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Abstract 

This artistic research is an emergent, situated thinking of freely improvised musicking 

through the lens of queer and feminist theory. It pursues a post-qualitative inquiry founded 

in collaboratively thinking-with a series of companions: myself as an artist and as a queer 

feminist, my musicking and thinking communities, six conversation companions, and six 

companion texts. Along with these companion-thinkers, I explore three entangled points of 

inquiry: “unmastering” the habits of institutional musicking and the persistent presence of 

the master-Man; interrogating the notion of “freedom” in free improvisation, its history and 

its situated meaning for a queer-feminist white settler musicker on stolen, unceded 

Aboriginal land; and the possibilities of collaboration founded in notions of contamination, 

interdependence, changing and being changed. Thinking-with companions and with 

musicking is explored as a curious and iterative practice, with voices and ideas arising 

recurrently throughout the text. Free improvisation is a generative site for soundmaking as 

kinmaking—musickin: intimacy formed via contact and exchange. The sweaty concept of 

“free”, however, becomes a prompt to reckon with complicity. By staying with this trouble, 

the queer-feminist free improviser practices response-able musicking in contaminated 

human and more-than-human collaborations. 
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Emergent foundations 

I begin by acknowledging the lands on which I have done most of the work of this project: 

the unceded territory of the Jagera and Turrbal peoples, as well as the Giabal and Jarrowair 

peoples, which always was and always will be Aboriginal land. I acknowledge the Jagera and 

Turrbal, and Giabal and Jarrowair peoples, and their Elders past, present, and emerging. The 

battle for justice continues, and as a white1 settler, my being here—living here and working 

here and soundmaking here—is implicated in these struggles, is noninnocent. My project is 

in large part talking about seeking personal and collective freedoms in music making, and 

how this cannot authentically be sought without confronting structural powers and 

imbalances and their histories, and the differences of what freedom means and looks like to 

different people. The fact that this country we call australia2 was founded on the 

dehumanisation and genocide of the people of this land (the myth of Terra Nullius), and that 

australia’s continued existence relies on the ongoing process of settler-colonisation, is an 

important and difficult point with which to grapple. 

As a continuation of this acknowledgement, I am following the example of Wiradjuri 

musician and scholar Professor Sandy O’Sullivan and “declaring my hand”3 (O’Sullivan, 

2019), positioning myself in this place: I am a queer white woman, of mostly Welsh, English 

(Yorkshire), and presumed Turkish/Mediterranean ancestry4, raised Roman Catholic by my 

aspirational working-class parents in rural and regional New South Wales and Queensland. I 

am queer both because of my sexual orientation and gender identity—I am bisexual, 

1 Following critical race theory, whiteness should be understood not as a phenotype, but as a situated 
sociohistorical construction that operates as a signifier of power: “a construct or identity almost impossible to 
separate from racial dominance” (Frankenberg, 1997, p. 9). Throughout this thesis, I use title case for Black, 
Indigenous, and other racial and ethnic identities, but lower case for “white” as part of a practice of paying 
attention to and decentering the overrepresentation of whiteness and normalisation of white supremacy. 
2 Out of respect to these continuing histories of invasion, colonisation, genocide, and erasure, and to the many 
nations that this country contains as well as my relationship and responsibility to them as a white australian 
citizen descendant of free-settler migration (of both the recent and more distant past), I have chosen to refer 
to the settler-colonial nation state of so-called “australia” in the lower case throughout this thesis. 
3 This follows from Indigenous practices of self-introduction: “The protocol for introducing one’s self to other 
Indigenous people is to provide information about one’s cultural location, so that connections can be made on 
political, cultural, and social grounds and relations established” (Moreton-Robinson, 2000, p. xv). 
4 My father was adopted, raised identifying as Welsh in southern England, and his ancestry is largely unknown 
to us. I was born with a congenital dermal melanocytosis (a type of birthmark that typically indicates non-
European heritage) and have my father’s olive skin and dark brown hair and eyes, alongside my mother’s 
raised nose tip, generous smile, and copper tones and easily pinked cheeks belying the history of pale-skinned 
redheads in my genetics. 
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although choosing not to engage in romantic relationships with cisgendered men at the 

time of publication, and on the gender fluid spectrum, using the pronouns “she/they”. I am 

a flutist, improviser, electroacoustic musician, ensemble director, series curator, composer, 

teacher, peer assessor, writer, thinker, researcher, radio presenter and podcast editor, 

activist, very mediocre poet, amateur astrologer, and a sometime practicing witch. I have 

engaged with my mental health as a “struggle” since my teens, mostly generalised anxiety, 

attention and panic disorders, as well as Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and 

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), leading to periods of major depression and 

chronic pain issues. I am an Ashtanga yoga practitioner and occasional Hatha yoga teacher, 

and a casual boulderer and recreational wild swimmer. I am a queer abolitionist 

anticapitalist feminist, and my politics inform this inquiry. I am included in the grim statistics 

of separation and divorce during doctoral candidature, and I currently live with my furry 

companion—my familiar, an indoor rescue cat named Willow—and my French-speaking 

Swiss friend and flatmate, Gaëlle. 

I have considered this research process a queer-feminist “thinking” of free improvisation. I 

find thinking to be an emergent practice (brown, 2017), not aimed so much at establishing 

something we might name “philosophy” or “theory”5. As with many thinking adventures 

that begin with an identity attachment, this research was borne of my frustration at not 

seeing myself or my ideas and feelings represented in the literature around the musicking 

practices I engage in—literature that regularly claims to be universal (for instance, “The 

Philosophy of Improvisation” by Gary Peters [2009]). This absence is frustratingly embodied 

on the stages and platforms on which the music I play is heard: as still, far fewer women, 

trans, and gender diverse people can be found in free improvisation collectives and 

ensembles, at festivals, on recordings and anthologies, or mentioned when people list off 

their favourite artists in the field. This, however, is not because these artists do not exist. 

They are instead, marginalised on account of these identity attachments—each considered 

an addition to or an interruption of the purity of the “normal” universal subject. What is 

considered “normal” is explored so incisively by critical race theorist Sylvia Wynter: “Man” 

as the white, heterosexual, able-bodied, cisgendered, economically privileged man; a “now 

 
5 While neither “philosophy” nor “theory” necessarily denote fixity, there is a weight to these terms which 
feels incompatible to the integrated improvisatory approach with which I have engaged in this inquiry. 
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globally hegemonic ethnoclass” (2003, p. 262), “which overrepresents itself as if it were the 

human itself, and that of securing the well-being, and therefore the full cognitive and 

behavioral autonomy of the human species itself/ourselves” (p. 260). Wynter shows how 

this overrepresentation has served as a root assumption that underpins predominating 

philosophical understandings of globalised modernity, what she calls “the Coloniality of 

Being/Power/Truth/Freedom”. Given the particular entanglement of the word “freedom” 

with free improvisation, I find a disruption of such overrepresentation to be a crucial part of 

thinking this musicking6 practice. 

My thesis is thus both a refusal and an exploration: how might our ways of thinking shift, 

change, or emerge if we take queer and feminist theory as a central starting point from 

which to explore freely improvised music? 

These foundations serve as my guide in this research process, though are themselves 

mutable and subject to change, they too are emergent. Emergence in this sense denotes 

“the way complex systems and patterns arise out of a multiplicity of relatively simple 

interactions” (Obolensky, 2010, as cited in brown, 2017, p. 13), as both this work and I have 

co-emerged and changed one another. adrienne maree brown’s (2017) concept of emergent 

strategy identifies how this co-development is fractal, a mirroring of the whole and the 

parts that in nature and in social organisation is observable in reoccurring patterns across 

galaxies, planets, species, communities, bodies, cells, molecules, atoms, quarks—on all of 

the infinite levels of existence—we are shaped and changed by the ways we come into 

contact, into relation. brown draws on both science and science fiction in their thinking, in 

particular the work of Octavia E. Butler. Lauren Olamina’s words in Butler’s novel Parable of 

the Sower (1993, p. 3) resonate powerfully for brown and have also become something of a 

mantra for me: 

Consider: Whether you're a human being, an insect, a microbe, or a stone, this verse is 

true. 

All that you touch 

You Change. 

 
6 “Musicking” is Christopher Small’s (1998) reframing of music in verb form—extending the concept of active 
music participation beyond performing to include the social and relational aspects of engagement with music, 
for instance by creating, rehearsing, playing, listening, facilitating, venue maintenance, and so on. 
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All that you Change 

Changes you. 

The only lasting truth 

Is Change. 

God 

Is Change.  

This verse is the foundational understanding of Olamina’s emergent religion “Earthseed”, 

which engages in theistic language while undermining the comfort of “god” as a fixed 

supernatural authority figure. I have found Earthseed’s “only lasting truth” to be emergent 

in this inquiry and in this thesis; it is a “truth” easily observable in the world these past few 

years and also within my relationships; in my art-making practice and in the macro- and 

micro-ecosystems within which I practice making art. Change is constant and ongoing: 

lasting. It is in the space of change where the thinking of this thesis resides. 

Change will be explored through different lenses and relationships, including the places and 

spaces on and in which I undertook this thinking, my own evolving sense of self/selves 

(artistic and otherwise), traditions of queer and feminist thinking, and within histories, 

framing contexts, and practices of improvised musicking. The following sections unpack the 

foundational understandings of my inquiry: that it has taken place in contested space, the 

stolen land of australia; that I am co-emergent with the thinking of this thesis, as a queer-

feminist improviser questioning the overrepresentation of Man in claims to musicking 

“freedom”; and that it intentionally frames its perspective within an inclusive understanding 

of feminist and queer theory, acknowledging that these too have been cites of exclusion in 

the name of “unification”. 

Thinking from “australia”: A settler-colonial nation state 

I would firstly like to locate the thinking presented here as having taken place on stolen, 

never-ceded land. The nation state of so-called australia occupies a continental landmass in 

the Asia-Pacific region of the Southern Hemisphere. Prior to colonisation, this land 

encompassed more than 400 separate nations and distinct language groups, with Aboriginal 
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and Torres Strait Islander peoples7 having been here “from the first sunrise” (in the words of 

Wiradjuri Auntie Jenny Munro, 2008, as cited in Renata et al., 2015, p. 366); carbon dated 

evidence by scientists in the European tradition show data consistent with human 

settlement at least 65,000 and as much as 120,000 years ago (Bowler et al., 2018). In the 

1700s, the English invaded and subsequently colonised this continent, claiming it as a penal 

colony to house political and other prisoners in hard labour camps, despite being well aware 

that the land was owned and occupied by the Original Peoples. Convicts could earn their 

freedom through time and labour, after which they were recruited to aid the colonisation 

process by being gifted stolen land. The English denoted the category of “flora and fauna” 

inclusive of the Aboriginal peoples of all nations across the continent and declared the land 

terra nullius: “no one’s land” (Martin/Mirraboopa, 2003, p. 203). More than two centuries 

of apartheid and genocide ensued, enacted on multiple fronts including biochemical (the 

“gifting” of smallpox-infected blankets and clothes; the introduction of alcohol), forced 

removal (including the Stolen Generation of children of mixed-race parentage, with the aim 

of “breeding out” Aboriginal racial characteristics), displacement and language destruction, 

curfews and boundaries, indentured labour and enslavement, as well as outright massacres. 

Aboriginal warriors led courageous battles throughout the ensuing Frontier Wars, which 

have been poorly documented by settler historians, but whose stories are remembered 

through the oral histories of often displaced First Nations Peoples8, as well as the journals of 

early settlers (Pascoe, 2014). Massacres continued beyond the federation of “Australia” in 

1901, with the most recent documented mass murder of Aboriginal people taking place in 

1928 (Guardian Australia, 2019). The estimated pre-invasion population of 750,000–

 
7 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples is the commonly accepted term for Indigenous peoples of all the 
nations of the continent of “australia”. At times, I have used other accepted terms such as “Original Peoples” 
or “First Nations Peoples” in order to emphasise connection to this land pre-European invasion. Terminology 
referring to the Indigenous peoples of australia has a complex history of preference amongst Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander persons (Gulanga Program, 2016), largely in relation to abuse and misuse by settler-
colonists. Many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people prefer to be identified by their ancestral nations 
(Roberts et al., 2021), which I have done where possible when referring to individuals. 
8 Indigenous and settler scholars have painstakingly pieced together these important histories, however they 
are still rarely taught as part of australia’s history. Gamilaraay, Kooma, and Murrawarri radio host and 
producer Bogaine Spearim’s podcast Frontier War Stories (2019-present) gathers together these knowledges, 
interviewing Aboriginal historians and institutional scholars. 
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1,000,000 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples was reduced to around 60,000 by 

the 1920s (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 1994; 2010)9. 

The enduring, emerging history of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples—even as 

the continued existence of australia works to erase and discredit these histories and 

present-day existences—exemplifies the inventiveness, vibrancy, and resilience of some of 

the oldest continuous cultures on earth. Kurnai/Gunai, Gunditjmara, Wiradjuri and Yorta 

Yorta writer Nayuka Gorrie points out that “Colonisation was our apocalypse, and we are 

already living in a dystopian future, so we are ahead of the game” (as cited in Yunkaporta, 

2017). First Nations thinkers challenge the predominant imagination paradigm in vital ways. 

As a person of white settler-colonial and migrant descent, my living, musicking, and thinking 

on this land is noninnocent and implicated, complicit in the ongoing violence of australia. I 

aim to situate myself and my thinking and musicking in this complexity, in relation to the 

place in which it has emerged, and to consider what it might be to stand in solidarity with 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander struggles for justice. I have sought to include the voices 

and thinkings of First Nations Peoples throughout this thesis, and to return iteratively to 

consideration of my relationship and responsibilities to these ideas and to the land on which 

I am situated. 

Coming to improvisation: My personal history 

In tracing my own co-emergence through this thesis, it is also necessary to locate myself in 

my own practices of musicking and research; the current manifestation of my personal 

narrative of becoming. I trained as an orchestral flutist in the European art music tradition 

for my undergraduate degree in music performance, and transitioned to a focus on more 

recent avant-garde compositions, generally dating from 1950 to the present day, before 

completing that degree, and continued with this focus throughout my first master’s degree, 

also in flute performance. I was particularly interested in the relational interplay in music for 

small ensembles and was part of a group of young musicians in Brisbane that formed 

Kupka’s Piano, an ensemble pigheadedly dedicated to playing difficult European-tradition 

art music (difficult to play and, often, to listen to). I was told and believed that my technical 

 
9 It is now a growing population, and as of the 2016 census there was an estimated 798,400 Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples, representing 3.3% of the australian population (ABS, 2018).  
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mastery was insufficient to meet the requirements of this demanding music, and sought 

further training overseas, undertaking study in Belgium, where I continued to specialise in 

playing contemporary European-tradition art music. It was during this period that I 

encountered several musicians who influenced the integration of improvisation as an 

integral part of my practice: in addition to the enduring example of and guidance from (my 

now supervisor) percussionist Vanessa Tomlinson and her long-time collaborator Jan Baker-

Finch, in Europe I met, learned from, and worked with pianist Manon-Liu Winter, 

trombonist Juna Winston, koto player Miyama McQueen-Tokita, composer and electronic 

musician Richard Barrett, flutists Michael Schmid and Helen Bledsoe, dancer Susanna Hood, 

clarinettist Tom Jackson, and cellist Hanna Kölbel. Each of these people taught me not only 

how to improvise, but more importantly that I was an improviser. 

Having discovered this aspect of myself and my art-making practice, I completed my 

research paper on a series of scores that dwell in the transition zone between European 

small ensemble composition and improvisation: Richard Barrett’s codex scores (Reardon-

Smith, 2016; 2017; Barrett, 2019). In doing so, I examined much of the most prominent 

literature on improvisation known by practicing musicians in Europe and was dismayed to 

find it was overwhelmingly written by men. While some posited improvisation as an almost 

utopic realisation of the reaches of human potential, anarchic organisation, and relational 

freedom, without mention of structural inequities I was deeply sceptical of this supposed 

silver bullet. I had witnessed and experienced gender inequality playing out aggressively in 

the world of composed European art music, in overt and subtle ways—in programming, 

employment, documentation, scenes and communities, and in interpersonal dynamics 

(macro and micro, the whole mirrors the parts), even as this was continually denied by 

individual practitioners. I began to see and to question how many of the institutional values 

of this art music privileged traditionally masculine characteristics, and even interpreted the 

same kinds of characteristics differently when they came from peoples of different gender 

expressions. As is often the case, this was extremely complex and challenging to define the 

edges of, rather it was both insidious and systematic—difficult to identify unless you 

zoomed right in or right out. It was particularly notable, however, in representation 

statistics, as had in fact been pointed out by generations of women—with more recent 

success seen during the time I was in Europe, especially by the Gender Relations in New 
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Music (GRiNM; formerly GRID: Gender Relations in Darmstadt). Following Ashley Fure’s 

(2016) damning report on gender inequality at the Darmstadt Summer Academy, the 2018 

festival made great efforts toward equal representation between men and women 

composers programmed, employed, and accepted as participants. However, they still have 

some way to go to measure up to the far more sophisticated contemporary thinkings on 

gender. 

While my education has included very little training in what George E. Lewis (1996) calls 

Afrological10 music styles, performing improvised music has allowed me to collaborate with 

many jazz musicians, and I have more recently formed a deep appreciation for this rich and 

multifaceted tradition, alongside musicians trained in many other historico-cultural 

traditions. I have learned a great deal from Afrological and other non-Eurological musical 

styles traditions and musicians. Improvisation, while a foundation stone in all musics 

(including Eurological), has been a more persistent and valued practice in non-Eurological 

musics. “Free” improvisation is a space in which we can find meeting points between 

musicians of different musico-cultural traditions and trainings, even as these co-exist with 

many mis- and missed-understandings. Far from eliminating the differences between 

musicians culturally and semiotically (as per the adage that “music is a universal language”), 

improvising together can in fact highlight musical differences. Intercultural collaboration 

without the aim of “transcending” cultural and dialogic difference, may allow for moments 

of connection—that is, moments of relationship, of contact that can change us—even as 

these moments (and these changes) may be interpreted differently by the different parties. 

In contacts between different musical cultures, I have come to observe that the most 

treacherous position is possibly not that of the musician who adheres resolutely to the 

limits of their stylistic training, who is secure in their musico-cultural identity, but rather the 

European-tradition musician who presumes their own stylistic neutrality. This insistence of 

cultural-stylistic neutrality—“just music”; another overrepresentation—allows them to then 

adopt characteristics of other cultures without any responsibility towards that culture and 

 
10 Lewis introduces the terms “Afrological” and “Eurological” to distinguish between the two most prevalent 
traditions of experimental improvised music in the United States in the second half of the twentieth centuries. 
I use these terms to denote the lineages of the commonly institutionally instructed musical styles also within 
australia—Afrological jazz traditions and Eurological “classical”/art music traditions—however note their 
entanglement with musics that draw on many other lineages, particularly those of East, South, and Central 
Asia, and of South America. 
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the rules of that tradition. Alternatively, it permits them to present themselves as 

“cultureless”, and therefore having nothing to contribute, able only to make vain attempts 

to serve the culture of the musician they are in dialogue with. Both of these positions 

emerge from a Euro-centric and ultimately (even if wholly unconscious) white-supremacist 

positioning that views European-tradition music as music, a blank canvas or an all-

encompassing system into which might be integrated all “deviations”. This is an emergent 

reflection of a pattern seen also in theories and philosophies, as well as social movements 

and enterprises, including the case of feminism. 

I am queer and a feminist. While there has been much thinking about the practice of 

improvised musicking, including free improvisation, many of the most-cited examples fail to 

meaningfully engage with the thinking and musicking of women, trans, and non-binary 

people11. This is part of the general discrediting of the thinking of women and those 

gendered Other in a heteronormative patriarchal society. I came to wonder how much the 

thinking of improvisation practices through the lens of largely “canonical” European 

philosophers might contribute to the gender imbalance evident in most free improvisation 

scenes. More importantly for this thesis, I came to wonder what lies in excess of these 

perspectives, including when exploring the entanglements of improvisation practices and 

struggles for freedom, liberation. 

Why “queer-feminist”: Feminism and difference 

In order to disrupt the overrepresentation of Man in these thinkings and explore the 

excesses of these frames, my inquiry seeks to explore free improvisation from the 

perspective of feminist and queer theory. To articulate my choice to name my thinking 

“queer-feminist”, I here give an all too brief background to the literature I have chosen to 

engage with, and its situatedness within queer and feminist thought. 

 
11 There are of course exceptions that prove the rule, including especially the thinkings of Pauline Oliveros 
(2004; 2005; 2010; 2011; 2016; Oliveros & Maus, 1994) and Ingrid Monson (1997; 2007; 2008a; 2008b), along 
with Julie Dawn Smith (2001; 2004; 2016), Sherrie Tucker (2004; Rustin & Tucker, 2008), Tammy L. Kernodle 
(2004; 2014), Tracey McMullen (2010; 2016a; 2016b), and Ellen Waterman (2008; Siddall & Waterman, 2016). 
There is some wonderful literature that features women improvisation musickers and their thinking—much of 
which is cited in this thesis—however it remains far outweighed in quantity and acknowledgement by the 
thinkings of men. Trans and gender-nonconforming musickers are rarely documented aside from within 
specific accounts of queer musicking (such as: Harlow, 2019; Kipperman, 2017; Taylor, 2012). 
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Feminist: Resisting gender oppression 

Feminism is a multifaceted movement that has emerged and is emergent in response to 

oppression and discrimination on the basis of gender. 

Feminism is a movement in many senses. We are moved to become feminists. 

Perhaps we are moved by something: a sense of injustice, that something is wrong… 

A feminist movement is a collective political movement. Many feminisms means 

many movements. A collective is what does not stand still but creates and is created 

by movement. I think of feminist action as like ripples in water, a small wave, 

possibly created by agitation from weather; here, there, each movement making 

another possible, another ripple, outward, reaching. Feminism: the dynamism of 

making connections. And yet, a movement has to be built. To be part of a movement 

requires we find places to gather, meeting places. A movement is also a shelter. We 

convene; we have a convention. A movement comes into existence to transform 

what is in existence. A movement needs to take place somewhere. A movement is 

not just or only a movement; there is something that needs to be kept still, given a 

place, if we are moved to transform what is. (Ahmed, 2017, p. 3) 

bell hooks reminds us that feminism takes place anywhere where anyone “resists sexism, 

sexist exploitation, and oppression” (2015b, p. xii). Over the last roughly two hundred years, 

diverse approaches and themes have predominated the discourse of feminism, leading to 

different “waves” (movements associated with particular time periods and campaigns) and 

different strands (associated with various approaches and philosophies). There are many 

texts breaking down the history of these waves and strands (for instance: Smits & Bruce, 

2016; Rich, 2014; Aikau et al., 2007), and so rather than covering that splintered and 

splintering history here I will instead describe my critical position towards mainstream 

feminism12, alongside my chosen approach to inquiry and terminology employed 

throughout this thesis. 

 
12 By “mainstream feminism” I mean the overrepresented public liberal feminism of the Anglosphere, 
otherwise known as “white feminism”, which includes media feminism, institutional feminism, corporate 
feminism, and policy feminism. Arruzza et al. (2019) points to mainstream feminism’s “vision of equal 
opportunity domination” as the “handmaiden of capitalism” (p. 2, emphasis in original); Phipps (2021) states 
that mainstream feminism’s modus operandi is “political whiteness” (p. 83), often employing a sanctioned 
victim status that Hamad (2019) calls “Strategic White Womanhood” (p. 105). 
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As hooks insists, “feminism is for everybody” (2015a). However, the mainstream 

understanding is that feminism is for women—to be a feminist is to be for women, which is 

sometimes understood as being against men, as in some ways the category of “men” relies 

on the oppression of their apparent opposite. But the category of “women” can be closely 

guarded, and the history of feminism is a history of many women having to insist on being 

included in this category in order to gain permission to join the feminist conversation 

(Ahmed, 2017, p. 234). The category of “women” has been defined not only to police a clear 

demarcation between binary genders, but also to uphold ideas of racial and class-based 

superiority: 

Gender was not the superficial patina of empire, an ephemeral gloss over the more 

decisive mechanics of class or race. Rather gender dynamics were, from the outset, 

fundamental to the securing and maintenance of the imperial enterprise. 

(McClintock, 1995, p.145) 

The figure of the bourgeois cisgendered white woman embodied the ideal of fragile 

femininity in service to masculine pleasure and power, and even as she struggles against this 

ideology, she forgets, ignores, and silences those for whom experiences of gender-based 

oppression might take different forms. As with “Man”, this figure of woman is 

overrepresented within feminism, with her whiteness, heterosexuality, identification with 

the gender assigned to her at birth, her able and straight-sized body, and class privilege the 

necessary ingredients of her neutrality—she experiences her marginalisation by way of her 

gender and nothing more. As with Eurocentric discussions of “music”, there is an assumed 

norm for the term “women”, and it is non-innocent. Women with additional identities and 

experiences of marginalisation are more than, too much for the category “woman”: these 

identities are an “excess”, to which mainstream feminism does not consider itself 

accountable. 

Intersectional: Engaging with the complexity of simultaneous oppressions 

Clearly, however, gender-based oppression extends beyond oppression of economically 

privileged white women. Indigenous women, Black women,  trans women, non-binary and 

gender-nonconforming peoples, sex workers, butch lesbians and other sexually diverse 

peoples, disabled and chronically ill women, women experiencing poverty, migrant women, 

displaced and refugee women, other women and gender-diverse people of colour, women 
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in forced marriages and indentured labour, women of diverse religious and cultural 

backgrounds, people of all genders who have experienced sexual assault and gender-based 

trauma—these are just a few of the ways that the focal category of “women” is in itself 

insufficient for feminist movements. “Women” is a multiplicitous category, and even then, it 

fails to account for the diversity of experiences of gender-based and sexual oppression; as a 

category of excess, it always overspills. Difference is not something to be shied away from, 

melted down to a lowest common denominator—we can connect by way of our 

commonalities, our shared struggle, while staying open to and aware of our differences, and 

how that shapes our individual experiences. 

The term “intersectional”, coined by legal scholar Professor Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989), has 

become a shorthand for the importance of extending beyond merely identifying individual 

oppressions and how they impact individuals, communities, and the social order—

intersectional feminism instead works towards understanding the complexity of interactions 

between simultaneous oppressions. As with many of the key developments in thinking that 

moved feminism beyond its blinkered perspectives, intersectionality owes its 

conceptualisation and understanding to Black women, who exist at the intersection of racial 

and gender-based oppression—this means that they do not experience sexism in the same 

ways as white women, just as they do not experience racism in the same ways as Black men. 

The intersection between these oppressions is more than the sum of its parts. Crenshaw 

introduced the term in order to problematise “the tendency to treat race and gender as 

mutually exclusive categories of experience and analysis” (1989, p. 139), in particular in the 

context of discrimination law, which at the time would require a Black woman to select 

which of her intersecting oppressions was more to blame for an offense—an impossible 

distinction to draw, as her experience of each is shaped by the other (racialised sexism; 

gendered racism). The idea, however, originated in earlier writings by Black women such as 

Pauli Murray (1995—originally published 1970), Audre Lorde (1984), and the Combahee 

River Collective (2014—originally dated 1977) in the 1960s and 70s. While Crenshaw’s use 

of the term is oriented towards the legal system within in the United States, its importance 

is clear in the context of settler-colonial australia: Professor Aileen Moreton-Robinson 

explores the particular experience of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women, at the 

intersection of oppressions based on their gender, their Indigeneity, and their Blackness. 
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She turns the magnifying glass back onto australian white feminists and reminds us that 

“white middle-class women’s privilege is tied to colonisation and the dispossession of 

Indigenous people” (2000, p. xx). Feminism that views whiteness as the norm from which 

other experiences deviate, or that tries to single out gender-based and sexual oppression 

without “contaminating”13 itself with intersecting oppressions, ends up silencing and 

excluding the people who in fact most acutely experience oppression, and, furthermore, 

innocenting those that are in fact implicated in oppressive structures. As per Flavia Dzodan, 

feminism will be intersectional “or it will be bullshit” (2011). 

Queer: Sexuality, gender identity, power, and the politics of oppression 

Along with race and ethnicity, feminism must consider the intersections of sexuality and 

gender identity. Queer theory resists the cultural, political, and sexual norms of compulsory 

heterosexuality by centering the perspectives of queer, trans, and gender non-conforming 

people and their struggles against homophobic and transphobic violence and oppression. As 

reclaimed slur, “queer” is not without its difficulties, however: 

from its early use in theoretical terms, “queer” operated as a wish and a hope for a 

different kind of thinking and engagement with questions of sexuality, gender, 

identity, power and the politics of oppression. (McCann & Monaghan, 2019, p. 3) 

As McCann & Monaghan (2019) point out, there is a great deal of “blurring” between 

postmodernism, poststructuralism, and queer theory, especially when the term “queer” is 

engaged as a verb and becomes something of an academic exercise: to “queer” something 

is to challenge and subvert normative assumptions, expectations, or norms, and is therefore 

somewhat entangled with the postmodern aim to “trouble” accepted discourse and 

understanding through deconstruction, fragmentation, and critique. There have been 

several ways of arguing for the separate importance of queer theory, despite these 

overlaps, including emphasising its original ties to sexuality. For McCann & Monaghan, 

however, as for myself, the essential component is to “acknowledge that [queer theory] has 

always been inflected by histories of activism and resistance to oppressions” (p. 9).  

