Democracy and Music Education.
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It’s possible that we may soon see a reversal in the political fortunes of the New
Right now that President Bush and the Republicans in the United States have lost control
over the House of Representatives and that Tony Blair has stepped down as British Prime
Minister.14 Nevertheless, as I observe in my book, the cultural divide between the
political left and right—or more properly between moderates just to the right of center
and those on the Far Right— “may for the foreseeable future be a permanent feature of
politics in the western democracies” (p. 75). As philosopher Richard J. Bernstein explains
in The Abuse of Evil: The Corruption of Politics and Religion Since 9/11, the political
Left and Right represent different mentalities or ways of thinking and acting in the world
that are likely to endure. Those on the extreme Right tend to think in dualistic terms of
absolute truths and moral certainty while moderates are by definition skeptics. The
problem with appeals to absolutes is that they are “disastrous for politics,” such as
happened in the United States following the attacks of 9/11 when criticism of the Bush
government was stifled by unreflective and emotional appeals to religion and
patriotism.15
Regrettably, music is often implicated in these kinds of emotional appeals, such as
is currently happening with MENC’s National Anthem Project (whose honorary
chairperson is Laura Bush) and as happened a few years ago when the American military
adopted country and western singer Toby Keith’s song “Curtesy of the Red, White, and
Blue, The American Way” as a propaganda tool for rallying the troops and the public
behind the war in Iraq. For those of you who don’t know the song, the lyrics include the
words “if you mess with us we’ll put a boot up your ass, it’s the American way.”16 While
perhaps an effective propaganda tool when directed at some Americans, these kinds of
sentiments are hardly going to win friends in the Middle East or elsewhere. This, too, was
an important point raised in my book, that music and art are the propaganda tools of
choice of tyrants and ideologues wishing to manipulate and control us, including
corporate advertisers but also democratically elected politicians.17 We tend to associate
propaganda with totalitarian regimes, but we would do well to remember that the modern
propaganda industry was an invention of First World War Britain.18 It is also worth
remembering that Hitler was elected and enjoyed massive public support (although
political machination was also involved). This should give pause to those advocating
Woodford, P. (2008). Fear and Loathing in Music Education? Beyond Democracy and Music Education.
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democracy in music education—or in Iraq for that matter—without defining what they
mean.19
Often, as Keith’s lyrics would suggest, these appeals to religion and patriotism are
motivated by hate. Historian John Lukacs explores this theme in his recent book
Democracy and Populism: Fear and Hatred (2005), arguing that while the political right
is motivated by hatred, the political left is motivated by fear. Unfortunately, as Hitler
understood all too well, hatred unites and is “a source for strength” while fear
incapacitates. This helps explain the political success and failure of Republicans and
Democrats respectively during the years immediately following 9/11 (and also because
since the 1980s neoliberals and neoconservatives have been waging a massive, long-term,
and relentless public relations campaign to undermine the very notion of a public good).
As you’ll recall, following 9/11 those on the political far right cultivated a climate of fear
with their frequent references to the so-called axis of evil, weapons of mass destruction,
and approaching armageddon that helped ensure their re-election by pre-empting
criticism of their attacks on civil liberties and social services.20 We’re hearing much of
that same rhetoric and fear-mongering now with reference to Iran. To this day, those on
the extreme Right continue to insist that we are in “a great cultural war against terrorists”
and that government should thus be permitted to arrest and detain terror suspects
regardless of constitutional rights.21
Further evidence of this continued divide, and of the timeliness of my own book,
can be seen in the plethora of new books by authors of both political persuasions. Among
current books by authors representing the political right are Ann Coulter’s Godless: The
Church of Liberalism (2006) and How to Talk to a Liberal (If You must) (2004), Newt
Gingrich’s Winning the Future: A 21st Century Contract with America (2006), Pat
Buchanan’s State of Emergency: The Third World Invasion and Conquest of America
(2006), and Roger Scruton’s Arguments for Conservatism: A Political Philosophy (2006).
Among recent books critical of the extremism and myopia of the New Right, and in
addition to Bernstein’s The Abuse of Evil (2005) and Lukacs’ Democracy and Populism
(2005), are Lewis Lapham’s Pretensions of Empire: Notes on the Criminal Folly of the
Bush Administration (2006), Howard Zinn’s On Democratic Education (2005), Noam
Chomsky’s (2005) Imperial Ambitions: Conversations on the Post-9/11 World and, most
Woodford, P. (2008). Fear and Loathing in Music Education? Beyond Democracy and Music Education.
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recently, Al Gore’s The Assault on Reason (2007). Both sides of this polarized debate
obviously recognize the power of popular opinion in contemporary politics. Yet another
publication that appeared after the release of my own book but that demonstrates its
relevance and timeliness is Music and Manipulation: On the Social Use and Social
Control of Music (2006).22
This underscores the importance in education of teaching students how to think
but also of learning how to contribute to public debates through both the spoken and
written words (and also figuratively through music performance). As Lukacs insists,
given the current battle in the media for the hearts and minds of the citizenry “our
concern must be with how people think . . . including how they are influenced or
impressed to think and speak.”23 And in important part that means helping children and
adults to distinguish propaganda from truth. That is what I have attempted to do in my
book, to reveal how music and music education are often implicated in the culture wars
between the political left and right (and in other things) while challenging readers to think
more critically about the nature, purpose, and value of music education in these highly
politicized times. If nothing else, I hope that my book demonstrates that music education
can really matter in democratic society while also convincing students, teachers, and
academics of the necessity of their becoming more involved in the global assembly of
minds. We can no longer afford to leave government and politics to the lawyers and
business people.
