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Welcome to the fourth edition of World Music: Traditions and Transformations. This new 
edition marks a major turning point for a long-popular and widely used introductory text-
book on diverse musics from around the world as we welcome two new authors to the 
team: Dr. Heidi Senungetuk of Emory University and Dr. Stephanie Shonekan of the 
University of Maryland. While they have contributed invaluably to the preparation of this 
revision on many levels, we are especially excited by the two brand new chapters they bring 
to the book: “Story Songs: Indigenous Traditions and Transformations in Alaska Native 
Music and Dance” (Senungetuk) and “From the Blues to Beyoncé: Black Music Aesthetics 
and a History of African American Song” (Shonekan). For more information on these new 
chapters and on Professors Senungetuk and Shonekan, please see the chapter overviews on 
pp.  xxiii–xxiv, as well as the “What’s New in the Fourth Edition?” section of this preface 
(pp.  xxviii–xxix), which also includes discussion of another exciting development: the 
book’s new online resources delivery system, offering single-click access within the text to 
virtually all of the music and video examples covered. 

Aside from these major changes to content and technological delivery—along with a fully 
revised and updated text and major improvements to several chapters (especially Chapter 12 on 
Latin American musics)—World Music retains the key features of earlier editions that have made 
it a critically acclaimed, market-leading introductory-level text for more than 15 years. It assumes 
no prior formal training or education in music, and with one brief exception avoids the use of 
Western music notation entirely. It is written primarily for undergraduate nonmusic majors but 
is equally appropriate for music majors, and is therefore ideal for courses enrolling music and 
nonmusic students alike. World Music also boasts a truly extraordinary collection of musical 
examples and complementary videos (almost all of which are single-click accessible via embedded 
links to Spotify and YouTube) covering everything from ancient ritual chants of India, to 
innovative Indigenous pop music from Alaska, to recent megahits by Cardi B and Beyoncé. All of 
this is yoked together by the book’s unique traditions-and-transformations approach, which allows 
for an integrated and coherent way of exploring any and all musics of the world, from the oldest 
and most esoteric to the most contemporary and chart-topping popular.

Despite its inclusion of a plethora of exciting new content, features, materials, and 
resources, the fourth edition maintains the same commitment to accessibility and a limited, 
manageable scope as previous editions. The core structure of the text and its corpus of 
primary musical examples remain for the most part unchanged, with all of the new materials 
incorporated in ways that need not affect approaches to your syllabi, pedagogy, course sched-
uling, or assessment to any significant degree. In short, instructors who have used earlier 
editions of the text will experience an easy transition to this new one, while new users will 
benefit from jumping on board at this key moment in its evolution.

In writing this book and producing its accompanying resources, we tried to create a 
clear and engaging work that college and university instructors from a variety of back-
grounds can use to make world music a vehicle of exploration, discovery, intellectual stimu
lation, and fun for their students. The world’s diverse and ever-changing forms of music are  
pathways to joyful experience, intellectual growth, intercultural understanding, compassion 
and empathy, and a deep appreciation for the inherent qualities of creativity, resilience, 
resourcefulness, and shared humanity that connect people everywhere. This new edition 
arrives in the wake of a very challenging historical moment in world history: the COVID-19 
pandemic, #MeToo, #BlackLivesMatter, January 6, the international refugee crisis, Uyghur 
detainment camps in China, climate change and catastrophe. Music and musicians have 
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responded to and been affected by all of these phenomena and many more, and in preparing 
this revision during these tumultuous times we endeavored to confront the realities we face 
as well—and to do so in ways that have the potential to make an impact for good. 

Experiencing and learning about music from a global perspective can inspire our students 
to find within themselves valuable resources and opportunities for growth, engagement, com-
mitment, and the fostering of humanitarian ideals. Getting inside of music and seeing how 
it works, how it lives, and what makes it meaningful enables students to expand their horizons 
and better appreciate diversity, equity, and inclusion—as well as their too-frequent absence—in 
our contemporary world. It also holds the capacity to enrich their sense of who they are and 
what truly matters. There is a pressing need for that kind of learning, those kinds of lessons, 
right now. We hope to facilitate it in the sharing of this work. 

Organization, Content, and Approach
This book is organized in two parts. Part I, consisting of the first six chapters, provides an 
inviting and nonthreatening introduction to the elements of music that is global in its inclu-
sivity, encompasses cultural as well as purely musical elements, and is written with the explicit 
goal of being readily accessible to readers with no background in music. The depth of cov-
erage in these chapters is geared specifically to preparing students for the materials they will 
encounter in Part II and is accordingly limited and focused.

Chapter 1 examines the fundamental question, What, in the world, is music? Chapter 2 
looks at how music lives as a phenomenon of culture and explains the book’s core concept 
of musicultural tradition. Chapters 3–6 explore how music works as a medium of organized 
sound, with discussions of rhythm (Chapter 3), pitch (Chapter 4), dynamics, timbre, and 
instruments (Chapter 5), and texture and form (Chapter 6).

The various elements introduced in Part I, both musical and cultural, are brought to life 
and made accessible via a combination of musical examples and illustrative materials of four 
kinds:

■	 Participatory activities based on songs that will likely be familiar to most students 
(“The Alphabet Song,” “Mary Had a Little Lamb,” “The Star-Spangled Banner”).

■	 Recordings representing diverse music traditions from around the world, including several 
by well-known Western musical artists such as Ella Fitzgerald, James Brown, Michael 
Jackson, Whitney Houston, and the Who that were not included in earlier editions.

■	 Online Musical Illustrations that exemplify specific musical elements (these are located 
among the Student Resources online).

■	 User-friendly visual aids that are closely integrated with the musical examples discussed.

The world music recordings serve a dual purpose. Beyond providing illustrations of 
specific music elements (syncopation, melodic contour, call-and-response, etc.), they also 
initiate the global musical journey that then continues on a different plane in Part II of 
the book. Collectively, the Part I recordings give students both a musical preview of tradi-
tions that are explored more fully in later chapters and an introduction to other traditions 
that are not: First Nations rock (from Canada), Aboriginal Australian and contemporary 
didgeridoo music, Greek folkloric music, Zimbabwean world beat, Roma brass band music, 
Mongolian and Tuvan-style multiphonic singing, and Fijian church hymnody, to list a 
few examples.
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Building upon the broad foundations of Chapters 1–6, the nine chapters of Part II offer 
more focused studies of specific traditions originating in Indonesia, India, Ireland, West 
Africa, African American cultures in the United States, Latin America, Indigenous North 
America (especially Alaska), Egypt and the Middle East, and China. These chapters have all 
been peer-reviewed by leading music scholars in the topical areas covered. Each chapter first 
establishes a central topic of musical focus and links it to a central topic of cultural focus. 
This yields a productive lens through which to view the musicultural matrix as the chapter 
moves from traditional, to neo-traditional, to post-traditional domains, all in close integration 
with carefully curated playlists (Spotify, YouTube) of musical examples and complementary 
videos. This orientation defines the book’s focused, musicultural approach.

To better explain this approach, let’s examine Chapter 7. In the chapter, the primacy of 
interlocking parts in a particular type of Balinese gamelan music, beleganjur, is paralleled to 
the primacy of communal interdependence in Balinese society, as well as to the interlocking 
worlds of Hindu-Balinese cosmology: demonic, earthly, and divine. The Balinese interlocking 
principle, defined in these holistic terms, serves as the basis for a wide-ranging musicultural 
journey that takes readers from the royal courts of Central Java to Balinese cremation 
processions and music competitions, and ultimately to contemporary Indonesian and North 
American musical domains in which elements of gamelan, rock, jazz, funk, hip hop, avant-garde 
experimental music, and country music are creatively fused and juxtaposed.

As with Chapter 7, the other chapters in Part II similarly examine a clearly defined 
musicultural tradition as it relates to diverse and intersecting planes of geography, history, 
identity, and cultural worldview and practice. This synthesis is made possible by the core 
concept of tradition that guides the book as a whole. In this conception, tradition is defined 
as a process of creative transformation whose most remarkable feature is the continuity it nurtures 
and sustains. This definition emphasizes the fact that traditions, wherever they are found—
which is in fact everywhere that human communities exist—are dynamic rather than static, 
flexible rather than fixed, resilient yet adaptable to change.

Applying a focused, musicultural approach to this dynamic and flexible perspective on 
tradition allows for modes of teaching and learning that are at once broadly encompassing 
of global musical diversity, conducive to a significant depth of exploration, manageable in 
scope for students at the introductory level, and, as noted, potentially inclusive of all forms 
of music in the world, from the most archaic and resolutely traditional to the most modern, 
familiar, commercial, or radically experimental.