 
13 A term I will return to, but at this point suffice to say that we are all always-already contaminated! 
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Queer theory, like feminism, can also be subject to homogenising complex differences. 

Along with the acronym LGBTIQ (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Intersex, Queer)14, 

queer as an all-encompassing term conflates gender and sexually diverse persons, and 

without intersectional analysis runs the risk of othering those who experience complex 

interactions of these identities both within and outside of the queer “umbrella”. As Gloria 

Anzaldúa (2009) states:  

Queer is used as a false unifying umbrella which all ‘queers’ of all races, ethnicities 

and classes are shoved under. At times we need this umbrella to solidify our ranks 

against outsiders. But even when we seek shelter under it we must not forget that it 

homogenizes, erases our differences. (p. 164) 

As for Sara Ahmed, the source of an idea is as important to me as the words themselves, 

and where possible I follow her feminist practice of citation: deliberately privileging queer 

and intersectional feminist voices, those voices who have been passed over, the paths that 

“might have become fainter from not being traveled upon; so we might work harder to find 

them” (2017, p. 15). Thinking in company with these texts is in line with my own 

identifications but also intentionally explores their excesses—emergent thinkings that 

decenter whiteness and cis-heteronormative patriarchy, and examine the manifestations of 

sexism, white supremacy, homophobia, and transphobia in contemporary society. It is my 

hope that such thinkings will contribute to disrupting the overrepresentation of “Man” in 

free improvisation, as well as to interrogating the guiding idea of “freedom”, particularly in 

the case of my own situated context living and musicking in settler-colonial australia. To 

encompass these different strands of thinkings in the particular way that I have engaged 

with them, I have chosen to describe this thesis as a “queer-feminist” thinking of 

improvisation. 

Thinking in company: Post qualitative inquiry 

My thinking is located in the interstices between several fields of inquiry: namely, artistic 

research, improvisation studies (a field that expands well beyond improvisation in music), 

and critical theory and gender studies, including critical race theory, decolonial and 

 
14 There are several variants of this acronym also in use, for instance QUILTBAG (Queer/Questioning, 
Undecided, Intersex, Lesbian, Trans, Bisexual, Asexual, and/or Gay/Genderqueer)—especially popular online, 
and perhaps indicative of a more diverse, ragtag alliance of identities and communities. 
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Indigenous-led theory, queer theory, feminism, and feminist science. Because of the scale 

and breadth of this body of literature, as well as the limited number of texts directly 

drawing together the interests of this particular project, a comprehensive literature review 

has not been a workable component. In addition, much of my thinking—inside and outside 

of this PhD project—is done in the company of close friends and collaborators. It is because 

of this, that I arrived at a form of post qualitative inquiry (after St. Pierre, 2021) that I refer 

to as “encounters with companion thinkers”. The term “companion thinkers” is an 

extension on Pakistani-australian scholar Sara Ahmed’s concept of “companion texts”, as 

outlined in her book Living a Feminist Life (2017)—referring to those texts we can work with 

to go deeper into our chosen subjects, whether or not those texts refer specifically to that 

subject. She writes: 

A companion text is a text whose company enables you to proceed on a path less 

trodden. Such texts might spark a moment of revelation in the midst of an 

overwhelming proximity; they might share a feeling or give you resources to make 

sense of something that had been beyond your grasp; companion texts can prompt 

you to hesitate or to question the direction in which you are going, or they might 

give you a sense that in going the way you are going, you are not alone. (p. 16) 

The companion thinkers together with whom I have engaged in this inquiry consist of a 

number of queer-feminist texts, but also extend beyond the written word to artistic 

collaborators, friends, and local creative and activist communities, six conversation 

companions from beyond my immediate networks, my former self (in the form of 

documentations of my practice and journal entries), and my supervisors. What this has 

allowed me to do is to draw connections between the disparate fields of inquiry I have 

engaged with by using examples and experiences I have had and heard or witnessed first-

hand to both direct and reinforce this thinking. 

A post qualitative encountering 

My practice of encounters with companion thinkers aligns with Elizabeth Adams St. Pierre’s 

concept of post qualitative inquiry (2021): an approach to inquiry that has emerged out of 

qualitative methodology’s incompatibility with poststructuralist thinking. Instead of starting 

with pre-existing, formalised research methods, designs, or processes, post qualitative 

inquiry takes as its foundation poststructuralism’s philosophy of immanence: 
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Post qualitative inquiry is immanent . . . It must be invented, created differently each 

time, and one study called post qualitative will not look like another. The goal of post 

qualitative inquiry is not to systematically repeat a preexisting research reprocess to 

produce a recognizable result but to experiment and create something new and 

different that might not be recognizable in existing structures of intelligibility. (St. 

Pierre, 2021, p. 6) 

Queer theory and intersectional feminism are entangled with poststructuralism, and my 

companion texts engage with and extend the thinking of continental poststructuralists 

including Foucault, Derrida, and Deleuze and Guattari. Furthermore, the practice of freely 

improvised musicking is an immanent, emergent soundmaking practice, raising clear 

parallels between post qualitative inquiry and artistic research: 

The strength of the artist-researcher lies in his or her capacity to reinvent social 

relations, to create new knowledge, to affect an audience in new ways and to reveal 

different meanings and intellectual observations. As such, artistic research offers a 

space for an exchange of subjectivity and objectivity, with each research process 

being unique, embedded in a specific relation between artist, materials and context. 

(Coessens et al., 2009, p. 161) 

Both artistic research and post qualitative inquiry draw upon eclectic theoretical 

assemblages to explore relationality, especially in the case of musicking. Jazz scholar Ingrid 

Monson unpacks this relational thinking and its contribution as: 

the inter-relationship of people, politics and sounds, the combination of multiple 

factors to produce a multilayered, polyphonic understanding of human life, the 

affective place of music in our lives, and understanding how social variables of many 

kinds inhibit movement and agency. Relational perspectives helped lead a revolt 

against structuralism in anthropology, ethnomusicology, and musicology by 

producing work emphasizing process over product, emergence over stasis, 

multiplicity over binaries, intertextuality, hybridity, contingency, indeterminacy, and 

inbetweenness. (2018, p. 192) 

In this thesis, I refer to my own post qualitative inquiry as a “thinking” of free improvisation 

as this word, for me, indicates how these ideas are emergent, immanent. I also recognise 
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from the outset how this thinking is always already not done alone, but rather in relation—

the company of other humans, sometimes via instruments, sometimes via texts, sometimes 

in direct dialogue, conversation; but also the company of many more-than-human 

companions, including my flutes, recording devices, the media that I use to document my 

thinkings via writings and voice recordings, my “companion species” (Haraway, 2016, p. 

110) in the form of my cat Willow, and the many conditions of my environment and the

organisms that share it with me. Like St. Pierre and Monson, my thinking been shaped and

influenced by crucial ideas from texts—for me, these are feminist and queer theory texts.

Thinking with these ideas has seeded new ways of understanding my practices of musicking,

especially my improvised soundmaking. I think through these texts and ideas in the

company of my communities and collaborators, and of myself through my practice of

reflective writing and journaling. As an artistic researcher, I think with my arts practice; it is

my embodied, experiential knowing of these new understandings in the vulnerable act of

soundmaking (Coessens et al., 2009) and how they can point in the direction of interesting,

generative, and new approaches. My artistic research extends, too, to examination of how

others thing through and with their soundmaking practices, filling out the picture. All of this

has folded back into this “how” of my doctoral research: a post qualitative inquiry of

encounters with companion thinkers.

In the following sections, I explicate my relationship to each of my companion thinkers, 

starting with the most local and immediate examples (my own practice, with myself and 

with my close collaborators and communities), before expanding outwards (conversation 

companions from outside of my networks; queer-feminist companion texts). 

Myself and my community as companions 

In keeping journals and documentation of my practice, I have encountered my former self 

as a companion thinker. Treating myself as a companion has allowed me to track some of 

the changes in my own thinking and soundmaking over the course of this inquiry and draw 

concretely on my own experiences rather than speaking only in abstract, philosophical 

terms. Like St. Pierre, I resonate deeply with Laurel Richardson’s assertion that writing is 

thinking, it is a method of inquiry in and of itself (in St. Pierre, 2021, p. 5): the keeping of a 

journal and writing of this thesis not only documents my thinking, but are crucial parts of 

the thinking taking place as an emergent practice. My inquiry also draws on discussions with 
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and the practices of my artistic collaborators, my communities, my friends, and my 

supervisors (many people belong to multiple of these categories). Being integrated into 

these spaces, making-together, thinking-together, and becoming-together, has been the 

cornerstone of my art practice and my thinking practice. I have made the conscious choice 

to cite friends and colleagues at every available opportunity, not out of unprincipled 

nepotism but rather to acknowledge how my thinking is always in company; to situate 

myself and my ideas amongst these collaborators. 

One space especially deserving of mention for its contributions to my thinking-in-company 

is the Brisbane Free University Radical Reading Group—a queer women-led collective that 

meets every week or two to drink tea and collectively think through big ideas and 

“shamelessly embrace our earnest enthusiasm for critical theory and gooey philosophical 

chats” (Brisbane Free University Radical Reading Group, n.d.). As with other “free 

university” projects, the Brisbane Free University (BFU) is founded upon the belief that 

education should be a Commons; where empowerment through teaching and learning 

belongs to everybody (BFU, n.d.). It is furthermore interested in practicing a prefigurative 

politics of counter-capitalist, feminist care by uplifting the values of “attentiveness, 

locatedness and relationality”, which “[i]n small and quiet ways . . . reproduce subjects and 

cultures that disrupt the reproduction of neoliberal logics” (Carlson & Walker, 2018, p. 782). 

The focus of the reading group is on counter-canonical works—writings, podcasts, and other 

media by (and about) Indigenous, queer, Black, POC, anti-capitalist and feminist 

communities, struggles, ideas and theories—and discussions are expressly political, 

interested in exploring our responses and connections to the crises of the present, in 

bridging the gaps between theory and activism. I began attending this reading group shortly 

after commencing my doctoral candidature and have since formed enduring friendships and 

collaborations with the regular participants, and have a greatly enriched thinking of my 

soundmaking and artmaking thanks to thinking-with those in the group not from an 

institutionalised arts background15. BFU has further strengthened my thinking-in-company 

and ability to express my understanding of critical theory and philosophy through my 

 
15 The BFU Radical Reading Group is collectively organised, but was instigated by two amazing queer women 
who are now some of my closest friends: Anna Carlson and Natalie Osborne. The companion thinking I have 
done with these two, along with our collective fumbling through some extremely challenging texts and ideas, 
is deeply entangled with and integrated into this thesis. 
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participation as one of a team of co-presenter-producers of Radio Reversal, a two-hour 

program broadcast live each week on Brisbane community radio station 4ZZZ. Radio is an 

incredible forum which provides a unique opportunity to make our clumsy way through 

sticky ideas together with co-presenters live on air, accountable to a listening public, and 

through it I have learnt a great deal about companion thinking. 

Musicking collaborators and communities that are amongst my most significant companions 

include fellow flutist and object-musicker Jodie Rottle, instrument builder and witchy sound 

artist Nicole Carroll, my Rogue Three fellows (trombonist Brodie McAllister and recorderist 

Ryan Williams), Karnatik vocalist Charulatha Mani, digital media artist Amelia Hine, violinist 

Flora Wong, composer and electronic musician Kezia Yap, DJ Leon Rhodes, Matt Hsu and the 

other members of Matt Hsu’s Obscure Orchestra, percussionist Vanessa Tomlinson (who is 

also one of my supervisors), pianist and composer Erik Griswold, Ben Shannon and the 

Brisbane Conduction Orchestra, electric guitarist and composer Liam Flenady (my ex-

husband), and Ngukkur songmen Daniel and David Wilfred, who I met at the Australia Art 

Orchestra’s Creative Music Intensive in 2017. 

Thinking with companions in practice 

This part of my research, being as it is integrated into my musicking practice and my 

community organising and my life, often takes the form of unstructured reflections on 

experiences and understandings of parts or versions of myself and my other companions. At 

times I have included text lifted from my journal entries, along with citations of recordings 

and published works from my community, but more often I have written directly into my 

thesis in a journal-entry style—honouring the thinking that takes place through writing. The 

practices and thinkings of my closest companions are at many times entangled in these 

reflections, and I draw on examples of their work that I have encountered via 

collaborations, performances, community forums, personal correspondence, and 

discussions. There is something of automatic writing at play here, thinking that takes place 

through the strings of association that come to mind; this playful and open-ended thinking 

practice is itself improvisatory, and as situated and entangled and contaminated as I am 

while I write. 

Because these journal-entry style writings are often a little disorienting—particularly as they 

are regularly situated temporally or spatially in relation to the Hannah/s at the moment of 
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writing, or the Hannah/s within the memory of a musicking experience—such text is 

italicised and set differently on the page, in the hope that it may help orient the reader to 

sudden perspective shifts. 

One more companion-thinking-in-practice that I will highlight here is that, especially since 

receiving an ADHD (Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder) diagnosis in early 2021, I have 

written large portions of this thesis by implementing the practice of “body doubling”: 

working quietly alongside someone else who is working, particularly effective with a close 

friend. In this way, I have been companion thinking especially with my close friend Natalie 

Osborne and my supervisor Alexis Kallio, who have both allowed me to share their office 

spaces while they work. I think best in literal company; even though we are not in active 

communication, I feel a strong connection between my companion’s energy and focus and 

my own ability to think clearly, stay on task, and even cope with difficult feelings that arise. 

Some of this is being held somewhat to account by someone who might notice that I have 

gotten off track, but this is secondary to the feeling of being contaminated by someone 

else’s good energy (this also somewhat explains why the benefits of this practice are more 

readily available when working alongside some human companions than others). 

Extended encounters: Conversation companions 

To expand encounters beyond my immediate sphere, I sought out in-person conversations 

and musical dialogue with companion thinkers across four continents, with six women who 

have a practice that includes freely improvised music. These companions include: Nicole 

Mitchell, a flutist based in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania (USA); Sage Pbbbt, a vocalist based in 

Melbourne (Australia); Hyelim Kim, a Taegŭm player based in London (UK); Ute 

Wassermann, a vocalist based in Berlin (Germany); Stephanie Richards, a trumpeter based 

in San Diego, California (USA); and Hannah Marshall, a cellist based in London (UK). 

These conversation companions were selected in order to represent a cross-section of 

diverse backgrounds, experiences, and perspectives, within the fairly narrow scope of 

possibilities for in-person encounters and collaboration. I was interested in including 

perspectives from people outside of my direct circles and location-specific experiences, at 

different stages of life and practice, who had different educational and situational 

backgrounds to myself and my close collaborators. Encounters with these artists were in 



 29 

most cases initiated by my own admiration for their work from afar16, and connection was 

established via mutual contacts prior to my travel to convenient locations for us to meet. 

There are therefore several significant limitations to this being representative of the 

incredible multiplicity of soundmaking artists that practice free improvisation, including the 

bias of my own knowledge, networks, and access, as well as language17, availability of both 

companions and myself, and my own ability to travel. I recognise that this has resulted in a 

selection of artists more white than nonwhite, with inadequate gender diversity (five of the 

six conversation companions identify as cisgender women), and location limitations to 

meeting within australia, western Europe, and the United States of America. These 

companions do represent both Afrological and Eurological musical backgrounds, as well as 

Korean traditional music and self-taught soundmaking influenced by Tuvan-Mongolian 

singing practices. They are performers with experiences than span five continents, 

motherhood and grandmotherhood, various instruments and approaches, and a diversity of 

conceptions of what improvisation practice means to them. 

These conversations and encounters have been important to my research, as a way of 

exploring the resonance of ideas and allowing for insights into experiences and ideas not 

necessarily accessible or apparent to me in my immediate circles of local collaborating 

artists. Notably amongst these are racially and culturally specific experiences, challenges 

related to parenting, transitioning, and the debates around terminology especially as they 

are taking place within the United States. These conversations and duo improvisations have 

ineludibly touched and changed me, informing and shaping my thinking in ways both 

traceable and not.  

In what follows, I introduce these six conversation companions and their improvisation 

practices. I began our discussions by asking each of them about the journey that led them to 

improvisation, which revealed a range of non-normative paths and influences. I have 

opened each of the following introductions with the artist’s own words that demonstrate 

snapshots of some of the defining moments they identified. 

 
16 Many of these artists have been companions for me over a much longer period; listening to their music has 
become a part of my practice. 
17 English remains the only language I speak well enough to be able to carry out an in-depth conversation. 
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Nicole M. Mitchell 

I was roller-skating around at University of California, San Diego while playing Mozart, and 

the jazz teacher Jimmy Cheatham … saw me and said “I think you should probably take the 

jazz improv class.” 

Nicole Mitchell (she/her) is a creative flutist, composer, bandleader, and educator, and the 

current Chair of Jazz Studies at the University of Pittsburgh’s Dietrich School, Pennsylvania. 

She was the first woman president of Chicago’s Association for the Advancement of Creative 

Musicians (AACM), and is the founder of many projects and groups, including the Black 

Earth Ensemble, which continues to be one of her main compositional outlets today. Her 

strikingly original improvisation style, which features integration of her voice and 

instrument, has been an inspiration to me for many years. Nicole’s music celebrates her 

African American identity and culture, and often explores Afrofuturist and Black Feminist 

science fiction themes, as well as intercultural collaboration: “creating visionary worlds 

through music that bridge the familiar with the unknown” (Mitchell, 2020). 

Sage Pbbbt 

I sort of dabbled in different things for quite a while. I think the first stuff I did was doing 

stuff with Fruity Loops, like electronic stuff, because friends were doing that. ... Just sort of 

doing weird stuff in bedrooms. Some improvised stuff, but not always, and I wasn’t really 

aware of free improv as a thing then. 

Sage Pbbbt (she/her) is the performance moniker of Melbourne-based ritual vocalist, 

drummer, composer, and writer-researcher Sage J. Harlow, whose practice draws upon a 

rich array of inspirations and influences, including Tuvan and Mongolian overtone singing, 

Inuit throat singing, sound poetry, and exploration of extra-normal vocal technique, along 

with industrial musick, trance, and drone; insight meditation practice, urban/industrial 

shamanism and chaos magick; feminist, queer and trans praxis; and the mixture of the 

profane and the ridiculous, including practices of the “parody” religion Discordianism 

(Harlow, n.d.-a). Pbbbt is an homage to Sage’s affection for silliness, and may be 

pronounced any number of ways—some of her suggestions include blowing a raspberry, 

saying “Pee Bee Bee Bee Tee” or “Puh Buh Buh Buh Tuh,” saying “Sage Raspberry,” or 

stumbling through a pronunciation that makes most sense to the speaker (Harlow, n.d.-b). 
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Prior to Melbourne, Sage has lived and practiced soundmaking in Glasgow (Scotland) and 

Perth, where I first encountered her presenting at a conference. She completed her 

doctorate exploring her musickal and magickal practices in 2019. 

Hyelim Kim 

When I got to London, there were very few Korean traditional musicians there. So I 

happened to work with non-Korean musicians who are not from Korean traditional music 

background. … That’s how I started doing some free impro. 

Taegŭm player, composer, and researcher Hyelim Kim (she/her) trained and performed as a 

traditional musician in her home country of South Korea, before undertaking further studies 

in australia and the United Kingdom. She has cultivated international recognition through 

her expansive exploration of her instrument—the traditional Korean bamboo flute—

through both traditional compositions and her own contemporary works, as well as 

improvisation. Hyelim has a long-standing collaboration practice with leading musicians all 

over the world, including the Australian Art Orchestra (Melbourne). I first met her during my 

undergraduate studies at the Queensland Conservatorium, Griffith University in 2006, and 

was struck by both the sound of her instrument and her clarity of vision in sites of cultural 

exchange. She completed her artistic research and ethnomusicology doctorate from 

London’s School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) in 2014. 

Ute Wassermann 

I didn’t study music, … I studied visual arts. At art school I was doing sound installations, 

performance art, and a few Super-8 projects. So, you know, I have a background as a visual 

artist, although I’ve done music all my life. 

Ute Wasserman’s (she/her) creative improvisatory practice is centred around “an ongoing 

and uncompromised exploration of her voice” (Wassermann, n.d.). Her vocalisations 

transcend what might be expected of the human voice, singing “multidimensional sculptural 

sounds oscillating between electronic, animalistic, inorganic and human qualities.” With a 

background in visual and performance art, Ute engages with her body and her voice as 

artistic materials, often extending her soundings by use of self-invented instruments and 

acoustic costumes, bird whistles, electronics and field-recordings, different kinds of 

microphones, and her childhood instrument, the flute. I first encountered Ute’s practice via 
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pieces for vocalising flutist that had been written for her, and was struck by the breadth of 

possibility I discovered in the sounds she could make. 

Steph Richards 

I did a master’s degree still in classical music, but at the point I was starting to compose, still 

playing kind of in jazz band, and secretly improvising. It wasn’t until I finished that degree, 

had to kind of look at my record collection and really face the fact that I wanted to be 

playing the music that I was curious to listen to. So that’s when I had a shift. 

Steph Richards (she/her) is an experimental trumpeter whose work traverses jazz, avant-

rock, and improvisation. Originally from Canada, she spent much of her career in Brooklyn, 

New York, before taking up her teaching position at the University of California, San Diego 

(UCSD). Steph has a background and training that traverses both Eurological and Afrological 

styles, and has collaborated with many of the best-known improvising artists in New York. I 

was fortunate to sit-in on her class at UCSD during my visit in March 2019, and to hear 

about her experiences working with Butch Morris (the originator of “conduction”: a system 

for conducted large-group improvisations). 

Hannah Marshall 

I always did improvisation, but I mainly did it on the piano when I was a kid … There’d just be 

15 minutes where I just did whatever I liked, and I always did that, I really enjoyed it. It took 

a much longer time for that to transfer over to the cello, because the cello is much more—it 

was kind of more loaded in a way. 

Improvising cellist and composer Hannah Marshall (she/her) lives in a barge on the London 

river, and explores soundmaking from a place of play and exploration. “I like to pay 

attention to sounds, experiences, stories, silence, senses and people,” she writes. “If I'm 

very lucky something special can happen!” She has a rich practice of collaborative 

soundmaking in her city, including with saxophonist Julie Kjær who facilitated our 

connection, and has an extensive discography. Hannah comes from a musical family—her 

father was a member of the Royal Opera House orchestra—and she studied European-

tradition art music, finding her way to improvisation by way of community and curiosity. 

Hannah was the first conversation companion I met with, and deeply encouraged my 

explorations through her warmth, enthusiasm, and sense of kinship. 
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Thinking with conversations in practice 

Conversation companions and I met once each, in-person; some I had met before this 

encounter, while others I was meeting for the first time. Our audio recorded conversations 

were guided by an initial series of questions about experiences of gender as entangled with 

their free improvisation practices, and lasted between 45 minutes and almost two hours. 

Following these conversations, companions were invited to join me in an unstructured 

musical improvisation, which was also audio recorded. While these duo improvisations are 

not specifically referenced in this text, they formed part of the dialogue with conversation 

companions and have contaminated the thinking-in-company in which I have engaged. 

These six conversations were manually transcribed verbatim (excluding hesitation sounds) 

in order to continue and deepen the process by which the words and ideas of my 

companions and our discussions together became entangled with my own thinking. As this 

thinking emerged and was made explicit through the writing process, a reflexive dialogue 

between the emerging research text, conversation transcripts and duo improvisation 

recordings allowed for tracings to be made as to where and how these entanglements have 

formed, structured and contributed to my thinking. As such, the transcribed conversations 

remind me that I am not alone in those things I have encountered as struggle or difficulty, or 

in my ideas of co-creation and collective musicking, or in wanting some things to be 

different, even as they also help bring me into contact with understandings and challenges 

that are not part my own lived experience. 

Companion texts 

Companion texts, for me, have been those books that provide the words necessary to 

understand experiences that I have lived into, felt into, but been unable to articulate to my 

satisfaction. My companion thinkers in general, and companion texts in particular, have 

given language and contributed to meaning-making around my own somatic and intuitive 

experiences that have arisen in the course of my soundmaking practice. They have helped 

me to align my musicking practice with my politics and ethics, and to understand the 

relationship between my instinctual dispositions and the environments and cultures I have 

inherited and encountered. They are the words I return to for clarity, reassurance, and 

guidance; life references. But, as with other companion relationships, this is not a one way 

flow—by putting these texts to work in this way I am introducing them to musicking 
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practices with which they are not intimately familiar, connecting them with improvisation 

thinkers and musickers and also with each other. By engaging with these companion texts in 

the company of my thinking and musicking communities, I have also formed links between 

and beyond companions—an ever-expanding web of emergent entanglements. 

I have ventured into my own experiences and the experiences of other women, trans, and 

non-binary people with improvised soundmaking practices in the excellent company of texts 

by Donna Haraway (Staying with the Trouble, 2016), adrienne maree brown (Emergent 

Strategy, 2017), Jack Halberstam (The Queer Art of Failure, 2011), Anna Löwenhaupt Tsing 

(The Mushroom at the End of the World, 2015), Julietta Singh (Unthinking Mastery, 2017), 

and, as mentioned, Sara Ahmed (Living a Feminist Life, 2017). None of these books dwell on 

improvised music, or on musicking in general. They are instead concerned with 

epistemology and ontology; that is to say, with ways of being in a world that places many 

restrictions on how we might exist and think about our existence. These texts also spread 

themselves messily across and between disciplines, borrowing from ecology and quantum 

physics to talk about ethics, from political struggle to talk about literature and visual arts 

(and vice versa). While I have spent time with many texts over the years of this inquiry, 

these are the texts with which I developed enduring relationships in the manner of a 

friendship or an artistic collaboration—a somewhat natural, intuitive process of inspiring 

curiosity, resonating with my experiences, putting into language something I had previously 

struggled to articulate, and persisting in my mind. They have provided me with the words 

and ideas that seed a thinking that links my own practice to my collaborators, and to 

broader questions about living and making art in the world. 

I have also turned to texts by Aileen Moreton-Robinson (Talkin’ Up to the White Woman, 

2000; The White Possessive, 2015) and other First Nations and Black feminist thinkers, in 

addition to work by solidarity activist Clare Land18 (Decolonizing Solidarity, 2015), in order to 

check in with my own privileges, assumptions, and responsibilities. These texts are 

instructive reminders about the continuing limitations of thinking from the perspective of 

queer-feminism as a white settler in australia, prompting me to consider the ways in which 

18 Clare Land is a settler-activist in australia who has worked closely with Gumbaynggirr activist and historian 
Gary Foley and Krauatungalung (Gurnai)/Djapwurrung (Gundditjmara) activist and radio presenter Robbie 
Thorpe, culminating in her doctoral thesis and subsequent book, Decolonizing Solidarity (2015). 
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my thinking and soundmaking on this land is entangled with the history of colonisation, and 

my responsibility to actively stand in solidarity with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

struggles. I have not included these texts as companion texts, not because they have not 

informed and contributed to my thinking to the same degree as other companions, but 

because I feel that my laying “claim” to these texts in this way would reproduce white 

settler-colonial logics of possession (Moreton-Robinson, 2015). I do, however, acknowledge 

their profound contributions to my emergent understanding and thinkings of myself in 

relation to the stolen land on which I live and musick. 

In introducing each companion text below I have not sought to comprehensively summarise 

their content, but rather to point to some of the ways they have accompanied me in my 

thinking of free improvisation, situated in my body and in this place, entangled with my 

environment and collaborators, as well as the structural conditions within which I find 

myself. 

Sara Ahmed: Living a Feminist Life (2017) 

In this book, Ahmed shows how deeply entwined the political is with the personal 

experience of our daily lives, playing with the connective tissue by way of words, language. 

This text is a companion to me in reminding me of the power that is mine to claim in living 

in accordance with my own values, without shying away from just how difficult that is made 

to be by the institutions in which I might operate. Ahmed deeply investigates what it is to 

live feminism, and the fight that it takes to bring it into institutional spaces even as they may 

proclaim allegiance to ideals of diversity and inclusion. She unpacks the action of feminist 

thinking and critical theory, and the layers of obstacles met by one who speaks up against 

injustice, whether in the family, the university, or in society at large. She shows how we 

have repeatedly come up against walls—against “histories that have become concrete” (p. 

7)—and that it is this lived experience of encountering resistance and discipline that forms 

our subjectivity as the “feminist killjoy”—the one who “kills joy” by recognising and naming 

inequality and violence (p. 252). 

