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EXPLORING DECOLONIZATION, MUSIC, AND 
PEDAGOGY1

Robin Attas and Margaret E. Walker

The title of this issue, “Decolonizing Music Pedagogies,” has two meanings. 
Perhaps the more obvious of these is the act or intention of decolonizing the 
pedagogies used in university music programs. But it can also point to the 
development of pedagogies that have the potential to do decolonizing work 
through their application in music courses. Neither interpretation leads to easy 
or pre-packaged methodologies or materials, and we are still left with many 
questions. What does it mean to decolonize music pedagogies? How might this 
be best approached and how should it perhaps not be approached? What might 
new music pedagogies that “do” decolonization work look like? How can we 
begin? How can we keep going?

This special issue of Intersections offers a few answers to these questions 
about decolonization, while recognizing that there are many more approaches. 
Pinning down a single definition of decolonization is itself impossible, given 
the variety of critical positions taken in theory and practice worldwide. Yet 
developing a single, monolithic definition is surely not a desirable goal. In our 
view, decolonization is a process not a product, and our various and shifting 
experiences, contexts, positions, and conversations can significantly affect our 
individual and collective understandings. The twelve authors writing here all 
offer their own interpretations of decolonizing pedagogies, and we appreciate 
their plurality, particularly the two Indigenous voices included in the collec-
tion. However, we, the two co-editors, recognize that there are many voices 
not represented in and through the conversations in this issue. The collection 
is certainly more local than global, for example, and includes only one article 
in French. Most of the authors are anglophone and many are white. We hope 
amongst our many aspirations for this publication that the articles presented 
here will invite many more voices to engage in further dialogue about peda-
gogy, scholarship, and decolonial teaching.

1 Our sincere thanks to Beverley Diamond and Alan Dodson for their comments on this intro-
duction. We are also very grateful to the eighteen anonymous peer reviewers, the Intersections editor-
ial team, and the MusCan Board for their assistance with and support of this special issue.
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We write as two white settler Canadian2 academics—one a musicologist/
ethnomusicologist (Margaret), the other a music theorist/educational develop-
er (Robin). Our experiences inside and outside academia shape our perspectives, 
as do our intersectional identities, which have included both marginalized and 
mainstream positions within our respective disciplines and the broader so-
ciety we live in. We share the privileged beginnings common to many musi-
cians in the academy, including government-supported music classes in our 
schools, often expensive private music lessons in the Western art music style, 
and supportive middle-class families who took us to elite performances and 
encouraged our pursuit of higher education. We both completed post-second-
ary degrees at Canadian universities and have found ourselves employed at 
Queen’s University in Kingston, Canada, on the traditional territories of the 
Anishinaabek and Haudenosaunee peoples. The stories of how we each became 
advocates for decolonization of music pedagogies are much less similar, but 
rather than take up space here with their telling, we want to shift the focus to 
you, the reader. In particular, we want to encourage those of you new to these 
ideas to join the conversation.

When we began work on this special issue with a call for papers sent out in 
the fall of 2018, there was no COVID-19, and a pandemic seemed only a topic 
for a dystopic movie. Between March and May 2020, however, it often seemed 
as if there were few other legitimate issues. Yet, as we, along with countless 
other teachers in Canada and the United States, struggled with emergency 
adjustments to teaching, we were constantly reminded of the importance of 
evaluating our music-teaching practices in the context of settler colonialism. 
Over the span of this issue’s development, numerous global, national, local, 
and personal events have pulled our minds and hearts in different directions. 
Protests in solidarity with Indigenous struggles for sovereignty, demonstra-
tions against anti-Black and anti-Indigenous racism and accompanying police 
violence, the sudden shift to remote teaching and public health lockdowns—all 
of these things had the potential to distract us from the work of this issue, 
but instead they sharpened our initial intentions. Educational decolonization, 
with its critical recognition of the enduring power imbalances, epistemologic-
al assumptions, and marginalization of experience in the academy, is a cru-
cial and ongoing struggle that continues to deserve our vigorous attention. As 
global events continue to unfold in unpredictable ways, we are reminded that 
only sustained and deep attention will lead to sustained and deep change. We 
hope to inspire you to both attention and change.