Chapter 8 centers musically on the Hindustani raga tradition of northern India, placing 
that tradition in context through an emphasis on processes of barhat (growth/transformation) 
that encompass a myriad of musical and cultural domains. An exploration of the life, artistry, 
lineage, legacy, and international influence of Ravi Shankar guides the chapter’s narrative. 
Other Indian/South Asian classical, folk, and popular traditions besides Hindustani raga are 
introduced, including Karnatak music, bhajan, bhangra, and qawwali. The second half of the 
chapter explores a diversity of raga-inspired Indian-Western musical encounters of the modern 
era—Ravi Shankar and Yehudi Menuhin, John Coltrane, the Beatles, John McLaughlin and 
Shakti—and concludes in Bollywood with a section on the music of celebrity Indian film 
composer A. R. Rahman. Among the artists featured on these recordings are Nusrat Fateh 
Ali Khan, Trichy Sankaran, Anoushka Shankar, Ali Akbar Khan, and the legendary Indian 
vocalist Bhimsen Joshi, along with the Rolling Stones (“Paint It, Black”) and the Mahavishnu 
Orchestra (“Birds of Fire”).



Chapter 9 takes Irish traditional dance tunes as its main point of focus. The chapter 
weaves an intricate tapestry of musicultural tradition and transformation from the rural Irish 
countryside to Dublin and New York City, and from the uilleann pipes to Irish–jazz–rock 
fusion. A main interest of the chapter is in how musical traditions and transformations reflect 
political and economic developments and cross-cultural flows, whether in Ireland itself, in 
Irish diaspora communities of urban and rural areas in the United States and Canada, or in 
the continuous mutual feedback loop that has existed between Irish people in Ireland and 
elsewhere for some two centuries now. 

In Chapter 10, a specific West African instrument, the kora, is the central musical topic 
in an exploration of polyvocal musical and cultural expression in Africa that also encompasses 
drum speech and drumming-based dance music of Ghana, the musical art of jeliya, endongo 
music of Uganda, Central African vocal polyphony, the world beat pop balladry of Angélique 
Kidjo, and the intercultural electric kora artistry of Sékou Kouyaté. Recordings and videos of 
instruments such as the ngoni, balafon, timbila, and mmen (Akan animal horn trumpet) serve 
to aid students in linking the instrumental sounds they hear to descriptions in the text, while a 
host of wonderful tracks by African musicial luminaries across a vast range of genres and 
styles—Kandia Kouyaté, Salif Keita, Mahlathini and the Mahotella Queens, Ali Farka Touré, 
Thomas Mapfumo, and Ladysmith Black Mambazo—make for great listening by any standard.

Chapter 11 shifts attention from the continent of Africa to the musical histories and 
experiences of African-descended peoples in the African Diaspora, and in particular of African 
American musicians in the United States. The development of African American popular 
music over a period of approximately a century, from the 1920s through the 2020s, serves as 
the main point of musical focus. This then connects to a cultural focus on the intersectionality 
of race and gender, and in particular on how the combined experiences of marginality and 
self-empowerment, oppression and triumph over adversity, have been manifest in the lives and 
artistry of great Black American women musicians. The chapter revolves around case studies 
of three “Black Musical Queens” of different eras: Bessie Smith, the Empress of the Blues; 
Tina Turner, the Queen of Rock ’n’ Roll; and Beyoncé, the Queen Bee of R&B. Tracing a 
pathway from West African roots through the slavery and Jim Crow eras, then up through the 
Civil Rights Movement, Black and women’s empowerment in the later 20th century, and the 
#MeToo and #BlackLivesMatter movements of recent years, the chapter is at once sweeping 
in coverage and tightly focused on its main subjects. It is also informed on a deep level by 
the perspective of its author, Dr. Stephanie Shonekan, a preeminent scholar of U.S. African 
American, West African popular, and African-Caribbean musics. 

Chapter 12 looks at Latin American music and the development of pan-Latinx identity 
through the lens of two iconic songs and the fascinating histories of their musical and his-
torical transformations across different eras. The songs, “Oye Como Va” and “I Like It” (“I 
Like It Like That”), are followed across vast landscapes of time and geography, from the 
1960s to the 2020s and from West Africa, Cuba, Puerto Rico, and Panama to New York 
City, Miami, and San Francisco. The famous artists who composed, performed, recorded, 
rerecorded, revitalized, and made these songs famous, each in their way—Tito Puente, Carlos 
Santana, Pete Rodríguez, Cardi B, Bad Bunny, J Balvin—become touchstones for the journey. 
That journey covers a lot of different kinds of music: rumba, cha cha chá, salsa, Latin jazz, 
reggae, reggaeton, Latin trap. Beyond its main trajectory from Cuba and Puerto Rico to the 
United States, the chapter also includes a broad survey of Latin American musics from other 
regions, including Trinidad, Brazil, Mexico, Argentina, and Andean South America.
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Chapter 13 is the second new chapter debuting with this edition. Following from the 
preceding chapters on African American and Latin American musics, this one centers on the 
musics and cultures of Indigenous peoples of North America. The rich musicultural worlds 
of Alaska Native peoples are the focal point, and the music-culture nexus is formed at the 
connection point of Alaska Native story songs and Indigenous expressions of self-determination 
and cultural sovereignty. Focusing on story song traditions of Alaska Native Inupiaq and 
Yup’ik peoples, the chapter’s principal author, Dr. Heidi Senungetuk, an Alaska Native 
Inupiaq ethnomusicologist, musician, and traditional dancer who is a leading researcher in 
this area, shows how in the story song genre, the multidimensional telling of the story occurs 
through multiple layers of singing, drumming, and dance movement. All three are required 
to tell the story of the song story fully and correctly, and the telling of stories is not just for 
entertainment or fun. These stories don’t just tell their tales. They also convey the core values, 
ideals, and histories of entire peoples and nations. They are essential to survival, and to the 
forging of productive paths from tradition to modernity and cultural sovereignty to global 
citizenship. Some story songs are resolutely traditional and rooted in village life. Others are 
cosmopolitan, urban, and built from the blending of Indigenous traditional, African American 
popular, and global musical styles. That entire spectrum is explored in the chapter. 

The primary subject of Chapter 14 is Middle Eastern women’s dance and its music, with 
an emphasis on traditions and dance rhythms of Egypt and their transformations in contexts 
ranging from the Egyptian commercial film industry to the cosmopolitan, international world 
of contemporary belly dance. The content of the chapter, including its substantive section on 
Arab instrumental art music (taqsim, maqam, takht) and coverage of musical traditions from 
Arab countries beyond Egypt, such as Iraq and Lebanon, remains intact from earlier editions. 
So too do historic recordings by several of the artists discussed—Sayed Darwish, Farid al-Atrash, 
Muhammad Abd al-Wahhab, and the legendary Umm Kulthum most of all—that were first 
incorporated in the third edition and add great richness and depth to the discussion. The music 
and music videos by Beyoncé and Shakira introduced in the third edition remain intact here 
in the fourth edition as well.

Chapter 15, like Chapter 10, has as its musical focus a particular instrument, in this case the 
Chinese zheng. The cultural focus here, though, is on the relationship between music and politics. 
The zheng’s history in China from antiquity to the present offers rich opportunities to examine 
topics and issues including Confucian philosophy, communist ideology, minority rights and resist-
ance, censorship, and music as protest, all of which are explored. Also notable in Chapter 15 is 
its rather substantial treatment of Japanese music, which takes as its focal point an ancient instru-
mental relative of the zheng, the koto, and uses that as a jumping off point for introducing other 
traditional Japanese instruments (shakuhachi, biwa, and shamisen), as well as a number of related 
musical, dance, and theatrical traditions including gagaku, kabuki, sankyoku, and J-pop (Japanese 
pop music). Several new Japanese music recordings support this section, while a large number of 
new Chinese music recordings supplement the chapter more broadly, notable among them being 
two classic recordings by the Chinese rock star Cui Jian and tracks demonstrating the contrasting 
styles of traditional Peking Opera and its communist propaganda-laden Revolutionary Opera coun-
terpart. The coverage of Uyghur music and culture is significantly expanded in this edition, includ-
ing through the addition of music by a number of leading Uyghur traditional and popular music 
artists. Several of the musicians featured are now or were formerly held in Chinese detention 
camps, drawing attention to the urgent plight of the Uyghur under Chinese occupation today. A 
brief section on K-pop (Korean popular music), including links to a number of representative 
recordings and videos, is another important new addition to the chapter. 
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Key Features
This fourth edition of World Music: Traditions and Transformations meets the opportunities 
and challenges of teaching world music with a unique and compelling range of key features. 
These are listed and described below.