Donna Haraway: Staying With the Trouble (2016) 

This collection of Haraway’s recent essays returns iteratively to a series of SFs—“science 

fiction, speculative fabulation, string figures, speculative feminism, science fact, so far” (p. 
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2)—that serve to demonstrate the very trouble she compels us to stay with, that of a deeply 

entangled (tentacular) existence in an age of looming threats to survival. As a companion 

text, this has made tangible to me the many threads of contact and connection within my 

own life, and how these both implicate me, making me “response-able” (p. 69), and support 

me in necessary and generative ways. Haraway teaches me about oddkin and about 

sympoiesis (co-evolution/co-creation; becoming-together/making-together), about living-

together and dying-together, about companion species, about curious practice. Through 

her, I have come to know that “earthlings are never alone” (p. 58). 

adrienne maree brown: Emergent Strategy (2017) 

This is a text of collective action, how we learn to work together and grow together as 

radical communities seeking to shape change in the world around us. Laying Octavia Butler’s 

work as the starting point from which to approach the constant change of life, brown thinks 

in the company of her community members, poetry and science fiction, ecology, ancestors 

and Afrofuturism to engage with the “imagination battle” (p. 18) of our time and propose 

new possibilities for organising. Emergent Strategy, along with its own companion text of 

Parable of the Sower (Butler, 1993), has been a companion for me in thinking my activist 

and community organiser self in the company of my critical theory and academic self, as 

well as my soundmaking-artmaking self, my queer friend-and-lover self, my birdlover self, 

my magicking-and-star-reading self, my trauma-survivor self, and the many other selves 

entangled in my identity construction. brown makes space for all of these and more, 

showing me how I might bring all of my selves into all that I do, and the ways that I want to 

agitate for change in my musicking communities and in the corner of the world in which I 

find myself. 

Jack Halberstam: The Queer Art of Failure (2011) 

Having already failed to adhere to cis-heteronormative society, Halberstam proposes that as 

queers we might embrace the subversive power of failure. His “low theory” seeks to “locate 

all the in-between spaces that save us from being snared by the hooks of hegemony and 

speared by the seductions of the gift shop” (p. 2). By taking examples from children’s 

animation as much as from avant-garde performance and queer art, he entangles thinkings 

of these and more, in ways that disturb commonly accepted boundaries between high and 

low art and thought, and between childhood and adulthood. In doing so, he demonstrates 
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how we might resist the punishing norms of orderly, disciplined “adult” behaviour and 

instead preserve some of “the wondrous anarchy of childhood” (p. 3). Discipline resistance 

extends, too, to institutional settings, where undisciplinarity might seek to undo logics that 

cordon off codes of knowledge, reproduce structures of power, and inhibit dissent. 

Halberstam suggests privileging conversation over mastery, the naïve or nonsensical over 

hegemonic systems of sense-making, and practices of forgetting over memorialisation 

(canonisation). Thinking in the company of Halberstam has helped me reframe my 

relationships to my own perceptions of success and failure, and to critically assess the logics 

of institutional music education and the arts industry in which I operate. 

Anna Löwenhaupt Tsing: The Mushroom at the End of the World (2015) 

Interested in stories that demonstrate the possibility of multispecies, collaborative survival 

under conditions of precarity, of “life without the promise of stability” (p. 2), Tsing turns to 

the matsutake mushroom. Matsutake is a valuable delicacy in Japan, and tends to pop up in 

areas of destruction—capitalist ruin—all over the northern hemisphere, prompting the 

formation of several variations of “pericapitalist” communities of mushroom pickers. Tsing’s 

exploration takes a heterogeneous approach, recognising the entanglements of commerce 

and ecology at play: thinking in her company has highlighted similar entanglements within 

communities of free improvisers, and the vital and generative contaminations at play in 

collaborative soundmaking practice. Tsing urges us to reconsider the limitations to the 

scope of our imagination set by prevailing narratives of growth and progress, drawing 

attention to some of the ways of living and multispecies world-making projects that exist 

outside of their sphere. By noticing and appreciating the “polyphonic assemblage”—the 

“multiple temporal rhythms and trajectories” (p. 24) at play at any one time—we might see 

beyond the familiar drive of “progress rhythms” (ibid.) in our lives and livelihoods. 

Julietta Singh: Unthinking Mastery (2017) 

Singh takes aim at the violence of colonial logics of mastery, approaching them by thinking 

with anticolonial revolutionary and literary texts. Given how pervasive mastery has become 

“in the fabric of modern thought, subjectivity, and politics” (p. 2), she intends to “unfold” 

rather than “foreclose” it (p. 1), directing her attention to “where, how, between whom, 

and toward what futures mastery is engaged” (p. 2). She identifies how logics of mastery 

have been adopted, too, by anticolonial projects that seek “less coercive futures among 
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human collectivities” (p. 3), and that by conceding to an ongoing Hegelian-Marxist dialectic 

of “mastering mastery” they “remain bound to relations founded on and through 

domination” (pp. 6–7). Furthermore, she highlights the noninnocence of seemingly non-

political forms of mastery—for instance mastery of a language, an art form, or a musical 

instrument—stating that: 

as a pursuit, mastery invariably and relentlessly reaches toward the indiscriminate 

control over something—whether human or inhuman, animate or inanimate. It aims 

for the full submission of an object—or something objectified—whether it be 

external or internal to oneself. (p. 10) 

Singh’s text is laced with literary and academic complexity, but this challenge toward the 

language and practice of musical mastery has become a central companion to my queer-

feminist thinking of free improvisation. Her deconstructive, feminist, and queer practice of 

“vulnerable reading” (p. 21) has inspired my thinking of “vulnerable listening” as a 

musicking practice of unmastery. 

Thinking with texts in practice 

These were the texts that, in reading, incited flashes of recognition, intuitive resonance, and 

integration of musicking thinkings already swirling in my brain. I would underline, highlight, 

dog-ear pages, somehow mark a quote to come back to. Usually upon completion of a 

chapter, I would type out the most meaningful quotations, intersperced with my own 

reflections—how this related to the practice of improvisation, how it linked in with other 

ideas and texts, how it reminded me of someone’s musicking or something said. Sometimes 

these reflections became blog posts, sometimes they were in my monthly journal 

documents, and sometimes in a notebook or as a voice recording on my phone. Sometimes 

they just swum around in my brain for me to come back to, as I returned to these 

companion texts repeatedly, often finding my thinking-with deepening and enrichening 

upon secondary and tertiary and subsequent visits. The texts I considered my “companions” 

did change over the course of this thinking process, and revisiting and rewriting eventually 

clarified those that had most deeply contaminated my thoughts. 
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Reading19, for me, can be a haphazard process. The texts I have carried with me as 

companions are not of the kind that I am able to read cover-to-cover, all in one go, as a 

linear experience. The revisiting I have described happened in part because I would read a 

chapter or two, probably motivated by the reading group or some moment of 

determination, before leaving the book for months at a time. Efficiency is not how I would 

characterise my engagement with any text that does not feature a narrative structure and 

intoxicating fantasy world in which to escape. These texts are about being here, pausing in 

consideration, situated very much in the reality of the world we inhabit. In many ways I did 

pause and consider, thinking with them in the company of my musicking and community 

organising practices. But my pauses could also turn into long and winding deviations, with a 

good deal of life experience in the meantime, so that my iterative return to these thinkings 

was already from a changed perspective. This kind of companion-thinking, being somewhat 

neurodivergent and nonlinear, is difficult to document effectively in a written thesis. Even 

still, some of it has undoubtedly made its way in as I have written and revisited parts of this 

thinking over time. 

What follows… 

My thesis presentation of this emergent queer-feminist thinking-in-company is divided into 

three uneven segments, each of which features several sections that might (in some 

instances) be called chapters, although eventually they become somewhat more like 

assorted vignettes and collected ideas. As I have mentioned, the immanent, emergent 

process of this inquiry—taking form through the course of writing—has often been itself an 

improvisatory practice. I call upon different companions to entangle with at different points, 

although these are not rigorously affiliated with specific sections (or chapters, or themes, 

vignettes, even ideas) and sometimes may emerge in unexpected assemblages. Thinkers 

and thinkings slip between categories, traverse boundaries, and echo forwards and 

backwards to make sense of something closed earlier, opened later. Importantly, one of the 

companion thinkers caught up in this conglomeration, co-creating and contaminated/ing, 

collaborating on the emergent formation of this work, is you—the reader. I invite you to 

experiment with an improvisatory approach to reading, vulnerably touching and changing 

 
19 Writing, too! 
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(and in turn being changed), listening between and beyond and beneath your own accepted 

boundaries. 

Below I give a brief overview to each major section and their most significantly featured 

companion thinkers. These are sketches, outlines—the sections each begin with their own 

detailed introductions, followed by processes of circling around to cross over, come back. 

Unmastery and Freedom are necessarily contaminated and entangled with Collaboration. 

Free improvisation challenges narratives of linear time even as it is experienced in 

something measurable as such. This constellation of emergent ideas—while hopefully 

ordered in such a way that it reads as a coherent exposition—is likewise characterised by 

spirals of iteration and encounter. 

Unmastery 

Unmastery is a process of unlearning. Neoliberal educational structures, like those within 

australia, are systematically oriented towards teaching the views of the hegemony—that is, 

the holders of power. Thus “mastery” within mainstream education is predicated on 

acceptance and adherence to the hegemonic ideology, and this is especially the case in 

institutionalised Eurological art music. Julietta Singh shows us how “mastery” as a concept 

can never be free from hierarchical power structures and the violence of domination, even 

in its seemingly benign form of mastery of an instrument or an artform. Where deviation 

from these structures occur—including in higher-level study and theory—it tends to rely on 

many of the same institutional structures, and can end up reinforcing the structural 

inequalities of overrepresentation and omission. A long process of unpacking and undoing 

of this learning is needed: this is the never-finished work of unmastery. Free improvisation 

offers us a unique space in which to experiment with detangling ourselves from the family-

logics of musical and philosophical canons and the hegemonic colonial logics that infects our 

institutions. To do this, we might find ourselves embracing the generative potential of 

“failure”—subverting the mastery we have trained so hard to achieve—and engaging in 

“vulnerable listening” (after Singh’s “vulnerable reading”, 2017, p. 21)—allowing ourselves 

to be touched, to be changed by the sounds and companions with whom we come into 

contact. 
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Interrogating freedom 

The “free” of “free improvisation” has been troubled from its earliest use, and has perhaps 

only become moreso, particularly when encountered from a settler-colonial nation state 

such as australia. Here I seek to “stay with the trouble” (Haraway, 2016), to go deeper into 

the “sweaty concept” (Ahmed, 2017, p. 12) of freedom. Freedom’s meaning has become 

distorted by its association with neoliberalism, privatisation, and free-market capitalism 

(positioned in opposition to “unfree” communism, characterised by authoritarian 

governments). Furthermore, freedom struggles represent a great many different freedoms: 

freedom from oppression, discrimination and structural power imbalances, from poverty 

and precarity, from incarceration and immigration detention, from a violent home or a 

violent state, from ongoing cultural and colonial genocide and apartheid, from suffering. 

Freedom looks different for people in differently abled bodies, and in different cultural and 

religious contexts. These differences are complex, but that does not allay the need for 

continuing struggles for freedom, inside and outside circles of improvisation, musicking, and 

artmaking. Solidarity across these many entanglements is key: as improvisers (and as 

women and as queers, with our own historical and ongoing struggles for freedom from 

oppression) we might find opportunities to join these struggles from a compassionate and 

experiential place. Engaging with the “constant struggle” of freedom (after Angela Davis, 

2016), I examine the historical entanglements of the term in naming and thinking 

improvised musicking practices, its significance and implications in ongoing use today, and 

the roles and response-abilities with which freely improvising musickers might engage. 

Collaboration+Contamination 

The “making-with” of never-alone improvised musicking takes form through collaboration, 

but also through contamination, two terms explored by Tsing (2015). Collaboration entails 

active, conscious intent by all involved parties. It requires enthusiastic consent, a willing 

intimacy, responsiveness, and strong mutual respect. It creates the conditions for 

generative collective creativity. Contamination is the not-quite-conscious or wholly 

unconscious wondrousness of growing together, becoming-together, making-with that 

happens when we come into contact with all the unseen and unknown factors that are 

feeding in, bleeding in, and blurring lines. It is the messiness of subjectivities “formed and 

re-formed in the profound and unpredictable dissolution and recombination of identities, 
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whereby misfires can lead to cohesion” (Siddall & Waterman, 2016, p. 18). And it is here in 

particular that I have opened the possibility that I might learn something new about myself, 

my soundmaking, and music itself. Collaboration+Contamination is thus presented as a 

series of short vignettes: an entanglement of journal entries, performance experiences, 

scholarly explorations of ecology and science thinkings, encounters with psychiatry and 

curiosity, and a spell. 

Musickin: Five possible conclusions 

Improvised soundmaking is a practice of deepening intimacy, kinmaking with human and 

more-than-human musicking entanglements: musickin. Kinmaking is not about false unities, 

but solidarity and commitment approached by recognising and staying capable of response 

to sites of difference and diversity. Thinking-with the possibilities of queer-feminist 

vulnerable listening and soundmaking as musickin leads me to unfold five possible 

conclusions: emergent musickin; response-able musickin; musickin for freedom; musickin 

for queer-feminist survival; and making musickin. These are intended neither as manifestos 

nor personal ethics (although they seed possibilities for both), but rather as opening portals 

for sites of experimentation, sensitivity, curiosity, sympoiesis, solidarity, practice, and 

change. My companions linger here with me in contours and echoes, immanence and 

anticipation. 



43 

Unmastery 

It is hard to unlearn a language: 

to unspeak the empire, 

to teach my voice to rise and fall like landscape, 

a topographic intonation 

So in this place the shape of my place 

I am trying to sing like hill and saltwater 

to use old words from old country I am so far from: 

bundjalung jagum ngai, nganduwal nyuyaya, 

and god, I don’t even know 

if I’m saying it right 

—Evelyn Araluen, Learning Bundjalung on Tharawal (2021, pp. 8–9) 

Institutionalisation and its hegemonies preserve structures of power and domination that 

dictate the limits of what we perceive to be possible. Educational institutions in settler-

colonial nations like australia reproduce the logic of empire, and discipline our ongoing 

positionings within it (Patel, 2016; Wynter, 2003). As we have learnt from Judith Butler 

(2002), bodies are the sites of performative expression of the law that we have been trained 

in and/or that we struggle against. Improvisation can represent a degree of flexibility with 

regard to the law, while yet existing in relation to that law. However even in practices of 

freely improvised music, the idea of gaining freedom through mastery of technique remains 

prevalent. But mastery is always noninnocent. Julietta Singh, in her unthinking of mastery, 

articulates this clearly: 

To be characterized as the master of a language, or a literary tradition, or an 

instrument, for instance, is widely understood to be laudable. Yet as a pursuit, 

mastery invariably and relentlessly reaches toward the indiscriminate control over 

something—whether human or inhuman, animate or inanimate. It aims for the full 

submission of an object—or something objectified—whether it be external or 

internal to oneself. In so doing, mastery requires a rupturing of the object being 

mastered, because to be mastered means to be weakened to a point of fracture. 
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Mastery is in this sense a splitting of the object that is mastered from itself, a way of 

estranging the mastered object from its previous state of being. (2017, pp. 9–10) 

This splitting is in many ways gendered, privileging the masculine as the master-subject 

Man. Singh gives many examples of the problems of this privileged masterful masculine 

subjectivity even as it continues in the writings of decolonial thinkers Fanon and Gandhi. She 

shows how the excess—what she calls the “remainders” (p. 24)—is subject to 

dehumanisation through the denial of agency and erasure. This dehumanised remainder 

includes Indigenous peoples, women, disabled people, and certain racialised, caste, and 

classed “others”, as well as more-than-human animals, species, and environments. To 

unmaster this split between human and the dehumanised, she proposes a practice of 

dehumanism (p. 4): reading and listening vulnerably in order to start from the position of 

these “others” and to begin to imagine less-masterful ways of being in a more-than-human 

world. I think in the company of Singh’s dehumanist vulnerability, experimentation, and 

sensitivity, in order to unmaster persistent mastery practices and narratives in musicking. 

Her vulnerable reading gives me vulnerable listening, an active co-creative practice of 

hearing the voices we have been trained not to hear, touching and being touched by the 

connective fabric of sounds, changing and being changed. Singh points to the importance of 

failure for the work of unmastery: “in failure—and critically, in recognizing, reading, and 

becoming vulnerable to failure—we participate in new emergences, new possibilities for 

nonmasterful relations” (pp. 174–175). Failure points me to another companion, Jack 

Halberstam, who further helps to shape change via unmastery with this queer art (2011). 

The violence of mastery persists in the relationship of musician to instrument and to 

themself, and also in the role that musicking plays in representing and performing aspects 

of a disciplinary social order. Political economist Jacques Attali asserts that the history of 

European art music and the relationship of its musicians to money may be seen to serve the 

ideological shifts into the emergence of liberal capitalist economies: 

Make people believe. The entire history of tonal music, like that of classical political 

economy, amounts to an attempt to make people believe in a consensual 

representation of the world. . . . In order to stamp upon spectators the faith that 

there is a harmony in order. In order to etch in their minds the image of the ultimate 
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social cohesion, achieved through commercial exchange and the progress of rational 

knowledge. 

The history of music and the relations of the musician to money in Europe since the 

eighteenth century says much more about this strategy than political economy, and 

it says it earlier. (1977/1985, p. 46) 

The specialisation and commodification of musical praxis moved it from collective activity to 

spectacle to an industry of mass (re)production and consumption (the final audio editing 

process of recorded music, ensuring a smooth and comfortable listening experience, is also 

named “mastery”). Musical mastery reflects and represents modes of mastery that sustain 

hierarchies of power and social alienation in neoliberal capitalist society: “what was an 

element in the social whole appears as a work or art to be consumed. Our society mimics 

itself, represents and repeats itself, instead of letting it live” (Attali, 1977/1985, p. 134). 

Thinking-with queer-feminist companions, we can also consider of the ways in which the 

capitalist and colonialist institutionalisation of musicking has taught us to masterfully 

internalise “the divide between reproduction and production, and the devaluation of 

reproductive labor for economic gain” (Allan & van der Heide, 2018, p. 9). 

Unmastery is the undoing of some of these institutional lessons, consciously and not—by 

deconstructing and reconstructing narratives of lineage and inclusion (what I call 

“uncanoning”), unlearning our institutional habits (Krauss, 2018) and our relationships to 

masterful instruments and practices (“acts of unmastery”), engaging in the (queer) art of 

failure (Halberstam, 2011), and listening vulnerably to voices beyond the overrepresented 

master-subject Man. Throughout, we need to stay attentive to unmastery on multiple 

fronts: “unlearning institutional habits has a double trajectory involving ongoing discursive 

and critical investigations coupled with bodily interventions, structural literacy, and 

imaginative jumps” (Choi & Krauss, 2018, p. 175). We do this best by practicing unlearning 

mastery in collectivities, in connection with others, forming kin relationships that extend 

beyond family relationships. 

The practice of improvisation gives us an opportunity to break with the obsession with 

mastery in music, particularly prevalent for those of us with training in European art music. 

Improvisation as unmastery fits with what Attali, oddly enough, calls “composition”: 
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in which the musician plays primarily for himself, outside any operationality, 

spectacle, or accumulation of value; when music, extricating itself from the codes of 

sacrifice, representation, and repetition, emerges as an activity that is an end in 

itself, that creates its own code at the same time as the work. (1977/1985, p. 135) 

In placing unmastery early in the process of this queer-feminist thinking of free 

improvisation there is an implication that this work needs to be done perhaps before ever 

picking up an instrument, before embarking on improvised musicking. But while unlearning 

is necessarily a part of coming to play improvised music after being trained in a particular 

style (especially via formal institutional music education), it is also an ongoing process that 

we take with us. The work of unmastery is never-finished: unthinking, unpicking, undoing, 

unlearning—all in order to clear the way for new openings, space to learn and remember 

past knowledges, and collectively imagine new worlds, that even here in this time of 

immense social inequality and environmental destruction may remain still-possible 

(Osborne, 2019; Haraway, 2016). Unmastery is something that happens whenever we freely 

improvise, even if we are not entirely conscious of it. And it is something we can take up as 

a continuing journey of learning-unlearning. 
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Uncanon: Forgetting institutional logics 

The process of uncanon is the unlearning of a musical history traced through the lives and 

work of select examples of the overrepresented Man. To uncanon is to undertake a queer 

process of “forgetting” narratives of generation, lineage, and tradition (Halberstam, 2011, p. 

70), which opens possibilities for learning about those omitted from our education, our 

institutional memories, our documentation records—tracing new narratives of belonging 

and community, idea formation, and art creation. This has long featured as a part of my 

feminist killjoy practices of performing and recording composed works by women, and 

studying, publishing on, and celebrating their life work. But as my practice increasingly 

featured freely improvised music I began to question canon reconstruction as the 

cornerstone of a feminist music practice (as explored by Citron, 1993; McClary, 1991; 

Nochlin, 1988; and others). It was disquieting to encounter canon-like principals applied 

even here, to the way we talk about, write about, and think about free improvisation. Even 

the free improvisation “canon” very prominently features a long list of men (see, for 

instance, the “Life List” in Corbett, 2016, pp. 165–169). Projects like the Feminist 

Improvisers’ Group (FIG) meanwhile, have at times been dismissed as gimmicks, historical 

oddities; the few women who receive sustained attention considered in isolation, treated as 

individual exceptions. 

The idea of tracing feminist and queer “ancestries” can also represent troubling histories of 

inclusion and exclusion. Troubles are evidenced in the brief emergence of a practice of 

adding an acknowledgement to “queer elders” to an Acknowledgement of Country withing 

australia, simultaneously implying that queer communities somehow mimic Indigenous 

community structures and erasing the existence of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Elder queers20. Lineages of feminist texts often omit works by Black and Indigenous peoples, 

and other People of Colour, under the same mistaken ideal of universalism as that which 

upholds the cisgendered heterosexual able-bodied white man as Man—that any additional 

 
20 Wiradyuri man Dinawan Dyirribang has condemned a similar addition to the Acknowledgement of Country 
by australian prime minister Scott Morrison, who began a practice of extending his acknowledgement to those 
who have served in the Australian Defence Force. Dyirribang writes: 

If the prime minister wants to recognise the work of soldiers, that’s fine, but you can’t put it together 
with an acknowledgement of country. An acknowledgment of country is done by someone who is not 
traditionally from a place. It’s about acknowledging the people of the land but also acknowledging the 
land. (2019) 
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identity markers muddy the issue at hand. Add to this the “legacy” of trans-exclusionary 

radical feminists (TERFs), and it is clear that feminists and queers are in no way immune 

from themselves wielding tools of oppression and discrimination. Applying the lens of 

critical theory and intersectionality to institutional narratives of art history makes clear the 

need to challenge the logic of canon formation at its root. 

Canon narratives are a noninnocent method of simplification that reinforce and reproduce 

hegemonic power. In tracing history through a small selection of “important” and 

“influential” voices, they by definition omit a great many other voices that regularly 

contributed to these texts, theories, and art movements. Thinking and creating are complex 

practices that always happen in community—this is made clear by the importance of 

citation to demonstrate where ideas have come from and how texts and other companions 

have aided each thinker and maker’s work, by informing, prompting, inspiring, provoking, 

and so on. Ideas are not developed by an individual out of thin air, and—especially in the 

hyper-networked internet age—nor are they merely a response to a thinker’s direct 

precedents. One of the regularly mentioned critiques of the canon narrative is the role 

played by many a “Great Man’s” wife—from scribe and typist to fact-checker to idea 

contributor (Xénakis, 1985; Mazanec, 2017). 

Further to this, thinking and creating takes place in community. There are also integrated 

networks of contemporaneous thinkers and makers (and their wives and mistresses and 

sisters and children and so on) who collaborate and essentially co-create the ideas that go 

into canonical texts and artworks. As I have come to know intimately from the experience of 

sitting down to write this thesis, earthlings are never alone. The sheer confluence of 

thinkers and collaborators that went into my own relatively small inquiry is staggering. In 

reducing the history of ideas down to a series of select individuals we not only do a 

disservice to the way those ideas took form, but also to those we may in fact hope to inspire 

and educate through the use of this simplified system. The weight of expectation this places 

upon a developing artist’s shoulders is astronomical, and unrealistic. In many cases it serves 

to cultivate harmful ideas about an individual’s self-conception of their abilities, either that 

because they are not capable of “Great” ideas or art as an single individual that they are 

somehow inadequate (a contributing factor to anxiety, depression, or just resigning 

themselves to a life where their contribution is not acknowledged by “history”) or that they 
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must do things alone (a contributing factor to an overinflated and yet often fragile ego, 

solipsism, narcissism, and a notable blind spot when it comes to acknowledging the 

assistance of others). Given the prevalence of mental illness in young people—something 

with which I am myself intimately familiar, having struggled longterm with a number of 

comorbid mental health challenges—perhaps more attention might be paid to the damage 

done by the singling out of a lineage of individual “geniuses”. 

Family logics, inheritance, and the undead canon 

Family logics are key to the idea of the artistic canon, which traces a linear generational 

narrative from one genius to another (most often white men) in a mimicry of ancestry and 

inheritance. Such a lineage promises “not simply acceptance and belonging but a form of 

belonging that binds the past to the present and the present to the future by securing . . . 

‘heterofuturity’ through the figure of the child” (Halberstam, 2011, p. 73). This reproductive 

model is how we are taught to remember many of our histories, as Halberstam goes on to 

explain: 

Generational logic underpins our investments in the dialect of memory and 

forgetting; we tend to organize the chaotic process of historical change by anchoring 

it to an idea of generational shifts (from father to son), and we obscure questions 

about the arbitrariness of memory and the necessity of forgetting by falling back on 

some notion of the inevitable force of progression and succession. (p. 73) 

The forward march of progress is here achieved by the ‘child’ superseding its inheritance: in 

one of the most influential framings of the canon narrative, T.S. Eliot’s Tradition and the 

Individual Talent (2009—originally published 1919), it is proposed as a dialectic of historical 

progression that achieves development through the rebellion of the “solitary genius”. Each 

such break is necessary to bear something new and different, maintaining the hierarchical 

structure through the narrative of progress. This twentieth-century modernist ideal still 

dominates a great deal of the contemporary cultural consciousness, including music and art 

as well as politics, democracy, economic growth, science, and hope. As Tsing shows us, 

under capitalism the idea of progress is embedded in our conception of what it means to be 

human—humans look forward, while other species live out their day to day ruled by fear 

and instinct (2015, p. 21). 
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Meanwhile, we live in an increasingly complex age. The European art music canon becomes 

more and more difficult to trace through the latter half of the twentieth century, as lineages 

split into a plethora of stylistic trends. While these disparate approaches no longer map 

easily onto a single chronology, generational and family logics persist in the 

acknowledgement of predecessors and ancestry. Stylistic clusters are traced back through 

lines of inheritance not unlike a family tree. Progress narratives are key, even to apparently 

‘regressive’ trends (neo-classicism, neo-romanticism, etc.). The undead logic of canon and 

inheritance continues to rear its ghastly head, committed—alongside (and contained within) 

capitalism—to a linear narrative of reproduction, growth, and progress. 

Stylistic categorisation is one of the ways in which heteronormative family logics also extend 

beyond canon formation. As philosopher Michael Hardt states, “The family is one of the 

primary social institutions that propagates and enforces a mode of love based on sameness 

and exclusion” (2017, p. 124). Inclusivity based on “sameness” is a widespread phenomenon 

of subject-formation in the shaping of listening and performance preferences reinforced by 

institutional education. This premise of inclusion and exclusion is the fundamental 

relationship between these different levels of family logics, from instrument “families”, to 

style and genre, to genealogical canon narratives. 

Instruments are bundled into families in educational, performance, and archival institutions 

(such as museums). Classifications are generally based upon the mechanism of sound 

production (for instance, the Hornbostel–Sachs system, which in fact follows an ancient 

Indian classification system outlined by ancient Indian sage Bharata Muni [Kartomi, 2001, p. 

297]), the materials from which instruments are produced (for instance, the eight-category 

Chinese classification system known as pa yin [Kartomi, 2001, p. 300]), or a combination of 

the two, as in the most commonly accepted system of instrument families in European art 

music: woodwinds, brass, strings, and percussion. Even within traditional European 

orchestral instruments, there are stark differences in sound production and repertoire 

within these family categories, and a number of instruments that do not fit comfortably 

within these bounds. Keyboard instruments are sometimes added as a fifth category, the 

piano being at once both a string and percussion instrument (the sound is produced by a 

hammer hitting strings). The French horn, meanwhile, is considered a brass instrument, but 

crosses camps in a limited way, becoming a wind instrument for the purpose of the wind 
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quintet. These families regularly affect the groupings of instruments into ensembles, with 

repertoire focusing of particular combinations within and across families, and in European 

art music they can determine whether one is able to participate in entire categories of 

music: chamber music competitions are still regularly reserved for specific combinations of 

strings and piano21. In experimental and improvised musics, meanwhile, rapport with 

collaborators on a creative and personal level is far more important than these historical 

“family” ties—my conversation companions cited qualities such as shared politics of sound 

(Pbbbt, 2018), ethics of dialogue, conversation, and exchange (Marshall, 2018; Richards, 

2019; Mitchell, 2019), listening and synchronicity (Pbbbt, 2018; Wassermann, 2018), and 

sustained awareness of differences (Kim, 2019). 

Instrument families also play roles in the grouping of stylistic and cultural traditions that 

regularly play a significant role in the structure of institutional music education, for instance: 

orchestral, voice, keyboards, classical, jazz, popular musics, Karnatik music, “world musics”, 

electronica, and so on. These boundaries are not especially porous or easily crossed; by 

crossing them you enter new categories of fusion music or “cross-cultural collaboration”. 

