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Abstract 

It is important that the philosophies of equitable co-existence that emerge in the lived contexts of 

music-making by professional musicians be applied into music education, not least due to 

today’s prevailing worldviews that are increasingly favouring an uncomfortable opposition of 

nature and reason. In this article, I draw on the philosophies of Zygmunt Bauman that urge us to 

seek ways of being for one another before seeking to be with the other. I adopt a qualitative 

instrumental case study methodology with an aim to analyse a slice of musical life and 

experience from the careers of professional migrant musicians living in Brisbane, Australia. The 

study is undertaken in the context of Lullaby Land, a compact music ensemble of four members 

including myself.  

 

Drawing on semi-structured interviews and rehearsal commentaries as well as my own reflexive 

insights as participant-researcher, I thematically analyse the data and derive implications for 

diversity and inclusivity in musicmaking from the professional context of Lullaby Land. The 

analysis revealed patterns of meaning across three key themes: Culturally contingent differences 

are central to musicians’ identity and are to be celebrated; learning stems from qualities of 

respect and empathy; music is a powerful language of belonging and a means of active self-
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representation in a foreign land. I then extrapolate the above themes that have been identified 

from a professional musicmaking context into a model for intercultural higher music education.  

 

The model proposed here is grounded on understanding how we, as a collective humanity that 

today grapples with issues of ethics and politics in diversity in multifarious ways, can adopt a 

philosophy of being for one another before being with one another. The theorised model is 

predicated on action and features a series of verbs—narrate, empathise, celebrate, explore, 

connect, and crystallise—that culminate in ethical learning. I offer this model as a counter-

narrative to the widespread ethos of inaction on the one hand, and of oversimplification of subtle 

differences that constitute the bedrock of diversity, on the other. Theoretically, the model 

presents a recontextualisation of professional musicians’ lived experiences within the systematic 

constructs of higher music education, thereby calling for meaningful correspondences between 

these two entangled spheres of operation in the broader field of music research. The model is yet 

to be trialled in a pedagogical context, however, I propose that it would hold relevance for both 

music educators and music professionals who engage with cultural diversity in their practices 
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Background 

When Sidsel Karlsen (2013) wrote their milestone article on meanings that immigrant students 

ascribed to their homeland music in their new homes across Scandinavian countries it was in the 

wake of a huge wave of migration into those countries that were “previously relatively 
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homogeneous” (p. 161). Six years hence, we stand at the precipice of superdiversity in societies, 

wherein the ethics and politics of subtleties in difference are overlooked in the light of overt 

similarities (Westerlund, 2019). Further, Karlsen (2013) has observed that scholarly debates have 

marked the negotiations between cultural and musical identities in multicultural education over 

the last few decades. While there have been scholars who have argued that a simplistic approach 

to connecting students’ national–geographical, ethnic or cultural backgrounds and their musical 

identities is not always a viable solution (Lum & Marsh, 2012; Marsh, 2013; Sæther, 2008; 

Schippers, 2009), there are those whose ideas have evolved into believing that this connection 

does deserve consideration (Hebert & Sæther, 2014; Strand & Rinehimer, 2018; Westerlund & 

Karlsen, 2017). Overall, Karlsen (2013) observed then that migrant students ascribed rich and 

complex meanings associated with their homeland music and that music teachers might benefit 

from recognising this complexity and accessing ways to incorporate cultural recognition into 

their curricula. Today, in a world where human values and natural resources are both taken for 

granted and exploited at the altar of homogeneity and imagined growth, we are faced with 

cultural plurality that is caught in a ‘post-truth’ limbo. As such, we, as music educators, are faced 

with a need “to rethink professional epistemologies in relation to societal challenges” 

(Westerlund, 2019, p. 2). On looking beyond our prevailing vacillations between a sense of 

utopia and dystopia, futurist Kevin Kelly’s (2017) idea of “protopia,” an ethical future that is 

attainable as small, mindful and gradual steps, seems to present itself as an approachable middle-

path to aspire towards.  