One-Click Music and Video Playlists and PowerPoint Lectures
The sometimes challenging music delivery formats of World Music’s earlier editions—from the 
costly CD sets of the first two editions to the cumbersome navigational apparatus of the 
text-music interface in the third—are happily now things of the past. The fourth edition hosts 
a streamlined, user-friendly digital layout, allowing for single-click access to virtually all of the 
music, videos, and other media covered in the book at the point of discussion. Embedded 
links to chapter Spotify playlists are complemented by corresponding links to YouTube videos 
in the margins (along with embedded links for some of the YouTube videos). This makes for 
easy navigation and instant student comprehension of the relationship between the text and 
its illustrative media. 

Another advantage of the new, one-click format is that it has allowed for the addition of 
literally hundreds of new recordings and videos, leading to a far more comprehensive inte-
gration of text and media. Yet despite this abundance of new media materials, the core 
structure and central musical examples of the earlier editions remain fully intact, with the 
wealth of new musical resources serving to embellish rather than replace what came before. 
This carefully conceived, integrative approach should enable both instructors new to the text 
and those who have used it before to take full advantage of World Music’s manageable scope 
and focused, musicultural approach, while at the same time availing them of the new edition’s 
vastly expanded palette of resources. 

The popular PowerPoint lecture slides for all chapters that were included at the companion 
website in the third edition have been revised, updated, and carried forward as online resources 
for the fourth edition as well. They include embedded links to the most central music and 
video examples of the chapters and can be useful both as instructional resources for teachers 
and study resources for students. 

Getting Inside the Music Features
This edition of World Music offers a number of features to help students comprehend and 
enjoy the musics they encounter, both musically and culturally:

■	 Guided Listening Experience narratives for the central musical examples of the nine 
chapters in Part II (Chs. 7–15) highlight key elements of music sound and cultural mean-
ing as they unfold. These engaging and accessible narratives improve students’ listening 
skills and take them deep inside the music, but without being overly technical.

■	 Boxed Guided Listening Quick Summaries immediately follow each of the main Guided 
Listening Experience narratives, summarizing the music’s principal features in a timeline 
format that is easy to follow during listening.

■	 The popular Musical Guided Tours of earlier editions have been retained. Most feature 
slide shows with pictures of the instruments, performers, and performance contexts 
described, as well as other illustrative learning aids. The ones for the two new chapters 
take somewhat different forms. Chapter 11’s Musical Guided Tour is from a podcast 
interview with a preeminent scholar of African American music, Dr. Portia Maultsby. 
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Chapter 13’s draws from a mini-documentary film featuring a renowned Alaska Native 
dancer, Haliehana Stepetin. Musical Guided Tours take students inside the music in a differ-
ent way than Guided Listening Experiences. These brief, straightforward lecture demonstra-
tions (which also appear in transcribed form in the text) enable students to hear, see, and 
understand how a particular type or style of music works from the inside out, step-by-step 
and part-by-part. They will learn, for example, how the multiple layers and interlocking pat-
terns of Balinese gamelan music are structured and organized (Chapter 7), how Irish tradi-
tional dance tunes are melodically ornamented and combined to form medleys (Chapter 9), 
and how polyrhythms are generated in West African drum ensemble music (Chapter 10). 
There are nine Musical Guided Tours, one for each of the Part II chapters.

■	 The Making Music Exercises included in some chapters provide another avenue of access 
to music’s inner workings. Here, students are given simple, step-by-step instructions on 
how to actually perform on some level the musics they are learning about, either on their 
own or interactively with the recordings. They get to keep tal with Ravi Shankar, mark 
out Egyptian drum patterns with Hossam Ramzy, and actually experience, rather than just 
learn in the abstract, the meanings of key musical terms like melody, rhythm, and tempo. 
These exercises also work well as in-class group activities when directed by the course 
instructor. An invitational dance experience focusing on Alaska Native-style dancing in 
Chapter 13 is an exciting addition to the new edition.

■	 Finally, there are 25 Online Musical Illustrations that demonstrate key elements and 
features discussed in the text, from scales and instrumental timbres to the paired tuning 
of Balinese gamelan instruments and the different forms of the clave rhythm used in 
various Latin American dance music traditions. 

Maps and Timelines
Chapter maps and timelines are located at the beginning of each chapter in Part II. These 
highlight key geographical locations, historical events, and musical developments. They are 
designed to facilitate efficient reading strategies and are valuable study resources as well. The 
maps are color coded to identify the primary, secondary, and ancillary areas of geographical 
focus in the chapter.

Key Terms, Pronunciation Guidance, and Glossary
Foreign and technical terms are kept to a minimum but cannot be entirely avoided in a book 
on world music. The following features are included to help readers deal effectively with such 
terminology:

■	 Key terms for each chapter are highlighted in boldface (typically at point of first 
appearance) and are then listed at the end of the chapter to facilitate effective studying. 
Foreign-language terms that are not chapter key terms are italicized at point of first 
appearance.

■	 “Commonsense”-style, phonetic pronunciation guidance for difficult-to-pronounce names, 
words, and terms in foreign languages is provided in the margins.

■	 A key terms glossary including definitions, pronunciation guidance, and references to the 
chapters in which key terms appear is included at the back of the book.

Photographs, Visual Aids, and Insights and Perspectives Boxes
Many photographs, figures, tables, and other illustrative materials are included in the text to 
bring it vividly to life and enrich the clarity and enjoyment of the reading and music-listening 
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experience. Insights and Perspectives boxes, which supplement or provide alternate points of 
view on the main text, are another important feature.

Study Questions, Discussion Questions, and  
Applying What You Have Learned Sections
A list of study questions is included at the end of each chapter, along with discussion ques-
tions (except in Chapters 3–6) and suggestions for student projects and assignments that 
build upon or extend from chapter materials (Applying What You Have Learned). Students 
are also directed to the Companion Website Online for additional resources and study aids 
at the conclusion of each chapter.

Flexibility
The text is designed to be flexible and adaptable to varied teaching situations and instructor 
needs and interests. This is the case for both Part I and Part II.

The six chapters of Part I were designed as an integrated unit but may be approached 
in a variety of ways. Different student backgrounds (e.g., nonmusic majors versus music 
majors), pedagogical aims (e.g., greater “music” emphasis versus greater “culture” empha-
sis), or course settings (size of class, semester versus quarter) will inevitably impact how 
different instructors choose to treat these chapters (a number of suggestions are included 
in the Online Instructor’s Manual). Some, for example, may decide to teach them in an 
alternate order, beginning with the elements of music sound addressed in Chapters 3–6 
before addressing the more conceptual issues of culture in Chapters 1–2.

As for Part II, there is tremendous potential for flexibility. These nine chapters may be 
taught in any order and it is possible, sometimes even advisable, to omit one or even several 
of them in a given course syllabus. Though cross-references between chapters do occur and 
there are overarching themes that can be productively developed across chapters (e.g., music 
and nationalism, music and gender), each is ultimately a stand-alone unit. This allows instruc-
tors considerable room for creativity in course building. Some may choose to follow the 
book’s order of chapters while others may prefer a different organizational strategy, for 
example, moving from “near to far” geographically, starting, say, with the African American, 
Latin American, and Indigenous American music chapters before tackling Indonesia  
or India.

Instructors should ultimately feel empowered to make their own decisions about what to 
include and what to leave out when teaching from this text. Be selective and focus principally 
on what seems most interesting and relevant to you, and just as importantly, to your students. 
There is a huge number of links to music and video examples in each chapter, let alone in 
the entire book. There will not be time to teach “everything.” Just as you wouldn’t order 
everything on the menu at a restaurant, neither you nor your students should feel compelled 
to cover everything—or even close to it—in a textbook like this one.

The PowerPoint lectures included with this edition are drawn from our own teaching 
materials. They represent but one of many possible approaches to deciding what to include 
and what to leave out in your own teaching. The Online Instructor’s Manual offers additional 
suggestions along these lines. Working with such models can be very helpful, but remember 
that the best courses always incorporate some aspect of the unique vision, perspective, skill, 
and personal experience of the person teaching them. In the end, a textbook is not a pre-
scription. It is, rather, an invitation to a dialogue between the authors and the instructor, a 
dialogue informed first and foremost by our shared and abiding commitment to best serving 
the educational needs and priorities of our students.
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Companion Website Online
The fourth edition’s Companion Website Online, which is available through Connect, serves 
as the central repository for all supplementary materials beyond the book’s text and associated 
chapter Spotify and YouTube playlists. Chapter PowerPoint lectures, Musical Guided Tours, 
and Online Musical Illustrations may be accessed from the website. The website’s Student 
Edition also includes chapter overviews, sample multiple-choice quizzes, sample music-
listening quizzes, exam study guides, Internet links, annotated lists of resources and refer-
ences for further study and research (books, articles, recordings, films and videos, websites), 
and guidance on pronunciation of foreign language terms beyond that included in the 
main text.