In this issue, we are primarily interested in first steps, in creating an in-
vitation for music professors, whether performers, composers, educators, his-
torians, theorists, or ethnographers, to take up this work. We challenge those 
readers who have yet to begin and who may be asking “Why decolonize?” to 

2 We call ourselves settlers in recognition of our ancestry from people who settled the land 
currently known as Canada without the permission of the Indigenous inhabitants, and also in ac-
knowledgment of the ways in which we have benefitted, continue to benefit from, and are complicit in 
the past and present colonial practices of the Canadian nation-state. See Battell Lowman and Barker 
(2015).
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ask instead “Why not?” Whatever your answer we encourage you to treat this 
issue as a source of inspiration and guidance from colleagues who have taken 
those first steps. We also hope that those readers who have already begun to 
decolonize their teaching will find inspiration, support, and new insights and 
strategies. The articles themselves, written by a range of authors including sev-
eral collaborations, include reflective essays, theoretical papers, and of course 
pedagogies worth sharing.

The articles and their pedagogies, however, need first to be placed in the con-
text of decolonization and its interaction with universities and colleges. In this 
introduction we therefore offer starting places for three themes—terms and 
theories, the Canadian settler context, and post-secondary music programs. 
We then place the articles in dialogue with these themes, inviting readers to 
engage more deeply with the authors’ work as they communicate their own 
projects and practices.

Terms and Theories
The tangle of theoretical terms and concepts surrounding and embedded in 
discussions of decolonization can often deter even those of us with the best 
of intentions. Definitions are elusive and can often be contentious, “consisting 
of a heterogeneity of viewpoints, approaches, political projects and normative 
concerns” (Bhambra, Gebriel, and Nişancıoğlu 2018, 2). Position and privilege, 
past and present shape understandings in complex ways. Given our focus on 
application in pedagogy, we will endeavour to keep our theorization practical.

Broadly, theorists and activists confront the impacts of European coloni-
alism both globally and locally.3 Arising from the voyages of “discovery” that 
began in the late fifteenth century, colonial extraction, occupation, and even-
tual settlement followed the interests of the expanding European international 
trading companies. Although one can locate fleeting examples of equitable al-
liances, relationships, and treaties in the history of European expansion (as, for 
example, illustrated in Osterhammel 2018), the unfolding of the colonial pro-
ject has left a much more devastating legacy of worldwide invasion, occupation, 
violence, and domination. Extracted wealth from the colonies poured back 
into Europe, and in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries funded the blos-
soming of artistic and intellectual production usually identified as the Baroque, 
the Age of Reason, and the Enlightenment. Democracy, rationalism, capital-
ism, and public education flourished and prospered, predominantly through 
the support of economic success in far-off lands.

Although arguably simplistic, European colonial activities can be divided 
into examples of exploitation, with a primary goal of resource extraction and 
increased wealth for the metropole, and settlement, where the primary goal 
was appropriation of land for eventual immigrant ownership. Of course, many 
exploitation colonies also attracted settlers, and settler colonies were also the 

3 We recognize the existence of many other colonial and imperial projects, past and present, 
but given our interest in music programs built around European art music, our focus here is on Euro-
pean colonialism.
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focus of resource extraction and export. Colonialism of both types also gave 
rise to theories of racial hierarchy and cultural evolution. Cultural historian 
Craig Steven Wilder puts it bluntly in his meticulously documented exposure 
of the role of African slavery and Indigenous disenfranchisement and geno-
cide in the founding and funding of America’s colleges and universities: “Ra-
cial ideas were born in the colonial world, in the brutal and deadly processes of 
empire building” (Wilder, 2013, 182). Validating the inequities of the colonial 
world, which existed in blatant conflict with Enlightenment ideals of rational 
humanism, freedom, and happiness, scientific racism arose and became em-
bedded in the academy through the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. It 
was only after the comparatively swift collapse of European imperial power 
in the twentieth century, through the gradual and often bloody emergence of 
independent nations from former colonies, that colonial theories of racial dif-
ference and social Darwinism began to be challenged through post-colonial 
frameworks.