 

In parallel, the gap between music careers and music education has been closing in over the last 

decade. As Bartleet et al. (2019) have noted in the context of Australia, most musicians maintain 
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portfolio careers (comprising performance, recording, creation, music direction, teaching) to 

sustain their professional lives. Further, building on Throsby (2008, 2010) Bartleet et al. (2019) 

have called for further research and consideration in the context of higher education on the 

following five issues: enterprise and entrepreneurship, mobility, digitisation, gender parity, and 

health and wellbeing. Of these five parameters, it is interesting that at least three explicitly link to 

issues of inclusivity and diversity through the complimentary lenses of professional musical 

careers and music education. The parameter of mobility directly links to the globalisation of the 

arts sector today and hinges on cultural sensitivity in such artmaking both outside and inside the 

classroom. Gender parity and health and wellbeing also align closely with challenges 

encountered in the issues of human connectedness in music education and yoke also to equity 

and ethics in dealing with diversity and inclusivity. As such, complexities encountered in the real 

world bring to bear significantly on both musicians’ careers and to the field of higher education 

in music, begging not for a resolution to utopian perfection, but for a global reconciliation into 

protopian manageability. 

 

It must be acknowledged that musicians often constitute a unique student body in that many of 

them skilfully navigate and learn from the thrills and pains of a portfolio career even while they 

continue their institutionalised higher education in music. It is therefore vital that analyses of 

musicians’ real-world professional experiences find their way into models for education that both 

informs and derives from the profession (Mani, 2018; Bartleet, Grant, Mani & Tomlinson, 2020). 

The pathway from career to classroom assumes even greater significance in contexts involving 

an active participation of individuals from diverse cultural backgrounds, privileges, power 

structures, and beliefs - both musically and extra-musically, as it represents the organically 
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unfolding microcosms that could confront the macro-level hegemony of master narratives that 

we as a humanity are faced with today.  

 

Project, Rationale and Aim 

In this article, I begin from an analysis of a slice of musical life from the careers of professional 

migrant musicians living in Brisbane Australia in the context of a compact “diversity ensemble,” 

Lullaby Land (2020) of which I am the Artistic Director. I derive implications for diversity in 

music-making and education, and conclude by theorising a model for intercultural music 

education. I draw on the musicmaking experiences of four musicians of diverse cultural 

backgrounds who constitute the current core team of Lullaby Land, including myself, a migrant 

female performer of Karnatik music of South India now residing in Brisbane, Australia. Lullaby 

Land foregrounds the ideas of belonging, identity, and self-determination in migrants using 

songs and stories from childhood as a tool of connection to homeland, to the settled land, and of 

comfortable coexistence with others. Using the concept of ‘comfort’ as the central lens, in the 

performance that unfolded on October 13, 2019, at the MOSAIC Festival hosted by Multicultural 

Australia in Roma Street Parklands, Brisbane, each of us told a story from our childhood in our 

native land and followed what was envisaged as a sensorial narrative by a lullaby in our 

language, with active participation of one another. The matter of interest in this paper, however, 

is not so much of the performance itself as of the series of three workshops that led to this final 

performative outcome and the learnings and implications for intercultural education contexts that 

emerged thereof. Notably, a medium of verbal-musico-poetic communication was activated 

during the workshops and later during performance in front of an audience through a formidable 
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storytelling–song combination that propagated empathy from a personal space to the public 

sphere.  

 

I draw from our learnings and experiences of music-making in Lullaby Land and extrapolate this 

analysis into a model for intercultural music education that is grounded on understanding how 

we can first be for one another before being with one another – as a collective humanity that 

today grapples with issues of sensitivity and ethics in diversity and complexity in multifarious 

ways, as Westerlund (2019), drawing on Zygmunt Bauman (1993), has convincingly argued for. 

Such an approach is vital, not least in today’s superdiverse societies wherein the broader sense of 

community is shifting from the ethnocentric to divergent, and a plurality of stories and voices 

assume the contentious roles of both interrogators and moderators in the music industry and in 

music education as I have argued for in Mani (2020a, 2020b).  

 

Also, as Westerlund (2019) has observed, we hold an ethical responsibility to problematise the 

seemingly simple silos of identity, culture and belonging that have come to underpin the 

societies that we inhabit. This responsibility permeates into the ways in which we model 

teaching and research in music education. Reflecting on Westerlund’s (2019) pertinent call, I 

have attempted to offer a response. I derive and propose a theoretical model for intercultural 

music education from a thematic analysis of the data collected from the Lullaby Land Project. In 

doing so, I offer a linkage pathway between the ethics and politics in society and the role of 

music thereof, and also a way to ensure relevance of real-world experience in theorising 

communication models for the culturally diverse classroom that we as musician/educators often 

handle. It is noteworthy that Lullaby Land’s broader mission responds directly to the Call for 
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Papers from CEPROM (2019, para. 3) in that it was aimed at “cultivating sensitivity between 

cultures and human beings in and through music,” while also providing an opportunity for 

“people from different communities and cultures to collaborate through music.” 