The website’s Instructor Edition gives instructors access to all of the materials of the 
student edition plus much more. Its key component is the Online Instructor’s Manual. This 
includes lesson plans, ideas for in-class participatory activities, supplementary information on 
chapter topics that can be used to enliven and enrich lectures, additional lists of resources 
for research and class use, sample syllabi, and course schedules tailored to different course 
contexts (e.g., single semester, quarter, nonmusic major, music major). Instructors and students 
are also encouraged to visit the personal website of Michael Bakan at www.michaelbakan.com, 
which includes additional resources for teaching and learning about world music.

What’s New in the Fourth Edition?
This edition features important new content, including two brand new chapters, along with 
major technological advances in content delivery and integration. Its key new features are:

■	 Dr. Stephanie Shonekan’s chapter on African American music (Chapter 11), which provides 
a broad historical overview while maintaining a clear and narrow focus on the artistry 
and lives of three iconic Black American woman artists: Bessie Smith, Tina Turner, and 
Beyoncé. Bringing her personal background as a Black woman of mixed Nigerian and 
African-Caribbean heritage, a leading ethnomusicological researcher of African American 
musics and musics of Africa and the African Diaspora, and an award-winning educator, 
Dr. Shonekan offers a unique and important perspective on this subject. 

■	 Dr. Heidi Senungetuk’s chapter on Indigenous musics of North America (Chapter 13), 
which centers on Alaska Native musicultural traditions and on selected Inupiaq and 
Yup’ik traditions especially. Extending from the most resolutely traditional to the most 
audaciously contemporary extremes of Alaska Native musicultural tradition, the chapter 
shows how the enduring tradition of story songs—with its inseparable union of singing, 
dance, and drumming—bridges diverse Indigenous worlds of culture and expression, always 
remaining central to the expression of Indigenous identities and cultural sovereignty in 
the process. Dr. Senungetuk brings tremendous depth to her treatment of this material 
as a distinguished scholar of Native Alaska and other Indigenous musics, an Inupiaq 
culture-bearer, and a professional performer of Alaska Native dance and music, as well 
as Western classical violin. 

■	 The one-click online navigational system that allows for seamless integration between 
the digital text and its robust suite of online musical examples (in Spotify), videos (in 
YouTube), and other key pedagogical resources. 
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■	 The addition of links to hundreds of new musical examples and videos, but with all of 
this new material presented in a way that retains a clear focus on the central examples 
of each chapter, a manageable scope, and easy transition to the new edition for instructors 
who have previously taught from earlier editions.

■	 New Guided Listening Experiences in several chapters, including the final one in 
Chapter 10, which focuses on a live performance of electric kora virtuoso Sékou Kouyaté’s 
arrangement of Stevie Wonder’s “Master Blaster (Jammin’),” as well as the final one in 
Chapter 12, which focuses on Cardi B’s 2018 Latin trap megahit “I Like It.” 

■	 A fully revised and updated text that includes new content in most chapters—including 
brand new sections on Nina Simone (Chapter 2), Fela Anikulapo-Kuti (Chapter 10), Celia 
Cruz (Chapter 12), and K-pop (Chapter 15)—while retaining the core content foundation 
of the earlier editions.

Remote Proctoring & Browser-Locking Capabilities

New remote proctoring and browser-locking capabilities, hosted by Proctorio within Connect, 
provide control of the assessment environment by enabling security options and verifying the 
identity of the student. 

Seamlessly integrated within Connect, these services allow instructors to control students’ 
assessment experience by restricting browser activity, recording students’ activity, and 
verifying students are doing their own work. 

Instant and detailed reporting gives instructors an at-a-glance view of potential academic 
integrity concerns, thereby avoiding personal bias and supporting evidence-based claims.

Writing Assignment 
Available within McGraw Hill Connect® and McGraw Hill Connect® Master, the Writing 
Assignment tool delivers a learning experience to help students improve their written 
communication skills and conceptual understanding. As an instructor you can assign, monitor, 
grade, and provide feedback on writing more efficiently and effectively.

McGraw Hill Create 
Craft your teaching resources to match the way you teach! With McGraw Hill Create you 
can easily rearrange chapters, combine material from other content sources, and quickly 
upload content you have written like your course syllabus or teaching notes. Find the content 
you need in Create by searching through thousands of leading McGraw Hill textbooks. 
Arrange your book to fit your teaching style. Create even allows you to personalize your 
book’s appearance by selecting the cover and adding your name, school, and course 
information. Order a Create book and you’ll receive a complimentary print review copy in 
three to five business days or a complimentary electronic review copy (eComp) via email in 
about one hour. Go to www.mcgrawhillcreate.com today and register. Experience how 
McGraw Hill Create empowers you to teach your students your way.
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“.  .  . the value of a piece of music as music is inseparable from its value  
as an expression of human experience.”

John Blacking

World Music: Traditions and Transformations, fourth edition, is an introductory-level survey of 
diverse musics from around the world. It assumes no prior formal training or education in 
music of any kind. You do not need to have taken music lessons or classes to understand 
this book; nor do you need to know how to read music or play an instrument. The only real 
prerequisite is your willingness to explore music as the global phenomenon of human 
expression and experience it truly is, and in turn to approach the diversity of music you 
encounter with an open mind, open ears, thoughtfulness, and active engagement.

Throughout this text, you will be invited to listen deeply to music, think broadly about what 
it means and why it is significant in human life, and even perform it yourself in some instances. 
The purpose of this multifaceted, experiential approach is not just to increase your understanding 
of what music is and how it works, but also to increase your appreciation and enjoyment of music 
overall. Experiencing, learning about, and taking pleasure in music go hand in hand; at least they 
ought to. Each of these interrelated ways of engaging with music enriches the other. All of them 
together have the capacity to enhance our appreciation of cultural diversity, intercultural tolerance, 
human creativity and resourcefulness, and the common spirit of humanity that unites us all.

World Music
“World music” is a slippery term. It is broad enough to encompass any and all music that exists 
or has ever existed in the world, yet it lacks the precision to accurately apply to any specific music 
tradition; it is open to many interpretations. A raga from India is neither more nor less deserving 
of the designation “world music” than a Mozart piano sonata. Yet most Westerners, if asked, 
would classify the former as an example of world music but not the latter; and most connoisseurs 
of Indian music would strongly disagree with this type of a classification scheme altogether.

Here, our approach will be to conceive of the study of world music simply as an exploration 
of selected music traditions from throughout the world. Each of the traditions chosen is traced 
from its point (or points) of beginning to wherever its multidirectional pathways of continuity 
and transformation may lead. The geographical and cultural “hubs” of given musics—the places 
identified with their origins, the communities and societies with which they are connected, the 
musicians recognized as their leading exponents—are most certainly accounted for, but so too 
are the complex, intersecting webs of geography, culture, technology, and sound that situate 
these hubs in more broadly global frameworks. All manner and forms of musical expression, 
from the most resolutely traditional and geographically specific to the most commercially 
oriented, cross-culturally diverse, and radically experimental, are included.

A Focused, Musicultural Approach
This text is organized in two main parts. Part I, comprising Chapters 1–6, offers a general 
introduction to music as a phenomenon of sound and a phenomenon of culture. Drawing 
upon a combination of simple, possibly familiar songs (such as “The Alphabet Song”) and an 
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eclectic range of music recordings from around the world and closer to home for its examples 
and illustrations, the six Part I chapters collectively address three fundamental questions:

■	 What is music?

■	 How do people make, experience, and find meaning in music?

■	 How does music work?

These chapters establish the basic foundation and framework for what follows in Part II.
Each of the nine chapters of Part II (Chapters 7–15) offers an exploration of a single 

musicultural tradition. The merging of the words “music” and “cultural” into the compound 
term musicultural is intended to emphasize the inseparability of music as sound and music 
as “an expression of human experience” (Blacking 1995:31). Each chapter links a central 
topic of musical focus to a central topic of cultural focus. Together, these provide the prin-
cipal musicultural lens through which the music tradition as a whole is then viewed. For 
example, in Chapter 7, a standard approach to rhythmic organization used in music from the 
island of Bali, Indonesia, is linked to fundamental cultural values and practices relating to 
Balinese concepts of social interdependence. This link then becomes the basis of an exploration 
of Balinese music traditions and transformations covering everything from ritual music played 
at Hindu-Balinese cremation ceremonies to pieces that combine traditional Balinese gamelan 
music with elements of rock, jazz, funk, and hip hop.