Scholars often credit Frantz Fanon as the initial source for theoretical dis-
cussions of decolonization and post-colonial studies (Fanon 1963, 1965, 1967). 
Other important post-colonial theorists such as Edward Said (1978), Gayatri 
Spivak (1988), and Homi Bhabha (1994) troubled and disrupted many scholarly 
and artistic assumptions that remained rooted in largely unseen colonial epis-
temologies. This key point, that colonialism is not a historical moment in the 
past, but rather the foundation of ongoing social and economic inequities in-
sidiously and often invisibly woven through both global and local relations, has 
resulted in the concept of “coloniality,” the “long-standing patterns of power 
that emerged as a result of colonialism” (Maldonado-Torres 2007, 243). It is 
easy to see colonial violences as indignities that took place in the past and 
have largely healed in the post-colonial present. This perception is not accurate, 
and the continued imbalance of wealth and resources between the “developed” 
and “developing” worlds is only one example of coloniality in a supposedly 
post-colonial world. More specifically relevant to the topic of this issue is the 
coloniality embedded in access to education and the question of what know-
ledge systems and teaching contexts are privileged.

There is no post-colonial context, however, in locations like North and South 
America, Australia, and New Zealand where the colonizers remain. In Canada 
and the United States, modes of government, economics, and education are 
still firmly entrenched in the institutions of the settler populations, and schol-
ars therefore discuss the complications of decolonization rather than post-col-
onialism. In particular, Tuck and Yang’s foundational article, “Decolonization 
Is Not a Metaphor” (2012), powerfully establishes educational terms of refer-
ence: decolonization is not a metaphorical or philosophical shift in education, 
roughly equivalent to calls for diversity, inclusion, or justice. Rather, it requires 
action, personal and structural change, and fundamentally must be accom-
panied by the return of land to Indigenous peoples (7). Other scholars resist 
or complicate this strict focus on Indigenous/non-Indigenous relationships or 
reach beyond the North American context. Nelson Maldonado-Torres, for ex-
ample, emphasizes the fight for decolonization among Black South Africans 
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and also within his native Puerto Rico (2016), and Aileen Moreton-Robinson 
addresses her Aboriginal identity in the Australian context in her work (2003). 
These and other scholars focus on the global reach of the violences of the col-
onial project, and the discussion changes depending on the people and hist-
ories involved (see, among others, Battell Lowman and Barker 2015; Bhambra, 
Gebrial, and Nişancıoğlu 2018; Moreton-Robinson 2015; Ndlovu-Gatshemi 
and Zondi 2016; Veracini 2010; and Wolfe 2006).

We who have edited this issue, and perhaps most of you who are reading 
it, remain settlers on occupied Indigenous lands that have in various degrees 
been “developed” through the labour of enslaved or colonized peoples. The 
term and concept of settler colonialism, like the use of the terms “coloniality” 
and “decoloniality” instead of “colonialism” and ”decolonization,”4 emphasiz-
es the present-tense, institutional, and structural nature of this concern. Not 
only did early colleges and eventual universities offer “a norm of instruction 
and training … exported from Europe and … imposed on the rest of human-
ity” (Abdi and Richardson 2008, 1; see also Willinsky 1998), they also were 
funded by wealth amassed through resource extraction, particularly the Afri-
can slave trade.5 Higher education, founded and funded through the colonial 
project, was by the nineteenth century repaying this support with “research” 
that seemingly absolved Europe of 200 years of domination, occupation, and 
violence. Moreover, many current academic disciplines, including musical 
studies, took form in the colonial context and continue to privilege and dis-
seminate epistemologies and pedagogies from the nineteenth century.

Not surprisingly, a number of education scholars have therefore grappled 
with the question of whether such a colonial institution as the university can 
ever be decolonized. Mihesuah and Wilson (2004) and Tuhiwai Smith (2012), 
for instance, forefront the racism Indigenous peoples have faced within re-
search projects involving them, and within the academic settings of which they 
are a part. In Reshaping the University: Responsibility, Indigenous Epistemes, 
and the Logic of the Gift, Rauna Kuokkanen (Sami) describes the means by 
which both academics and the university are complicit in the colonization of 
Indigenous peoples and places. She is worth quoting at length for her eluci-
dation of the relationship between the eurocentric6 academy and Indigenous 
epistemologies:

As an institution, the academy supports and reproduces certain systems of 
thought and knowledge, and certain structures and conventions, that rare-
ly reflect or represent Indigenous worldviews. In this way, it silences and 
makes invisible the reality of many Indigenous students. To a large extent, 
the academy remains founded on epistemological practices and traditions 
that are selective and exclusionary and that are reflective of and reinscribed 

4 See Wolfe 2006 and Maldonado-Torres 2016.
5 The enslavement of Indigenous peoples by European settlers is an often erased part of North 

American colonial history. 
6 We have deliberately used a lower-case e for “eurocentric” to match our decision to use low-

er-case for “settler” and “white” and to capitalize “Indigenous,” “Black,” and other identities. See Cole-
man (2020).
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by the Enlightenment, colonialism, modernity, and, in particular, liberal-
ism. These traditions, discourses, and practices have very little awareness 
of other epistemologies and ontologies, and offer them heavily restricted 
space at best. Even in the academic spaces that consider themselves most 
open to “changing the paradigm,” individuals are often unwilling to exam-
ine their own blind spots. Nor are they willing to acknowledge either their 
privilege or their participation in academic structures and the various col-
onial processes of society in general. (Kuokkanen 2007, 1)

Further work explores the option of walking away or refusing the entire 
academic project (Grande 2017). Some scholars hypothesize that modernity 
itself, including the university, is beyond reform and can only be metaphor-
ically hospiced (Andreotti et al. 2015), whereas others choose to reject entirely 
any compromise with the white settler majority (Tuck and Yang 2018; Tuhi-
wai Smith, Tuck, and Yang 2019).7 We value these perspectives, particularly 
from Indigenous scholars, but nevertheless see our work as different although 
complementary. As white settlers, we feel an obligation to take up the task of 
educating our peers in order to reduce the burden of education on those who 
do not wish it. You, as readers, are encouraged to explore the many theoretic-
al strands of this conversation with these and other authors, and to question 
your own motivations for seeking to do this work. Self-reflection, doubt, and 
honesty are important elements in the process and, as Bhambra, Gebrial and 
Nişancıoğlu argue, “There is, as ever, more work to be done” (2018, 6).

The Canadian Settler Context
Since we write from and reside in the land currently known as Canada, and 
this journal and its sponsoring body, the Canadian University Music Society, 
are also based in that country, it seems appropriate to address this national 
context specifically. As in all settler colonies, the story of Indigenous-settler 
relations here is a long and painful one. It is sometimes tempting in Canada 
to see settler historical relationships with Indigenous peoples as comparatively 
well-meaning, if not innocent. Yet national policies that date from as far back 
as the 1869 Indian Act, although ostensibly focused on education and assimila-
tion, have more often manifested themselves in attempted cultural and literal 
genocide. In recent years, however, the conversation has shifted in large part 
through the work of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC). The 
TRC took place between 2008 and 2015 as one of five components of the Indian 
Residential School Settlement Agreement, which came into effect in 2007 and 
was the largest class action suit in Canadian History.8 A simultaneous and 

7 They write, “We refuse: justice projects which require us to prove humanity or worth; Jus-
tice projects which require us to frontload a lot of learning or consciousness-raising; Justice projects 
which require us to appeal to the people who abuse us; Justice projects which require us to gather an 
audience of white settlers who are presumed to have agency; Justice projects that presume comprom-
ise as the main avenue for achieving solidarity” (Tuck and Yang 2018, 8).

8 The IRSSA “recognized the damage inflicted on Indigenous peoples by residential schools in 
Canada and established a multi-billion-dollar fund to help former students in their recovery” (Mar-
shall 2013b). See also Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada.
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ongoing grassroots protest, #Idlenomore, raised public awareness of “Indigen-
ous rights and sovereignty as well as environmental protection” (Marshall 
2013a). The TRC’s final report included ninety-four “Calls to Action,” many of 
which address education.9