I thus fail to see how Garnett can believe that the cultural divide between the
political left and right (or between political moderates and right-wing extremists) is a
thing of the past and, by implication, that we don’t need to prepare them for that social
reality. Indeed, today’s academics are increasingly worried about the effects of
government anti-terrorist laws and public policy on freedom of speech in universities. As
reported in Canada, The United States, Australia, and The United Kingdom, there are real
dangers that our governments may attempt to limit academic free speech by withholding
funding and/or by enacting legislation to undermine the autonomy of the public
university by making the professoriate more directly accountable for what they think, say,
and do to their political masters.24 The rhetoric employed by these governments in
asserting their “right to manage” universities may be couched in the language of public
Woodford, P. (2008). Fear and Loathing in Music Education? Beyond Democracy and Music Education.
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accountability and diversity, but their real objective is a tyranny of a righteous minority,
whether that be of the conservative Christian right, market fundamentalists, a social and
political elite, or some perverse and complex alliance thereof.25 The last thing that these
governments really want is public accountability, since that would undermine their own
moral and political authority (because those governments do not necessarily enjoy
massive public support for their initiatives).26 The New Right’s sudden interest in
diversity is similarly intended to disable critics and academics by contributing to a
relativistic, laissez-faire epistemology that undermines moral discourse. Although
potentially emancipatory, when merely equated with consumer sovereignty the
encouragement of diversity can weaken social support networks and collective action in
support of social justice. You’ll recall that I spoke about this issue in my book with
respect to the problems of social fragmentation, laissez-faire democracy (which is no
democracy at all), popular music, and rampant consumerism.
But even if or when New Right governments are eventually overthrown, change
in government and institutional culture takes time. It may take years to undo the damage
to public institutions and to international relations caused by the New Right’s “campaign
against government,” its destruction of the public common, and its belief in enlightened
selfishness.27 Structural changes to American state schools may be particularly difficult to
redress because President Bush’s government has literally mortgaged the future of the
country to pay for the war in Iraq while cutting federal taxes. One of the most damaging
of Bush’s policies affecting music education and democratic society is his well-meaning
but misguided (because too narrow) 2002 No Child Left Behind legislation. Music
education in American public schools has been in decline for some time, but this
legislation, with its emphasis on the so-called basics and standardized testing,
“transformed a slow decline into a precipitate fall.”28 We’re told that in California alone
the number of students taking music in school was halved between 1999 and 2004
(although this may be an exaggeration), while across the nation “Seventy-one per cent of
school districts . . . narrowed their elementary-school curricula in order to make up the
difference, and the arts have repeatedly been deemed expendable.”29 Given the federal
government’s fiscal crisis and the lack of political will of federal and many state
governments to raise taxes to pay for public education, it is difficult to imagine how this
Woodford, P. (2008). Fear and Loathing in Music Education? Beyond Democracy and Music Education.
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damage to music and arts programs can be reversed anytime soon (although some
positive steps have been taken since then). Similar concerns have been voiced in the
United Kingdom, where “music teaching in state schools remains in crisis” and where
there has been a decline of interest in classical and folk music in both school and
society.30
Indeed, many neoliberal reforms instituted in the United Kingdom and elsewhere
during the past quarter century, including the downsizing of government bureaucracy and
the concomitant restructuring of municipal and regional government, the promotion of
popular capitalism among lower-middle class voters, and the introduction of market
mechanisms to healthcare and education, were all intended to prevent future reforms by
the cultural left.31 A contributing factor to the New Right’s present and future political
success is that much of their rhetoric and many of their social and educational policies
and practices have by now become institutionalized. Those policies and practices have
become so entrenched in our language as to appear “common sense” and thus beyond
critique.32

An Economic Purpose for Education
One of the New Right’s most damaging policies that has become institutionalized and
thus seen by many as beyond criticism is that education, including university research,
should primarily serve an economic purpose.33 This notion continues to prevail at the
highest levels of American educational bureaucracy, as evidenced by the recent
Commission on the Future of Higher Education in which the primary goal for American
universities remains to “to turn out students qualified to compete in the global
economy.”34 Similarly, in Canada, the federal finance minister recently announced a new
economic plan for the country entitled Advantage Canada: Building a Strong Economy
for Canadians that aims to ensure that “all government programs [including education]
are effective and efficient; are focused on results; provide value for taxpayers’ money;
and are aligned with the Government’s priorities and responsibilities.”35 An attempt will
also be made to “better align post-secondary research with the needs of business.”36
Pressure has already been applied to the aforementioned Social Sciences and Humanities
Woodford, P. (2008). Fear and Loathing in Music Education? Beyond Democracy and Music Education.
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Research Council of Canada to conform to this economic model and purpose for
university research.37
This political vision has obvious and dire implications for liberal education and
also for research in the arts and humanities, especially given that the Canadian plan calls
for “clear objectives and improved results measurement for the granting councils and
other research entities.”38 Unhappily, university administrators throughout the west seem
happy to comply with their governments’ economic agenda for education and are
prepared to take punitive measures against those who resist accountability exercises.