Traditions and Transformations
Looking at relationships between established world music traditions and the processes of trans-
formation that challenge and redefine them is central to this work. Every chapter in Part II builds 
around this issue of tradition and transformation in one way or another, and in each case a 
conception of tradition as a process, specifically, a process of creative transformation whose most 
remarkable feature is the continuity it nurtures and sustains, is at the heart of the discussion.

We encounter a series of first traditional, then neo-traditional, and finally post-traditional 
musical examples as each chapter unfolds. Links to all of the musical examples—and most 
often to corresponding videos as well—are accessible via one-click navigation from the digital 
textbook. On one level, key similarities and connections between the different examples are 
highlighted. This is done in order to illustrate how foundational features of style and meaning 
endure even in the face of far-reaching musical and cultural change. Examining the music on 
this level offers insights into what defines a tradition at its core, regardless of the eclectic 
musical surfaces that may become attached to it along the way. It helps us to comprehend, 
for example, how a single song like “Oye Como Va” can be transformed and adapted to many 
different musical styles, acquiring new sounds along the way but never losing its core cultural 
identity and meaning (Chapter 12); or how a popular song in a Bollywood film can be 
interpreted as an extension of the classical raga tradition of India (Chapter 8).

On a second level, contrasts and departures from convention that distinguish the different 
musical examples of each chapter one from the other—in terms of both their musical content 
and cultural meanings—also are emphasized. These serve to demonstrate the creative range 
and possibilities for transformation that are inherent in the flexibility of the tradition itself. 
As we try to show in each chapter, it is this flexibility that enables traditions to retain their 
vitality and relevance as they move through time across history, are transported to diverse 
locations around the globe, absorb and influence elements of other traditions, and become 
important and meaningful to different people for different reasons in different situations.
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Depth versus Breadth: A Difficult Balancing Act
Many students reading this text will be contending with not just one but two rather complex 
subjects for the first time: the study of music and the study of culture. The focused, musicul
tural approach described earlier is intended to guide you toward appreciating the richness 
and depth of both—and of the fascinating domains of interaction that arise between them— 
without overwhelming you in the process. We have learned over the years that the richest 
appreciations, deepest understandings, and most enjoyable experiences of world music come 
not from trying to “cover everything” in a single course (an impossibility in any case, as we 
will discuss shortly), but rather from a more narrowly defined approach that explores a 
relatively small number of diverse traditions and topics.

That said, trade-offs and compromises are inevitable. In the present work, certain tradi-
tions and topics are included at the exclusion of many others that are every bit as interesting, 
important, and worthy of our attention. For example, there is a chapter on Chinese music 
(Chapter 15), but no chapter on Japanese or Korean music (though parts of Chapter 15 do 
touch on both to varying degrees). Moreover, the Chinese music chapter focuses mainly on 
the tradition of a single instrument (the zheng), with only brief accounts of a handful of the 
thousands of other instrumental, ensemble, vocal, popular, and theatrical traditions encom-
passed under the massive umbrella of “Chinese musical culture.” In the chapter on Latin 
American music (Chapter 12), a particular lineage of musical tradition and transformation 
is traced from its West African and Spanish roots to Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the United 
States, with relatively less coverage of musics of, for example, Mexico and South America. 
The single chapter devoted to musics of Africa (Chapter 10) focuses almost entirely on 
traditions originating in West Africa, with only brief discussion of musics from other regions 
of this enormous and musically rich and diverse continent.

In Part I, we tried to account for at least some world music areas and traditions  
not covered in the main chapter case studies of Part II. For example, selections representing 
First Nations (Canada), Aboriginal Australian, Mongolian, Tuvan, Polynesian, Micronesian, 
Romanian, Greek, and Spanish musics, as well as traditions from several regions of Africa 
(i.e., southern, central, and eastern), are included and discussed. Yet even if we were to add 
an entire chapter on each of these, we would still be just scratching the surface of what the 
universe of world music actually contains in all its comprehensive breadth. Our planet is host 
to thousands—indeed hundreds of thousands—of distinct music traditions and cultures, each 
fascinating and important in its own right.

A variety of factors guided our choices of what topics and areas to include in the nine 
chapters of Part II. In opting to include chapters on music traditions originating in China 
and India, for example, we were definitely swayed by the fact that these two nations 
together account for more than one-third of the world’s entire population. At least as 
significant, though, was our interest in two particular musicians, Haiqiong Deng from China 
and the late Ravi Shankar from India. We felt that their musical odysseys, both in their 
native lands and internationally, offered wonderful opportunities for exploring tradition and 
transformation in world music. Our particular research interests and areas of expertise also 
influenced our decisions. As specialists in Balinese gamelan music (Bakan), Alaska Native 
music and dance (Senungetuk), and musics of West Africa, the African Diaspora, and 
African American cultures (Shonekan), it made sense for us to include chapters on those 
topics and subject areas in this book. 



There is no one ideal, or even one best, rationale for deciding what to include and what 
not to when approaching a topic as vast as “world music.” Practical considerations (what one 
can reasonably expect to cover in a single course), representational considerations (including 
a range of musics that are diverse, encompass a wide geographical range in their totality, and 
represent a number of the world’s major musicultural regions), thematic considerations 
(choosing musics and topics that lend themselves well to a tradition-and-transformation 
approach), and personal considerations (areas of research and musical specialization, interest 
in specific musicians) all entered into our decision-making processes. Above all else, though, 
our priority has been to make choices that collectively yield an introduction to world music 
that students will find accessible, enlightening, and exciting.

Getting Inside the Music
The compilation of music contained in this text (and accessible via links to Spotify and 
YouTube) is in many respects the heart of this entire work. The book is driven by the music, 
rather than the other way around. Each chapter has been conceived and written “from the 
music up.” The musical examples themselves tell the stories of musicultural tradition and 
transformation illuminated by the text. The main purpose of the text, then, is to help you hear 
those stories better, to get you inside the music on multiple levels and provide a contextual 
framework to better understand and appreciate it.

For each of the main musical examples in the Part II chapters (Chs. 7–15), Guided 
Listening Experience narratives followed by concise, bullet-style Guided Listening Quick 
Summaries are provided to help you explore how the music is organized as music and how 
key musical elements reflect larger musicultural issues. To get the most out of the Guided 
Listening, we suggest the following general approach:

■	 First, listen to the example, without reading the accompanying text.

■	 Second, read the Guided Listening Experience narrative to learn how the music is 
organized and how it reflects key cultural themes of the chapter.

■	 Third, listen to the example at least one more time, following along with the Guided 
Listening Quick Summary timeline and attempting to identify as many of the musical 
features highlighted as possible.

■	 Fourth, view related videos online, using the links to YouTube videos included in your 
digital textbook and perhaps exploring further on your own to discover additional 
examples. 

Musical Guided Tours in each of the Part II chapters provide another opportunity for 
getting inside the music and understanding how it works. These are brief, online lecture 
demonstrations with slide shows (in a couple of cases taking the alternate form of a podcast 
or short documentary film) that break down particular styles of music explored into their 
constituent parts, then put them back together again; transcriptions of the lecture portions 
are included in the text as well so that you can follow along while listening and viewing. 
Through these tours, you will hear how the interlocking parts in Balinese music are organized, 
how multiple rhythmic patterns are layered in West African drumming performances, and 
how Irish musicians “decorate” their dance tunes with musical ornaments. The Musical 
Guided Tours are interesting and instructive in and of themselves, but they also are useful 
for developing listening skills that can be productively applied to the Guided Listening 
Experiences.
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The Musical Guided Tours are available at the Companion Website Online, which is 
accessed through Connect. So too are 25 Online Musical Illustrations, which provide audio-
recorded examples of key musical elements and features discussed in the text. The companion 
website also hosts a wealth of other materials for enhancing your learning and study experi-
ence: chapter overviews, sample multiple-choice quizzes, sample music-listening quizzes, exam 
study guides, Internet links, guidance on pronunciation of foreign language terms (beyond 
that included in the main text), and annotated lists of reading, listening, viewing, and Internet 
resources. 

A final way of getting inside the music to better understand, appreciate, and enjoy it is 
to actually perform music yourself. Many chapters include simple performance exercises that 
allow you to experience how music works firsthand by either making it or interacting in specific 
ways with the recordings. These kinds of “hands-on” experiences can be tremendously helpful 
in increasing your understanding of how music works. They also can be a lot of fun, especially 
when you team up with friends or fellow students—or even your whole class—to try them out.