Initial responses to these calls have ranged in scope from general position 
statements (Barnard 2015) to longer lists of potential actions (as in Pete 2016) 
to analyses of theoretical pedagogical approaches (as in Andreotti et al. 2015). 
Terms such as “decolonization,” “Indigenization,” and “reconciliation” have in 
some work become even more contested than previously (Hill 2012; Garneau 
2016). There is certainly a wealth of ideas in this literature, but many new to the 
conversation can still be left wondering where to begin, and many with more 
experience have found themselves frustrated by the lack of action. Similar to 
anti-racist activism in the United States, there have been both encouraging 
and disheartening developments in Canada, as the winter 2020 protests in soli-
darity with the Wet’suwet’en illustrate. Scholars have also begun noting both 
the varied definitions of “decolonization,” “Indigenization,” and “reconcilia-
tion” in the academy and also the danger of their tokenistic use (see, among 
others, Bopp, Brown, and Robb 2017; Gaudry and Lorenz 2018; Giroux 2017). 
Nevertheless, Canadian universities are continuing to work with governments 
to develop support for Indigenous students (Universities Canada n.d.). There 
also often seems to be a concerted effort by national and local media to include 
more Indigenous-written and Indigenous-focused content, and Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous activism is ongoing.

Most of these first steps, however, have engaged with theory, politics, and 
social action rather than pedagogy. While we understand that systemic change 
necessitates deep understanding and rigorous critique of underlying struc-
tures, we feel it is also crucial to demonstrate concrete and practical strategies 
for enacting decolonization in the specific context of the university classroom. 
If we wait for change from the top, we may wait a long time. We draw from our 
reading of the diverse sources named above, as well as from our lived experi-
ence, to advocate for the necessity that decolonization be not just theoretical, 
but practical, be not only words but also deeds. Undoing the systemic and in-
stitutional structures as well as changing our own individual hearts, minds, 
beliefs, and values is difficult but necessary work. But, like vines that grow over 
concrete buildings, gradually pulling away pieces of the artificial stone until 
the building collapses, we believe small actions can effect revolutionary change.

Post-Secondary Music Programs and Decolonizing
Musical studies in higher education offer considerable room for such action. 
Although many faculty members teaching in music programs in Canada and 
the United States have discussed and undertaken curricular revisions in recent 

9 There are four calls (nos. 11, 16, 62, and 65) that specifically address post-secondary education, 
calling for increased funding for Indigenous students, collaborative research on reconciliation, and 
curricular changes that include primary and secondary school teacher training and the creation of 
Aboriginal language degree and diploma programs (TRCC, Calls to Action 2015).
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years, undergraduate music study generally remains one of the most conserv-
ative and reactionary disciplines in post-secondary education. The standard 
Bachelor of Music and BA Major in Music curriculum remains centred almost 
entirely upon the study of the elite concert music of Europe and its diaspora, a 
music more often identified as Western classical or art music. Usually proudly 
eurocentric and dedicated to the performance, analysis, and history of com-
posed repertoire written largely by white, male composers, North American 
music programs have a desperate need for pedagogical reforms to address mul-
tiple issues of equity and representation. Many of the events and initiatives 
we draw attention to below, therefore, seemingly conflate decolonization with 
diversity, inclusion, feminism, anti-racism, and a host of other social justice 
initiatives. Tuck and Yang’s admonishment often seems more aspirational than 
practical when applied to music studies, as even a simple recognition of the in-
herent whiteness of standard post-secondary music programs can sometimes 
seem an enormous first step for faculty, staff, and students.10

Most fields of music studies have seen some diversification of repertoire and 
research methods. Yet these still overwhelmingly arise from eurocentric per-
spectives and do not necessarily find their way into the foundational or core 
courses. Tuck and Yang’s critique here is more apt: diversity of repertoire does 
not equal decolonial theory or practice. Furthermore, the conception of music 
as an art object, capable of being studied and analyzed apart from its emotion-
al, spiritual, or embodied realities (which indeed can be seen as detrimental to 
scholarly work) is embedded deeply in European colonial epistemologies and 
academic history. Music history, theory, and performance courses in North 
American universities privilege European art music repertoire, notation, and 
a conception of music as a sound object composed of discrete elements that 
can be pulled apart, even dissected in order to “understand” it. As Margaret’s 
recent work on decolonizing music history shows, these foundational courses 
date from late nineteenth-century European and North American conserv-
atories and colleges (Walker 2020). This standardization of curriculum dates 
not only from the same period as the institutionalization of musicology as 
a legitimate field of academic study, but also from the time when European 
imperial occupation covered about 70 per cent of the globe (see also Karnes 
2008 and Morrison 2019, 781–2). Robin’s work also focuses on decolonizing 
core courses, although in the field of music theory (Attas 2019a; see also 2019b; 
and Attas and Nickleson 2018). As her work emphasizes, although elective 
courses can offer an easier starting place, since expected content and learning 
outcomes are less fixed, working to decolonize the core curriculum should af-
fect student learning at a deeper and more wide-reaching level, and, crucially, 
demonstrates a commitment to meaningful change.