 

Data Collection and Analysis 

The research design was conceived as a qualitative instrumental case study, drawing on a 

comparable model in Westerlund et al. (2015). The data for this study was collected as semi-

structured interviews of the three team members with myself as interlocutor/interviewer over the 

three workshops (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). The members of Lullaby Land include myself 

([name removed] aged 38, F); Phoebe Huang (22, F), a Pipa player and composer from China, 

Tichawona Mashawa (39, M), a Mbira player and percussionist from Zimbabwe, and Greta Kelly 

(46, F), an Australian Shah Kaman player who has spent a substantial period of her life in Iran 

learning and performing Persian music. Figure 1 shows the ensemble in performance. 

 

Figure 1. Lullaby Land ensemble performing at MOSAIC Festival, Brisbane, 2019. L to R:  

Greta Kelly, Charulatha Mani, Tichawona Mashawa, and Phoebe Huang. 
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As participant-researcher, my voice was at constant interplay with those of the others and 

afforded a crucial layer of opinion/reflection. Explicit permissions for using the interview and 

rehearsal material in any way, shape or form were obtained from all the participants. Another 

layer of data included audio/video recordings of our repertoire development for Lullaby Land 

which happened over the workshops. Following the transcription of the interviews and our 

commentaries on the videos, I conducted a thematic analysis of the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

The analysis was heuristic and inductive (Silverman, 2011). The team members were invited to 

read the article and their feedback was requested for revisions. Only the overarching patterns that 

emerged from the data have been shared here owing to the scope of this paper and are grouped 

under three key themes. Musicians of various cultures actively demonstrate the need to: 

● Identify ‘treasure points’ of musical and cultural difference that they personify as their 

key identity.  

● Explore and learn musics of other cultures (including that of the West) out of empathy 

and a desire to co-exist ethically.  

● Connect using music as a common language of belonging rather than a creative tool. 

The patterns of meaning that yielded each of these themes are briefly expanded below: 

 

1. Difference is central. 

In Lullaby Land, the storytelling component was pre-eminent and emerged from the central node 

of cultural difference rendering the cultural encrustation/affiliation of the musician and their 

ways of being inseparable from their music itself. The meaning that came through in from 

analysis within this theme was that our ways of being in the world (ontologies) have been key in 

informing our ways of knowing about our music (epistemologies). Together they inform the 
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ways in which we understand and absorb other musics in relation to ourselves. As Phoebe 

(Interview, 4 October, 2019) notes:  

I love composing, so I just tried in my way to rewrite some of my original Chinese pieces and to 

compare the difference between this new one and the traditional one that I played when I was in 

China. That’s how I differentiate between like cross-cultural music and the traditional Chinese 

music. The differences I found made my musical style special. 

Greta (Interview, 27 September, 2019) noted:  

I’ve worked with refugees and migrants. We’ve sometimes gone out to the detention centres played 

music from the refugees’ culture and then also gotten them to join in and sing. For them and for me 

owning that difference has been a highlight. 

 

These comments indicate that the sites of complexity and richness in the musics of various 

cultures are both located in the centrality of difference. Tichawona tells, “My performance 

clothes are colourful—traditional Zimbabwean. People love to see it and hear my language when 

I sing or teach. All this uniqueness is my soul.” 

 

2. Learning grows from empathy. 

The articulation of difference as a story-led narrative that moves into music is the process and 

tool in eliciting empathy as a key human quality. I found empathy to emerge as the bedrock of 

sharing of knowledge between the musicians and musical cultures. In our interview/conversation 

of 27 September 2019, when Greta observed:  

Sometimes they [refugees in detention centres] talk about their homeland and share music that I 

don’t know. I learn it [the music] because I care about them and what they care about. It is a point 

of activism for me to show that I care and that I am bothered with their problems. 
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I responded, 

Sometimes I don’t find the right words to talk. I find people judge me based on where I’m from, 

how I talk, how I dress or my skin colour. But when I start singing, I find that all else melts away. 

The world becomes perfect and loving in those moments.  

Phoebe immediately chimed in: 

I came here as a Chinese-born teacher to teach Mandarin in a University and everyone just defined 

me as a Chinese teacher. Then I started to play this instrument [pipa]. I started to introduce it to 

them with my stories. Then they were like, oh! Surprised. It’s like they don’t see you just as a 

Mandarin teacher; they see you as a musician, as a person who has feelings. They want to know 

more about that person. 