More detailed specification of style and genre are in many cases a function of marketing by 

industry, allowing listening musickers (designated “consumers”) to identify with niche 

genres in ways that extend beyond musical taste into other identity markers, of clothing, 

behaviour, non-musical interests, friendship groups and communities, and even racial and 

class identification. These categories are sometimes chosen by performing artists and 

sometimes externally applied, by record labels or music scholars. There are many examples 

of individuals resisting their assigned labels and pigeonholing; often there is a sense that 

such designations reduce complexity or minimise the original contribution of the musicker 

or musicking practice in question. 

Family in a more literal sense has its own significant contribution to musical training, 

cultural and stylistic choices, and identification. As training on a musical instrument begins 

from a young age in many cultural traditions, the family of origin is often responsible for the 

determining which instrument a child starts to play, and indeed whether they have access to 

 
21 See, for instance, the Melbourne International Chamber Music Competition: “the prestigious competition is 
the perfect launching pad for chamber music ensembles,” and yet remains only “open to string quartets and 
piano trios of all nationalities under the age of 35” (Musica Viva, 2021). 
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music lessons at all. Access can be affected by musical and cultural identification of the 

family, parental ambition for the child, and other external factors such as school and 

government-supported programs on offer. A young child’s primary instrument is often 

selected by their parent or a teacher, on the grounds of certain preconceptions and biases 

around physical suitability, character, gender, and ensemble need, as well as (as in my own 

case) practical considerations such as access to a particular instrument already owned by a 

member of the family22. Children and adults that begin learning an instrument later in life 

often have more agency in instrument selection and identification with the style of music 

they are learning. However, the persistent fascination with the figure of the child prodigy 

and theories and beliefs about links between childhood and brain malleability place 

pressure on parents to begin musicking education early; older learners are regularly plagued 

by the sense that they have started too late to achieve “mastery”. 

The effect of home and family on instrument choice and the early formation of musical 

subjectivity was described by several of my interview collaborators. Hannah Marshall began 

learning the violoncello at age 5: “My dad was in the Royal Opera House orchestra, my mum 

played the cello at one point as well but she gave up a very long time ago. So I studied 

classical music, I went to the Guildhall” (2018). Later she told me: “It just happens to be the 

instrument that I’ve played for a long time, and it wasn’t really by choice, as well. I didn’t 

choose the cello.” Stephanie Richards recalled the formative role played by the presence of 

a piano in her family home: “My musical background is pretty typical for a Canadian kid. 

There’s a piano in the house, I started playing at a really early age” (2019). Hyelim Kim, 

meanwhile, entered formal institutional training in Korean traditional music from a young 

age: “I’ve been trained as a traditional musician since I was 11 years old. I went to some 

music schools for Korean tradition music—middle and high school” (2019). 

Family logics pervade many aspects of musicking, and are particularly reinforced by 

institutional music education. The unquestionable authority of parental figures is invoked to 

shape the child into a model citizen according to societal norms, including as a musician. 

Where the heteronormative family archetype is replicated in how we remember our history 

22 I began my music instruction on piano from age 7, as was initiated by my mother; my transition to the flute 
at age 9 was partially my own choice, within the limitations of instruments available for me to loan from within 
my extended family and for which I might access instruction via my primary school’s band program (I think the 
choice was essentially between flute and saxophone). 
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and frame our continuation, it makes for a conservative model of inclusion and exclusion, 

and continues to privilege already dominant figures, voices, and ideals, while further 

marginalising and othering those who do not fit within the pre-existing frame. 

Afrological and Eurological 

Historico-cultural musicking traditions in today’s globalised world feature a great deal of 

cross-fertilisation, however some key lineages of characteristics remain—perhaps less about 

the content of the musicking practices and more about the logics and frameworks from 

which they are approached. George E. Lewis’ article Improvised music after 1950: 

Afrological and Eurological perspectives (1996) introduces the terms “Afrological” and 

“Eurological” to identify the way that canonical narratives can serve as exclusionary and 

racialised logics, that serve to uphold the supremacy of European art music in the United 

States while ensuring its separation through the denial of the influential role played by 

innovations in jazz. 

One of the many important points that Lewis raises in this article is the way that the authors 

of histories of “experimental music” have told an exclusively Eurological canonical narrative, 

that traced the ancestry and inheritance of postwar European and European-American 

experimental composers as a European art music tradition, despite the experimental bent 

and challenge to the tradition made by Charlie “Bird” Parker and other innovators of the 

Afrological bebop movement. Lewis identifies the role that terminology has come to play in 

exclusionary canon narratives: 

Coded qualifiers to the word “music”—such as “experimental,” “new,” “art,” 

“concert,” “serious,” “avant-garde,” and “contemporary”—are used in these texts to 

delineate a racialized location of this tradition within the space of whiteness; either 

erasure or (brief) inclusion of Afrological music can then be framed as responsible 

chronicling and “objective” taxonomy. (1996, p. 102) 

Such qualifiers serve the purpose of positioning “music” (and even “art”) as exclusively the 

purview of the ongoing European tradition—to such an extent that critical resistance to that 

tradition, such as the experimentalism of John Cage, Morton Feldman, Christian Wolff, Earle 

Brown, David Tudor, and Cornelius Cardew (as well as Pauline Oliveros and Yoko Ono, not 

mentioned in Lewis’ article), is folded back into it. Iyer (2020) identifies the ongoing 
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racialised violence that sees Afrological musical traditions such as hip hop and jazz excluded 

from the very category of “music”. Lewis cites John Fiske’s formulation of “exnomination” to 

show how this exclusivity functions as erasure of a racialised agenda: 

Exnomination is the means by which whiteness avoids being named and thus keeps 

itself out of the field of interrogation and therefore off the agenda for change. . . . 

One practice of exnomination is the avoidance of self-recognition and self-definition. 

Defining, for whites, is a process that is always directed outward upon multiple 

‘others’ but never inward upon the definer. (Fiske, as cited in Lewis, 1996, p. 100) 

Lewis’ article demonstrates the lengths that Eurological composers and theorists have gone 

to deny the links between Afrological improvisation and the emergence of experimental 

indeterminate and improvisatory approaches within the music of European and European-

American composers—in short, to protect the continuation of a Eurological canon 

predicated on whiteness. In many cases, Eurological improvisers have explicitly expressed 

their desire to distance themselves from the idioms and formal practices of jazz (1996, pp. 

104–105), and “most survey texts dealing with this period in Eurological music are 

unfailingly solicitous in disabusing the reader of any nascent notion that jazz could have had 

any impact on the development of either “contemporary” improvisation or indeterminacy” 

(p. 105). Lewis focusses especially on the words of John Cage, the European-American 

composer considered the “father” of American experimentalism. Cage’s dismissive 

comments on jazz improvisation, and his perception of their non-influence on his music (“I 

don’t think about jazz” [Cage, as cited in Lewis, 1996, p. 103]), is a disavowal consistent with 

racialised power relations that see non-white artists omitted and erased from the narrative 

around the emergence of improvisation practices emerging within the American and 

European Avant Garde. Lewis notes that in fact it is unlikely that the innovations of Charlie 

“Bird” Parker and Dizzie Gillespie and their bebop style had no bearing on Cage’s work a 

decade later, particularly given such developments in jazz were a significant influence on 

other artists in Cage’s circle, like visual artist Jackson Pollock. He quotes Anthony Braxton: 

“Both aleatory and indeterminism are words with have been coined. . . .to bypass the word 

improvisation and as such the influence of nonwhite sensibility” (in Lewis, 1996, p. 99). 

These racialised dynamics, and in particular the roles played by terminology choice, will be 

further explored in the second part of this thesis, Interrogating freedom. In the meantime, it 
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becomes essential to hold space for the complexities of the exclusionary roles played by 

canon narratives—on the basis of gender, race, and especially intersections between these 

and other oppressions—and to recognise where family logics cross into upholding white 

supremacy. It is notable that Lewis does not include any women in his discussion of either 

Afrological or Eurological music traditions and innovations—a double omission for Black 

women, and one that Lewis acknowledges and corrects for in his later work (for instance: 

Lewis, 2007; 2008, pp. 459–480; 2020). But especially given that I am of European settler-

colonial descent and trained in a Eurological musicking tradition, and that I am focussing on 

questions of gender and gendered dynamics in free improvisation traditions, I need to pay 

extra attention to the ways I have been conditioned by my upbringing to not see explicitly 

racialised disavowals and exclusions at play. For this reason, I look to those for whom this 

has been part of their experience to learn more about both Afrological traditions and 

contributions to the field of improvisation, and to see more about in fact racialisation is 

intimately connected to the “normative” notions of gender difference and sexuality. 

With Afrological and Eurological, Lewis is identifying two traditions of musicking and music-

thinking, not as a closed binary, but as part of a broader field that is entangled messily with 

other musicking traditions. Two notable sites for improvised musicking outside of these 

logics include First Nations traditions and the practices of musicians from East and South 

Asian traditions23. In my own experiences of improvised musicking, I have encountered, 

entangled with, and found companions in practitioners from these traditions in australia 

and internationally. My experiences with institutionally-trained musickers, however, are 

mostly from Afrological and Eurological perspectives, and so these terms resurface 

throughout this thesis. 

From the margins 

The dominant canon narrative reproduces heteronormative family logics that do not make 

room for us, as women and as queers, positioning us at best on the margins—that is to say, 

outside of the frame of historical memory. In this way, we are starting from a position of 

almost-alterity: we are the not-quite-alien, occupying the borders, the edges, able to see in 

 
23 Asian American musicking practices are explored by Wong (2004), and entanglements with Afrological 
traditions—and radical politics—are particularly exemplified by musician Fred Ho (2009); Asian diasporic 
musicking in australia is surveyed by Breyley (2014). While First Nations musicking traditions are written about 
extensively by ethnomusicologists, I will not be citing those studies approached from a settler lens here. 
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from outside. This is the position that we have been placed into by others: patriarchy and 

heteronormativity. 

Of course, women occupy a role within the heteronormative family model, but it is a 

subordinated role, lacking in authority, agency, and continuation (in patrilineal naming 

traditions). The woman’s role is one of performing reproductive and care labour, unpaid 

under capitalist labour values. Even as she enters the productive workforce, a woman’s 

labour is undervalued—women continue to earn well below average male income, a 

difference that becomes greater still when there are intersecting oppressions, particularly 

those of race24. Even in the 21st century, women are overwhelmingly expected to bear the 

burden of social reproduction—the labour of replenishing the workforce, through literal 

reproduction, birthing and raising new workers, and through domestic care for existing 

workers, preparing meals and tending to house, home, and family. Furthermore, women 

have been enlisted by capitalism in the service of gender binarism, heteronormativity, 

nationalism, and other forms of adherence and obedience (Arruzza et al., 2019). The queer 

woman, along with other queers and women of resistance (feminists and other 

troublemakers), problematise the traditional role for women in the family unit. We might 

extend our doing to the other familial institutions we find ourselves entangled with, 

including those that host and structure artmaking. 

Efforts to extend the artistic canon to include more women and other marginalised groups 

and identities have been ongoing now for more than five decades (Linda Nochlin’s “Why 

have there been no great women artists?”, for example, was first published in 1971), but 

have only in recent years gained traction in some major international music institutions, 

even those that consider themselves at the forefront of contemporary art and creation. The 

Darmstädter Ferienkurse, for instance, first introduced a gender balance policy in 2018 of at 

least 50% women and non-binary people as both participants and tutors in composition, in 

 
24 In Australia, men earned 14% more than women in 2019, on average taking home an extra $242.50 per 
week (ABS, 2019). In the US, where income data commonly also accounts for race, for every $1 earned by 
white men in 2019, white women earned 78¢, Black women earned 61¢, and Hispanic women earned 56¢ 
(Institute for Women’s Policy Research, 2020). Women’s lower wages are in part accounted for by the higher 
incidence of part-time and casual employment undertaken by women, which itself is due to the amount of 
unpaid care work and reproductive labour for which women are made responsible—72% of unpaid labour in 
Australia is undertaken by women (PwC Australia, 2017). Women are also overrepresented in undervalued 
professions, including as carers, childcare workers, nurses, and receptionists. Gender-based wage gaps persist, 
however, in full-time work across every profession. 
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response to the demands of GRiNM. My own institution, the Queensland Conservatorium of 

Music at Griffith University, has set a target of 50% music by women in its public-facing 

programs by 2023. Transformation is glacial in the establishment; it is literally established, 

and slow to recognise where change is needed. But what about in the more fluid, less 

established, more radical traditions of free improvisation, sound art, and experimentalism? 

How are we to address the lingering influence of the undead canon on the way we think 

about radical soundmaking in the present moment? Surely here we can aim higher than the 

liberal feminist project of elevating certain (often white) women to the status and historical 

recognition enjoyed by their male peers. 

As we find ways to refuse these narratives of exclusion , as women and as queers, and write 

ourselves more fully into our own fabrics and constellations, we question and undermine 

the predominance of family logics, tapping into our uncanny potential, and in doing so upset 

the balance of power. 

As pointed out by Mark Fisher, the common English translation of Freud’s unheimlich may 

more accurately be represented by “unhomely” than “uncanny”, indicating a disruption of 

home or family logics: “Freud’s unheimlich is about the strange within the familiar, the 

strangely familiar, the familiar as strange—about the way in which the domestic world does 

not coincide with itself” (Fisher, 2016, p. 10). The figure of the feminist woman and the 

queer is properly unhomely: offered a place and a role in the family as the child, the sibling, 

the mother, but at the same time fundamentally excluded from within, considered 

intentionally difficult for resisting conformity and subordination. As Sara Ahmed puts it, we 

are “willful” subjects, we “get in the way of other people’s investments” (2017, p. 65). As 

women, as queers, and as free improvisers—in short, as those who are occupying the 

margins, blurring the edges—we can use our position of not-quite-alterity to resist the 

reproductive, heteronormative family logic of canon. Starting from our occupation of this 

uncanny, unhomely position we might rearticulate spaces of free improvisation, reimagining 

new families and homes for our art along the way. 

This has a potential for a queer practice, as described vividly by Halberstam: 

De-linking the process of generation from the force of historical process is a queer 

kind of project: queer lives seek to uncouple change from the supposedly organic 

and immutable forms of family and inheritance; queer lives exploit some potential 
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for a difference in form that lies dormant in queer collectivity not as an essential 

attribute of sexual otherness but as a possibility embedded in the break from 

heterosexual life narratives. We may want to forget family and forget lineage and 

forget tradition in order to start from a new place, not the place where the old 

engenders the new, where the old makes a place for the new, but where the new 

begins afresh, unfettered by memory, tradition, and usable pasts. (2011, p. 70) 

In order to improvise freely we must practice a radical forgetting of our marginalisation and 

of the histories that we have been told are fixed, are “solid as walls” (Ahmed, 2017, p. 1). 

We rest in the certainty that women, non-binary, and trans folk have always been there, 

making music and innovating, just outside of the frame of the memory of the canon 

narrative. 

The work of uncanoning 

Canon building is empire building. Canon defense is national defense. Canon debate, 

whatever the terrain, nature, and range (of criticism, of history, of the history of knowledge, 

of the definition of language, the universality of aesthetic principles, the sociology of art, the 

humanistic imagination), is the clash of cultures. And all of the interests are vested. 

—Toni Morrison, 1994, p. 374 

The queer art of forgetting 

What might a radical queer practice of forgetting in free improvisation look like? 

“[R]esistance lurks in the performance of forgetfulness itself,” says Halberstam, “hiding out 

in oblivion and waiting for a new erasure to inspire a new beginning” (2011, p. 69). By 

performing our forgetfulness—intentionally leaving aside or misremembering those things 

which might be considered the “rules” or habits of our institutional music educations, our 

traditions, and the expectations of progress and continuation contained within them and 

within heteronormativity of all kinds—we can find radical new expressions of our creativity, 

willful resistance, and collective freedom. Improvisation contains these possibilities. In this 

space we can throw out feelers and possibilities, choose to establish a new “norm” only to 

tear it to pieces and replace it anew. We can build complex worlds, relations, and logics 

without expectations, and when the “traces” of our past—our education and families—
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sneak in, we can find new ways of relating to them as they exist in these new, weird worlds: 

they are now made into the “other” from our recentering on our home in the margins. 

Those of us who have worked hard to find other options from within our own “families” 

may find that even the process of opening our options up to this degree leaves a hunger for 

more. Here we might remember the famous words of Rosa Luxembourg: “Those who do not 

move do not notice their chains.” It is not until we take the radical (and dangerous) step of 

forgetting all that we have been led to believe that we might find ourselves exploring the 

richness that lies at the edges and dreaming of new freedoms.  

Radical forgetting, radical remembering: The politics of memory 

It is important to revisit the kind of forgetting practiced by John Cage and Eurological canon 

narratives—this kind of forgetfulness mirrors the colonial act of forgetting, which behaves 

as though the present (im)balance of power is a natural and long-existing, unquestionable 

(although mysterious, without evident cause) phenomenon, and not the result of war and 

genocide that attempted to dispossess First Nations people of their land and sovereignty. 

When we practice radical forgetting, we do not seek to erase that the practice of 

improvising freely emerges from jazz and the innovations of Afrological soundmakers and 

thinkers, as well as the ongoing contributions of non-white creators. Nor do we seek to 

erase our culpabilities and responsibilities in living—as I do—on stolen Aboriginal land under 

ongoing settler-colonialism. Rather, our forgetting of institutional family logics and 

exclusionary Eurological canon narratives is an important part of opening up the space for 

counter-institutional memories and narratives that include ways of knowing and connecting 

with these histories, and owning our responsibility and agency as soundmakers, kinmakers, 

and changemakers. We recognise that we do not exist in a vacuum, we are not the avant-

garde, the first to walk these paths, this is not terra nullius. As Sara Ahmed states: “If we can 

create our paths by not following, we still need others before us” (2017, p. 15). The radical 

potential in forgetting the familial canon narrative of our institutional educations is in 

reconnecting to a pluralistic history, searching more widely for the radical histories that 

have been erased and omitted—in short, in starting to do the work of a radical 

remembering, both of the marginalised histories that have always frayed the edges of the 

frame, as well as of the continuing effect of dominant canon narratives and their tendencies 

towards exclusion and even doing violence. 
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We do this by refocusing, intentionally placing marginalised figures at the centre of the 

frame. We are forgetting the institutional narratives that saw us marginalised and isolated 

in the first place. Instead, we start from the place of almost-alterity, and look for the tendrils 

that reach out from this place in all directions, the connections between us and the many 

others—human and more-than-human—with whom we have collaborated, by whom we 

have been influenced and contaminated. In this way, we also look for new connections, 

making kin across traditional dividing lines. 

One of the ways we practice radical remembering is by re-canoning, tracing new paths 

through our musical histories by way of more marginalised figures, noting how they 

ruptured with not only the practices of their peers and predecessors, but also with the “self-

evident truths” of musicking in their times (including sticky and persistent ideas about 

gender and aptitude or ability). This does not necessarily do the work of challenging all parts 

of the canon narrative, but it does throw it into question. For instance, speculation that 

some of Johann Sebastian Bach’s oeuvre may have in fact been written by his second wife, 

Anna Magdalena Bach, remains steadfastly Eurocentric, however it also shakes the 

foundation of the myth of the solitary genius that Bach is supposed to be. As Martin Jarvis, 

the scholar responsible for this claim, states, “the way in which tradition has put Anna 

Magdalena into this pathetic role [as merely the copyist] . . . is rubbish” (as cited in Salleh, 

2008). The ridicule and vitriol that Jarvis has faced for this suggestion is evidence that it is 

doing the work of uncanon. There are countless other examples of musicians and scholars 

doing valuable labour in finding, performing, and recording the scores of women composers 

to enable them to overcome the institutional forgetfulness of the canon, whether partial or 

complete—from Black women composers such as Florence Price (Ege, 2020) and Mary Lou 

Williams (Kernodle, 2004) to almost forgotten entities like Aotearoa’s Gillian Bibby (SOUNZ, 

n.d.). There is also work to be done with elevating and disseminating the music of amazing 

women soundmakers today, including in improvised music—Pamela Z, Miya Masaoka, 

Maggie Nichols, Nicole Mitchell, Myra Melford, Okkyung Lee, Joëlle Léandre, and Vanessa 

Tomlinson are just a few of the names that should be as well-known as Braxton and Bailey. 

Remembering and consciously incorporating the contributions of these women is an 

important resistance to the dominant canon narratives, and yet if we seek only to replace 

figureheads within a new still-exclusionary narrative of progress we are falling short of the 



 61 

potential of this work. Re-canoning demonstrates the limits of the canon, and in doing so 

should hope less to remake it than to undo it. 

Another important practice of radical remembering, within our writing and thinking 

practices as much as in musicking, is that of intentional feminist citation. It is not just the 

artistic canon that we seek to unremember, but the canon of thought, the history of ideas. 

Sara Ahmed once again: 

I cite those who have contributed to the intellectual genealogy of feminism and 

antiracism, including work that has been too quickly (in my view) cast aside or left 

behind, work that lays out other paths, paths we can call desire lines, created by not 

following the official paths laid out by disciplines. These paths might have become 

fainter from not being traveled upon; so we might work harder to find them; we 

might be willful just to keep them going by not going the way we have been 

directed. (2017, p. 15) 

By practicing feminist citation, we acknowledge the contributions of those that came before 

us, “those who helped us find our way when the way was obscured because we deviated 

from the paths we were told to follow” (pp. 15–16). With them, Ahmed suggests, we can 

create the structures in which we live. Feminist citation insists that the history of ideas is not 

a history of white men, and seeks to prove it by tracing new histories: “Citation is feminist 

memory” (p. 15). Importantly, these are not histories that rest solely on the shoulders of 

cisgendered white women—for Ahmed, and for me, feminism must mean dismantling the 

institutions of patriarchal whiteness: going up against racism, white supremacy, ongoing 

settler-colonisation, homophobia, transphobia, heterosexism, heteronormativity, and 

ableism, as well as feminism’s traditional antagonists in the forms of sexism, misogyny, and 

patriarchy. In Flavia Dzodan’s immortal words: “MY FEMINISM WILL BE INTERSECTIONAL OR 

IT WILL BE BULLSHIT!” (2011). 

Feminist citation for improvisers includes being aware of our patterns of listening and 

relating to other musicians, seeking out companions on which we might draw to think with, 

sound with, musick with. Radical forgetting to clear the way for practices of radical 

remembering allows us to forge new collaborative histories and speculative futures. We do 

this in the knowledge that this is serious work: we are going up against empire, against 
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vested interests, against structures made solid as walls. We are seeking change and making 

changes to systems designed to reproduce power. 

Resisting chrononormativity: Queer and crip temporalities 

Not rupture. Flow. 

Crip simultaneity, crip concurrence. 

—Alison Kafer, 2021, p. 418 

Queer and disabled lives are notable for their lack of adherence to a timeline of maturation 

in accordance with institutional milestones—marriage, purchasing property, procreating 

and raising children. But norms of time structure our daily lives, too, around expectations, 

daily habits, rituals, and routines that conform to narratives of “progress.” As Elizabeth 

Freeman tells us, time “binds”:  

By “time binds,” I mean something beyond the obvious point that people find 

themselves with less time than they need. Instead, I mean that naked flesh is bound 

into socially meaningful embodiment through temporal regulation: binding is what 

turns mere existence into a form of mastery in a process I’ll refer to as 

chrononormativity, or the use of time to organize individual human bodies toward 

maximum productivity. (2010, p. 3) 

Chrononormative time binds bodies to the repetition of daily productive and reproductive 

labour entangled with the model of the heteronormative nuclear family and the arbitrary 

schedules of capitalism. Queer lives and the lives of disabled and chronically ill people do 

not comfortably conform to ableist, heteronormative life milestones or to daily rhythms: 

queer temporalities and crip25 time, then, figure as a resistance to these norms. Jodie Taylor 

(2010) explores resistance to chrononormativity displayed by middle-aged queers via their 

participation in Brisbane’s music scenes, and the integration of alternative musical 

temporalities with the disregard they displayed toward “age-appropriate” behaviours. As 

Taylor points out: 

A queer life course . . . is not always linear and more often than not it goes 

uncelebrated or at least it is informally marked in non-prescriptive or obscure ways. 

 
25 As with “queer,” “crip” is a reclaimed slur (a shortened version of “cripple”) engaged by the disabled 
community to name crip theory. Crip here is inclusive of all disabilities (bodily, mental, sensory, learning). 
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Queer lives often skip over some of the steps of the heteronormative timeline and 

thus they skew the responsible progression towards maturity by favouring—often 

through extended involvement in queer scene activities—a prolonged youthfulness 

and a lingering within early adulthood. (2010, p. 894) 

Crip time presents further challenges to logics of capitalist production and reproduction. 

Crip temporality can be understood as: 

paradoxically both liberating and confining, because it breaks open rigid 

socioeconomic structures of time and affords others, and because that breaking is 

not a choice but a necessity, an enforcement issued by the physical and mental 

strictures of the crip bodymind. (Samuels & Freeman, 2021, p. 249) 

In improvisation, too, we have opportunities to reframe our relationships to normative 

ideals of time and progress. Taking cues from queer and crip temporalities, we might 

unmaster the logics that drive us toward some inevitable goal—whether that be the setting 

up and seeing through of musical expectations (tension, release), or in questioning the kinds 

of logic that see someone having done sufficient “time” in the right spaces in order to win 

the right to posterity. Improvisation is meaningfully about right now, what is present and 

bodily. Freeman poses the irresistible invitation for us to “use our historically and presently 

quite creative work with pleasure, sex, and bodies to jam whatever looks like the inevitable” 

(2010, p. 172). Jamming with the possibilities of these alternate temporalities might take us 

outside of the cycles of canon formation and into new ways of musicking in community. 

Kinmaking beyond godkin 

Kin, rather than family, is where we might turn to nurture the kinds of connections, 

collective narratives, co-creations, collaborations, and contaminations we seek in the 

practice of free and experimental improvisation. Our imaginations have been limited by 

institutional narratives bound to family and “godkin”. Donna Haraway, implores us to turn 

to kin in place of the human-centered family of Anthropos: 

Kin is a wild category that all sorts of people do their best to domesticate. Making kin 

as oddkin rather than, or at least in addition to, godkin and genealogical and 

biogenetic family troubles important matters, like to whom one is actually 

responsible. (2016, p. 2) 
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We are instructed by Haraway to “make kin not babies” (p. 102). There is possibility to take 

up this challenge without subscribing to the damaging and often eugenicist populationist 

ideals, especially as they have been deployed to justify restrictions on women’s rights and 

sterilisation without consent—practices that continue to be imposed upon Black and 

Indigenous communities and on women in impoverished nations (Vergès, 2018; Bhatia et 

al., 2020). Instead, this can be read so as to question the family logics of reproduction, 

economic growth, and progress, seeking rather to foster richer collaborative experiences 

and community building in the present. 

Staying with the trouble requires making oddkin; that is, we require each other in 

unexpected collaborations and combinations, in hot compost piles. We become-with 

each other or not at all. That kind of material semiotics is always situated, someplace 

and not noplace, entangled and worldly. (Haraway, 2016, p. 3) 

Instead of asserting the primacy of the work and the author with all their overtones of 

posterity and futurity when we talk of free improvisation, with all of the deeply ingrained 

references to forefathers and inheritance, let us instead situate ourselves squarely in the 

moment, in the fertile space of improvised negotiations of encounter. In this space we can 

deliberately choose our musical kin—based less upon institutional ideals of stylistic identity 

and family sameness (instrumental and otherwise), and more upon our willingness to share 

a sonic space. Here we can forge new connections with oddkin, such as my improvisation 

trio Rogue Three: winds, but in the unexpected combination of trombone, recorders, and 

flutes. Through chance encounters, we discovered the potential of these instruments to 

explore the blends of their colours and characteristics, as well as the frictions of their 

inherent stark differences. The musicians in this trio are ready and listening, wanting to 

enter into co-creation, “becoming-together” in new collective possibilities. 

By beginning from a point of radical forgetting, of artistic kinmaking and not 

chrononormative baby-making, we can use our position on the margins, an uncanny 

position of almost-otherness (that as women and as queers and even as free improvisers we 

were always already inhabiting). This is at once a thinking practice and a musical practice, 

through which we have the power to address the undead canon, deeply ingrained through 

our training and returning in traces: not running from our past or avoiding the future, but 

instead problematising a narrative that has become solid and stagnant, and reconnecting 
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with the pluralistic and radical histories that hold the potential of a richer imagining of 

artistic possibilities for free improvisation and the way we tell our stories. 

Forging new narratives, becoming improvisers 

Each of my conversation companions described the situation that led to their break with 

more traditional music educations and career paths—a kind of “origin story” that describes 

a rebellion against tradition or expectation—and a moment of kinmaking, of being 

welcomed into a community of oddballs and resisters. These narratives of  

While Hannah Marshall learned cello from a young age at the wish of her parents, she also 

took jazz piano lessons as a child, studying figured bass and jazz harmony, and spent 15 

minutes of her practice at the piano where “I just did whatever I liked, and I always did that, 

I really enjoyed it” (2018). It took much longer for her to transfer that self-expression to the 

cello, however, which for her was “more loaded.” Having been introduced to the music of 

Anthony Braxton, she began to experiment in her own practice and started to attend free 

improvisation gigs as an audience member, which eventually compelled her to join the 

soundmakers on stage. 