According to Nancy Smith Fichter in her 2006 paper “Weapons of Mass Instruction”
(presented at the annual meeting of the National Association of Schools of Music in
Chicago), “This can foster a climate of fear that results in a deep tainting of collegiality
and sometimes a damaging rush to conformity, quite the opposite atmosphere to that in
which creativity and experiment are fostered.” 39 Indeed, the current utilitarian agenda for
higher education is by definition conservative: There is little appreciation of complexity
or for anything that is controversial and not of immediate commercial value. That may be
one possible explanation for the negative reception that my book has received in some
quarters. As Al Gore and Dick Colwell both say, so much of contemporary political
discourse is “shallow” and based on emotion rather than reason.40
One of the primary ways that governments hold universities and academics
accountable to this economic agenda for higher education is through the use of various
performance indicators to rank individual faculty and institutions.41 I refer you to William
Bruneau’s and Donald Savage’s Counting Out the Scholars: The Case Against
Performance Indicators in Higher Education (2002) for an excellent history and critique
of this aspect of “number-driven-policy.”42 They have an extended chapter on the
situation in the United Kingdom during the past decade or so that includes discussion of
how Research Assessment Exercises and Quality Assurance Agency systems encourage
the closure of smaller departments, such as happened at Exeter, and despite sometimes
excellent ratings. Aside from the obvious concerns with respect to a) narrowness of
educational purpose (virtually equating higher education with the pursuit of economic
goals), b) creation of a Soviet-style centralized and inefficient educational bureaucracy to
collect and crunch the numbers and to enforce policy, and c) the encouragement of
Woodford, P. (2008). Fear and Loathing in Music Education? Beyond Democracy and Music Education.
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competition among universities, there is the problem of research quality. Although
government officials claim that the Research Assessment Exercises (RAEs) in England
have contributed to “gains in research,” those gains appear to have more to do with
frequency of publication than with research quality (although the politicians would like
the public to confuse the two). There is little evidence showing that they actually work to
improve research or education in ways that are clearly demonstrable or that are worth the
massive investment in public money and bureaucracy.43 But then this is only to be
expected given that few people in today’s wider education debates are talking about “the
deeper meaning of quality.”44 Very likely these RAEs only serve political and not truly
educational ends. What matters is that government is seen to be imposing discipline on
universities, and not that those institutions actually improve (for to do that we’d have to
severely restrict enrolment to the talented). It is more about perception and political spin
than it is about real progress.
I hear that the English government is now moving to replace the RAEs with a
simpler and “cheaper, ‘research metrics’ formula for evaluating research productivity.”45
This just proves that the critics were right about the bureaucratic inefficiency and other
problems with these measures. Apparently researchers are now going to be evaluated
based on the amount of research money they attract, numbers of graduates, and citation
counts. These criteria, however, likely have more to do with university finances than with
the pursuit of academic excellence.46 In any event, this move won’t help music teacher
educators much for the reason that it will almost inevitably result in a research hierarchy
in the university with “gadget intensive sciences at the top, positivist social science in the
middle, and humanities at the bottom.”47 Music educators and scholars in the humanities
generally can’t compete with scientists and academics in business with respect to
attracting large amounts of research money or developing marketable products. Finally,
and as with the older RAEs, because these kinds of measures are often tied to government
priorities and economic goals, they will likely still encourage “conservatism in the choice
of research topic and in recruitment.”48 I’m not at all sure that publication of a
deliberately controversial book such as mine would even be permitted under this kind of
assessment regime. And in fact my manuscript was rejected by Cambridge University
Press (although admittedly that was an early draft).
Woodford, P. (2008). Fear and Loathing in Music Education? Beyond Democracy and Music Education.
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Music Education Standards as a Measure of “Value for Money”
Many of the above criticisms of the PIs and RAEs apply to the current and obsessive
emphasis on educational standards in schools and universities; that they 1) are tied to
government and corporate economic priorities,49 2) encourage conservatism in teaching
and learning, and 3) do not necessarily contribute to improvements in the quality of
learning. Indeed, if the anecdotal testimony of some leading British musicians is to be
believed, even after years of standards talk public musical standards in England continue
to decline.50 Nor, according to Julia Eklund Koza and Colwell, is there much interest in
debating the validity of music education standards.51 MENC, for example, deliberately
discourages criticism of the National Music Education Standards because it is thought to
be disruptive and thus counterproductive to the primary goal of American music
education, which is to inculcate in children the knowledge and skills needed to compete
globally.52 Music education’s purpose, too, has become primarily economic. This is
unfortunate because it distorts the nature and purpose of music education, turning what
should be an exercise in the development of critical awareness, human potentiality, and
spirit into a competitive race to maintain world economic, military, and cultural
dominance. Now this may sound paranoid on my part, but you’ll recall that it was exactly
that kind of language that was employed in the 1983 report A Nation at Risk: The
Imperative for Educational Reform. It’s just taken a quarter of a century for that kind of
neoconservative and imperialist rhetoric and propaganda to permeate all of American
education, and including music education.53
Given that the national standards are now woven into the fabric of many
American schools and universities, influencing not just school and university curricula
but also how the work of music teachers, academics, and students is assessed, we should
not expect a pendulum swing in the other direction anytime soon.54 The situation in
American universities is especially troubling with respect to the national standards not
just because music teacher educators seem resigned to them but because in at least some
states they are now held accountable for addressing them in their curricula. Thus far
school music teachers can still choose to ignore the national standards but only because,
Woodford, P. (2008). Fear and Loathing in Music Education? Beyond Democracy and Music Education.