Whether aimed at required or elective elements, initiatives addressing cur-
ricular or disciplinary reform in music have increased in the academy in re-
cent years. These have been motivated by a variety of concerns, including race 

10 Readers interested in learning more about white privilege and white fragility might turn to 
McIntosh (1989) and DiAngelo (2018).
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and ethnicity (Ewell 2020; Guerrero et al. 2007; Hisama 2016, 2018a), divers-
ity (Epstein et al. 2019; Ingraham et al. 2017; Madrid 2017), and broader goals 
of modernization or updating the curriculum (Campbell et al. 2014; Moore 
2017; Hisama 2018b), along with decolonization directly (Levitz 2017; Chávez 
and Skelchy 2019; Stimeling and Tokar 2020; Walker 2020).11 Each semi-au-
tonomous subdiscipline of music has members who are addressing curricu-
lar reform and increasingly includes power, race, and colonialism. Research 
in music education, with its investment in communities and social issues, in 
addition to expertise in pedagogical research and reform, has perhaps been 
most prolific (see, among many other examples, Bradley 2006, 2012, 2017; Hess 
2015, 2017; Shifres and Rosabal-Coto 2017; Rosabal-Coto 2019). Musicology and 
music theory have joined the struggle more recently with items such as “Music, 
Race and Ethnicity,” the special issue of the Journal of the American Musico-
logical Society (Lewis and Calico 2019), keynote addresses at the Society for 
Music Theory (West Marvin et al. 2019) and the Canadian University Music 
Society (Robinson 2019), and two open letters from Project Spectrum (Reed et 
al. 2020a, 2020b). Nevertheless, such initiatives and calls to action still seem 
largely disconnected from the mainstreams of our fields and undergraduate 
teaching practice in the classroom. Although we are optimistic about what 
seems to be a groundswell of sincere interest, music studies in higher education 
remain fundamentally embedded in their white and colonial origins.

Filling in the gaps

“As much as the discourse of decolonization has been embraced by the so-
cial sciences over the last decade, the decolonial project rarely gets beyond 
the conceptual or metaphorical level” (Tuck and Ree 2013, 647).

In the discussions of decolonization initiated through music academic soci-
eties and referenced above, we note two common yet significant gaps. The first 
is a lack of attention on music students—learners—not only as implicated in 
the work of decolonization but also as partners invited into the conversation. 
The second is an emphasis on theoretical positions rather than practical actions, 
or in other words, on critical theory rather than praxis. Attention to pedagogy, 
of course, varies across the music disciplines, and the shift from teacher-cen-
tred pedagogy to learner-centred pedagogy (heralded in higher educational 
research since the mid-1990s by Barr and Tagg 1995, among others) is still only 
gradually being adopted across the academy. The emphasis on theoretical en-
gagement over practical solutions in decolonial scholarship is also understand-
able, and given the entrenchment of colonial histories, methodologies, and 
values in the academy, disciplinary critique plays an important role in decol-
onization. Yet new theories and broad calls for action seem ineffective, if not 
meaningless, if learners themselves are not involved in the change.

11 This remains an incomplete list, and we are encouraged also by the number of new and forth-
coming projects, presentations, and publications that address these and other crucial issues in the 
musical academy.
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It is our work in the classroom and the studio that shapes future teachers, as 
well as musicians, composers, and researchers. As scholars ranging from his-
torian John Willinsky to feminist theorist and activist bell hooks have clarified, 
not only are research and education key agents of the colonial project (Willin-
sky 1998), they also have vast potential as crucial places to enact social change 
(hooks 1995, 2003). Drawing also on the work of Mi’qmaw education schol-
ar Marie Battiste (2013), we see the work in decolonizing music pedagogies as 
two-fold. Music instructors must recognize, name, and expose the eurocentric 
values at the heart of North American post-secondary music study. And music 
instructors must recognize the value of multiple knowledge systems, beliefs, 
values, and practices in music—all of which are just as valid as Western ones. 
As our students, who are emergent teachers, professors, musicians, and schol-
ars, pass through our classrooms and studios, these values will shape what they 
in turn pass on to their students, just as Western European values have shaped 
our teaching for centuries.