Welcome to the wonderful world of world music. Learn well and enjoy the journey!
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The recital is about to begin. The first piece listed on the program is 4′33″ 

(4 minutes, 33 seconds), by a composer named John Cage.

A well-known pianist is seated at the piano onstage, a musical score 

resting atop the instrument in front of him. He closes the piano lid and clicks 

a button on a stopwatch. Then he doesn’t play anything. There is just silence. 

At several points the pianist deliberately turns a page of his score, 

checks his stopwatch, reopens the lid of the piano only to close it again. 

The minutes go by. No music, no piano playing. The “silence” becomes 

overwhelming. Every sound in the concert hall—the muffled coughs, the 

squeaking seats, the whirring of the air-conditioning system—seems as 

though it is coming through an amplifier.
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Finally, 4 minutes and 33 seconds after the start of the performance, the pianist turns off the stop-
watch, stands up, and leaves the stage, never having played a note. Most of the people in the audience 
are bewildered. What just happened here? 

This is music?
Shift the scene now to a mosque. A passage from the Qur’an, the holy book of Islam, is being recited. 

(Navigate to this chapter’s playlists [almost all tracks available in audio and complementary examples of 
some also available in video] so that you can easily play the musical works discussed as you read.) The 
words flow forth in melodious tones: beautiful, profound, elegantly crafted—in a word, musical. Yet this is 
categorically not music according to the Muslim people who have gathered at the mosque to pray. In fact, 
to refer to it as such is not just wrong from an Islamic perspective, but offensive.

Is this music?
A third scene now. A teenager relaxes in their bedroom on a Saturday afternoon listening to one 

of their favorite recordings, Apollo Noir’s “Flame Thrower.” The music is turned up loud, very loud. Their 
father is downstairs working on his taxes. He is tired and has a headache. After a while, he loses his 
patience, charges up the stairs, and storms into the room. “Turn that garbage off!” he shouts. “How can 
you listen to this junk? It’s nothing but noise. It’s not even music!”

Not to him perhaps, but the teenager thinks otherwise.
Is this music?
And one last scenario. The year is 1968. The scene: the Third International Festival of Song in 

São Paulo, Brazil. Os Mutantes (The Mutants), a controversial local rock band from São Paulo, comes 
onstage to join Caetano Veloso in a performance of his song “É proibido proibir” (It’s forbidden to 
forbid). The members of Os Mutantes wear strange outfits and are eyed with suspicion by the large 
crowd. The musicians launch into what is later described as “an amplified barrage of distorted noise 
that immediately elicits a hostile response from the audience,” which boos loudly and hurls tomatoes, 
grapes, and wads of paper at the band (Harvey 2001:107).

History will be kinder to Os Mutantes. They are ultimately hailed as “the Brazilian Beatles” by rock 
music journalists, and their discovery in the 1990s by influential progressive/alternative rockers like Kurt 
Cobain (Nirvana), David Byrne (Talking Heads), and Beck leads to profound transformations of popular music 
and pop culture worldwide. “A Minha Menina” (My Girl), a song from the band’s classic, self-titled 1968  
album Os Mutantes, even finds its way onto a television commercial featuring cute kids playing soccer 
and eating McDonald’s Happy Meals. It’s a catchy tune—innovative, danceable, and fun to listen to. No 

wonder McDonald’s saw fit to use it in their global 
efforts to sell hamburgers and fries (somewhat 
ironic given that the band’s rise to prominence 
occurred within the context of a Brazilian social 
movement inspired by resistance to multinational 
corporate hegemony, but more on that in 
Chapter 12).

Returning now to Os Mutantes’ performance 
at the 1968 Festival of Song in São Paulo, 
it appears that many in attendance, the tomato 
and grape hurlers for instance, did not perceive 
what they heard as music at all. Rather, they 
experienced the concert as something quite 
different—“distorted noise,” “a sonic assault” 
(Harvey 2001:107). That something was apparently 
not appreciated at the time, but it would come to 
be later on, both in Brazil and internationally.

So, was it music? Or was it not?

Qur’an, Qur’anic 
(koar-AHN, 
koar-AH-nik)

The Brazilian rock band Os Mutantes in concert during a recent 
reunion tour.
Robin Little/Redferns/Getty Images
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A Point of Departure: 
Five Propositions for Exploring World Music

As the preceding examples illustrate, determining when you are experiencing “music” and when 
you are experiencing something else is not always a straightforward matter. One person’s music 
may be another person’s noise, prayer recitation, or even silence. The question “What is music?” 
can yield radically different responses even within a single family or tight-knit community. 
Expand the scope to a global scale and the range of answers multiplies exponentially.

All of this raises at least two interesting questions:

1.	 What factors account for people’s many and vastly different views of what music is, and 
what it is not?

2.	 Given that there is not even general agreement about what music is in the first place, how 
might we establish a reasonable, common point of departure from which to begin our 
exploration of music—world music—as the global and extraordinarily diverse phenomenon 
of humankind that it is?

The five propositions that follow address these questions both directly and indirectly. In 
the process, they provide a point of departure for considering what music is—and what it is 
not—that underscores the approach of this text as a whole. This approach emphasizes the 
importance of maintaining an open-minded perspective when exploring world music. In keep-
ing with this idea, these propositions represent views that are widely shared among people 
interested in the study of music as a worldwide phenomenon. They are by no means definitive 
or closed to debate, however, and are presented here mainly to establish a common ground 
for our musical journey that stimulates you to think about and discuss your own, possibly 
very different, ideas about what music is.

Proposition 1: The basic property of all music is sound
Music is made up of sounds. To distinguish music sounds from other kinds of sounds (noise 
sounds, speech sounds, ambient sounds, etc.), we will use the term tone to designate a music 
sound. A tone, then, is a sound whose principal identity is a musical identity, as defined by 
people (though not necessarily all people) who make or experience that sound.

Every tone possesses four basic physical properties: duration (length), frequency (pitch), 
amplitude (loudness), and timbre (quality of sound, tone color). We will learn more about 
these four properties of tones in Chapters 3–6.

Additionally, tones are defined by the musical environments that surround them. Each 
tone gains musical meaning through its relationships with other tones. It is through these 
relationships that the building blocks of music—its melodies, chords, rhythms, and textures—
are formed. We will explore such topics in more detail in Chapters 3–6 as well.

Tones also acquire cultural meanings from the symbolic associations that people attach 
to them, associations that extend far beyond music sound itself. A tone with a particular set 
of physical properties may be used in one instance to summon deities in a religious ritual. 
But that exact same tone also may appear in a commercial jingle for a fast-food restaurant 
for the purpose of selling burgers and fries. How any given tone is understood, then, has at 
least as much to do with what people make of it as with its physical properties.

Any and all sounds have the potential to be tones, that is, to be music sounds. This 
includes obvious candidates such as notes that are sung or played on a piano, guitar, or 
violin, but also the sounds of slamming shutter doors, pig squeals, water rushing in a stream, 
or anything else. As we shall explore later in the chapter, the classification of sounds as 
music sounds (tones) or as nonmusic sounds is principally a product of people’s intentions 
and perceptions regarding sounds. Theoretically, at least, there are no limits, but people do 
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make decisions about what they will and will not accept as a 
music sound, just as they make decisions about what they will 
and will not accept in most other areas of life. That is why some 
people identify the sounds of Qur’anic recitation or of pieces like 
Apollo Noir’s “Flame Thrower” as music sounds, while other 
people categorically do not.

But what about John Cage’s 4′33″, a work in which the most 
basic property of music—that is, that it be based in sound—seems 
conspicuously absent? Surely here, in what is often referred to as 
Cage’s “silence piece,” we have crossed the line of what any 
reasonable human being might justifiably classify as music. Or 
have we?

Perhaps not. Actually, there are sounds—many sounds—in 
every performance of 4′33″. There are the sounds of footsteps 
as the performer walks onstage, the audience applauding, the 
clicking of the stopwatch, the turning of pages at prescribed 
time intervals, the random assortment of coughs and chair 
squeaks, and the incessant humming of the air conditioning or 
heating system. It is not an absence of sounds, then, that has 

made 4′33″’s status as a piece of music controversial since the time of its premiere by 
the pianist David Tudor in 1952. It is, rather, the fact that most people are not accus-
tomed to hearing these kinds of sounds as music. Indeed, one of the main “points” of 
4′33″ is that it creates a framework for listening that compels people to reorient their 
hearing. Cage is challenging us to hear “the music” inherent in a range of sounds and 
silences whose musical qualities typically go unnoticed. He was certainly capable of 
composing music that was readily recognizable as such—listen, for example, to his evoc-
ative In a Landscape—but through the experimentalism of pieces like 4′33″ he was also 
able to at once expand the range of musical creativity and reconfigure the very idea of 
what music is.