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unlike in England, there is no national school inspectorate to enforce them. Nor to my
knowledge are school teachers and programs subject to academic review, as are
university schools of music and individual faculty, although in the current political
climate that is bound to eventually happen as politicians attempt to establish more direct
control over public education through various accountability measures.55 In the
meantime, MENC has already expressed its willingness to enforce compliance with the
national standards. The MENC website calls for the re-education of music teachers to
better comply with, and teach for, national standards and for the development of
appropriate measures for ensuring that children’s learning “is in line with those
standards.”56
Similarly, in England, The Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) Strategic
Plan for 2005-2008 authoritatively states that “the school workforce will be remodeled”
(not how or whether it should) and that it is considering “a review of the effectiveness of
teachers’ continuing development.”57 The authors of the second Music Manifesto report
also declare their intention to “drive up the quality of music education workforce by
ensuring nationally recognized and compatible standards.”58 The report’s authors might
just as easily be talking about assembly line workers or a herd of cattle as about the
teaching profession. And rather than challenging and encouraging music and other
teachers to engage in vigorous debate about educational aims and their potential
realization, thereby empowering them to seek improvements, government and MENC
would prefer to simply impose change.
Things are probably most difficult for music teachers in England, where schools
are subject to considerable regulation and an endless cycle of inspection through Ofsted
and are charged with “developing a skilled and motivated workforce that takes pride in its
work and that is both innovative and accountable” and “focusing . . . resources
appropriately to ensure a professional service and value for money” (whatever that
means).59 Even the new and much hyped Music Manifesto seeks to “develop a worldclass workforce in music education” so that England can “remain at the forefront of [the]
global music” industry. Ultimately, the authors of the second Music Manifesto report
seem less concerned with children’s happiness and personal fulfillment as with making
the United Kingdom “the world’s creative hub”[italics mine].60 It’s worth noting that the
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Music Manifesto is being administered by the Department of Culture, Media, and Sport,
which functions as a music industry sponsor and “advocate within Government.”61 Surely
this is a conflict of interest in which the music industry’s needs may take precedence over
those of children and of the wider population of amateur musicians? One would think that
this educational initiative would be administered by the Department of Education. There
is also the matter of significant public money going to subsidize private musical
enterprise when the bulk of it should arguably be invested in state schools where the vast
majority of children already reside but which in many cases lack adequate music
education resources (this is actually acknowledged in the second report of the Music
Manifesto).
I also can’t help wondering if all of this is part of a deliberate attempt by
government to de-professionalize school teaching while catering to neoliberals and others
seeking to deregulate public education through the World Trade Organization. As Welsh
music educator Ruth Wright observes, “moves to vocationalise” the high school
curriculum already signal “a rejection of the academic knowledge possessed by teachers .
. . in place of knowledge more useful to the world of ‘work and life.” 62 And in fact, the
second report of the Music Manifesto defines the term music educator very broadly,
including school and university music teachers but also community musicians and
“others who work in the music industry.” They are all just “music education providers,”
workers, and partners.63 Music teaching is being redefined as just another trade, thereby
making it potentially subject to the WTO’s General Agreement on Trade in Services
(GATS). If eventually ratified by the various countries involved, GATS would “promote
free trade in education services by guaranteeing open markets for all providers, whether
public or private, nonprofit or profit.”64 And one of the first things that would likely
happen is that governments would lose their ability to regulate music teacher
qualifications and accreditation (because they are seen by some countries as barriers to
free trade). Obviously this could have dire implications for the profession, not to mention
national sovereignty, and not just in Britain.
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Can We Talk About Politics?
Predictably, most of my critics thus far, and including several in this present issue, have
ignored all this talk of politics, educational aims, and moral and social responsibility to
focus on narrowly musical, technical, or philosophical issues that frankly don’t matter
much in the wider scheme of things. Garnett and David Elliott, for example, dispute my
claim that classically trained composers and performers have a communication problem
with their audiences, while Heidi Westerlund writes in the Philosophy of Music
Education Review that I don’t have much to say about “Dewey’s notion of the aesthetic,”
which is true.65 Elliott similarly complains that I don’t have much to say about how
students are to be helped to make “informed judgments of musical quality” or how they
might become passionate and dedicated musicians, consumers, and teachers. But that’s
because mine is a political philosophy and vision and less a philosophy of music or art
(although there are connections. I’ll have more to say about that on another occasion).