Pedagogies, Strategies, Reflections
Several pages above, we invited you, our readers, to ask not “why” but “why not” 
decolonize. Yet we recognize that the most pressing question is probably not 

“why” but “how.” We know that this is a difficult topic that requires a great deal 
of rethinking, and we have also struggled with these questions. Decolonizing 
music study may be most unsettling in that it calls upon us to re-examine 
something that we love—music—and to question how we were taught and 
what we absorbed as we learnt. Yet questioning is not the same as rejecting, 
and the twelve authors of these seven articles and final open letter offer diverse 
ideas that will be both helpful and challenging.

Our issue opens with an article by D. Linda Pearse, “Expanding the Uni-
versity Music Ensemble: Lessons from an Intercultural Artistic Collaboration.” 
Pearse applies lessons from an intercultural artistic collaboration How Do 
We Listen? to propose six teaching strategies for ensemble courses in music 
programs, along the way demonstrating how theoretical literature on the de-
colonization of education can be fruitfully applied to the specific case of uni-
versity music programs. Making connections is not as hard as it seems; the 
sort of perceptive self-reflection and continued learning journey that Pearse 
demonstrates, on the other hand, takes a lot of (very necessary) work.

Alexa Woloshyn’s “Decolonizing Desires and Unsettling Musicology: A 
Settler’s Personal Story of Researching and Teaching Indigenous Music at an 
American University” takes the conversation about decolonization of music 
education to the level of a single course, in this case a graduate musicology 
seminar. Like Pearse, Woloshyn uses theoretical literature to spark self-re-
flection during ongoing efforts to unsettle her settler self, and she is candid 
and critical about the successes and challenges posed by her course design 
and implementation. By weaving her students’ own voices within her critique, 
Woloshyn reminds readers of the impact that teaching decisions have on stu-
dent learners.
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Both Pearse and Woloshyn discuss decolonization of music curricula with-
in the context of Indigenous-settler relationships in the territories currently 
known as Canada and the United States. Travis D. Stimmeling and Sophia 
M. Enriquez engage with a different set of relationships when they consider 
the role of Appalachian bluegrass music within a Western art music-dom-
inated music program in “Building Relationships, Sustaining Communities: 
Decolonial Directions in Higher Ed Bluegrass Pedagogy.” They focus on the 
bluegrass jam session as a music ensemble pedagogy that is decolonial and in-
clusionary in that it elevates and fosters local practices and relationships, even 
as it continues to perpetuate elements of settler-colonialism in the West Vir-
ginia higher education context in which they write.

Quintina Carter-Ényì, Aaron Carter-Ényì and Kevin Nathaniel Hylton 
also engage with the treatment of marginalized cultures within the white set-
tler-dominant world of higher education in the United States in “How We Got 
into Drum Circles, and How to Get Out: De-essentializing African Music.” Be-
ginning with an insightful history of the ubiquitous North American drum 
circle, they then share a creative solution. The article is clear in “calling out” 
the racist nature of American (and, one imagines, Canadian) music schools’ 
often superficial engagement with African musics, and the Africana Music Ex-
periential Pedagogy (AMEP) program they have developed to challenge this 
situation offers an engaging alternative.

Our next article shifts continents again, exploring decolonial pedagogies 
from another colonized part of the world while still rooting its critique in a 
North American viewpoint. Gillian Irwin’s “Decolonization in ‘Wild Schools’: 
Local Music Pedagogies in Indonesia’s Taman Siswa School System” describes 
the history of an anti-colonial school, the Taman Siswa, exploring the motiv-
ations of its founders and teachers and its role within Indonesian history and 
culture. In providing such a detailed discussion of this specific case, Irwin’s 
article provokes questions about more general topics, including lessons in the 
subtleties of decolonization in local contexts and the pedagogical strategies 
music institutions might take as they engage in this work.