Proposition 2: The sounds (and silences) that comprise  
a musical work are organized in some way
One marker of difference between music sounds and other types of sounds is that music 
sounds always emerge within some kind of organizational framework, whereas other sounds 
may or may not. Music, then, is a form of organized sound. This is easy to recognize in a 
piece like Ludwig van Beethoven’s Symphony #9, but it is no less significant in other music 
that seems, at least to Western ears, to defy recognizable patterns of musical organization 
altogether. This latter category may include music based on unfamiliar organizational schemes, 
such as Japanese gagaku (see the photo, p. 5). It also may include music originating in one’s 
own culture that intentionally subverts standard organizational elements, be those conven-
tional types of melodies and rhythms or familiar instrumental sounds. Much of the music 
that John Cage composed fits this description, as do works by other experimental composers 
like Pauline Oliveros, whose “Calluna Vulgaris” offers a striking example.

Proposition 3: Sounds are organized into music by people;  
thus, music is a form of humanly organized sound
The baseline assertion that helps us begin to distinguish between music sound and a great 
many other types of organized sound is that music is a human phenomenon: it is a form of 
“humanly organized sound” (Blacking 1973). There is no doubt that many animals express 
themselves and even communicate using organized systems of sound that have music-like 
qualities. It may even be true that some animals (e.g., whales, dolphins) conceptualize certain 
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types of sounds they create in ways that are closely akin to how people conceptualize music. 
Research suggesting such possibilities already exists, and it is likely that future research will 
be even more revealing.

For our present purposes, however, it is proposed that music, understood as such, is 
essentially a human invention. It is something that people make, hear, or assign to other kinds 
of sounds. Birds and whales did not “sing” until human beings saw fit to label their distinctive 
forms of vocalization with that musical term (which, again, is not necessarily to say that they 
do not have a well-defined concept of what they are doing when we say they are singing—a 
good subject for research, speculation, and debate). Moreover, birds and whales do not 
necessarily “make music” any more than pigs do, but the “songs” of blackbirds and humpback 
whales seem to have been more amenable to musical interpretation by people than the so-called 
grunts of pigs (see also Nettl 2005:23).

In short, returning to a point made earlier, any and all sounds have the potential to be 
employed and heard as musical sounds. However, only when a human being uses a given sound 
for musical purposes, or perceives or describes that sound in musical terms, does the sound 
actually enter into the domain of “music.” Once again, it is not what a sound is per se, but 
rather what people make of it, that is the main criterion.

Proposition 4: Music is a product of human  
intention and perception
Expanding on another premise mentioned earlier, there are two basic processes of human 
cognition involved in determining what is and what is not music: intention and perception. 
When any sound, series of sounds, or combination of sounds is organized by a person or a 
group of people and presented as “music”—that is, with the intention that it be heard as 
music—our point of departure will be to treat it as music. Similarly, when any person or group 
of persons perceives a sound, series of sounds, or combination of sounds as “music,” our point 
of departure will be to treat that as music too.

The value of this approach—to 
which we will refer for convenience as 
the HIP (human intention and percep-
tion) approach—is that it (1) privileges 
inclusiveness over exclusiveness and 
(2)  emphasizes the idea that music is 
inseparable from the people who make 
and experience it.

John Cage created 4′33″ with the 
intention of making a piece of music; 
musicians who perform the work 
approach it as a piece of music; and 
at least some members of the audi-
ences who hear it performed are likely 
to perceive it as music. Thus, it fits 
the criteria of “music” in the HIP 
model. Granted, a performance of 
4′33″ may be interpreted as many 
things other than a music performance—
for example, as a philosophical statement about music, a commentary on the experience of 
music listening,  or a challenge to conventional expectations of music listeners—but these 
other points of view only enrich how 4′33″ may be understood and appreciated as music.

Islamic Qur’anic recitation, here represented by a different example than the one heard earlier 
in the chapter, can be treated as music because its melodic and rhythmic organization are readily 
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perceived (i.e., by people who do not practice the religion of Islam) in musical terms. The 
undeniably “musical” quality that Qur’anic recitation suggests to non-Muslim, Western listeners—
and indeed the close similarity of such recitation to forms of organized sound that Muslims 
themselves do recognize as music (see Chapter 14)—makes the question of why it is not considered 
music by Muslims all the more interesting. The answer is that many Muslims classify music as 
a profane art with no rightful place in religious observance. Therefore, anything that occurs in 
the context of worship is by definition not music, regardless of what it sounds like. In this case, 
religious and cultural principles take priority over ostensibly musical properties of sound. (As we 
will see in Chapter 14, attitudes in Islamic societies concerning the relationship between worship 
and music are considerably more varied and complex than the present discussion suggests.)

As for the example of the dad who dismisses Apollo Noir’s “Flame Thrower” as being 
“not even music,” the HIP approach points to the opposite conclusion. The recording was 
created with the intention that it be heard as music and the teenager in our story appreciated 
it as such. It thus meets the basic criteria of music status. This does not mean that the father’s 
opinion on the matter should be left out of the discussion, however. Examining why different 
people in the same situation accept or reject something as music is one of the best paths to 
understanding the roles and functions of music in human life. In this case, differences in age 
and generational status between the teenager and the dad would seem to be decisive factors 
in explaining their very different views on what is, and what is not, music.

In the case of the 1968 festival performance by Caetano Veloso and Os Mutantes 
described earlier, cultural factors having to do with ideas about music’s symbolic relationship 
to Brazilian national identity were key to the initially hostile, “not music” judgment of the 
event. As cultural attitudes on such matters changed over time, so too did Brazilian assessments 
of the musical value and significance of this historic performance.

Proposition 5: The term music is inescapably ethnocentric
We can now say that music is a category of humanly organized sound that takes its core 
identity from the musical intentions and perceptions of its makers and listeners. That would 
be a solid point of departure for our journey were it not for the fact that many of the world’s 
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cultures do not even have a word equivalent to music in their languages. Furthermore, even 
in languages that do possess a term closely akin to music, such as Arabic, the term may 
not always apply where we would expect it to, as the example of Qur’anic recitation 
illustrates.

And so we are left with a dilemma: even though every human culture in the world has 
produced forms of organized sound that Euroamerican commentators have classified as 
music, people in many of those cultures do not categorize their own “music” as music at all. 
It is a classic instance of ethnocentrism, that is, of imposing one set of culturally grounded 
perspectives, biases, and assumptions on the practices and lifeways of another group of peo-
ple. Ethnocentrism is inevitable to a certain extent, since it is impossible for any human being 
to completely divorce themselves from the ways in which they have experienced and come 
to know the world around them. That said, ethnocentrism is also dangerous, since it often 
leads to narrow, prejudiced ways of thinking and acting that generate racism, sexism, ableism, 
xenophobia, and other destructive forms of discrimination and bigotry. The dilemma, then, 
is how to acknowledge the inescapable reality of ethnocentrism while vigilantly combating its 
negative potential. Whether our subject is music or most anything else in the realm of human 
culture making, there are no easy or ideal solutions to that dilemma.

Still, we need to try. That involves making a commitment to learning about, honoring, 
and taking seriously ways of being and of being musical that are different from yours, but it 
also involves acknowledging and building upon your own cultural knowledge of music---which 
all of us possess---based on your experiences with music up to this point in your life. If you 
grew up in the United States, are not a Muslim, have not spent time attending religious ser-
vices at mosques, and did not become familiar with Qur’anic recitation until you read this 
chapter, then you will almost certainly hear that form of sound as “music,” simply because 
it sounds much like other things that you know to be music. If, however, you grew up in the 
United States, but are a Muslim and were raised attending services at a mosque, then your 
perspective will likely be very different, and you may even find the very idea of Qur’anic 
recitation appearing in a music textbook confusing, if not problematic. 

Either way is perfectly okay. For the non-Muslim student, recognizing Qur’anic recita-
tion’s music-like melodic and rhythmic features will be helpful later on when we encounter 
forms of sonic art in the Arab-Islamic world that are considered to be music. And for the 
Muslim student, acknowledging that Qur’anic recitation exhibits music-like sonic features 
despite being definitively not music for important cultural reasons should also prove useful 
in the overall arc of learning. 

In short, integrating one’s existing perspectives on music with new ones informed by 
culturally informed, respectful ways of knowing and understanding does not allow one to 
escape all the pitfalls of ethnocentrism, but it does go a long way toward lessening their 
harmful effects. That, broadly speaking, will be a key goal of this text.