I’m not interested in defining the nature of music or of musical experience except how it
is qualified by events, people, and circumstances in the wider world. Indeed, I’m inclined
to agree with Wayne Bowman that “it is at least possible to hear anything musically” and
that, further, “one sonorous system’s noise may be another’s music and vice versa.”66
My primary concern is that the idea of music in schools and universities is all too
often taken for granted and taught as divorced from the world and from other subjects
and fields of study, including art, literature, philosophy, world history, religion, and, yes,
even economics. If nothing else, my book reveals how music and music education are
often implicated in social and political problems (for example, how the American
National Anthem Project might contribute to the problems of American chauvinism and
exceptionalism). All I’m saying is that music, like drama, literature, history, or science,
should be a serious subject of study in school and university and no longer relegated to
the status of a “frill” subject or as something taught purely for its own sake. Thus, and
while I would hope that students derive enjoyment from music classes, they should also
gain an understanding of the sometimes brute realities of the world and of how music can
be used to shape individual and collective consciousness.
Far being dualistic in my thinking, as Elliott charges, I’m calling for balance
between intellect and emotion (both are needed); enjoyment and social and political
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awareness; quantitative and qualitative research and assessment (there is currently an
imbalance in favor of the latter); classical and other kinds of music; performance and
other kinds of skills and musical knowledge; a musical and a liberal education etc. It was
Elliott who was saying that a liberal education probably wasn’t appropriate for children
and that performance should be taught as an end in itself.67 Obviously, and as Elliott now
seems to agree, it’s never a question of one or the other. Elliott is thus exaggerating when
he says that we are “completely at odds,” since my book acknowledges that he is
motivated by a democratic interest and, further, that he is a liberal of sorts. I’m just
saying that his conception of democracy is a soft one, which he now appears to be
admitting, just as he concedes that he hasn’t talked enough about politics in general and
about the ethics of practice. Where we disagree most is with respect to the importance of
music performance, which I think is often over-rated, and the fact that in his philosophy
students are more or less cloistered from the wider world beyond music. Elliott has little
to say about how music relates to the wider world and its problems, including the
problem of conflicting musical values in contemporary society and the dangers of
assuming an economic purpose for music education.68 That is what I meant by the
subtitle “Performance Alone,” not that Elliott’s philosophy is literally only about
performing or that performance classes can’t become sites in which democratic values
and virtues are modeled and taught (see page 36 in my book). Perhaps I should have used
the subtitle “Music Alone” instead of “Performance Alone” to describe his vision, but
that wouldn’t have captured his meaning that the future happiness of children depends on
their ability to seek growth and enjoyment through music performance, divorced it
seemed from a liberal education and the wider world.69
Elliott continues in his critique by saying that none of this is new (which begs the
question of why he didn’t make his democratic interest more central in his own book or
talk about music’s potential abuse in the shaping of individual and collective
consciousness), that lots of other theorists and teachers in other fields have been calling
for a democratic purpose for education. That’s true of course, as is freely acknowledged
in my preface. As with Elliott’s own books, much of my own original contribution
consists in applying ideas gleaned from other disciplines and fields to music education.
After all, it would be foolish to try to write a book on democracy and music education
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without drawing on literature in related fields, including political science and education. I
also acknowledge that other music education thinkers have published relevant articles
before my book (although Elliott doesn’t seem to be aware that I published various
articles on democratic themes between 1995 and 2001, before I began writing Democracy
and Music Education in earnest).70 I think I’m correct, however, in claiming that my
book is the first in our field since James Mursell’s in the 1950s to make democracy its
central theme.71 It is also the first book to locate music education practice within the
larger political debates of our time (although Lucy Green’s 1988 book Music On Deaf
Ears: Musical Meaning, Ideology and Education addresses some similar concerns. It’s
well worth revisiting).72
This leads to Elliott’s next criticism, which is that the several pedagogical
suggestions provided, for example using informal learning strategies etc., are also hardly
novel or radical. That, too, is true. But then I never said that I was a radical or that my
pedagogical strategies were somehow new (I may have stated at one point that my
intention was, like Dewey, to be a radical liberal, but that just means attempting to
actually practice what one preaches and not just mouth platitudes). Rather, and as is
clearly stated at both the outset and at the conclusion of my book, I am a moderate. I have
no intention of destroying tradition. What is new about my book (or at least hardly
discussed since Mursell in the 1950s) is the deliberate coupling of democratic principles
with music pedagogy and the suggestion that the kinds of very specific political and other
problems addressed therein should be included in music and music education curricula
(e.g., music as a propaganda tool or weapon, censorship, issues of power and control,
ethics of practice, etc.).
The final charges that Elliott makes to be addressed here are that I generalize and
resort to invective. You’ll recall that Garnett, too, accused me of generalizing, although
she was in the end willing to concede that I may be correct in my assertions, for example,
that classically trained composers and performers have a communication problem with
their audiences and that the vast majority of the public rejects, or is indifferent to,
classical music. Elliott provides several counter-examples of recent composers who have
reached out to larger audiences while also referring to the existence of hundreds of
professional orchestras and youth and community orchestras in the United States. That’s
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good news, since I don’t wish to see the demise of professional orchestras or of classical
music. But while I tend to generalize on occasion for the sake of argument—it’s difficult
to talk about anything of importance to society without generalizing to some extent—
Elliott’s few counter-examples are hardly sufficient proof that orchestras, classical music,
and contemporary composers have somehow captured the wider public’s interest and
imagination.73 Anyone who reads the International Musician knows that in North
America professional orchestras outside of the major cities have been in trouble for some
time and that sales of so-called classical music sales have similarly been in decline
(although I understand that there has recently been a slight reversal in some places. The
situation is by no means hopeless). Even some orchestras in major cities such as Toronto
have recently been on the verge of financial collapse.