Hyelim Kim studied traditional Korean music from a young age, attending schools with 

specialised training. When she moved to London and spent time in australia in her adult life, 

as an experienced practitioner, she struggled to find a community that could understand the 

music she played, or could collaborate in soundmaking with her. “My musical background is 

always rooted on Korean traditional music, but still I really wanted to communicate with 

other musicians and other musical cultures,” she told me. “To do so, I found that 

improvisation is a very useful device, methodology, to extend my musical sphere. So that’s 

how I developed some improvisational methodology based on my tradition.” Free 

improvisation, opened space for her to communicate across the barriers of diverse 

musicking traditions: “I think we call it “free” because there can be infinite ways of 

interpreting the communication between different individuals and cultures.” 

Nicole Mitchell was, incredibly, roller-skating around her university campus while playing 

Mozart, when invited to join an improvisation class. She entered a world of nonconformists 

by revealing herself to be outside of the norm, although sometimes it was not a position she 

chose to put herself in: 
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I was in the first year of the jazz program at Oberlin—you know, when they started 

the program—and I was the only woman in the program. And I played the flute, 

which is not an instrument people take seriously at all, so they didn't quite know 

what to do with me in there. For the most part they left me alone, which is better 

than being totally discouraged, but that experience with that teacher was not—you 

know, I couldn’t really work with that. So I left. (2019) 

She recalls a large number of important influential figures, that alongside her own 

willfulness and personal determination guided her toward her practice of Creative Music 

improvisation. Upon moving to Chicago, she met members of the AACM (Association for the 

Advancement of Creative Musicians; see Lewis, 2008) with whom she later formed the first 

all-women group of that collective, Samana, and eventually become the first woman AACM 

president. 

Ute Wassermann had an experimental approach to her visual art practice from early on that 

led her to engaging with sound and performance with a lot of freedom, after a childhood 

where she had played flute in European youth orchestras. She was introduced to feminist 

art practices by her mother. “My mother was part of a feminist art group in the 70s. She’s a 

visual artist. So as a teenager I got to know  visual artists like Ulrike Rosenbach, a feminist 

video and performance artist” (2018). Her experience demonstrates the possibilities of 

encountering feminist community and creative practices from a young age. As she told me, 

“It seems—and there’s a lot of research about that—that women often are pioneers in 

experimental areas.” Musicking improvisation was about her own steps into the unknown, 

following her body into spaces of performance. 

Sage Pbbbt, meanwhile, recalls a process of experimentation with any instrument she 

picked up, having not followed a formal music education as a child. Getting into 

soundmaking was a kinmaking activity, as she started out working on electronic music using 

the software Fruity Loops “because friends were doing that” (2018). She was introduced to 

Tuvan and Mongolian throat singing and was blown away, and taught herself to sing in this 

style. It was her community that got her engaging with free improvisation—first in Glasgow, 

often in house concerts, and then when she moved to Perth in 2014 she was welcomed into 

the community there. “Perth has a really strong sense of community around that scene, so 

that felt really comfortable and exciting to be part of.” 
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Having trained in both Eurological and Afrological musics through her tertiary education, 

Stephanie Richards had a moment of reckoning looking at her record collection. It prompted 

her to “face the fact that I wanted to be playing the music that I was curious to listen to. So 

that’s when I had a shift” (2019). After exploring European art music composition as well as 

orchestral and big band performance, she found that she existed better in counter-

institutional spaces. 

I moved to New York City and kind of just lived in this space, kind of between the 

cracks of new music, contemporary music, experimental music, jazz, but kind of the 

edges of more avant-jazz, whatever you want to call it. The kind of idea of free 

improvisation—it wasn’t introduced to me in a way that it was different from jazz. It 

wasn’t something other. 

My own encounter with free improvisation came through my challenging but committed 

engagement with contemporary European art music, an ongoing encounter with extreme 

technical difficulty and navigating composer demands. As a feminist (and here I claim, after 

Ahmed, the title of feminist killjoy), I was frustrated by the lack of music in the styles I most 

enjoyed playing written by women and gender non-conforming folk, and started 

experimenting with the idea of myself as a composer. But I was especially inspired down the 

path of improvisation by Manon-Liu Winter, who was running a workshop at the impuls 

Academy in Graz, Austria—a program which was otherwise focussed on notated 

compositions. It was Manon-Liu, and my collaborating participants in those workshops 

Miyama McQueen-Tokita on koto and Juna Toksöz Winston on trombone, who helped me 

discover my aptitude and enthusiasm for making music on my own terms. It was a liberating 

experience for me, and I found my own creative compositional voice best expressed 

through this moment-to-moment responsiveness and kinmaking adventure. When I did 

later come to notate my own compositions, I wanted to open this possibility for others, and 

so I studied the codex scores for improvising ensembles by British composer Richard Barrett 

and my own scoring methods emerged from this. But my interest in free improvisation 

grew—through a combination of the experience of personal creative freedom and being 

welcomed into a new and wonderful (and generally less competitive) soundmaking 

community—so that it is now my primary soundmaking practice.  
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Acts of Unmastery: Failure and subversion as generative companions 

Unmastery requires structural critique and attempts at reframing established logics that 

serve to reproduce unequal power dynamics, but it can also be enacted through gestures of 

subversion and failure at adherence to norms. Particularly for those of us trained 

institutionally in art musics, unmastery involves unlearning some of the refined stylistic 

playing of our expensive instruments. This might include the reimagining of “solitary” 

practice (earthlings are never alone, and so such practice is always-already in company) and 

of group rehearsal, how and when these fit into our lives, and how they differ from the 

rigorous discipline and mastery objectives we were encouraged to employ during our 

institutional educations. It might include an elevation of the amateur and the untrained—in 

ourselves, as well as in others. Musicking unmasters turn to instruments we have not 

studied, use preparations and extension to warp and interrupt those that we have, play 

found objects as instruments and instruments as found objects, co-create with artists from 

traditions other than our own and with untrained and self-trained soundmakers, work with 

new and unfamiliar practices of embodiment and intuitive gesture, and explore new ways of 

being on stage, in space, in an environment, in performance, amplified, muted, muffled, 

guided and informed. In taking these risks, we open ourselves to the possibility of two 

entangled unmastery practices: deliberate subversion to undermine reified artforms and 

ways of musicking, and to the generative potential of unintentional failures. This intersects 

with ideas more fully explored later in this inquiry, around agency, collectivity, and 

contamination (see Collaboration+Contamination). 

Embracing little (and not-so-little) failures—which for me might include the untrained and 

imperfectly trained parts of my playing, the quirks and glitches of my instrument, and the 

things I might try to achieve and “fail” in some way—is generative, an opportunity to pursue 

an unexpected path, similar to the idea of “no wrong notes” in jazz. “It’s not always about 

doing the most exemplary performance,” conversation companion Hannah Marshall 

pointed out. “It’s about taking risks and failing, as much as anything else. But then if you fail 

well it’s the most exciting thing, better than anything, really” (2018). This rings of the words 

of Irish unmaster Samuel Beckett: “Fail again. Fail better” (1989, p. 101). Unmastery here 

can certainly mean an elevation of the amateur, the untrained, but also points to the 

recognition that mastery is an impossible goal even within “masterful” practices. 



 69 

Institutionalised knowledges seek the appearance of mastery through the carving of deep 

splits, staking claims of ownership that are jealously guarded. As Singh tells us: 

The discipline follows in the footsteps of the masterful subject by being founded on 

the refusals of its own vulnerabilities. To make concrete its authority, a discipline 

must remain blind to what is beyond its limits, disavowing the ways that it remains 

affected and permeated by its outside. (2017, p. 133) 

Singh shows us how this masterful act of academic disciplines as delineating and cutting 

knowledges off from an “outside” themselves operate as a failure—“a failure of the 

imagination” (p. 142). Halberstam would agree: “disciplines actually get in the way of 

answers and theorems precisely because they offer maps of thought where intuition and 

blind fumbling might yield better results” (2011, p. 6). Failure is not an ending; it is also not 

in and of itself representative of subversion of mastery narratives and logics, given that 

“invention” is often considered the result of a successful failure (consider Alexander 

Fleming’s discovery of penicillin by “serendipity” [Sand, 2020, p. 899]). Unmastery is not one 

half of a structuralist dualism in perfect opposition to mastery, neither is failure the clear 

opposite that undermines success. These are the messy in-betweens and outside edges, 

always-already entangled, but maybe here mobilised less by way of fortitude than by 

resistance. Mastery is inescapable, and by unthinking mastery Singh advocates for 

approaching it “not as something to be overcome but rather as an inheritance that we 

might (yet) survive” (2017, p. 2). 

These deconstructive thinkings open space for reckoning with our failures, and the failures 

of those that came before us, and this, too, can be generative. One of the structures we 

might practice unmastering are the accepted “laws” of music-making traditions. Resistance 

to stylistic norms and categorisation is one of the generally accepted premises of “free” 

improvisation, particularly in the case of Bailey’s definition of “non-idiomatic” musicking—

which, “while it can be highly stylised, is not usually tied to representing an idiomatic 

identity” (1992, pp. xi–xii). These laws are not necessarily specific to a style or tradition, 

however it is commonly the case that the primary law to which an improviser relates is the 

one in which they were trained. A collaborating musicker or another co-creator (including 

listeners and audience members) might also relate the improvisation to the law of the style 
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or tradition they are most familiar with. For Judith Butler, relationships to rules is the 

primary understanding of improvisation: 

improvisation strikes me as a very specific kind of practice because while it involves to a 

certain extent what it says—namely, improvisation—it also involves a certain 

relationship to rule-bound behaviour. We wouldn’t understand improvisation if there 

were no rules. In other words, improvisation has to either relax the rules, break the 

rules, operate outside the rules, bend the rules—it exists in relation to rules, even if not 

in a conformist or obedient relation. And this opens up the question of what leeway we 

have for acting in a rule-bound world. So to say, for instance, that gender rules or laws 

or norms precede us and act on us is not to say that we’re determined in advance, that 

we must replicate them faithfully. And when we do replicate them, or even though we 

do situate ourselves in relation to these norms, rules, and practices, there is sometimes 

a possibility of a kind of free play—an improvisational moment. . . . So for me 

improvisation designates a relative domain of freedom in a rule-bound world. (in 

McMullen, 2016, pp. 25–26) 

Improvisation for Judith Butler extends into a playful resistance to the “laws” of daily life—

the rules and accepted norms of, for instance, gender presentation. Exposing, questioning, 

resisting, and subverting these dominant norms is a key focus of queer theory, with a 

particular emphasis on the norms of sexuality—heteronormativity, and increasingly also 

homonormativity, the mainstreaming of queer sexualities in a way that erases nuance and 

creates a new set of expectations into which queerness becomes permissible (McCann & 

Monaghan, 2019, pp. 12–13). While we run the risk of dilution associated with expanding 

the definition of “queering” to anything that undermines accepted norms and hierarchies, 

as women and as queers we can learn from our experiences in finding that who we are 

challenges gender and sexual norms. We might then take this resistance-from-alterity with 

us into our interrogation of masterful norms of artistic practice and presentation. 

Folding forwards, in Interrogating Freedom I further explore agency through the lens of Sara 

Ahmed’s model of the “willful girl” (2017, p. 74)—“willfulness” being an disciplining 

accusation received by the girl who exceeds feminine norms. She wilfully continues to 

exceed those norms in spite of this discipline, or perhaps the discipline only makes her more 

determined, more wilful. She is not conforming to expectations, to the law, but she is 
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certainly operating in various ways in relation to it: resisting it, pushing back against it or 

through it, and even taking cues from the laws that are not meant for her (such as those 

meant for boys). Furthermore, she does not become willful in an act of volition, but rather 

finds herself called “willful” in being disciplined against who she already is. Judith Butler 

elaborates on this: 

a lot of us end up in non-normative or even new positions by virtue of processes and 

in relation to formations that we don’t fully understand. We end up living out a 

gender norm or a bodily norm that took shape without our deciding “oh, I think I’m 

going to do something radically free and break the chain of repetition.” We don’t 

have that choice. It is more that we find ourselves in the world constituted in ways 

that don’t conform or that do produce predicaments and that sometimes, yes, 

introduce newness into the social landscape. Then the question is, how do you 

navigate that? . . . How do you handle being in this position that you never exactly 

chose but for which you are responsible, and the effects of which you have to live 

with? That’s a different kind of agency than the one that would presume a kind of 

enlightened or deliberate action. (in McMullen, 2016, p. 28) 

The free improviser relates unmasterfully to the law in many regards. The music they play 

speaks in many ways to the musics they have been trained in—what they have practiced ad 

nauseum, what they have listened to, who they admire, who they have learned from. Each 

player must find their own way to break from the expectations they have been trained to 

fulfil. For many, extending their instruments with various objects and attachments and 

modifications is a major part of setting up sound worlds that are less able to conform to the 

law of their training. This can also take the form of working with extended techniques and 

expanded harmonic languages in ways that both do and don’t conform to the ever-

expanding law of contemporary styles of composition (Eurological and otherwise), or 

extending using the capabilities of instrument building (physical and virtual) and electronic 

processing. Resistance to laws can take the form of bodily rebellion, subverting performance 

convention, and engaging practices of magic(k): what Silvia Federici calls “a refusal of work 

in action” (2014, p. 142). In Acts of Unmastery, I present an incomplete gathering of 

possibilities for unmastery practiced by musicking companions in my communities and in my 

own experiences. The unmastery I explore here is not necessarily taking place in free 
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improvisation, but at different points of engagement and connection to the sites of our 

institutional training, to our most familiar constructions of “laws”. 

Objects, extensions, attachments: Jodie Rottle 

The practices of sounding found objects and “preparing” traditional instruments by means 

of extension and attachments seek to extend or disrupt the familiar sound possibilities 

associated with masterful instrumental musicking. My best friend and longtime collaborator 

Jodie Rottle’s work incorporates objects played as instruments, sometimes in traditional 

concert hall settings and sometimes in more experimental, non-traditional performance 

installations and experiences. She writes: 

When I step onto a stage with my flute, there is an understanding of the conventions 

associated with the instrument in my hands. The times that I have stepped on stage 

with an electric toothbrush, however, have incited laughter. Everyday objects 

introduce an element of absurdity into new music performance; objects can suggest 

the comedic, the uncanny, or the ridiculous in otherwise very serious traditions of 

contemporary classical music. (Rottle, 2021, p. 11) 

By introducing objects into the realm of contemporary Eurological art music, usually 

presented in the structured performance ritual of the concert hall (even when taking place 

in alternative spaces), Jodie unmasters by way of the absurd. In her Sonic Objects concert of 

September 2019, Jodie led Kupka’s Piano—our ensemble of highly-trained musicians in 

contemporary European-tradition art music—through a series of compositions that engaged 

objects as sounding instruments. Balloon Piece, by Tomi Räisänen (2011), involved the 

instrumentalists variously letting air out of and applying friction to balloons to create sounds 

that ranged from high-pitched singing tones to crude flatulence. The work is performed as 

serious chamber music, and as such is something of a send-up of the musicking ritual of the 

European-style concert hall. Jodie’s own composition, BOARD! (2019), engaged the 

ensemble members as players sounding and performing a complex amalgamation of table-

top games. In Your Sound Future, Jodie’s interactive installation-performance at Clocked Out 

Duo’s Listening Museum III (Tomlinson & Griswold, 2018)—which took place in the factory 

warehouse of UAP (Urban Art Projects), used for the construction and storage of large-scale 

art projects—audience musickers approach Jodie sitting at a table of objects, and selects 

three for her to do a personalised sounding performance, a sonic oracle. 
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Jodie’s work challenges the accepted law of the European art music concert hall through a 

combination of de-reifying theatrics of treating a balloon or a cheap plastic toy or a water 

bottle with the serious performance intent of a refined orchestral instrument, exploring the 

relationship of “play” with masterful musical performance, and extending the sonic palette 

through the introduction of objects that would not normally appear in this setting. Her work 

is oftentimes interpreted as funny because the audience members, even if they are not 

intimately familiar with contemporary notated western art music, recognise that this is 

taking the setting and soundworld of a serious, reified artform and rendering it somewhat 

ridiculous—the juxtaposition of a classically-trained musician in a suit holding a balloon in 

front of them breaks the laws of like-with-like and expectation of appearances (and sonic 

results). Sound Futures, on the other hand, introduces tropes of fortune-telling and 

audience participation, along with play on revealing secrets and personalisation. For Jodie, 

much of the power of these objects lies in provoking curiosity, surprise, and humour—all of 

which entice the viewer-listener musicking participant into closeness and a sense of 

intimacy that crosses the split of a masterful interaction. 

Jodie also extends the possibilities and sound palette of her flutes by attaching and inserting 

objects onto and into her instruments in Hold It In (2019) and Suspension of Disbelief (2019). 

This kind of instrument preparation is a practice shared by many improvising musicians, 

including for example Birgit Ulher (trumpet), Laura Altman (clarinet), Ute Wassermann 

(voice), Erik Griswold (piano and melodica), Magda Myers (keyboards), and Jim Denley 

(saxophone and flute)26. Jodie’s practice, however, is especially deliberate in its engagement 

of the visual and theatrical, with the sounding results often secondary to the appearance of 

the performance. The other musicians listed here are primarily interested in the sounds 

they can produce by “preparing” or extending their instruments in this way—from subtle 

shifts of timbre, to a dramatic undoing of the sound that might be associated with the 

instrument. Small objects are often engaged independently of the instrument, for instance 

Wassermann’s extensive range of South American bird whistles and Denley’s sounding of 

hollowed out gumnuts. Jodie understands her musicking with objects as collaborating with 

the nonhuman: cultivating “a mutual space, or assemblage, where two or more equal 

 
26 These examples are just a few of very many, and are drawn from artists in my community, with whom I have 
collaborated, or with whose work I am especially familiar. 
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participants [human musicker and nonhuman object] listen, observe, react, respect, and 

respond to each other” (2021, p. 147). Her practices of unmasterful engagement with 

institutionalised concert forms invite questioning of the rigorous rituals and structures, and 

the splits hewn between musician and instrument, between performing artist and audience. 

Most of all, her practice welcomes laughter, a sense of fun and playfulness, curiosity, and 

surprise—disrupting the serious business of mastery through joyful silliness. 

Gesture as radical resistance: Charulatha Mani 

Culturally contextualised laws create situations in which something seemingly innocuous 

from one perspective is rendered an act of resistance from another. One of my local 

musicking and thinking companions is Brisbane-based vocalist Charulatha Mani, whose work 

disrupts accepted norms and laws within both European art music performance and her 

own tradition of classical Karnatik music. By crossing the boundaries of the two, and 

collaborating with not only Karnatik or Eurological musickers but also musickers from a 

diverse array of cultural backgrounds, Charu explores the possibilities for synchronicities 

between different musicking systems. She finds ways to locate her own Karnatik logics, 

melodic and rhythmic patternings, and gestural integrity in a sympathetic resonance to her 

collaborators. But some of the ways in which she does this are disruptive to the laws of her 

own masterful tradition. In particular, she has written about the integration of intuitive 

bodily gesture into her practice of both improvised and notated music, and the implications 

of this gesture in challenging complex intersecting systems of oppression to do with gender, 

class, and caste in southern India. 

As Charu outlines (2019, pp. 10–15), the denigration of the devadasis led to a strictly 

constrained style of embodiment in performance that continues for Karnatik musicking 

women today. The devadasis were the hereditary women performers of classical music and 

dance in southern India, dedicated for life to a deity or temple. In the first half of the 

twentieth century, their longstanding cultural practices came to be considered an 

“irrational,” immoral, and profane form of Hindu religious expression due in large part to 

their demonstrations of women’s sexuality and sexual freedom. When devadasi practices 

were outlawed in 1947 as part of India’s postcolonial nationalist agenda, these women were 

violently displaced to the fringes of society and frequently have relied on sex work for 

survival (Nadadur Kannan, 2016). For women vocalists of Karnatik music today, even slight 
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motions of the hand and body while singing have come to be seen as vulgar gimmicks 

associated with the representational movement practices of the devadasis, deemed 

unfeminine and overly theatrical and therefore incompatible with “classical” performance 

discipline. The same standards are not applied to men in the tradition. Charulatha writes: 

the current identity of the female Karnatik vocal performer . . . yet remains in the 

shadow of what was carefully constructed by and for the upper classes as appropriate 

stage behaviour in the early decades of the 20th century. I contend that this renders us, 

as a community, unable to express our music using our body. (Mani, 2019, p. 158) 

Charu recognises her own bodily discomfort in singing without the option of expressive 

movement and gesture, and her dissatisfaction with the gendered violence implicit in the 

ways this stillness is disciplined—she relays, for instance, how one man instructs women to 

practice with her hands bound (p. 162); another compares a performance she gave as a 

teenager to a cockroach caught in a door hinge (pp. 164–165). And when she questioned an 

elder woman performer and scholar, she was accused of being “corrupted” by feminism: 

“But, akka [sister], if we feel like gesturing while singing, we should! The saree is not 

a reason for us not to.” At this point, she broke off, and asked, “enna Charu! [what is 

this!] are you a feminist now?” I quietly answered, “yes, I think so.” (p. 162) 

In her thesis, Charu explores aspects of embodied cognition through her intercultural 

musicking. She vividly describes how deepening her relationship with the corporality of her 

vocalising allows her to better traverse cultural boundaries and find the meeting points 

between Karnatik and pre-romantic Eurological operatic vocal ornamentation styles within 

her own body. Reclaiming more explicit expressive gesture is a liberating experience of 

reintegrating the voice with the body that she has discussed with me as we explored our 

own improvisational collaborations. It also, however, represents a form of breaking-with 

that positions her “outside” her tradition of Karnatik music, almost as much as her 

relocation to australia (Mani, 2020). 

I come to realise that although it was not so heavily disciplined nor distinctively gendered, 

as an undergraduate Eurological art music student I too was regularly told that my 

movements were distracting and inappropriate when playing the flute. I subsequently 

learned to self-master myself into stillness when performing, when previously my 
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movements had been a way of embodying the musical gestures and emotions I experienced 

while playing. This process coincided with more disciplined practice in general, meaning that 

my playing became more technically proficient but felt less musical. Still today I find 

intuitive integration of movement while soundmaking—once one of my great strengths as a 

performer—more difficult. I learnt to feel shame for this expressiveness that was deemed 

unrefined and “too much.” In my collaborative improvised musicking with Charu, I have 

been inspired to explore anew the ways I might find to be in my body while improvising. Her 

own practice has incorporated intuitive gesture and embodiment alongside a process of 

reflective self-study, interpreting the conscious and subconscious decisions made in the 

moment and how they relate to textual and musical syntax. I have begun to find ways of 

sounding the flute while curling and contorting my body into unlikely shapes, experimenting 

with the musicking results of physical difficulty and endurance. 

Labour, magick, and resisting work: Sage Pbbbt and Nicole Carroll 

For a number of women and queer improvisers in my communities, one practice of 

unmastery is integrating elements of magic(k) and witchcraft27 into their musicking. In 

conceiving of magick-musicking as unmastery, I draw on the thinking of Silvia Federici, who 

in her book Caliban and the Witch (2014) interrogates the role of the witch trials in Europe 

and by colonising forces in the transition to industrial capitalism. Federici’s work examines 

the enclosure of communal lands, along with women’s bodies and social reproduction as 

key battlegrounds for this transition, and, crucially, identifies magicking as a site of 

resistance to labour: 

Eradicating these practices [magic and witchcraft] was a necessary condition for the 

capitalist rationalization of work, since magic appeared as an illicit form of power 

and an instrument to obtain what one wanted without work, that is, a refusal of 

work in action. (2014, p. 142, emphasis in original) 

Magick, thus, creates the “rebel body”, one that fails to be domesticated into its required 

form as “the container of labor-power, a means of production, the primary work-machine” 

(pp. 137–138). For Federici, the modern resurgence of magicking practices has been 

 
27 From here on I will refer to these practices collectively as “magicking”. The “k” here denotes some 
connection to Aleister Crowley’s tradition of western occultism and witchcraft revival, but I am using it more 
for the purpose of distinguishing these practices from the performance of stage magic and illusion. 
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permissible only because they no longer represent a threat to the social mechanics of 

capitalism—for instance, astrology “can be allowed to return, with the certainty that even 

the most devoted consumer of astral charts will automatically consult the watch before 

going to work” (p. 143). Even so, magicking unmasters the laws of rational sciences and 

philosophies, chrononormativity, “normal” bodily behaviours, and the presumed superiority 

of secular reason and logic attached to the overrepresented Man. Magick practices can thus 

be especially attractive to the rebel bodies of queers, feminists, disabled people, and People 

of Colour. Improvisation, too, is a resistance to the work of stylised performance, the 

disciplined mastery of adherence to a score, to achieving a set of difficulties set out for you 

by a composer and reinforced by institutionalised performance ideals and dictums of the 

recording industry. Entangling improvised musicking with practices of magicking is potent 

unmastery, especially where also understood through the lenses of queer, feminist, crip, 

and critical race theory. 

My conversation companion Sage Pbbbt’s practice of ritual magick has been integrated into 

her vocal improvisation and thinkings on gender performance (Harlow, 2019). She uses the 

term “extra-normal” to describe both her extended vocalisation practices and shamanic 

channelling of “spirit world” entities. In her musicking, she seeks: 

to queer the boundaries between performing music, practising music, meditation 

and ritual magick to the point where they no longer seem like disparate practices. 

Rather, these seem like different flavours of a continuous spectrum of experiences 

and expressions. (Harlow, 2019, p. 26) 

In her conversation with me, Sage’s description of her magicking-musicking practice struck 

me as a form of kinmaking: 

My methodology for working with whatever they are, spirits, archetypes, forms—

and I’m pretty agnostic about that—is informed by anarchist and feminist practice, 

so like mutual aid and solidarity and compassion, rather than summoning something 

and forcing it to do your will, which doesn’t seem like the basis for a healthy 

relationship! . . . It’s a bit of a windy road, and it’s a bit muddy, but I keep coming 

back to that compassion and trying to foster good relationships with people and 

other things. (2018) 
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Instrument builder and composer Nicole Carroll, aka n0izmkr, integrates magick at the level 

of design and engineering. Her self-built controller Orrery Arcana is structured around 

sophisticated entanglements of NASA lunar data, the esoteric systems of W.B. Yeats, and 

the numerology and symbolism of the tarot. The performer then acts as the oracle, entering 

a trance state to perform spontaneous compositions in a process she compares to 

automatic writing (Carroll, 2018). When I first met Nicole I was intimidated by her extensive 

engineering and programming capacities, however my own understandings of magicking 

with astrology and tarot inspired me to approach her as a collaborator—our duo musicking 

(Carroll & Reardon-Smith, 2018) seeded my practice of electro-flute witchery as 

cyberBanshee. Together we structured improvisations by drawing tarot cards, using them to 

inform our choice of materials from which we could draw upon in performance, allowing 

archetype-informed entanglements and associations to guide us away from our own 

established habits and norms. For each of us, tarot and oracle cards along with the 

symbolism of astrology, contain symbolism and possibility that extend beyond those of 

“chance” procedures. The intimacies we have each formed with our card decks and their 

imageries, and for me, with the connections and cycling movements of planetary bodies in 

relationship to one another and to the earth, entangle with our musicking practices and 

imagination practices into realms of synchronicity and portal-opening that resist rationality, 

objectivity, and the logics of labour. Magicking is, again, noninnocent. Practices of magick 

seeing a rise in popularity on social media and in (especially white) queer and youth culture 

are entangled with indiscriminate appropriation of closed cultural practices, particularly 

from Indigenous traditions (Owens, 2008; Crowley, 2011); commercial production and sales 

of white sage and palo santo endanger accessibility for traditional practitioners and 

disrespect cultural protocols (Jalan, 2019); crystal mining is riddled with cases of labour 

violations and poor environmental practices (Atkin, 2018). Staying present with these 

uncomfortable realities and accountable to our own part in them remains a part of every 

unmastery practice. 

The flute: and gender, and colonialism 

My own musicking practice remains tethered to the instrument of my training: the 

European concert flute, otherwise known as the modern Boehm-system transverse flute. 

Ingrid Monson identifies that her choice of instrument at age 10 was key to both her 
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identity and career formation: “blame it on the trumpet,” she writes (2008b, p. 269). 

Similarly, the flute has made and unmade me, exposing me to stereotypes, prejudices, and 

preconceptions I might otherwise not have encountered, but also to opportunities and 

openings. I am approaching unmastering this instrument and my relationship to it from a 

number of different avenues, including many of the techniques I have discussed in this 

chapter: changing my approach to practice and self-discipline; exploring the parts of myself, 

my instrument, and my playing deemed not beautiful and not masterful; taking seriously the 

possibilities introduced by errors and failures; collaborating with instruments and 

soundmakers that may not be considered a good match for the flute (oddkin); using 

amplification and electronic processing to expose what I call the “monsters” in the 

instrument; finding the sweetness in struggle and difficulty. In addition, unmastery provokes 

me to interrogate the ways in which my instrument is gendered and implicated in colonial 

logics (not unrelated to one another), and the role it might serve in ongoing settler-

colonialism within australia. 