 

Tichawona’s statement seemed to summarise this thread of conversation and convey the theme 

effectively, “we learn and teach our students and children culturally sensitive behaviour. It is 

harder to be insensitive when we listen to each other’s lived experiences and start caring.” A 

collating of these ideas reveal that it was the idea of “care” that came up more than once in the 

conversations that was the seed that could grow into an ethical music learning paradigm.  

 

3. Music is a language of belonging in the new land. 

The analysis revealed that while memories of homeland were the touchstones that musicians of 

various cultures inevitably turned to, their music reconfigured in their present environment and 

home became their beacon of belonging and identity. 

 

This idea comes through strongly in my story from the interview dated October 9, 2019: 
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In 2015, when I moved to Brisbane from Chennai, it was really hard for me to make friends. In my 

kids’ school, there was a multicultural day. I went up and introduced myself to the principal and 

said I am a mum; also a singer. Until then, they had seen me as an Indian mum, and when I said I 

was a singer, they said, oh, ok! Instantly some of the other mums googled me up and saw my 

profile. Many started saying hi! On ‘Multicultural Day’, I got five minutes to sing. I got up on stage 

and sang a Karnatik song. After that I made so many friends. I think friendship and belonging go 

hand in hand, and I felt that my music gave me that friendship in Brisbane. 

On 4 October, 2019, when Phoebe said, “Sorry for my English,” after a conversation with us, 

Greta said, “Please don’t apologise! This is about the human experience that we bring. Not about 

the English. That is why you and I are sitting here.” The powerful cementing that music provides 

in rather difficult social situations reinforces its position as an insignia of belonging in a 

community or social group. Overall, the analyses reveal that we, as culturally diverse musicians, 

believed that our unique musics and the ways in which we sought to integrate our musics with 

that of each other and of the West welded us firmly to our new homes. Our musical exchanges 

rewarded us with collaborators, friends, and unforeseen avenues of cultural recognition, self-

expression, self-advocacy, and self-determination. 

 

Results, limitations and future pathways 

The themes analysed above resonate strongly with the notions advanced in the literature on 

music education, as discussed in the earlier sections. Accordingly, I have created a model: 

‘Being for before being with the Other: An action pathway for ethical learning’ (Figure 2), which 

I believe responds to Bauman (1993) and Westerlund (2019). This model is envisaged as an 

integrative processual pilot framework that recombines intercultural music education with the 

music professionals’ experiences in the light of the patterns that emerged from this compact 
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study and focusses on verbs rather than nouns—on active doing. It constitutes the following 

actions/unfoldings to be undertaken and/or experienced by, both students and educators: 

● Narrate a story from one’s own culture/land.  

● Empathise and humanise.  

● Celebrate differences.  

● Explore similarities.  

● Connect through word, emotion, and music.  

● Crystallise into ethical learning. 

 

The above pathway of occurrences demonstrates a possible trajectory towards ethical learning, as 

Figure 2 below illustrates. 

 

 
 

Figure 2. Being for before being with the Other: A pathway proposal for ethical learning. 
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This study has its limitations. It is yet to be implemented in a music education context, however, 

plans are underway to roll-out an initial trial of this model in early 2021 in a tertiary education 

context in Australia. Also, the analysis presented in this paper is in the form of broad 

brushstrokes and denotes results from an initial consideration with a small number of 

participants. A detailed analysis with multiple nodes using NVivo and incorporating a larger 

participant pool is projected for 2020.  

 

I believe that this model that derives from music professionals’ experience will find application 

in the educational sphere not least because education was never and will never be dissociated 

from the problems that we are faced with as individuals and a collective humanity in the real-

world. Further, it would be interesting to research further on the effects of this theorisation on 

music teachers’ and students’ classroom experiences, if only to identify alignments and 

divergences across the notionally discrete yet practically entangled contexts of musicianship and 

music education.  

 

Today we find ourselves in a world where there seems to be a widespread disregard for human 

values and an ethos of inaction. A music education that foregrounds empathy and action is the 

need of the hour, now more than ever. The model presented here offers but one way to privilege 

those that lurk at the peripheries and give them equity of representation in music education. For, 

a reframing of master narratives of hegemony can only be carried out through a plurality of 

voices characterised by irregularities and imperfections, not by perfect clones. Rather than 

veering towards the perfect utopian dream, the ethical learning pathway proposed here holds out 
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the promise of being a plausible “protopia”—it foreshadows a tomorrow that could be 

marginally better than today.  
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