Elliott might prefer to look at the bright side, but as Alex Ross reports in The New
Yorker article to which Elliott refers, the future looks bleak for those and other American
musicians whose performances “lack mainstream commercial allure.”74 Edward
Rothstein probably captures the mood of the wider public in his very recent article in The
New York Times entitled “Classical Music Imperiled: Can We Hear the Shrug?”75 His
title says it all.
And as for my assertion that today’s classically-trained composers have a
communication problem with the public, it goes without saying that most could not
survive without the patronage of conservatories and university schools of music, those
descendents and modern day equivalents of the medieval monastery or convent. As Julian
Johnson explains in Who Needs Classical Music (2002), contemporary composers are by
definition marginal because they avoid the everyday.76 There’s admittedly a need for
more research on all of this, but if sales of recordings during the mid-1990s and first
years of this century are any indication only about 2 to 5 percent of the population is
invested in classical music.77 I thus can’t take seriously Elliott’s apparent belief that
contemporary composers and classical music have captured the wider public’s interest,
anymore that I can believe those who dispute global warming. And rather than simply
ignoring the problem, I’d prefer that we face the problem head on.
This brings me to the problem of my book’s reception. I’ve already explained my
purpose at the outset of this paper, so I won’t repeat myself too much here. Elliott and
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Garnett both think that I’m too harsh and uncompromising in my rhetoric. It’s true that
my language is often pointed, but when writing the book I was determined not be
saccharine or to become just another cheerleader for the profession. I’m aware, however,
that some teachers and music education majors resent me, which is a disappointment
because it is probably based on a misreading. Although at times very critical (nothing is
sacred) of the profession, I have great faith in the intelligence and capacity of the
common man and woman, including everyday music teachers, to address the kinds of
problems and challenges presented in my book. Further, and as previously suggested,
many of those problems and questions can be used to enrich the curriculum (e.g., music
as manipulation, consideration of the provenance of individual folk songs etc.) by making
it more socially relevant and interesting to students. In the end I’m advocating social
responsibility coupled with a healthy skepticism with respect to the roles of government,
experts, and other authority figures, including music education philosophers and
professional leaders, in our lives. This is a liberating idea because it suggests that no one
knows for certain how to teach or perform and that, further, that there is room and a need
in music teaching for individual creativity and vision. Some teachers may find this
freedom threatening, and particularly those who are socially and politically conservative,
but in the end they can take what they want from my book. I’m not interested in
prescribing professional practice or in dominating music education philosophy. But
regardless of whether teachers agree with me I would hope that we could have an
intelligent and friendly conversation so as to clarify our respective positions while
perhaps doing more research into the various kinds of problems identified in my book.
I’m thus grateful to Garnett, Westerlund, Elliott and other critics who in the spirit
of friendship have taken issue with me or expanded on some of my ideas (as John Finney,
Patrick Schmidt and Kirsten Locke have also done). Schmidt, for example, raises an
interesting point about the need for conflict and confrontation in a democracy. The
questions that immediately arise, however, are “how much conflict and insurrection
should be tolerated” and “couldn’t this rhetoric potentially radicalize students?” I know
what Schmidt means, but there are different kinds and degrees of confrontation and if
we’re not careful this kind of talk may potentially lead to hatred, aggression, and
violence. These are interesting questions but they’ll have to wait for another time as I
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need to say something in response to Elizabeth Gould and Michael Peters, both of whom
are unfriendly.
Gould takes this point about the need for conflict to an extreme in stating that
“outrage and contempt fashion new worlds.” She also makes the bizarre claim that “not
one [of the western liberal democracies] . . . has managed to guarantee, let alone provide,
freedom, justice, and equality for its citizens at any given time” (as if any political system
could, or that there has been no progress at all?). It was just this kind of one-sided and
expressly ideological thinking that I had in mind when complaining in chapter three that
“too many contemporary theorists . . . seem to know the answers to their questions before
they have been asked” (pp. 53-54). I like and respect Gould, but her cynical and purely
negative attack on the notion of liberal democracy and the common good is actually very
conservative. For in urging students to have “utter contempt” for public institutions and
programs, including presumably national health care and public education, she is siding
with those on the political Far Right who wish to dismantle and destroy them. That can
only harm those whom she would most like to serve.78 I thus don’t think that she is acting
responsibly in valorizing outrage and fury (surely some outrage is unwarranted or even
pathological?) and in depicting a liberal music education as merely providing students
opportunities to make decisions or as only contributing to assimilation and dominance.
Unfortunately, Gould chose to ignore my book so I don’t know if she realizes that
I define liberalism differently (see page 15). One can only assume that she doesn’t want
to talk to me about these and other things such as, for example, what it means to engage
“the other in terms of her anger, rage, and fury” or what a democracy based on
“difference and dissent” might look like (which sounds like a very liberal idea!). Further,
and because she doesn’t present a plausible alternative to the status quo or provide any
practical advice, her paper remains at the level of generality and abstract theorizing. Of
more immediate concern to me, however, is the black and white, axis of evil quality of
her rhetoric. She appears absolutely convinced that she and those who think similarly are
right, which is ironic given her interest in a democratic model based on difference and
dissent. There appears to be no interest in dialogue, which is a disappointment because
I’m sure that there is much with which we could agree if she would just talk directly to
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me about concrete everyday problems and without resorting as much to abstract
theorizing.