The flute has been positioned as gendered in various ways through historical and 

contemporary western culture. This has implications for who mostly learns the instrument, 

how players are perceived by peers, educators, adjudicators, audience, and the general 

public, who is employed in high-level orchestral positions, and so on. If flutes are scorned 

for their femininised status, while also being instruments played mostly by women, it means 

less women in professional music performance, less women getting paid gigs. Which of 

course is just part of the vicious cycles that mean less women on the bill as performers, 

composers, musical leaders, thinkers, creators. 

Thinking gender and the flute starts with the shape of wind instruments in general, and 

especially the flute28: 

Wind instruments are . . . made to resemble the male and female sexual organs. The 

phallic shape of flutes, which are played exclusively by men in many cultures, is self-

evident. Instruments reserved for women are often round or curved and may bear 

associations with the moon or water. (Borders, 2019)  

 
28 At this point, I would like to emphasise that gender is not biological, nor static. Sex organs can, however, 
provide powerful symbolic imagery on which ideas might come to play. 
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Until the mid-twentieth century it was considered vulgar for western women to play the 

flute due to its phallic shape. Given the feminised status of the instrument in contemporary 

Anglophone culture, this might not be immediately self-evident, despite the fact that it has 

served as material for some very crude and obvious jokes (for instance, in the 1999 US film 

American Pie, as well as the mock-masculinisation of Ron Burgundy as a jazz flutist in the 

2004 US film Anchorman). The flute is presently considered to be a “feminine” and 

feminising instrument, played predominantly by women and girls, to the extent that any 

young boys playing the instrument might be expected to receive bullying (Hallam et al., 

2008, p. 16). Flutes appeared to have fallen out of favour when it comes to contemporary 

music styles in the late decades of the twentieth century and early in the twenty-first, 

appearing far less often on jazz and popular music records, which is further entangled with 

the feminisation of the instrument. In the last few years, however, the flute has enjoyed a 

revival in popular culture thanks to artists such as Lizzo and Björk—this has even been 

referred to as the “woodwind renaissance” (Cooper, 2019). 

Throughout my own institutional training I was accustomed to my fellow flutists being 

mostly girls and women. However, my teachers at tertiary level in both australia and while 

studying in Europe were mostly men. Principal flute positions in many orchestras, especially 

in Europe, are held by men. Even in the case of such a feminised instrument, masculinity is 

preferenced. 

Colonial flute thinkings: 

the fife of the military band, 

the soaring pastoral orchestral flute,  

the oft engagement of orientalist melodic lines—from Debussy’s Syrinx to the countless 

examples of fuke shakuhachi mimicry and ham-fisted transcriptions of folk melody on the 

European concert flute.  

The sounds themselves are dead, or at least of the nineteenth century, orchestral 

instruments in more-or-less equal temperament that have changed little in the last 150 

years, but they operate like the undead, they just won’t go away. The time machine of the 

orchestra, a terrifyingly site of terrifying competition to win the right of getting paid to 

reproduce museum pieces (music of another time and place) again and again; Mozart again, 

more Beethoven in a single concert than women composers programmed in an entire year; 
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charging upwards of $50 for a concert ticket, just to be able to sniff in annoyance at the 

elderly woman two rows down noisily unwrapping a cough lolly during the slow movement. 

What purpose does all of this really serve? 

What structures are being reproduced? 

Once I gave a pre-concert talk for an ACO (Australian Chamber Orchestra) concert and was 

invited to the VIP interval drinks, only to leave after a brief discussion with a mining 

executive and his wife, neither of whom knew anything about—nor seemed especially to 

enjoy—the music they were ostensibly there to see. 

I’m reminded of what Jacques Attali writes in his book on music’s political economy: 

“[T]he conductor as a leader of men, simultaneously entrepreneur and State, [is] a physical 

representation of power in the economic order. . . . The ruling class—whether bourgeois 

industrial or bureaucratic elite—identifies with the orchestra leader, the creator of the order 

needed to avoid chaos in production.” (1977/1985, p. 67) 

By playing in orchestra, are we happily performing our subjugation into this order? 

How effectively do we escape this logic by playing orchestral instruments outside of this 

context? 

By taking the European concert flute outside of its realm of mastery and into the sphere of 

free improvisation, I guess at first I hoped to gain some distance from these uncomfortable 

entanglements and associations. But the remnants remain. I am here. I am implicated. 

There was a flute for me to learn on from the age of 9, and I learnt to play. I was drawn to 

art music, to the sound of the orchestra, and then to the abrasive and disruptive sounds of 

the European avant-garde. All of these trainings and experiences linger—they are there 

where I pick up the cold metal in my hand and twist headjoint onto body onto foot; there 

when I guide a student through a Telemann Fantasia; there when I play with fellow 

improvising musickers on a horse’s grave at my parents’ farm on Giabal and Jarrowair 

country. I am not masterful and splitting myself off from my masterful ambitions, masterful 

education, masterful adherence to institutional and colonial logics of a European instrument 

played on stolen land. 

In the third year of my doctoral study I was able to buy a second-hand flute—a Verne Q. 

Powell Conservatory “Aurumite” model, made from 9-karat rose gold and silver with a 
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special kind of metal bonding so that (according to my especially unmasterful 

understanding) the vibrational qualities of both metals are accessible to the player. And 

what of these metals? Whose hands removed them from the earth, and under what labour 

conditions? My instrument contains histories I cannot know and yet hold in my hands. The 

Powell is significant more valuable than my previous concert flute, and I was only able to 

afford it thanks to the generosity of its former owner, and the fact that they had purchased 

it in the brief window after the 2008 financial crash in which the value of the australian 

dollar surpassed the US dollar. It is in far better condition than the still-beloved monstrous 

assemblage that has been my companion throughout my tertiary studies and professional 

career to this point—a now-discontinued model of Sankyo (“Etude”) with a David Williams 

headjoint, made with a kind of silver blend that contains some copper, that in my acidic 

hands has acquired a deep grey tarnish. The Etude has been suffering from a bent 

mechanism and general deterioration such that the cost of a quality repair far exceeds the 

value of the instrument. The necessary damage-control fixes had become ever more 

frequent, so that when the Powell appeared for sale via a post on my facebook wall I 

jumped at the chance. But this new flute has also prompted something of a small crisis in 

my unmastering process and musical identity. To have a professional grade flute (let alone a 

gold one) had always seemed such a financial impossibility for me that I had become 

attached to an idea of myself as someone who somehow performs masterfully on an 

instrument considered inadequate for the task. The better instrument makes a mastery I 

had rejected far more accessible; it reaches my hands a moment when I want to unmaster 

my relation to the flute. 

I am faced with the irony of an unmastery sought in part through the use of more expensive 

equipment that might nevertheless allow a resistance to the unforgiving work ethic and 

technical bravado of the complexity and difficulty of contemporary European notated art 

music compositions that I previously played. Alongside the Aurumite flute, I have Ableton’s 

Max for Live software, with a Keith McMillan Soft Step 2 programmable midi controller 

pedal for electronic live processing. Freezes, reverb, and delay make less necessary my arch-

nemesis of skills, mastery of which dramatically alludes me: circular breathing. I frame my 

performance using the zodiacal position of the Moon, draw some cards, musick as a form of 

magicking—a reading for dark times (Reardon-Smith, 2020a). 
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My practices of unmastering flute continue to develop. My practices of unmastering my 

attempts at self-mastery present a further challenge. 

Unmastering self-mastery in improvisation 

Abolish ambition. 

—Genevieve Belleveau (@gorgeoustaps), 2020  

 You do not have to be good. 

 You do not have to walk on your knees 

 for a hundred miles through the desert, repenting. 

 You only have to let the soft animal of your body 

  love what it loves. 

—Mary Oliver, Wild Geese, 1986 (in 1992, p. 110) 

The destructive work ethic at the heart of the neoliberal colonialist capitalist morality of 

self-mastery is especially evident in institutionalised performing arts because of the physical 

discipline required. There is a moral imperative toward personal sacrifice and 

perfectionism—a requirement for “excellence”29 cast as the realism of job scarcity in 

government-funded major performing arts companies (MPACs). Overuse injuries are rife 

among instrumental musicking students. Even when care is taken, our bodies are literally 

deformed by the many hours spent in unnatural positions. We are studying the “mastering” 

of our instruments, but even moreso there is an imperative toward “mastering” oneself: 

going to extraordinary lengths in the cultivation of discipline and ambition, in the hope of 

winning one of very few jobs that might become available in a funded-yet-floundering 

orchestral institution, or, failing that, to successfully market oneself as a freelancer with a 

“portfolio career” (otherwise known as juggling a messy conglomeration of precarious and 

underpaid contract gigs, musicking and otherwise). In the music institution this self-mastery 

is especially atomised, relegated to the realm of the practice room, where we might struggle 

 
29 “Like so many terms of policy discourse, the word ‘excellence’ is in truth a code word for a certain set of 
funding priorities,” says Ben Eltham, in his powerful critique of the politics of then-arts minister George 
Brandis’ gutting of australia’s peer-assessed arts council funding to create his slush fund, the National Program 
for Excellence in the Arts (NPEA). “Excellence, in the context of Australian arts funding, means the 
performance of the Western canon by performing arts companies” (2015). 
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to conquer our instruments and ourselves (I return to this in Self-struggle, within Struggling 

for freedom; freedom struggles). 

The “excellence” achieved via musical self-mastery for students in music institutions is a 

particular manifestation of education under structures of meritocratic capitalism. Dutch 

artist Annette Kraus (2018) writes of the neoliberal market-driven discourse surrounding 

ideas of “lifelong learning” and their institutionalisation: skills, flexibility, employability, 

adaptability. Skills, Krauss writes, “are techniques amenable to the learner that aim to 

minimize the time lag between learning and employment” (2018, p. 79). It is the student’s 

responsibility to commit sufficient ambition to the attainment of these skills through good 

“self-management”. In this way, they can master learning and become professional, lifelong 

learners. In the words of Fred Moten and Stefano Harney: 

Students must come to see themselves as the problem, which, counter to the 

complaining of restorationist critics of the university, is precisely what it means to be 

a customer, to take on the burden of realization and always necessarily be 

inadequate to it. Later, these students will be able to see themselves properly as 

obstacles to society, or perhaps, with lifelong learning, students will return having 

successfully diagnosed themselves as the problem. (2004, p. 104) 

As per Moten and Harney, we have internalised “institutional habits”, and come to see 

ourselves as always in need of improvement, elevating a self-punishing work ethic of 

busyness and productivity, along with a self-critical internal gaze, blaming ourselves and our 

lack of dedication for our failure to secure a liveable income. Andrea Phillips points out that 

the “soft power” of lifelong learning (from the cradle to the grave) is notably “structured to 

negate any consequences of organized protest (you can’t demand better conditions for 

retirement through your union if the concept of retirement is annulled or infinitely 

extended)” (2018, p. 100). Krauss articulates how the progress-oriented and accumulative 

drive toward lifelong learning emerges from the commodification of education and 

research, and observes how this has come to frame our understandings of thinking, 

learning, and making art. The idea of the “gig economy” betrays the advancement of an 

artistic subject as a possible role model for the new economy—willing to go to extreme 

lengths in order to attain the (sometime) privilege of being paid for what they “love” to do. 

(Here we might remember the links drawn between the relations of the musician to money 
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and social order by political economist Attali [1977/1985].) Artists, Krauss writes, “function 

as role models who impersonate a certain form of bohemian freedom and independence 

that dissolves borders between art and life and consequently between work and non-work” 

(2018, p. 91). 

Julietta Singh writes of Gandhi’s concept of self-mastery (swaraj: self-rule) as a form of 

decolonial resistance, pointing out that his masterful practices often involved the 

subjugation of other bodies even as he struggled in the name of liberation, nonviolence, and 

love. As she writes: 

The gateway to true liberation was, for Gandhi, absolute discipline over oneself, and 

he sought “complete independence” not merely from British rule but from any 

external power whose influence could lead him away from the proper path of 

“truth.” (2017, p. 42) 

But here she also locates a possibility for unmastery, in Gandhi’s practice of seeking a truth 

that emerged via experimentation: 

Gandhi’s truth . . . resided in a politics of experimentation that could never be 

foreclosed, and that was thus fundamentally incompatible with dialectical reason. 

This formulation of truth, founded on an uncertain practice of experimentation, 

might offer us the most powerful method by which to exceed mastery’s hold in the 

everyday production of the human through neocolonial politics today. 

While Gandhi’s formulation of his practice remains structured by logics of (self-) 

mastery, his experimental practice in fact functions against mastery’s definitive 

foreclosures. (p. 42) 

Unlearning self-mastery requires this experimental, curious practice. Improvisation offers a 

space for resisting the mastery and hierarchies of expertise of our institutional music 

educations. Approaching improvisation as a practice of unlearning and unmastery can mean 

experimenting with amateurism and dilettantism, messiness, and play. At my most curious 

(see practice as collaboration, collaboration as practice), improvisation can be a site for 

unlearning my own internalised masterful pursuits, to abolish ambition, and ultimately to 

practice a radical self-acceptance: to let the soft animal of my body love what it loves. 



 86 

Improvisation, too, has helped me to unmaster the idea of my separateness and aloneness, 

my “self-management”, and to move toward collective practices of unlearning. 

Binna Choi and Annette Krauss advocate for the importance of unlearning institutional 

habits in collectivities, documenting and thinking-with their own collaborative 

experimentations in their collectively owned and run arts organisation, Casco Art Institute: 

Working for the Commons (Utrecht, Netherlands) (Choi & Krauss, 2018). Their unlearning 

exercises traverse collectivising the banalities of reproductive labour, such as cleaning and 

toilet-roll purchasing, to the pointed unlearning of invisibilised material conditions of work 

and property relations, to rethinking individually-ascribed authorship (even as I have cited 

them individually here). I have experienced intentional collective unlearning experiments 

and ideations within the Brisbane Free University and community organising, thinking and 

practicing relationality, attentiveness, and locatedness (Carlson & Walker, 2018). These are 

unmastery practices that contaminate my thinking of queer-feminist free improvisation, and 

my approach towards collaborative musicking, whether never-alone with myself or 

soundmaking with others. 

The cough: Some things that might not do the work of unmastery 

But also:  

the cough. 

A visiting trio of all-men improvising musickers from Germany performed at Alchemix studios 

in South Brisbane in January, 2020. About 40-minutes into their virtuosic, instrument-based 

set, the saxophonist coughed involuntarily. A sip of wine failed to dispel the irritation, and so 

he made a choice to incorporate his cough into the playing, intentionally coughing half into 

his saxophone mouthpiece. It was awkward, and even his colleague at the piano looked up, 

concerned he might be really choking or need to stop. 

I found myself wondering, why did I find this so off-putting? Was this some kind of evidence 

against the ideas I am working with of contamination, of failure as a generative companion? 

Upon reflection, I came to understand some ways in which the cough was not consistent 

with my thinking of unmastery, and that perhaps in its parody of a supposedly unmasterful 

approach it served instead to point back to something that reinforced—rather than 

resisted—the logic of mastery. 
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The initial, involuntary cough itself was in no way an issue, and in fact could be read as part 

of the music. But bringing the cough into the music in this intentional way was ham-fisted. 

The sound of a cough is necessarily ascribed to the body, and he and his fellow soundmakers 

did not engage with their bodies in any way prior to this cough. It had been almost like he 

was pretending the body played no part in his playing of the saxophone. 

Perhaps given that the cough occurred, he chose to experiment with whether he was able to 

integrate it into the musicking as it was happening in that moment. But as an experienced 

performer who I can only imagine has inhabited this situation before—I have witnessed this 

very scenario play out a number of times by similar experimental improvisers—I find myself 

assuming that he too has had the feeling that there is something about this that doesn’t 

especially sit right. 

Of course “no wrong notes” does not mean “no sounds out of place.” But when we try to 

take a note or sound that appeared out of place and force it into place through repetition, 

we are attempting to prove our mastery of the situation—to prove that the note that 

sounded wrong was in fact right! It was somehow deliberate, or it has been made deliberate. 

This insistence takes musickers (soundmaking and otherwise) out of the moment to such an 

extent that we lose track of the actual environment with which we are engaging. There is, 

however, a possibility for it to do the opposite, to draw us into an uncomfortable new 

awareness of the place and space and the ritual of soundmaking and listening in which we 

are presently engaged. 

In discussion with Jodie after the performance, she mentioned that something similar had 

happened when he suddenly chose to drop his drinkbottle lid inside the bell of his saxophone. 

She felt that this particular object use somewhat cheapened the kind of intentional work she 

is doing. These musickers definitely consider themselves “master” craftsmen, and therefore 

they cannot play wrong notes or sounds because everything that is played by them is by 

definition “masterful”. Their performance was riddled with practiced licks and materials, and 

the clumsy engagement with the cough highlighted that rather than undermining it. 

While every failure is in some way generative, it is always possible that some failures might 

generate a continuation of the very logics we seek to disrupt.   
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Vulnerable listening: Listening to change and be changed 

i used to think 

i echoed because i was hollow 

she said / you reverberate 

– it’s different 

—Candy Royalle, she said (2018, p. 16) 

In opening ourselves towards sounds, made by ourselves or by others, or otherwise 

occurring in the immediate environment in which we find ourselves, we allow ourselves to 

be touched, to be transformed. Acknowledging that the choices we make are not wholly of 

our own volition, but part of a greater ecology of human and more-than-human 

interactions, of touching and being touched in ways that we are not always in control of, 

listening may be understood as an act of vulnerability. Listening implicates us—we are 

noninnocent; we are not bystanders or detached observers, but active co-creators of the 

music we are hearing. We are forming relationships, drawing connections, contaminating 

sounds with personal narratives, contaminating personal narratives with sounds. We are 

listening both to change, recognising some of the changes as they take place (in the 

soundmaking and soundmakers and in ourselves), and in order to change, and therefore to 

be changed. We are musicking. 

Julietta Singh presents the example of vulnerable listening to contextualise her notion of 

“vulnerable reading”, but here I take such listening as its own starting point. Vulnerable 

listening is: 

listening as a critical mode of becoming vulnerable to the voices—human and 

nonhuman, audible and muted—that are always sounding even when we have not 

been trained or allowed ourselves to listen: Listening, as an act that might let each 

other in—psychically, physically—to another’s way of inhabiting the world; to being 

entities that are always touching and being touched by others, even when we are 

not aware of this touching, even when this touching is entirely unpredictable (Singh, 

2017, p.27). 

In exploring vulnerable listening in relation to Singh’s ideas of dehumanism and vulnerable 

reading, I consider its resonances with Pauline Oliveros’ Deep Listening (2005): listening as a 
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practice that extends beyond the mechanics of the ear engaged in hearing. Thread 

throughout and alongside this thinking are the musicking practices and ideas of my longest-

running mentor and companion—percussionist, composer, scholar, curator, and 

community-builder, Vanessa Tomlinson—who also first introduced me to Oliveros and to 

deeper understandings of listening. In order to better understand vulnerable listening’s 

reach beyond musicking, I also explore the entanglement of my thinkings to French 

unmaster Jacques Rancière’s concept of the emancipated spectator (2008/2011). 

Vulnerable listening returns as vitally entangled in contamination and collaboration (further 

explored in Contamination+Collaboration), and I cannot help but muse on the experiences 

of contamination, vulnerability, and responsibility made unavoidably clear the COVID-19 

pandemic. For me, vulnerable listening is a foundational practice of unmastery because of 

its insistence that we relinquish the illusions of control and objectivity that are central to 

many musicking traditions around the world (but especially so in the case of European art 

music), and instead make ourselves present and receptive and responsive—response-able—

to what is, the sound-voices that we might not have been trained to hear, and the roles that 

we are occupying in this space and this moment. This unmastery is as much the case for 

soundmaking musickers as it for musickers who might be exclusively listening. Undoing the 

binary opposition of vulnerability and agency, as Judith Butler reminds us, is a distinctly 

feminist undertaking: 

vulnerability is not a subjective disposition. Rather, it characterizes a relation to a 

field of objects, forces, and passions that impinge on or affect us in some way. As a 

way of being related to what is not me and not fully masterable, vulnerability is a 

kind of relationship that belongs to that ambiguous region in which receptivity and 

responsiveness are not clearly separable from one another, and not distinguished as 

separate moments in a sequence; indeed, where receptivity and responsiveness 

become the basis for mobilizing vulnerability rather than engaging in its destructive 

denial. (J. Butler, 2016, p. 25) 

Listening is vulnerable when we seek not to be rigid and controlling of our experiences, nor 

to be passive recipients, letting sound vibrations simply wash over us. As vulnerable 

listeners we let go of expectation but not engagement, so that we might reflexively explore 

the ways in which we are and are not responsible for our own musicking experiences.  
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Vulnerable listening includes our processes of meaning-making, at once a deeply personal 

experience and a communal activity, as all other present listening musickers engage in 

meaning-making at the same moment.  

It is allowing different parts of ourselves and our histories and experiences to draw together 

in response (or despite) the sounds being created, by ourselves or by others.  

It is learning by doing, by hearing into the space and its pasts and its futures and its 

contribution to the soundmaking. By orienting our listening towards the often violent 

histories of the space we occupy, its noninnocence, and our noninnocence by occupying this 

space in this moment. By attending to the other critters in the space right now, and inside 

our own porous bodies. 

Vulnerable listening is kinmaking, letting others get under our skin, seeking connection, 

seeking the solidarity of shared-but-different experience, seeking other possibilities of being 

in and of the world. 

Vulnerable listening requires closeness, proximity, intimacy—it is aligned with Andra 

McCartney’s Irigarayan thinking of “intimate listening” in its recognition of the “potential for 

transference in both directions” (2016, p. 40). This closeness is not necessarily measured in 

physical distance of the listening body to the sounding source, but rather in the closeness 

allowed by the listener. This is at once accessed by allowing attention to be drawn by sound, 

and by allowing the mind to wander as prompted by the experience of co-existing with 

sounds and with space and with bodies and with the environment. A wandering mind is part 

of the co-creation that takes place inside and between all listeners in the presence of free 

improvisation. This is a key difference between vulnerable listening and the moral 

imperative to sustained attentive listening, advocated by writers such as John Corbett in his 

book A Listener’s Guide to Free Improvisation (2016). While Corbett somewhat advocates 

for unmastery—proclaiming that: “Improvised music is open to everyone. . .  It takes no 

highly specialized training to understand improvised music” (pp. 1–2)—he also instructs the 

would-be listener to “bring as little as possible in your head. Try to just leave it all at home” 

(p. 10), and to “Direct attention. As if you were diffusing a bomb” (p. 11). Instructions such 

as these, to clear your mind and to listen with sustained and directed focal awareness, 

assume the sound being listened to is fully external to the listener. In doing so, they begin 

from a point of fracture: the ambition to gain mastery over improvised musicking made 
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object-of-study. Corbett’s guidance aims to help a would-be listening musicker find ways 

into meaning-making via this study-towards-mastery, while simultaneously insisting that no 

prior mastery is required. His aim is to increase accessibility to what initially may appear an 

impenetrably complex musicking practice; as he puts it “a mystery cult, esoteric language, 

or secret handshake” (p. 1). But in doing so he makes a large number of assumptions about 

the qualities and motivations of his listener, and advocates for a masterful approach. 

While it may be tempting to understand the activity of vulnerable listening as related to the 

“detached observer” of mindfulness meditation—a connection encouraged by Oliveros, 

who considers Deep Listening itself a meditation practice seeking to fine-tune awareness—

the vulnerable listener is never detached as they are always-already implicated, 

noninnocent, responsible/response-able, porous. Objectivity is a dangerously masterful 

position to aim for. The vulnerable listener, meanwhile, recognises that meaning-making is a 

contaminated process that relates their insides to their outsides, a sensory experience both 

shared and not-shared, and that constitutes active participatory musicking, touching and 

changing the sounds being made. There is a radical acceptance here, but it is an acceptance 

of our co-constitution with soundmaking, with our environment; in other words, an 

unmasterful lack of distinction between nature and culture, between ourselves and our 

sensory experiences, between the listener and the listened-to. It invites us to trouble the 

borders of our individuality and “human” subjectivity. 

Dehumanist listening 

In her thinking and unthinking in and around mastery, Singh introduces a term to describe 

her relationship to other thinkings of and beyond the humanities (posthumanism, more-

than-humanism, queer inhumanism): dehumanism. This she defines as “a practice of 

recuperation, of stripping away the violent foundations (always structural and ideological) 

of colonial and neocolonial mastery that continue to render some beings more human than 

others” (2017, p. 4). Rather than involving an easy refusal of the dehumanisation of certain 

beings, it aims towards “a form of radical dwelling in and with dehumanization through the 

narrative excesses and insufficiencies of the “good” human—a cohabitation that acts on and 

through us in order to imagine other forms of political allegiance”. Dehumanist thinking 

“begins with the dehumanized—“humans” and their others—as its critical point of 

departure” (p. 5). To think beyond our own experiences of dehumanisation, Singh directs us 



 92 

to practices of vulnerability and sensitivity that extend us beyond the historically contingent 

figure of the human (the overrepresented Man), toward other forms of living and being. 

This crucially involves vulnerable reading: 

the act of reading is vital to this process of imagining otherwise and dwelling 

elsewhere, to the relentless exercise of unearthing and envisioning new human 

forms and conceptualizations of agency. Reading becomes not a humanizing process 

that rehearses the largely anthropocentric discourses of decolonization but a much 

more radical process of opening us to the possibility of becoming ourselves 

promisingly dehumanized. (p. 6) 

Singh returns several times throughout her text to listening as a practice aligned with 

reading vulnerably. “Listening—even when we struggle profoundly to hear—is . . . 

absolutely fundamental to a becoming with the Other,” she writes (p. 140). And: it is “by 

listening to those voices that have been forced to submit, voices that are so “foreign” that 

they have remained unheard, a radical reconceptualization of subjectivity itself can 

emerge.” She invites us to listen “through sound explicitly toward other voices—voices that 

have always been there but that (as readers, audiences, modern subjects) we have been 

untrained to hear” (p. 176). These other voices include an entanglement of dehumanised 

“humans” and their others, sounds deemed voiced and voiceless, natural and unnatural, 

noisy and silent. Dehumanism asks us to interrogate the lines drawn by so many musicking 

thinkers, such as Corbett, between the listener and the listened to. 

Here I want to make a distinction between listening to the other voices that have “been 

forced to submit,” that “have remained unheard,” and the idea of listening to “let sounds be 

themselves,” as per the thinkings of John Cage (1973, p. 10). Cage’s central thesis, as Piekut 

(2012) convincing argues, relies on a continuation of modernism’s masterful ontological 

distinction between human and nature—a distinction continued in many familiar splits, such 

as “human/nonhuman, value/fact, subject/object, society/nature, and 

contingency/necessity” (p. 11). Such distinctions have allowed some people (and not 

others—here we remember Wynter’s overrepresented master-subject Man) to lay claim to 

an objectivity and authority due to their supposed ability to eliminate their entanglements 

with various contingencies, subjectivities, and socialities. Cage implores the listener to “give 

up the desire to control sound, clear his mind of music, and set about discovering means to 
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let sounds be themselves” (1973, p. 10), laying claim to his objectivity by assuming the role 

of “sound’s modest witness.” We might presume this represents a hope to unmaster sound, 

to enact less mastery over sound. But here Cage represents a particularly noninnocent 

formulation: “the Cagean discourse of self-abnegation—which we are accustomed to 

associating with his borrowings from Asian philosophy—reproduces an all-too-familiar 

dynamics of power in the West” (Piekut, 2012, p. 15). This again echoes the masterful 

power dynamic of exnomination identified by Sylvia Wynter; as Tavia Nyong’o puts it, the 

“continued liberal enchantment” with the “transparency” of a subject unmarked by 

difference (2015, as cited in Singh, 2017, p. 5). “This self-invisibility,” says Haraway, “is the 

specifically modern, European, masculine, scientific form of the virtue of modesty. This is 

the form of modesty that pays off its practitioners in the coin of epistemological and social 

power” (2018, pp. 23–24). 

A dehumanist practice of vulnerable listening involves not denying what we bring with us 

into a space, and to the sounds and the beings with which we come into contact.  Ruth 

Behar’s vulnerable observer (1996) recognises the impossibility of objectivity, in 

anthropology and beyond. What we observe has an effect on us; our practice of witnessing 

effects those we are observing. Those documenting what they are observing are vulnerable 

when they realise they are involved in the very thing they are capturing. She argues that it is 

the duty of the anthropologist to reveal the self who observes, to unpick their own 

connections—similarities, differences—to their research subjects as part of their research. 

She suggests reading anthropological essays with a willingness to “view them from the 

perspective of an anthropologist who has come to know others by knowing herself and who 

has come to know herself by knowing others” (1996, p. 33). This reflexive self-awareness is 

also part of what can make vulnerable listening so powerful—even if this reflexivity is itself 

both contingent and contaminated. There is no objectivity in observing, in listening to 

others and ourselves. While reflection might involve in-depth consideration of our own 

experiences, reflexion requires further engagement in questioning the entanglements of 

those experiences with the very assumptions, thought process, values, beliefs, 

understandings, and prejudices that structure our sense of self in and in relation to others, 

the environment, and the world. This reflexivity must be a deeply vulnerable practice, 
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attendant to its own failures and ignorance, and never comprehensive (masterful) or 

complete (Kallio, 2021). 