Many of the articles in this collection propose decolonizing music pedago-
gies by considering repertoires beyond Western art music. Gabriel Dharmoo’s 
reflective paper “Reflets de la colonialité dans la scène des musiques nouvelles” 
brings us back into Western art music, but with a tight focus on the contempor-
ary art music of a particular location, the city of Montreal. Dharmoo draws on 
extensive personal experiences to raise provocative questions grouped around 
a series of key themes, modelling (and thus encouraging) self-reflection, which 
is an important component of taking decolonizing actions.

We leave the last word amongst our peer-reviewed contributions for an arti-
cle on an Indigenous student’s experiences in a post-secondary music program. 
Highlighting student voices in educational research is unfortunately still all 
too rare, and in a decolonizing context it is even more critical to include student 
voices when they are from colonized communities. Kendra Jacque and Ellen 
Waterman’s “The Long and Narrow Road: An Inuit Student’s Journey through 
Post-Secondary Music” uses Jacque’s own story as both a single example of one 
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individual’s experiences, and a means to comment on and connect to the ex-
periences of Indigenous students in post-secondary education in Canada more 
broadly. By shifting from the particular to the general, from the microcosm to 
the macrocosm, the authors build a compelling case for the numerous chan-
ges they recommend. Additionally, the joint authorship model they use is an 
exemplar of how non-Indigenous music academics might use their positions to 
respect and celebrate music students whose voices have been marginalized in 
higher education music programs.

Our special issue concludes with an open letter from Stó:lō scholar and 
Canada Research Chair Dylan Robinson, addressed directly to the deans, dir-
ectors, department heads, and faculty members working in university music 
programs. Robinson’s calls to action and crucially to accountability are not 
only clear and direct, but also presented with increasing urgency. As he “calls 
in” all of us who teach in and administer music programs, he connects to key 
themes in the issue, including the need to dismantle the embedded colonial 
structures in entrance audition and core course requirements and the necessity 
of teaching multiple epistemologies, analytical methods, and ways of listening. 
Robinson’s letter is hard hitting, but nonetheless presents practical advice that 
connects productively with the individual pedagogies of the articles.

We have positioned this special issue as a collection of starting places for 
decolonization of music pedagogies, and in reading the articles that follow, an-
ticipate that you will find many recommendations for places to begin your own 
work. Yet the variety and specificity of the examples might seem overwhelm-
ing. So often, we encounter faculty who are excited about the process of decol-
onization but unsure about how to take the first steps. We will end, therefore, 
with three broad recommendations that we see emerging from this collection 
of articles.

Connect with the local. Many of our authors describe the music happening 
in local communities. What sorts of music are connected to the community 
surrounding your institution, now and in the past? Who is making that music? 
Are those people and those musics being included in your institution? The no-
tion of academia as an ivory tower shut off from the world around it is an old 
one, and this is not the first time someone has advocated for dismantling that 
isolationist structure. But with music programs specifically, looking to histor-
ical and contemporary local music scenes of all genres is a desperately needed 
mode of change.

Take the time to discover the origins of what and how you teach. This includes 
the sources of music, information, pedagogies, and curricula. What are the 
sources and mediations of what we know? What messages about culture, val-
ues, race, or meaning are embedded in how we relay information or how we as-
sess it? We encourage you to challenge received wisdom and methods—know 
their journey and critique it.

Listen both closely and broadly. Here we mean first the specific musical lis-
tening that so many of us engage in and use for both learning and assessment in 
many of our classes. We advocate for listening differently as a decolonial prac-
tice. We are cautious, given Dylan Robinson’s critical evaluation of damaging 
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colonial listening habits in Hungry Listening (2020). But we also mean a wide 
range of careful listening to other people and alternate voices, both human and 
otherwise. Through hearing the voices of a young Indonesian music student, a 
Wolastoqew musical collaborator, or the students in our classrooms (Indigen-
ous and non-), we will open not only our ears but also our pedagogies.

In our own practice and throughout the issue, we are reminded time and 
again that decolonization is a process, not a product. We hope that this special 
issue inspires you to begin or continue your own process and to take not just 
a single step, but a lifelong journey. A mark of this issue’s success, however, 
would be that its articles become in part historical artifacts, their arguments 
incomplete, irrelevant, and outdated, although their pedagogies ideally still 
vibrant. May the conversation continue.
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