While I don’t know if Gould actually read my book I’m convinced that Peters only
read a portion of it, otherwise he would never have made the claims that my philosophy
is distinctly American and that I hold the American nation as “significant and
sacrosanct.” Nor would he have complained that I failed to consider “To what extent does
[Dewey’s] notion of shared interests and community enable an understanding of the
emerging political economy of neoliberalism?” Anyone who has read Democracy and
Music Education in its entirety (or even just chapters two and four) knows that it offers a
sustained critique of neoliberal and neoconservative social and educational policies in the
United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, and elsewhere. I have elaborated on that
critique in this current paper with reference to very recent political and educational
developments in those countries (thus the second part of this paper’s title, “Beyond
Democracy and Music Education.” I don’t want to repeat myself too much). Outside of
the United States the book can even be read as a form of resistance to American
hegemony as, for example, in Canada where we are constantly bombarded by the
American media, where music educators are dependent on the American publishing
industry for much of their printed music and supplies, and where school instrumental
music programs follow an American model. The book is also in several key respects
more Canadian than American (although for strategic reasons I don’t trumpet that fact),
for example, in my commitment to the idea of a common good that includes strong
national health care and social welfare systems, my corresponding rejection of rugged
individualism, a wariness of patriotic excess, and a belief in the importance of
multilateralism in foreign affairs. Among prominent Canadian thinkers who have
influenced me are former Liberal Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau, public intellectual John
Ralston Saul, political scientist Janice Gross Stein, journalist and historian Gwynne Dyer,
and music composer R. Murray Schafer. Saul, Stein, and Schafer are in fact quoted and
referenced by me more frequently than is American Richard Rorty (on whom Peters
places undue emphasis).79
Peters is thus singing the wrong tune when he describes my book as
“unapologetically American,” just as he is wrong in thinking that it is simply an
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application of Dewey’s philosophy to music education. Rather, as Westerlund
acknowledges in her own review, “Woodford borrows ideas from many thinkers creating
an interesting synthesis and lines of thought throughout the book.”80 Aside from the brief
overview of his philosophy in chapter one and a handful of references in chapter two,
Dewey’s name appears infrequently thereafter. That was deliberate because I wished to
develop my own voice and not just mouth Dewey, but also because I was aware of the
pitfalls of relying too much on a long dead philosopher from another age and country. My
intention was to be selective and to simply use him to provide a loose frame of reference
and starting point for my own theorizing about many of today’s problems. It also
occurred to me that the kinds of democratic principles outlined by Dewey and other
thinkers, and especially those from the Anglo-American tradition, could be used to hold
politicians, teachers, and others accountable to a democratic standard, on their own terms,
and in their own everyday language. As Jacques Derrida insists, language matters (which
is ironic considering that postmodernists are notorious for their vague and jargon-laden
language).81 We hear a lot of talk nowadays from government and other leaders about
freedom, accountability, and choice, but not enough about honesty, integrity, and
personal and social responsibility.
Peters, however, glosses over much of this talk of politics and real world
problems to quibble over purely philosophical considerations such as, for example, my
definition of postmodernism in chapter three. He has nothing to say about my purpose in
that chapter, which was to caution against what I perceived to be a destructive tendency
among radical feminists and self-identified postmodernists in music education with
respect to society, its traditions, and institutions. Gould’s paper epitomizes that kind of
thinking while drawing, for example, on the work of Gilles Deleuze and bell hooks. As
Kirsten Locke correctly observes, my interest here is with the ethics of professional
practice, how music educators might approach change without resorting to elitism, a
tyranny of the majority, or some form of extremism. Among other things, I’m calling for
more reflexivity and collegiality with respect to how we approach professional problems
while also revealing how music education is implicated in the blocking of the very kinds
of dialogical communities needed to address them. Quite probably our greatest problems
are internal to the profession. MENC’s discouragement of debate about the U.S. National
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Standards for Music Education is one such example of a blockage of professional
dialogue. Peters’ hostility and condescending language can also be seen as contributing to
blockage, albeit on a smaller scale. Clearly he is not interested in dialogue or collegiality.

The Need for Professional Vision
Despite Gould’s evasion of my book and Peters’ hostility and confrontational style they
still made me think, although I would have much preferred a more friendly approach.