The vulnerable listener knows that by listening, they are actively musicking, co-creating with 

soundmakers, implicated. They are vulnerable not only because they will be touched (and 

therefore changed) by hearing and processing soundwaves, and by the together-apart of 

sense-making community, but also because they will themselves be touching (changing). 

Earthseed’s creed (O. E. Butler, 1993) begins from the act of touching-changing; it is in the 

act of changing that the toucher is themself changed. We are vulnerable not because we are 

powerless in the face of change, but in fact because of our own power to enact change. In 

this way, vulnerable listening has the potential to interrupt, rather than reinforce, the 

structural hierarchies and bifurcated musicking roles established in the concert hall of 

European art music. 

Together-Apart: The entangled listener 

Eurological hierarchical concert models conceive of listening as a receptive activity rather 

than a creative one: the performer interprets and transmits the ideas and directions of the 

composer to a passive audience, who pay quiet attention and attempt to follow musical 

structures and perhaps form an understanding. Popular music styles present this 

formulation less obviously, and give the listening audience more licence to participate 

through dancing and singing along, but the structural hierarchy remains. This is a hierarchy 

that is challenged by the active role of listening vulnerably. My own understanding of this 

interruption and the active musicking involved in all listening, but especially the musicking 

of spectating—the presence of both bodies in-motion and bodies bearing witness within the 

container of a space—is entangled with Jacques Rancière’s emancipated spectator 

(2008/2011). That this bodily presence in observing, viewing, hearing, sensing other bodies 

that are acting, soundmaking, in-motion, is doing something more than giving those who 

are performing a reason to perform. That the spectator, the vulnerable listener, is not there 

to be entertained, to be acted upon. That the spectator is, in fact, actively co-constituted 

with the soundmaking musickers and with their fellow non-soundmaking musickers (or, at 

the least, less-soundmaking musickers), contributing vitally to the performance that is 

taking place. And that this active participation truly does something, acts upon the music as 
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it is formed, acts upon the soundmaking musickers just as much as they act upon an 

audience. The vulnerable listener is entangled creatively, and, furthermore, politically. 

It is risky drawing a thinker like Rancière into my thinking at this point—he is not one of my 

companion thinkers, and is, furthermore, a straight white cisgender French man of the 

poststructuralist “canon,” with an extensive catalogue of frequently cited publications, 

which have been explicated further by interpretative scholars. He is the only such thinker I 

drop into my inquiry in this way. But I feel a certain affinity with Rancière thanks to my 

growing understanding of the political work of the spectator that emerged when I first read 

The Emancipated Spectator a decade ago. My treatment of his thinking here is necessarily 

insufficient, brief, and perhaps even a little irreverent—in short, I am using his work 

unmasterfully. I do this semi-intentionally, given that I also wish to question why and how 

thinker like Rancière is deemed worthy of a weight and attention that others fail to attract, 

and what kinds of engagement reproduce these logics. 

The idea of the emancipated spectator emerges from a critical deconstruction of the binary 

between audience and performance: 

Emancipation begins when we challenge the opposition between viewing and acting; 

when we understand the self-evident facts that structure the relations between 

saying, seeing and doing themselves belong to the structure of domination and 

subjection. (Rancière, 2008/2011, p. 13) 

This structure of domination and subjection—clearly analogous to mastery—represents the 

hierarchies of control and the systems that enforce, reproduce, and maintain them. These 

systems discipline and determine the limits of what is deemed possible, “the boundaries of 

what is visible and invisible, the sayable and unsayable, audible and inaudible, defining the 

parameters of what can be thought, made or done” (Tolia-Kelly, 2019, p. 127). This closely-

guarded field of possibility is what Rancière calls the distribution of the sensible, and 

anything that serves to challenge, disrupt, and engage in struggle30 with this order is what 

Rancière terms politics. He considers that our relationship to aesthetics via practices of 

artmaking and engagement have the potential to play a key role here: by recognising and 

dismantling the inherent inequalities of regimes of elite art practices that perpetuate 

 
30 I return to “struggle” in Struggle, constantly, for freedom. 
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structures that claim to represent the people. As Tolia-Kelly explains, “The politics of 

aesthetics is about recognizing inequality within the political order that claims to represent 

the people” (2019, p. 125). 

The vulnerable listener is implicated as a co-creator, as an active musicking participant who 

is touching and being touched, changing and being changed, and so disrupts the social 

hierarchies of the concert model. As Judith Butler tells us, “vulnerability, understood as a 

deliberate exposure to power, is part of the very meaning of political resistance as an 

embodied enactment” (2016, p. 22). The politics enacted by the vulnerable listening 

emancipated spectator: 

begins when we understand that viewing is also an action that confirms or 

transforms this distribution of positions. The spectator also acts, like the pupil or 

scholar. She observes, selects, compares, interprets. She links what she sees to a 

host of other things that she has seen on other stages, in other kinds of place. She 

composes her own poem with elements of the poem before her. (Rancière, 

2008/2011, p. 13) 

In this way, the “gap” between performer and spectator is bridged by the spectator’s own 

practices of musicking, co-creating, composing just as much as the soundmaker before 

them. The vulnerable listener unlearns and unmasters this separation. Thus together-apart 

with fellow listening musickers (soundmaking and not), they are implicated in a community 

of co-creators. This “society of artists”: 

would repudiate the division between those who know, and those who don’t. It 

would only know minds in action: people who do, who speak about what they are 

doing, and who thus transform all their works into ways of demonstrating the 

humanity that is in them as in everyone. (Rancière, 1987/1991, p. 71) 

This somewhat dehumanist entanglement of musickers—human and more-than-human; 

soundmaking and non-soundmaking—is brought into community by the shared experience 

of coming into contact with a series of soundwaves (and, if the performance is live and in-

person, by their source, the acoustics of the space, and the temporality of experience), 

however no two beings will encounter these phenomena in precisely the same way. As 

identified by Handel, “There is no sound pressure variation that will always lead to one and 
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only one perception” (in Oliveros, 2005, p. xxiii). The possible perceptions and 

interpretations are infinite and unique to each individual at that particular moment. This 

beautiful paradox of co-creation, in which each musicking participant (whether 

soundmaking or not) is undergoing a totally unique experience and construction thereof, 

and yet all present share in a collective experience, is not exclusive to freely improvised 

music—rather it is a part of improvisation performances that carries across to all musicking. 

Vulnerable listening to freely improvised music can help to ignite this co-creative power in 

listening musickers, however, given that all musickers are entangled in composing in real-

time, for the first time, at the moment of performance. This emancipatory potential of 

entangled musicking, together-apart, is something that the vulnerable listener might then 

take to other performance and—indeed—political experiences. 

Vulnerable, implicated: Musicking in pandemic times 

[I]t is not just that this or that body is bound up in a network of relations, but that the body, 

despite its clear boundaries, or perhaps precisely by virtue of those very boundaries, is 

defined by the relations that make its own life and action possible . . . we cannot understand 

bodily vulnerability outside this conception of social and material relations. 

—Judith Butler, 2016, p. 16 

At the moment of first writing this chapter, the World Health Organisation had recently 

declared the novel coronavirus COVID-19 a global pandemic. Large gatherings were 

cancelled, and everyone was encouraged to self-isolate if able to. I chose this moment to 

take a writing retreat on my parents’ small farm on Giabal and Jarrowair Country, southwest 

of Toowoomba. Connected to my communities in Brisbane only through social media, 

messaging, phone calls, and video chats or conference calls on a struggling internet 

connection, I found myself musing on this experience of being apart-together: so many 

humans around the world at once experiencing an extended period of physical distance, 

social isolation and aloneness—an inversion of the together-apart of gathering in a physical 

space as spectators, as vulnerable listeners. As many commentators recognised, what might 

prevent social distancing from becoming excruciatingly lonely is the knowledge that it is a 

shared experience. I took to sharing much more of my farm retreat on social media than I 

would usually choose to do and engaged with friends halfway across the globe similarly 

sharing their day-to-day activities. 
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This pandemic has brought to the surface issues of vulnerability, individual culpability, and 

social responsibility, as global and local inequities become newly visible or exacerbated. The 

choice to self-isolate is a personal one, but a socially generous one when privileged enough 

to do so, in recognition that—in my case—as a relatively healthy person in my early-30s the 

virus poses a very small threat to me personally, but that I might easily become a carrier and 

pass it on to someone who because of age or a pre-existing health condition is at great risk. 

Here I acknowledge that many have not had the option to isolate, due to, for instance, job 

insecurity and housing precarity. I was fortunate to have been able to receive a temporarily 

increased government unemployment payment that—in conjunction with my parents’ open 

offer of a place to stay—allowed me my isolation period, but there were a great many 

people for whom these privileges were not available. Meanwhile, people across social 

media platforms shared information on being immunocompromised and proper 

handwashing techniques and how to access help if you fall ill and how to support people 

who have lost income because of cancelled events (notably freelancing artists and 

precarious workers relying on gig income) or those for whom remaining at home may not be 

a safe option, or an option at all. Many people recognised how they are vulnerable and how 

they are implicated, how they are called on to take responsibility for the health of others 

and for the good of the collective. Leadership responsiveness to this unfolding situation was 

and is improvised and oftentimes unwieldly; mutual aid and collective responsibility has 

been called upon in order flatten the curve and ensure the spread of the virus is slowed. 

Artists and musicians, meanwhile, are exploring creative ways to stay connected, to keep 

making art in times of trouble. However, these bring their own troubles. New terms to 

describe our experiences continue to emerge—Zoom fatigue; post-lockdown anxiety; “new 

normal”. 

I improvise a cyberBanshee set for Make It Up Club (MIUC) in front of the fireplace in my 

parents’ living room, filmed unmasterfully on my phone by my ever-supportive father, 

recorded via a handheld Zoom-H4N recorder (a different and significantly older “Zoom” than 

the video communication platform we have all come to know so well) and Ableton as it 

processes sounds entering my cheap lapel microphone, blu-tacked to flute headjoint. I mix 

these sounds and images (equally unmasterfully) and upload them to a file-sharing 
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platform—with rural satellite NBN internet speeds it takes most of a day. The performance 

“premieres” several days later via YouTube (Make It Up Club, 2020). 

I start by drawing a card from the Fortunes of the Forest oracle deck by Caitlin Franzmann 

and Man Cheung (2017), featuring plants, rocks, and critters photographed in Karawatha 

Forest, on Yuggera Land. I let the card sit with me, share the space with me, fill my view. 

Named The Host, it features an image of the leaf of a swamp box tree with swellings, 

growths called leaf gall that enclose insect larvae. Like the forming of an insect in an infected 

leaf, each sound I make expands via digital processing, seeding and spawning and spilling 

into the space around me. I am both host and parasite, sounds bubbling up within me, 

myself forming and unforming, reforming, in relationship with my ears, this space, family 

and other kin. 

My level of direct control is partial—my intention is open, responsive, response-able. I 

interact with what I hear, changing and being changed not only by listening, being touched 

by sounds, but also by the bricks beneath my seat, my history by this fire, my father-as-

musicker (who insists on his tonedeafness). Changing and being changed, too, by my history 

with and knowledge of MIUC, possible audiences and listeners, and their continuation well 

into the future, a moment extended into possible perpetuity (as I am writing this now, a full 

year later, the sounds of the performance are playing into my ears). New vulnerabilities are 

opened even as I practice social distancing to avoid exposure of myself and others to 

potential harm. 

I grin goofily at the camera and thank my dad as my set ends, a moment of familial intimacy 

made available to the world. Just us two, plus a couple hundred eventual listeners. 

Deep Listening: Beyond hearing, sensing 

Pauline Oliveros has explored in detail the difference between hearing and listening: the 

former being mechanical auditory perception, and the latter most simply described as 

attention paid to the sounds perceived—acoustically and psychologically, understanding 

and interpreting and processing. The distinction seems at face value a simple one, but the 

terms have a symbiotic relationship and tend to be used interchangeably (“did you hear 

what I said? are you listening to me?”). Oliveros (2005) urges us to think more attentively 

into the space between the sense experience of sound waves interacting with human 
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eardrums and those sounds being ascribed meaning under the influence of a myriad of 

processes and environmental factors, human and more-than-human, including memory and 

history, chemical messages, acoustic and psychoacoustic factors pertaining to space and 

perception, stylistic knowledges, visible interactions between soundmakers and their 

instruments or each other, and so on. “The ear hears, the brain listens, the body senses 

vibrations,” she says. “Listening is a lifetime practice that depends on accumulated 

experiences with sounds” (Oliveros, 2015). 

Aural training in the European art music tradition is based on very specific ways of 

processing the sounds perceived. Attentive listening here is following melodic and harmonic 

progressions and formal structures in such a way that the listener might be able to 

transcribe what was heard—interval by interval, chord by chord—or at the least can identify 

repetitions or re-emergences of earlier ideas. It is also the refining of sensitivity to 

intonation, especially for performers on instruments without fixed pitch, as well as rhythmic 

precision and coordination. This is not easy work and takes many years (often several 

decades) to master, to gain control over. Familiarity with a specific piece or recording of 

music brings a different listening experience than hearing something for the first time. 

Certainly it is possible to have a very deep engagement with music listening in this way, 

however it is heavily structured in a way that, again, encourages the listener to stay largely 

separated from what they are hearing. Even emotional responses to the experience of 

listening are largely informed by many years of conditioning. Oliveros tells of how she 

noticed that this aural training often led to such a focus on the specifics that the bigger 

picture gets lost: 

I noticed that many musicians were not listening to what they were performing! 

There was good hand-eye coordination in reading music, but listening was not 

necessarily a part of the performance. The musician was of course hearing but 

listening all over or attention to the space/time continuum (global) was not 

happening. There was disconnection from the environment that included the 

audience as the music was played. (2005, p. xvii) 

As a result of this revelation, she developed various techniques and exercises to explore 

what she calls Deep Listening: 
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Deep listening is listening in every possible way to every thing possible to hear no 

matter what you are doing. Such intense listening includes the sounds of daily life, of 

nature, of one’s own thoughts as well as musical sounds. Deep listening is my life 

practice. (1998, p. 3) 

Deep listening . . . is learning to expand the perception of sounds to include the 

whole space/time continuum of sound—encountering the vastness and complexities 

as much as possible. . . . Such expansion means that one is connected to the whole 

of the environment and beyond. (2005, p. xxiii) 

Improvisation and composition were important processes in the development of this 

technique. Deep Listening as a term famously emerged from a particular recorded 

improvisation (released in 1989 under the same title) between Oliveros and her colleagues, 

Stuart Dempster and Panaiotis, in an underground cistern with an incredible 45-second 

natural reverb delay. A pun that referred both to the meditative state they got into during 

the performance and the fact that they were underground, “Deep Listening” grew to 

become a movement, complete with books of compositions and exercises, a TED talk, 

certification courses, and retreats—in short, Oliveros’ “life practice.” It is a concept that 

Oliveros continued to extend throughout her career, especially through her own personal 

improvisation practice and her relationships to bodies and embodiment (2016, pp. 75–90), 

and to space (2010), and that has informed and inspired numerous musicking thinkers in an 

extended relationship to sound and soundmaking (Buzzarté & Bickley, 2012).  

Through vulnerable listening, there is the possibility that “we might hear something not 

merely spoken but felt” (Singh, 2017, p. 139)—hearing beyond what is said, articulated, and 

here we might extend beyond language and include what is played, sounded. Deep Listening 

explicitly asks us to hear for what is beyond the content of soundwaves reaching our 

eardrums. Oliveros’ 1992 composition Earth: Sensing/Listening/Sounding includes the 

following prompts: 

Can you imagine sensing the subtlest vibrations of the ground or floor that is 

supporting you? 

Can you imagine your body merging with the ground or floor? 
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Can you imagine listening to all that is sounding as if your body were the whole 

earth? There might be the sounds of your own thoughts or of your body, natural 

sounds of birds or animals, voices, sounds of electrical appliances and machines. 

Some sounds might be very faint, some very intense, some continuous, and some 

intermittent. 

. . . can you imagine including more and more of the whole field of sound in your 

listening? (Near sounds, far sounds, internal sounds, remembered sounds, imagined 

sounds.) 

. . . can you imagine becoming increasingly aware of all the sounds possible to hear in 

any moment? . . . 

Can you imagine that you are sound? (Oliveros, 2005, p. 32) 

Deep Listening goes beyond the reflexivity of hearing, sensing sound, and meaning-making 

that takes place within the listener. It is a practice of feeling into the porousness of 

traditional demarcations—mind/body, sounding/listening, perceiving/imagining—and 

instead of declaring these sites of vulnerability dangerous, identifying their own powers and 

potentials. 

Deep Listening, too, is a noninnocent understanding that has entangled Eurological 

musicking with often poorly referenced concepts and practices from East and South Asian 

spiritual traditions. Even as this has emerged from thinkers and artmakers with the best of 

intentions, such as hopes to de-reify the Eurocentrism and white supremacy in European 

tradition art music and to learn from other cultures and knowledges, in many ways it serves 

to replicate rather than challenge the appropriative logics of whiteness31. “Deep Listening” 

is a registered trademark by the Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, the host institution of the 

Center for Deep Listening—a literal designation of ownership. And yet it remains the case 

that the concepts behind Deep Listening in some ways uncomfortably echo the thinking and 

practices of First Nations peoples. For instance, Nauiyu community Elder Dr Miriam-Rose 

Ungunmerr-Baumann has described the concept of Dadirri in the Ngan’gikurunggurr and 

Ngan’giwumirri languages as “inner, deep listening and quiet, still awareness” (Ungunmerr-

 
31 Relevant here is Moreton-Robinson’s conception of the “white possessive” (2015), further explored in 
“Freedom” in settler-colonial australia. 
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Baumann, 2003). Dadirri is commonly translated to English as “deep listening”, and has 

been engaged with by Aboriginal thinkers, such as Kalkadunga and Djaku-nde scholar 

Roianne West (West et al., 2012), but also by non-Indigenous thinkers (such as Miller, 2013), 

raising ethical questions about domestication of Indigenous sense-making and world-

making practices in academic text. Ungunmerr-Baumann, on the other hand, has expressed 

hope that sharing the concept of Dadirri might contribute to members of the australian 

Commonwealth Government listening to survivors of the Stolen Generation and their 

needs: “Come and sit with me on country and listen” (as quoted in Heaney, 2021). 

Complex noninnocence is also apparent in the form of Stuart Dempster’s plastic didjeridu 

(or didgeridoo; in Yolŋu Matha the instrument is known as the yiḏaki or mandapul). 

Dempster, a trombonist and longterm collaborator of Oliveros, was a founding member of 

the Deep Listening Band. After being introduced to the instrument by another white 

musician in the United States, he received a Fulbright fellowship enabling him to study with 

Aboriginal musicians in the communities of Bamyili (now Barunga) and Numbulwar in far 

northern australia. Although Dempster took steps to respect Aboriginal culture in devising a 

PVC-pipe version of the instrument rather than performing on a traditional wooden yiḏaki 

(Sykes, 2014), his teachers remain uncredited and his integration of the instrument with 

other, unrelated cultures raises complex questions of responsibility and understanding—

such as his pieces Didjeridervish (1976; in which he dervishes while playing didjeridu, a 

technique he developed in conjunction with Tai Chi expert Chung-Liang Al Huang) and 

Didjeriatsu (year of composition unknown; in which the didjeridu is played as a shiatsu 

instrument). As vulnerable listeners, with understanding that has developed in the 

interceding four to five decades, our listening practice can include taking greater 

responsibility for the power dynamics we might find ourselves replicating. 

Deep Listening offers many openings for vulnerable listeners, but is not without complex 

entanglements and uncomfortable complicities. The vulnerable listener practices staying 

with and accountable to these troubles. 

Sonic Dreams: Listening to extinction 

The potential of vulnerable listening resides in an exchange between (animal) “silence” and 

(human) listening, an exchange that exceeds the didactic clamor of disciplinarity by crossing 
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the borders of reason. 

—Julietta Singh, 2017, p. 139 

Vanessa Tomlinson’s 2017 (and ongoing) composition Sonic Dreams asks both performer/s 

and listener/s to imagine the sounds made by or representative of extinct and critically 

endangered animals: “In some cases the literal sounds of the animal’s vocalizations, 

gestures and habitats are evoked, while in other cases we become involved in a much more 

poetic imagining of place, history, and loss” (Tomlinson & Griswold, 2019a). It is a site-

specific work, including animals local to the area in which a performance takes place, or to a 

performer’s homeland (Tomlinson & Griswold, 2019b).  

Originally a commissioned composition for GreyWing Ensemble, the work has since been 

performed by a diverse array of soundmakers internationally, solo and in ensemble 

contexts, with differing approaches to presenting the work in terms of pre-performance 

compositional planning and live improvised responses. The original score leaves open the 

amount of preparation required, suggesting improvisation is a key method of engagement: 

Practice for this piece may include improvising within the given sound worlds, 

research about the species in the piece, site visits/recordings, rehearsing how to 

move from one sonic state to the next. Or it may include going on stage and 

spontaneously playing from the instruction cards. (Tomlinson & Ferguson, 2017) 

This vulnerable musicking experience of audiation and imagination implicates soundmakers 

and listening co-creators in their consideration of the species on display, sparking curiosity 

as well as grief for what is at great risk of being lost, or lost already: “By placing the locus of 

the composition in the internal imaginations of the participants, Tomlinson implicitly invites 

us to listen to our sonic environment, and to imagine alternative futures” (Tomlinson & 

Griswold, 2019a). Sonic Dreams fosters awareness of both the diversity of animal life local 

to the area of performance (at least a few of the species presented are likely to be 

unfamiliar) and the fragility of species survival, especially in the age of human-caused global 

warming, pollution, and ecosystem disruption. Dream-sounding these critters invokes their 

continuing vibrancy, the traces that remain even after extinction. As Singh reminds us: 

“Listening to these voices, we might begin to hear other songs of survival, and to sound 

differently among them” (2017, p. 176). 
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Tomlinson’s work invites musickers (soundmaking and not) to consider the ways in which 

they are involved in systems that have contributed to these extinctions and endangerments. 

The challenge to the vulnerable listener (soundmaking and not) here is to attend to the grief 

invoked by new and pre-existing awarenesses, and to accept their own responsibility even 

without a clear sense of direct personal culpability. The vulnerable listener might then 

consider ways in which to offer care and to contribute to collective efforts of resisting the 

ongoing harm wrought by settler-colonial capitalist logics of environmental exploitation—

efforts that rely on processes of what adrienne maree brown (2017) calls “collaborative 

ideation,” co-creating ideas of still possible worlds together with others in the recognition 

that “a multitude of realities have, do, and will exist” (p. 158). Because, after all: 

The future is not an escapist place to occupy. All of it is the inevitable result of what 

we do today, and the more we take it in our hands, imagine it as a place of justice 

and pleasure, the more the future knows we want it, and that we aren’t letting go. 

(brown, 2017, p. 164) 

Imagination here is serious work, that will likely involve unlearning certain instituted and 

institutional habits. Critical human geographer and environmental planner Natalie Osborne 

reminds us that even in grief we might find small, everyday offerings: “In everyday habit the 

politically depressed might find room for small, tender, difficult things: care, affection, 

attentiveness to embodiment, place, encounter, situated entanglements, material effects, 

located practices” (2019, p. 152). 

Gendered listening, listening to gender 

Everyone is female, and everyone hates it. 

—Andrea Long Chu, 2019, p. 11 

Andrea Long Chu’s definition of the word female is “any psychic operation in which the self 

is sacrificed to make room for the desires of another” (2019, p. 11). “These desires,” she 

continues:  

may be real or imagined, concentrated or diffuse—a boyfriend’s sexual needs, a set 

of cultural expectations, a literal pregnancy—but in all cases, the self is hollowed 

out, made into an incubator for an alien force. To be female is to let someone else 

do your desiring for you, at your own expense. This means that femaleness, while it 
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hurts only sometimes, is always bad for you. It’s ultimate toll, at least in every case 

heretofore recorded, is death. (pp. 11-12) 

For Long Chu, this femaleness is ontological rather than biological, the defining feature of 

every human living and dead—“not an anatomical or genetic characteristic of an organism, 

but rather a universal existential condition, the one and only structure of human 

consciousness” (p. 12). “Everyone is female,” and it is in “the dawning realization that one’s 

desires are not one’s own, that one has become a vehicle for someone else’s ego; in short, 

that one is female, but wishes it were not so” that the seed of politics might form, being 

“the optimistic belief that another sex is possible” (p. 13). This is clearly a provocative and 

tongue-in-cheek claim—inspired in part by the work of Valerie Solanas, best known for the 

SCUM Manifesto (1967) and for shooting Andy Warhol in 1968—even as it is also deadly 

serious. Our lives and needs and choices are formed and reinforced by other people and by 

structures over which we do not have control (Rancière’s distribution of the sensible): we 

are all of us deeply vulnerable and we all find it extremely uncomfortable. 

Vulnerable listening to, for, and with gender (and, perhaps, femaleness) is a sticky, 

uncomfortable proposition. What of gender is entangled with or perceivable in sound, by 

sounding? Is posing this question not rather essentialist? By starting from the seemingly 

ridiculous position that “everyone is female, and everyone hates it,” we actually might come 

to see how “maleness” is performed, musicked, as a futile attempt to deny or obliterate the 

inevitable underlying femaleness, vulnerability, lack of individual agency. Performing 

masculinity is then an attempt to cloak this reality, a pretence, a failing façade that works 

hard to uphold power differentials in the social fabric. As Raewyn Connell (2005) has 

identified, masculinity consists of a shifting set of characteristics and possibilities that are 

inherently relational, entangled very much with racial and class identities and emerging 

from cultural and historical roots. As a weak shield against vulnerability, it seems maybe 

obvious that it might be defended most effectively by stealth: by omitting and denying the 

ongoing presence of those who do not fit accounts of what Connell calls “hegemonic 

masculinity” (2005, p. 77). This may be just as evident in musicking as any other activity. This 

fragility is such that Sherrie Tucker remembers: 

a time, not so long ago, when scholars in jazz studies who sounded the words 

‘‘gender’’ and ‘‘jazz’’ in the same sentence could get themselves bounced from any 
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number of ‘‘clubs.’’ The venues where jazz discourse is played—academic, 

journalistic, and musical—harbored a chill for those who wished to question the 

gender-jazz status quo that frequented these clubs. For many of us, we learned that 

to participate in jazz discourse, one needed to leave one’s ‘‘gender analysis’’ at the 

door. (Rustin & Tucker, 2008, p. 6) 

In Big Ears (2008), Nichole T. Rustin and Sherrie Tucker listen for gender in jazz studies, 

examining histories, sounds, performances, representations, critiques, and lived 

experiences. They propose a distinctly vulnerable understanding of listening in their 

introduction: “Listening for gender in jazz studies shifts the contours of jazz history: the 

boundaries and definitions of what counts as jazz sounds and practices, and our awareness 

of whose bodies are seen and not seen as jazz bodies” (p. 19). Gillian Siddall and Ellen 

Waterman likewise listen to “the deeply situated, relational, and embodied contexts” (2016, 

p. 10) responsible for shaping improvisation practices, in the essays collected in Negotiated 

Moments. These two collections present many possibilities for listening to and with gender 

and gendered bodies. 

The voice is located in the body, of the body, and certain characteristics of voice have 

obtained especially gendered connotations. In speaking with my conversation companions 

about their experiences of soundmaking in relation to their gender and being heard in terms 

of gender, I discovered those who used their voice had answers the most readily at hand. 

Ute Wassermann recalled that an organiser once came up to her after a performance and 

said, “You perform like an elegant machine, not like a woman!” Ute expressed a degree of 

intention here, a circumventing of the expectations of sounding gender through her voice: 

I think as a vocalist it’s always there. Because you use your body, and it’s a female 

voice, and that's the way you’re looked at. I work on multiple beings of voice 

personae, on multiphonics, on vocal sounds of nature, machinery, electronic and so 

on. I am interested in alienating my voice and taking it as far as possible from the 

usual perception of the female voice. I guess because I go into all these noises and 

creatures let’s say [laughs] I work against this issue, or escape it. I do get comments 

like having scary testosterone in my voice. Though I don’t think in these clichés, like 

low growling sound being “male”. (2018) 

Sage Pbbbt actually said something similar about her own “otherworldly” use of her voice: 
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My voice is—you know, I sang bass in a choir a few years ago. My voice is quite low. 

But then I also do lots of extended, extra-normal techniques as well, so it goes really 

low and quite high as well. I sometimes imagine it doesn’t seem like a gendered 

human voice, it seems otherworldly or like creaturely or whatever, and some people 

have said that as well—it doesn't seem like a femme voice or a masculine voice, it 

just seems like this thing, this otherworldly thing. (2018) 

This, however, was not motivated by trying to mask or disrupt her gender presentation. In 

fact, as a queer trans woman, she felt it was important to present her voice and body on 

stage: 

At some point I really wanted to extend my voice and push my voice and be able to 

stand on stage by myself with a microphone, and like hold that space with just my 

voice. It was about technique and that, but it was also about being physically present 

in the space and being present as a gendered body, because I’d started transitioning 

sometime before that. I’d felt really disconnected from my body for most of my life, 

and was starting to feel a little bit more connected to my body and my gender, so it 

felt really challenging but important to be present as a gendered physical body in a 

space. And that’s been really challenging and hard at times, but like a really 

important part of my transitioning process and music practice and ritual magick 

practice. 