Summary

This chapter began with the question posed by its title: What, in the world, is music? Following a series 
of four brief scenarios that challenged conventional notions of what music is, five propositions about 
music were offered to provide a conceptual framework for addressing this question. These propositions 
posited that

1.	 The basic property of all music is sound.

2.	 The sounds (and silences) that comprise a musical work are organized in some way.

3.	 Sounds are organized into music by people; thus, music is a form of humanly organized sound.

4.	 Music is a product of human intention and perception.

5.	 The term music is inescapably ethnocentric.
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In addition to providing a basic framework for exploring the question of what is and what is not 
music, these five propositions also were presented, collectively, as a general point of departure for 
exploring world music from open-minded and broadly inclusive perspectives.

Key Terms

Qur’an (Qur’anic recitation)
five propositions (about music)
tone

HIP (human intention and 
perception) approach

ethnocentrism

Study Questions

■	 What are the five propositions for exploring world music presented in this chapter?

■	 What is the HIP approach, and why is it important in the study of world music?

■	 Why do Muslims not consider Qur’anic recitation music, even though it sounds like music to other 
people?

■	 What is ethnocentrism?

■	 Why can John Cage’s 4′33″ be categorized as a piece of music even though it does not seem to 
sound like one?

Discussion Questions

■	 Do you think John Cage’s 4′33″ should be classified as music or not? On what grounds might you 
argue for or against its musical status?

■	 Do you think that animals make music or is music a specifically human phenomenon? How would 
you support an argument for either side of the debate?

■	 Do you agree with the five propositions for exploring world music presented in the chapter? Are 
there any of them that you think are open to challenge? If so, why, and how? Can you think of any 
alternate or additional propositions that would help to clarify what is—and what is not—music?

Applying What You Have Learned

Resources for Further Study

■	 Go to the quietest place you can find: a secluded forest, a remote mountainside, an isolated room. 
Sit or lie down, close your eyes, and listen to the “silence.” What sounds do you hear? Is there a 
sense in which they take on a musical character after a while? Describe the experience as a musical 
experience.

■	 Create a list of different kinds of sounds, classifying them into “music” and “nonmusic” categories. Use 
your own subjective criteria to decide what to include on each list. Are there instances where the types 
of sounds that you think of as music would not qualify as music according to the criteria of this chapter 
(e.g., animal sounds) or where sounds that you categorize as nonmusic would be classified as music 
using the HIP approach? If so, what do you think accounts for these “discrepancies”?

Please visit the Companion Website Online, available through Connect, which houses key teaching and 
learning resources for both instructors and students. Please also visit the author’s personally maintained 
website at www.michaelbakan.com for additional learning aids, study help, and resources that supplement 
the content of this chapter.



In the first chapter, we were introduced to the idea that music is defined 

not only by its sounds, but also by the environments in which it lives and 

the meanings people attach to it. This chapter explores that idea in more 

detail.

Music becomes significant mainly in the context of human life: in what 

people do, who they think they are, what they believe, what they like, and 

what they value. When we investigate such matters among groups of people 

and the communities that they form, we are exploring what is known in the 

humanities and social sciences as culture. Music is a phenomenon of culture 

and as such it is best understood in relation to culture, and more specifically 

in relation to the cultural context—or contexts—in which it lives.

chapter two

how music lives: 
a musicultural approach
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Understanding music as a phenomenon of culture is always important, but is perhaps especially so 
when dealing with music from a global perspective, since the cultural information embedded in any type 
of music may reveal more about what makes it meaningful to people than even the sounds themselves.

Ethnomusicology—an interdisciplinary academic field that draws on musicology, anthropology, and 
other disciplines in order to study the world’s musics—makes a first priority of engaging music in ways 
that reveal cultural insights. Ethnomusicologists are interested in understanding music as a musicultural 
phenomenon, that is, as a phenomenon where music as sound and music as culture are mutually 
reinforcing, and where the two are essentially inseparable from one another. Our purpose throughout this 
text will be to understand and appreciate the musics we encounter in this way, and this chapter, therefore, 
lays the groundwork for examining how music lives in human life, not just as sound, but as culture as well.

Navigate to this chapter’s playlists (almost all tracks available in audio and complementary examples 
of some also available in video) so that you can easily play the musical works discussed as you read.

Culture in Music
In 1871, Edward Tylor, a seminal figure in the history of anthropology, defined culture as 
“that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, law, morals, custom, and any other 
capabilities and habits acquired by man [humankind] as a member of society” (quoted in 
Barnard 2000:102). Scores of other definitions of the term culture have been proposed since, 
while Tylor’s theories of human evolution have been discredited by modern scholars. None-
theless, his classic “culture” definition has proven durable and still provides a good baseline 
for comprehending the concept of culture in our modern world.

As the Tylor formulation implies, the study of culture encompasses most everything 
having to do with people’s lives as members of human communities: their religions and 
political systems; their languages and technologies; their rituals and dances; their modes of 
work and play; the things that make them laugh and cry; what they wear and what they eat; 
their biases and prejudices; and, of course, the music they make and listen to.

But what is the community, or what are the communities, that define a culture? Throughout 
human history, cultures have always been changing, merging, overlapping, and in flux, and that 
is likely more true today than ever before. Globalization, mass media, the Internet, the inter-
national entertainment industry, world travel, and other forces of modernity make it difficult 
if not impossible to draw a clear line in the sand distinguishing one culture from another, 
musically or otherwise. An example: What is “the culture” of the group Bomba Plak, residents 
of Germany who are of Turkish descent but define and express themselves mainly through an 
African American–derived style of hip hop music, with lyrics that may be in Turkish or alter-
nate between Turkish and German (Jackson 2010)? There is no clear answer to such a question; 
indeed, there is no clear best starting point from which to begin addressing it.

Yet despite such complexities, cultures—and the cultural traditions through which they 
become manifest—are real, and they endure even as they transform. Certain groups of people—
tribes, clans, religious sects, ethnic groups, societies, nations—do indeed behave, think, and 
believe differently from others on the whole, and the degree of difference and similarity 
between them varies: the musical cultures of Egypt and Lebanon are in many ways distinct, 
yet they clearly have more in common than the musical cultures of Egypt and Finland.

Music is a mode of cultural production and representation that reveals much about the 
workings of culture, from the resilience of traditional ways to our remarkable human capacities 
for adaptation, innovation, and transformation. In the collective sounds and meanings of the 
world’s musical traditions lies a remarkable pool of resources for comprehending what unites 
and separates us, as individuals, communities, and members of the global culture of humanity.
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Meaning in Music
Music comes into existence at the intersec-
tion of sound and culture. It is not until some 
kind of meaning is connected to sounds—
sounds that might otherwise be heard as ran-
dom or arbitrary—that these sounds come to 
be perceived as music. Meaning, then, is the 
essential glue that binds together sound and 
culture to form music.

As was mentioned briefly in Chapter 1 
(p. 3), the tones of music are meaningful in 
at least two ways. First, they have meaning 
relative to one another. For example, the 
familiar children’s song “Mary Had a Little 
Lamb” consists of a series of tones, or notes 
(a common term for the specific tones in a 
piece of music), that occur in a particular 
order. Each of these notes acquires meaning 
relative to the others: the first note sounds 
“higher” than the second, the second note 
sounds higher than the third. The relative 
highness or lowness of these three notes 
(a function of the musical element of pitch, 
which we will explore in Chapter 4) invests each note with a particular meaning in the context 
of that song. This first kind of meaning is linked specifically to the sounds themselves. It is 
the product of music as a phenomenon of sound.

At the second level of meaning, the one that concerns us most here, musical sounds 
acquire meaning in relation to things beyond themselves. Imagine 
being raised in a culture where the exact same melody that we 
associate with “Mary Had a Little Lamb” was the basis of a 
funeral lament instead of a children’s song. Hearing the melody 
would cause you to have entirely different feelings, memories, and 
thoughts. The song’s meaning would be completely transformed.

This example illustrates what is so often true of music: that its 
meaning is determined as much or more by matters of context as by 
“the notes” themselves. What we are dealing with here is musical meaning 
as a phenomenon of culture, not of sound alone. It is this level of meaning 
that accounts for why shamans (traditional healers) among the Warao, an 
Indigenous people of Venezuela, believe that certain kinds of songs heal 
people while others can make them sick or even cause them to die (Olsen 
1996:262–63). It also accounts for why the singing style heard in this 
Chinese opera song (see Chapter 15, p. 435) is perceived as beautiful by 
its Chinese admirers but may be judged quite differently by people who 
do not share their culturally informed points of view.

Identity in Music
How people make and perceive meaning in music is inextricable from 
how they think about and represent themselves and one another. Con-
ceptions of music throughout the world are closely tied to conceptions 
of identity, that is, to people’s ideas about who they are and what unites 
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