Several of the reviews of my book in other professional journals, however, are just book
reports that merely summarize without engaging with or elaborating on my ideas. You’ll
find examples of such book reports in the Music Educators Journal, American Music
Teacher, and Research in Music Education.82 This, however, is to be expected, since, as
Finney observes, “Politics, morality and the social order are rarely spoken . . . of amongst
music educators at all.”83 But as Colwell says, we need more personal and professional
skepticism of the kind “that asks to what extent do music and music education contribute
to a better life in a just society.”84 Sam Hope, Executive Director of the National
Association of Schools of Music in the United States, similarly calls for a bigger
professional vision that goes far beyond the music classroom and performance skill to
speak to higher educational aspirations such as “Freedom, honor, compassion, and
generosity.” This is desperately needed to counteract the current vision for education that
is based on accountability, the consolidation of power, and a “corresponding lack of
respect for local knowledge and initiative.”85 It’s when society lacks that kind of grander
and more humane educational vision that the “forces of centralization” seek to fill that
vacuum by appropriating educational evaluation as means of consolidating power. Sound
familiar? Referring to the 2006 report of the U.S. Secretary of Education on the future of
higher education, Hope complains that it portrays a vision based not on service or
progress but on winning and fear.86 “What is our vision,” he asks, and “what do we want
to happen in terms of music? Too often, this kind of question is not as central to us as it
might be.”87
My book provides one such vision for music education that goes beyond
performance and the classroom to speak to the global assembly of minds and that, further,
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is motivated by love and hope; not fear and hatred. I’m thus puzzled by some of the
emotional reactions to my book since, if you read the last two chapters, you’ll see that
I’m trying to be constructive. As Colwell says, we need more criticism of this kind that,
while sometimes difficult to hear, is meant to be constructive and to “advance the
profession.”88 We need more controversial “idea” books for the profession and for the
public that help explain why and how music and music education matter, beyond
performance, and we need to begin analyzing and contributing to the political realm.
Academics such as Noam Chomsky, John Ralston Saul, Janice Gross Stein, Howard
Zinn, and Henry Giroux should be viewed by those of us in academia as potential
professional role models for their commitment to the public good and because they have
long exemplified the kinds of political engagement in educational and other wider
debates that are needed if music educators are to have a voice in the global assembly of
minds. All of them have gone beyond their own narrow academic fields or disciplines
and abstract theorizing to provide moral and social leadership, although they are hardly
gentle in their criticisms. Unfortunately, and although one can easily think of recent
examples of successful social activism in support of music education by professional
musicians, including prominent orchestra conductors in the United Kingdom, we music
teacher educators are by comparison mere dilettantes.89 Some of us teach for social
justice in our classrooms but often fail to engage with the world, or even with other fields
and disciplines within academia. But as John Ralston Saul insists,
Now is the time to take risks with our lives – risks as citizens. Now is the time to get
used to being original, to criticizing in a loud voice, to using our imagination for the
long term. . . . Each of us and all of us must act in an imaginative, ethical, and
cutting-edge way.90

One way of contributing our critical voices to the global assembly of minds is
through our research. There is a desperate need for scholarship that transcends national
and cultural boundaries to examine, for example, the effects of globalizing tendencies on
music education and the arts throughout the world (such as, for example, the above
mentioned attempt by those within the World Trade Organization to deregulate public
education). We are all members of a global village and need to take a broader view that
takes into account, for example, the different ways that New Right educational policies
are being implemented throughout the world.
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One of my own doctoral students, for example, is about to begin a comparative
study of national music education advocacy efforts in Canada and Australia. Already she
has noted how constitutional and/or structural differences between those countries either
exacerbate or mitigate the effects of neoliberal social and educational policies on music
education. Another of my doctoral students is doing a case study of the effects of
globalization, European integration and democratization on music education in Romania.
Similar studies involving other countries are needed if the profession and music
education majors are to understand the various political and other forces acting upon
them and if they are to anticipate future threats. I’m willing to bet that most American
and Canadian music educators today know very little about politics and music education
in the United Kingdom or elsewhere. The point is that ideas and ideology travel well and
that North Americans in particular can no longer afford to ignore or isolate themselves
from the rest of world. That’s why we need in-depth and critical studies of government
led initiatives such as the Music Manifesto so as to help music teachers and others see
through ministry propaganda and thus better anticipate and, if warranted, defend against
their importation.
Finally, for present purposes, we need more conceptual studies exploring and
presenting different democratic visions that may inform and inspire music educators
while empowering them to contribute to the shaping of professional and public opinion
(that’s another reason for the second part of this paper’s title, “Beyond Democracy and
Music Education”). And all of us in education need to be vociferous in reminding
government and the public that democracy is not synonymous with capitalism and that
there are alternative political visions to those on the extreme political Right or Left. Thus
far, however, and while I’ve noticed a welcome growth of interest of late in policy
analysis among music education scholars, the idea of democracy as it relates to music
education remains under-defined and more or less taken for granted as a self-evident
truth. As already mentioned, it can be dangerous if we don’t first define what we mean
while considering the possible consequences. For there are many different conceptions of
democracy and some of them (such as the currently prevailing one in which democracy is
considered as virtually synonymous with global Free Trade and unbridled capitalism)
may be detrimental to public music education. I have provided one social democratic
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vision, but, as was acknowledged in Democracy and Music Education, I’ve literally only
scratched the surface. There are other possible visions, including conservative ones,
needing to be heard. Conservative Roger Scruton, for example, has some very interesting
things to say about art, politics and education.91 And in fact there is much in his vision
with which I personally agree, for example, that immigrants should be expected to adapt
to democratic society. We need more philosophers and researchers to contribute their
voices with respect to what a democratic purpose for music education means and entails.
As for those who disagree with my vision, or take exception to my criticisms, I would
urge them to contribute their own constructive ideas and visions to professional and
public forums so we can learn from each other.
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