Musicking gender via vocalising with her flute was also key to Nicole Mitchell’s practice: 

Actually, it was important to me to add my voice to my instrument, because I did 

want there to be evidence of a woman in the recording. I felt like that was my way of 

personalising my expression, and also that was a way of celebrating the feminine 

energy . . . obviously the incorporation of my voice is what makes my flute playing 

different from anyone else, because nobody else has my voice. So when I blend it, 

that’s a specific blend that no one else can do. I mean, I happen to have a voice 

that’s the same range as the flute, [laughs] which most flute players don’t have! But, 

even if they did, they wouldn’t blend it in the same way, because everybody’s voice 

is different, literally. 
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Vocalising, for these musicians, is one way they could make their gender and its expressions 

either heard or disrupted. For the other instrumentalists, sounding gender was perhaps a 

little more complex, or more difficult to identify. Stephanie Richards was quick to point to 

socialisation: 

Does myself being a woman affect how I play? Of course, I’m sure it does, but that’s 

not something that I can control. And I think it’s not necessary that I’m a woman that 

I play any different, it’s that I’ve been treated as a woman and that I’m sure that’s 

influenced how I converse and engage with information. (2019) 

To this, Hyelim Kim adds the complexity of stereotypes as an East Asian woman and 

traditional musician: 

The whole experience of being a woman is definitely reflected in my improvisation, 

because consciously or unconsciously I’m applying the way of the communication in 

my everyday life to my musicality . . . Also, I think externally by other people, already 

the visual presentation is quite feminine, and on the top of that I’m an Asian woman 

so they also have a certain degree of a stereotyped Asian woman’s figure. On the top 

of that, I’m a traditional musician! So those kinds of very complicated mixture of 

stereotype or expectation form what they see from me, totally affected their 

perception of my music. (2019) 

Vulnerable listening requires a willingness to explore the vulnerabilities of our shifting 

relationships with gendered bodies—our own and those of others. Refusing to deny the 

vulnerable “femaleness” of everyone is a challenge to listeners, soundmaking or not. 

Gender is a particular site of vulnerability, and the possibility that in listening to this we 

might be opening ourselves to the possibility of change may be an especially terrifying 

prospect for some. But vulnerable listening practices of free improvisation might seek to 

unmaster gender just as much as other rigid constructions of social power. 

Oddkin listening: Rogue Three 

Probably one of the most consistently profound experiences of listening-together and 

making-together for me is in my oddkin wind trio Rogue Three32. It is difficult to identify 

 
32 For listening examples, see No Meat on Bumblebees (Rogue Three, 2018), our first album. 
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exactly the reason for this, likely as it is the result of a complex combination of factors. One 

is our previously mentioned oddkin instrumentation: three wind instruments, united by the 

need to breathe, but very different in timbre, articulation, and extended effects. Each is 

largely a single line instrument, with limited multi-line capacity (utilising multiphonics and 

vocalisation). Across 3–4 flutes I have a 5-octave range; across some 20 recorders and the 

occasional ocarina or other acquired sounding objects Ryan Williams has approximately 6-

octaves. Brodie McAllister’s single trombone has a 4-octave range at a stretch, and with the 

assistance of a saxophone mouthpiece might reach some piercingly high pitches an octave 

or more above his highest standard pitches. Connected to these extended ranges is that 

depending on the flute or recorder selected, and the use of trombone attachments, we 

have access to some very diverse timbral qualities, from the deep rumbles and diffuse 

breathy tones of the trombone and contrabass recorder to the penetrating and shrill sine-

wave-esque whistles of piccolo and sopranino recorder. Even in the combination of all these 

qualities there is a clarity and transparency to our combined textures that allows all three 

instruments to be heard almost no matter the dynamics or range in which we are each 

playing (with a little bit of amplification needed for Ryan’s softer low-range recorders). 

But this transparency is arrived at not only via the innate qualities of our instruments in 

combination: it is dependent on a deep and sensitive listening practice. Each soundmaker is 

aware of their responsibility to their companions, their sounding kin—the responsibility to 

listen carefully and attentively to one another, breathing our soundings into the space we 

share together. Our sounds are drawn from a lifetime spent breathing into these in various 

tubes. Wind players and vocalists listen not only through the air, the soundwaves that float 

in to meet our eardrums, but also through our bones, through our teeth, as the instruments 

vibrate and resonate against our faces or we produce vibrations via the instrument lodged 

in our throats. Sound pools in the sinus cavity, gathers in the open spaces of the mouth, 

reaching our ears via the jawbones, the cheekbones. We listen through our feet into the 

cement beneath us, feeling the ways that our bodies reverberate in sympathy with our 

soundings and the acoustics of the space. Our instruments grunt and sigh and squeal with 

physical effort not unlike that which might be needed to produce similar sounds without 

instruments. We interact, respond to one another, but also to the sound of a plane flying 
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over, to the caw of a crow and the mutterings of chickens33. We listen through our collective 

corporeality, mirrored, reflected, mutually explored, contrasted, or ignored. Even with eyes 

closed there is an intimate knowledge of the locations and the actions of the other bodies in 

this space—soundmaking or otherwise. There is no presence like the presence of 

soundmaking in the present moment. Such a sensitivity, a vulnerability, fosters intimacy and 

exploration. It prompts us to keep asking questions of ourselves and of each other that keep 

our improvisations feeling fresh, with ever more possibility and ever deeper excavations 

into our own selves, beyond our beginnings and our ends, risking the comforts of certainty 

and self-concept for the thrill of meeting change. 

  

 
33 Eucalypt Apocalypse (Rogue Three, 2019) was recorded on my parents’ farm during a deep drought. 
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Interrogating freedom 

The word “freedom” is clearly a loaded and difficult one, especially in settler-colonial nation 

states like australia. Freedom is not something we have or experience equally and 

universally. Freedom might mean different things to different people, and this is important 

to acknowledge, as are our different starting points—especially those of structural power 

imbalances including race, gender, immigration status, ability, trauma, and so on. But this 

complexity does not excuse us from striving for freedom, for ourselves and for others. As 

Winnubst (2006) points out: 

The language of freedom . . . continues to frame one of the fundamental discursive 

sites of modern western cultures. It functions as the ethical value and space that no 

one can disavow: our political fealties seem to fall away in the face of freedom. (p. 2) 

But as abolitionist theorist Ruth Wilson Gilmore (2007) reminds us, globalised US-hegemony 

has seen the word “freedom” somehow come to “stand in for what’s desirable” (p. 12) just 

as we have also seen the rise of civic activism standing up for the dispossessed. She notes 

that these processes have coincided somewhat suspiciously with the dramatic expansion in 

the prison industry, especially in the United States, although it is notable that australia has 

followed suit. For these reasons, the “free” of free improvisation requires us to think far 

beyond the bounds of sound- and art-making, taking into account the social conditions 

entangled with the emergence of this kind of musicking and its thinking. I posit that we 

might stay with the trouble and continue to think through what Sara Ahmed (2017) might 

call the “sweaty concept” (p. 12) of freedom and our experience of it in music, provided we 

acknowledge our standing in relationship to contestations around the use of this word, and 

we continue to fight for more freedom for others, importantly outside as well as inside of 

artistic circles. 

I have found that asking myself how I became an improviser is almost the same as asking 

how I became a feminist: it is the story of how I became who I am today. By reflecting on my 

musicking experiences and the experiences of my life, entangled with the thinkings of my 

companions, I am interested in continuing to consider these life questions: What is freedom 

to the queer-feminist free improviser? And what has inspired us to seek it through our 

improvised musicking practices? 
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The idea and meaning of “freedom”, particularly in thinkings of freely improvised musics, 

has largely been determined from a cisgendered-male subject position—both in terms of 

the represented voices and the traditions drawn upon to theorize an abstracted model of 

“the improviser”. Foundational texts in the field of improvisation studies, including Bailey’s 

Improvisation: Its Nature and Practice in Music (1992) and even Lewis’ Improvisation after 

1950: Afrological and Eurological Perspectives (1996), barely acknowledge the presence of 

women in the scene and certainly fail to document their practices as meaningful 

contributions. Peters, in The Philosophy of Improvisation (2009), focuses almost exclusively 

on not only male practitioners of free improvisation but also on the work of a European 

male dominated canon of Continental philosophers. Historically, the relationships and 

contexts which have allowed powers and abilities to flourish in the world of improvisation 

have largely excluded women. The absence or marginalisation of women in the narratives of 

jazz and improvisation has prompted writers such as Angela Davis (1998), Julie Dawn Smith 

(2001), Sherrie Tucker (2004; 2008 [with Nichole T. Rustin]), Dana Reason Myers (2002), 

Pauline Oliveros (2010), and Julie Kjær (n.d.) to focus on the analysis and documentation of 

their contributions, and there have been significant efforts in recent years to center women 

improvisers by venues such as Berlin’s ausland34. However, even within critical 

improvisation studies, there has been little exploration of the notion of “freedom” within 

improvised musics that takes into consideration gendered perspectives outside of the 

dominant masculine norm. 

The  word “free” in terms such as “free jazz” and “free improvisation” comes specifically out 

of a tradition that emerged in the 1960s, led and innovated by Black US-American musicians 

such as Ornette Coleman, Cecil Taylor, Archie Shepp, and others (Baraka, 1967). Because of 

the link to the civil rights and Black liberation struggles of this time, and the specific stylistic 

bent of this music (not “without rules”), several musicians and scholars such as Iyer (2020) 

have suggested that using the term “free” for this kind of improvised music is especially 

problematic, particularly when employed by white musicians, often operating outside of the 

 
34 Conversation companion Ute Wassermann told me about ausland, saying: 

they did a thing of one year only presenting female artists, and they said they had to—you know, it 
was also happening to them, they had more men came to their mind, but they had to do some 
research! And they found really interesting artists! And I think this effort is important. I think women 
are still underrepresented although it starts to change in the last years. Organisers just fall in the 
same, call it a trap, so this is obviously a big thing. (2018) 
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United States. This takes on additional layers of complexity when we consider the situation 

here, in settler-colonial australia. Bond, Mukandi, and Coghill (2018) point to the words 

“young” and “free” in our national anthem35, in a land that is home to the worlds’ oldest 

continuous culture, and that also represent the most incarcerated people on the planet. 

They write that “It is Australia, not slavery, that is the cage from within which Blackfullas36 

sing. . . . In Australia today, the notion of being free is as fictitious to Blackfullas as the 

notion of being young” (p. 418). Conversation companion Stephanie Richards was 

particularly concerned around this terminology—choosing to use Fred Hersch’s term “open” 

improvisation to describe her practice, in recognition that the history of “free improv”, 

which as a white Canadian-American is not her heritage to claim. Nicole Mitchell also shied 

away from the term, but for a different reason: that “free” indicates unpaid, and encourages 

a trend of undervaluing both the art itself and the work it requires. Such devaluing becomes 

especially prescient when considered in light of the history of African Americans and unpaid 

labour in the US.  

None of this is easy to grapple with, but I am following my personal conviction that this is a 

space that deserves this kind of unpacking and exploration. Freedom is part of the 

foundational thinking from which this kind of improvisation emerged, and I am wary of the 

innocenting that might be sought via neglecting to name that history. In addition, I keep in 

mind Angela Davis’ reminder that “freedom is a constant struggle” (2016): a reminder that 

there are struggles for freedom continuing in the world around us, even as we might also 

encounter struggle in the course of improvised musicking, as we strive for a personal and 

collective musical freedom. As improvisers (and as women and as queers, with our own 

historical and ongoing struggles for freedom from oppression) we find opportunities to join 

freedom struggles from a place of solidarity. In her concept of “willful girls” (2017, pp. 65–

88), Ahmed reminds us that our feminist consciousness was in part formed through our 

struggles for freedom from gender inequality as young girls, and shows us how—via 

 
35 This particular phrase has been changed as of January 1, 2021, with the word “young” replaced by “one”: 
“For we are one and free”. The change, however, does not represent any change to the conditions highlighted 
by Bond, Mukandi, & Coghill (2018), and has been met with criticism from First Nations peoples. As Wiradjuri 
man Joe Williams points out, “we aren’t all one, we certainly aren’t treated as one; and many, sure as hell, 
aren’t free” (2021). 
36 “Blackfulla” is an Aboriginal English word used by Bond, Mukandi, & Coghill (2018) to refer to Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islanders, the First Peoples of australia. It is a word typically only used by Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples. 
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feminism—this willfulness carries (us) through into adulthood. In Willful Improvisation, I 

explore this queer-feminist willfulness as both mirrored and continued in the determination 

to pursue a free improvisation practice. 

“The task,” as Haraway says, “is to become capable, with each other in all of our bumptious 

kinds, of response” (2016, p. 1). As I reach hopefully toward the still possible potentials of 

the sweaty concept of “free” for improvised musicking, I strive to stay response-able37 to the 

place I am in and the meaning of my being here, as settler in a white body on stolen land.  

Response-ability 

In their beautiful paper Goŋ Gurtha: Enacting response-abilities as situated co-becoming 

(Bawaka Country et al., 2019), the Bawaka Collective38 attend to two lessons of response-

ability that emerge from the teachings of the Goŋ Gurtha (Yolŋu: Keeper of the Fire) 

songspiral: 

Goŋ Gurtha encourages us to consider two key aspects of responsibility – 

response and ability. In doing so, we argue that Yolŋu relational ontologies conceive 

response-abilities as requiring: 

• An ability to pay close and careful attention, as part of more-than-human worlds and 

• An imperative to respond as, rather than to be responsible to or responsible for, 

what is seen/learnt/understood/communicated in more-than-human, situated, 

ethical ways. (p. 684) 

Songspirals like Goŋ Gurtha “bring Country into being” (p. 686), and together the collective 

explores the lessons about the responsibilities of nurturing and attending to more-than-

human co-becomings and intergenerational knowledge tending. The settler-academics in 

 
37 The division of “responsible” into “response-able” has emerged in the works of a number of 
contemporaneous scholars, and it is difficult to discern if this term is attributable to any one of them. Here I 
cite Haraway’s use (2016), however Patel also points to Marie Battiste’s “response-ability” (2013, as cited in 
Patel, 2016) as her suggestion to move from theoretical discourse and language into active practices of 
decolonising education. Bawaka Country et al. (2019) use the term extensively, having divided response and 
ability to consider the implications of each constituent part, and their entanglements. I have chosen not to 
credit the term to any one thinker in its use throughout this thesis, but acknowledge my companion-thinking 
with these various understandings. 
38 The Bawaka Collective importantly credits their lead author as Bawaka Country, affirming the agency of 
Yolŋu Northeast Arnhem Land (australia). The more-than-human collective also includes four sisters Laklak, 
Ritjilili, Merrkiyawuy and Banbapuy, their daughter Djawundil, and five ŋäpaki settler-academics living on 
unceded Gumbaynggirr and Darug land in the southern state of NSW, Sandie, Sarah, Kate, Matalena, and Jill 
(2019, pp. 683–684). 
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the collective also write about the specifics of their responsibilities as, attending to the 

many risks and staying with the troubles of academic work and publishing—which include 

setting the stories and learnings of Goŋ Gurtha in English text, resisting and countering 

categories of “authentic” and “traditional”, communicating “outcomes” of a fundamentally 

relational and contextual learning that might be read as discrete “facts” about Indigenous 

knowledges for settler consumption, and navigating asymmetrical power relationships. “Our 

response,” they write, “is to emphasise continuity and change, to acknowledge colonial 

violences and respect Indigenous peoples’ diverse responses to ongoing colonisation and to 

respect more-than-human worlds; to embed response-ability as part of our collaborative co-

becoming” (p. 692). I do not do credit to the sophistication and the complexity of these 

knowledges and learnings here, but acknowledge that my thinking has been enriched by 

reading this work. 

In my companion-thinking-led interrogation of free improvisation’s claim to “freedom”, I 

have sought to stay able to direct attention, listening vulnerably to those voices that might 

not be so easily heard, and to respond as the situated companion-thinker that I am—a 

queer-feminist white settler thinking and musicking on unceded Jagera and Turrbal Country. 

Embedded in my personal ethic of response-ability, I have suggested ways in which queer-

feminist improvising musickers in australia might reckon with our complicity and integrate 

response-ability into our ongoing thinkings and practices through involving ourselves in 

solidarity and struggle. These are necessarily partial and insufficient propositions, and 

require further emergent strategies from collaborative ideation amongst musicking 

communities as they are situated and contextualised. 
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Sweaty concept: The “free” of “free improvisation” 

In this section of the thesis, I seek to delve deeper into the idea of freedom in improvisation, 

by examining the historical context of these musicking practices and the liberation 

movements they were associated with, along with the trouble of the word “free” for 

present-day improvisers, particularly when thinking and soundmaking from the context of 

settler-colonial australia. I turn to texts by Sara Ahmed, Vijay Iyer, and Angela Davis, as well 

as Indigenous scholars, thinkers, and writers including Chelsea Watego Bond, Aileen 

Moreton-Robinson, Sandy O’Sullivan, Deborah Cheetham, Alison Whittaker, and Evelyn 

Araluen to think with them through these sweaty concepts. 

Sweaty concepts 

Sara Ahmed introduces the idea of sweaty concepts (2017, p.12)—staying with and 

committing to difficult problems, acknowledging the tension and refusing to escape it. 

Feminism, she points out “can be a strain” (p. 14), and the challenge is to be honest about 

that strain and to not shy away from it, “to keep exploring and exposing this difficulty” (p. 

13). Sweaty concepts strike me as similar to staying with the trouble (Haraway, 2016) in 

embodied practice. Ahmed’s sweaty concepts also point to the false distance and distinction 

between conceptual work and the work of describing a situation. The perceived exteriority 

of the thinker, who supposedly comes up with concepts through contemplation and 

withdrawal, erases their bodily connection. “Sweaty” indicates a body in struggle, inserting 

bodily effort into thinking. This is important, because the thinker also has a body, and it 

matters what that body experiences in its worldly existence. This embodied experience of 

thinking through difficult concepts is so often overlooked. 

Especially when thinking through sweaty concepts such as freedom, with its inherently 

racialised dimensions, I am reminded that I occupy a body racialised as white, that is here by 

means of colonial settlement and is complicit in ongoing settler-colonialism. This white body 

is not neutral, and does not absolve me from talking about issues of racial justice—in fact, I 

am responsible for acknowledging the ways that I, in my white body, benefit from and am 

complicit with the prevailing power dynamics of white privilege and white supremacy. 

Professor Aileen Moreton-Robinson argues that from the perspective of Indigenous women, 

“all white feminists benefit from colonisation; they are overwhelmingly represented and 
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disproportionately predominant, have the key roles, and constitute the norm, the ordinary 

and the standard of womanhood in Australia” (2000, p. xxv). Racism does not meaningfully 

impact my lived experience; I cannot draw on personal bodily experience or assume an 

authoritative voice on this subject. I strive, rather, to listen to, respect, honour, and amplify 

the lived experiences of others. The examples I present here have been shared with me by 

companions in conversation, via the page of companion texts, and through interactions and 

communications online and in real life. Thus, while it is necessary to interrogate the specific 

privileges of whiteness, Moreton-Robinson reminds us that “the real challenge for white 

feminists is to theorise the relinquishment of power so that feminist practice can contribute 

to changing the racial order” (2000, p. 186). 

In addition to moving through the world in a body privileged by whiteness, I come from a 

Eurological musical tradition. I have been trained by musicians in white bodies to play 

European-tradition art music, and along with all art and thinking practices claimed by 

Europe, this music owes a great deal to what has been taken from other cultures, traditions, 

and bodies—from instruments, to the development of mathematical and harmonic 

structures, to “collected” folk melodies, and the orientalist othering from the perspective of 

European imaginations (Said, 1978). I did not seriously engage with Afrological traditions 

until I began freely improvising, something I was introduced to in Europe by white European 

musicians. While several of these musicians had trained in jazz, that too was within Europe 

and with a European perspective and sensibility. As freedom in improvisation has traversed 

pathways of extraction or been coopted by whiteness, it is a sweaty concept indeed. Iyer is 

firm about the importance of staying with this trouble: 

The most we can say at this point is that the transparency of the machineries 

beneath improvisation—being/doing/acting/sensing/feeling/etc.—cannot be taken 

for granted while Black/non-male/queer/undocumented/disabled/precarious. These 

mechanisms’ theoretical manifestations—subjectivity, practice, agency, 

phenomenology, affect, and so forth—seem not to operate equally in the universe of 

constrained affordances and potentialities that characterize non-normative, othered 

bodies. (2020, p. 773) 

While we might indeed be unable to make universalist claims about this practice or its 

underlying machineries, by dwelling with the intersectional experiences of non-normative, 
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othered bodies, we might learn more about the routes by which we seek and struggle for 

freedom and against oppression, musically and otherwise. In her exploration of improvised 

dance as a Foucauldian “practice of freedom,”39 I Want to Be Ready (2010), Danielle 

Goldman observes that this practice “involves literally giving shape to oneself by deciding 

how to move in relation to an unsteady landscape . . . a powerful way to inhabit one’s body 

and to interact with the world” (p. 5). She recognises the importance to dance scholarship 

of echoing Houston Baker’s40 question of freedom in situated contexts: “who moves, and 

who doesn’t?” (p. 12). Emergent, attentive, and situated inquiries of bodies, embodiment, 

and movement-in-space are also vital sweaty concepts of engagement for soundmaking. 

I start this section by seeking to identify some of the ways the “free” of free improvisation 

has emerged and been defined by the foundational musickers and thinkers of this musicking 

practice, as well as to note who has been omitted from these thinkings (and how those 

omitted have claimed spaces of their own). Following this, I examine the term’s use in the 

present day and the reluctance of many my conversation companions to situate themselves 

within this supposed catch-all. I turn to the question of “freedom” within settler-colonial 

australia, and interrogate it from the perspective of intersectionalism. In observing the 

practice of Acknowledgements of Country at free improvisation and experimental music 

events in australia, I question how we might authentically engage with complicity and 

responsibility/response-ability, extending the freedom we strive for musically to solidarity 

efforts and participation in community struggles against oppression. 

 “Free” in improvised music: Afrological and Eurological threads 

I have much to learn about Afrological music, both stylistically and historically, and along 

with a vulnerable listening practice and in-person companions, mentors, and collaborators, I 

have been greatly aided by a few significant texts—amongst them Amiri Baraka’s Black 

Music (1976), Angela Davis’ Blues Legacies and Black Feminism (1989), Ingrid Monson’s 

 
39 Foucault emphasised that “freedom” is not a stasis one can attain, but rather an ongoing practice of 
encountering, recognising, and resisting ever-shifting and complexifying constraints, the social and historical 
conditions that limit movement, literally and figuratively (Foucault, 1984/1997, p. 282-283; Goldman, 2010, 
pp. 4-5). 
40 Houston A. Baker, Jr. is an esteemed essayist, poet, and scholar of African American literature. As Goldman 
explains, his question is posed with regard to the struggle of African Americans toward full bodily participation 
in modernism, against historical and contemporary contexts of incarceration (slavery to prisons) (2010, pp. 6-
7). 
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Freedom Sounds (2007), Carles & Comolli’s Free Jazz/Black Power (1971/2015), and Gerald 

Horne’s Jazz and Justice (2019). These works detail the history and development of jazz and 

free improvisation while centering the bodily experience of racial oppression that played an 

unavoidable role in the trajectory of this music. As previously mentioned in the Uncanon, 

the terms Afrological and Eurological were coined by George E. Lewis to trace the social and 

cultural roots of the two most common improvised music traditions in the United States, as 

“historically emergent rather than ethnically essential, thereby accounting for the reality of 

transcultural and transracial [as well as transnational/situated] communication among 

improvisers” (1996, p. 93). In particular, Lewis was interested in the improvisation practices 

that had evolved in the Eurological traditions of American experimentalism and Fluxus, and 

the ways these avoided or denied the cultural legacy of Afrological musics, in part by 

adopting terms such as “aleatory and indeterminism... to bypass the word improvisation 

and as such the influence of non-white sensibility” (Anthony Braxton, as cited in Lewis, 

1996, p. 99). This historical denial shifted somewhat with the emergence of strains of free 

improvisation practices in both jazz and European improvisation, although the latter came a 

decade afterwards, and the increased frequency with which “improvisation” is used to 

describe musicking is not without its own challenges of proclaimed ownership and erasure 

(Iyer, 2020). But here it is the use of the word “free” in free improvisation that I am 

interested in exploring, with its entanglements in historical struggles for self-determination 

and liberation from oppression. 

In 1960, saxophonist Ornette Coleman released a collectively improvised double quartet 

titled Free Jazz, a name that resonated with a number of younger musicians disenfranchised 

with a commercialisation of jazz that saw predominantly white record label owners 

controlling and profiting from Black music. The significance of Coleman’s release Free Jazz, 

according to African American poet and cultural critic Amiri Baraka, was its re-establishment 

of “the absolute hegemony of improvisation in jazz” (1967, p. 64)—something he saw as 

being chipped away by the strictures of commercial interests. From the beginning, the 

“free” of free jazz was linked to the contemporary struggle for civil rights and Black 

liberation in the United States, as expressed by politically active musicians (Lewis, 1996, p. 

114). Early proponents of the style included, alongside Coleman, Cecil Taylor, Sun Ra, and 
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Archie Shepp. In a 1966 interview, Shepp identifies the radical roots of jazz, stating that this 

is understood by many of its listeners: 

It is certain people accept it for what it is, that it is a meaningful, profound 

contribution to America—it is anti-war, it is opposed to the U.S. involvement in 

Vietnam, it is for Cuba; it is for the liberation of all people. That is the nature of jazz. 

That’s not far-fetched. Why is that so? Because jazz is a movement itself born out of 

oppression, born out of the enslavement of my people. (Shepp, 1966, as cited in 

Carles & Comolli, 1971/2015, p. 11) 

Carles and Comolli, both Algerian-born Frenchmen, take an interest in this perspective of 

the entanglement of free jazz in the United States with radical Black politics of liberation. 

They explore the emergence and cultural politics of free jazz from a post-1968 anti-

imperialist, Marxist perspective in their 1971 text Free Jazz/Black Power, writing that this 

was a musicking practice that: 

quickly presented itself as an act of cultural resistance, the retaking—with the 

changes that necessitates—by black American musicians and listeners of a music 

that was originally theirs, that they had made in historical, social, and cultural 

conditions (deportation, slavery, poverty, and racism) that were exclusively theirs. . .  

Free jazz resists . . . expropriation, rejects the musical and extra-musical values of 

dominant ideology—which in the United States is capitalist and white—and 

attempts to achieve cultural freedom, echoing the struggles of black Americans for 

their political and economic freedom. It endeavors to regain and build a specifically 

Afro-American culture. “Free” in free jazz does not simply indicate the rejection 

and/or sublimation of certain musical norms that were once jazz’s; it also confronts a 

colonized music with a music and a culture involved in, and produced by, anti-

imperialist and revolutionary culture. (1971/2015, p. 12, emphases in original) 

In their preface to the English edition, Carles and Comolli acknowledge the profound 

influence they took from poet, musicologist, and activist Amiri Baraka’s41 texts, including 

Blues People (1999—originally published 1963), alongside other examples of African 

 
41 Publishing at the time under the name LeRoi Jones. 
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American cultural and political thought, musical and otherwise. Carles and Comolli state 

simply that:  

all of jazz came from this deep need for freedom. What the African American people, 

the descendants of slaves have reminded us of—and continue to—through their 

music, is this one word: freedom! (1971/2015, p. ix, emphases in original) 

In the 1970s, several European practices of “free” improvisation emerged. Lewis identifies 

two figures for whom improvisation itself was seen as a symbol of freedom, Vinko Globokar 

and Cornelius Cardew, the latter of whom linked this to the events of May 1968 in Paris 

(1996, p. 114). The radical uprisings, student protests, and anti-war demonstrations of 1968, 

“symbolically the year of revolution and counterrevolution” (Gilmore, 2007, p. 24, emphasis 

in original), were especially notable for the way these communities of resistance recognised 

overlaps and interconnections, linking worker, student, and anti-war movements with 

anticolonial and antiapartheid struggles around the globe. The Black Power movement was 

a prescient example, identifying and invigorating linkages between “First” and “Third” world 

liberation efforts (Gilmore, p. 24; also explored in detail in Kelley, 2002, pp. 60–109). Carles 

and Comolli’s book (1971/2015) examining the connections between Black Power and free 

jazz was deeply influential for a number of European musicians, and has been credited by 

several commentators as shaping the political consciousness and entanglements of 

improvisation communities on that continent (Pierrot, 2015, pp. xvii–xviii). 

Musical approaches to “freedom” 

How this “freedom” was and is expressed musically notably differs between musickers in 

Afrological and Eurological traditions. Lewis (1996) quotes several Afrological improvisers 

who emphasise that freedom emerges from rigorous technique and self-discipline: he 

concludes that in the Afrological tradition, playing free is “perceived as being possible only 

through discipline, defined as technical knowledge of music theory and of one’s instrument 

as well as thorough attention to the background, history, and culture of one’s music” (p. 

114). This was echoed by Nicole Mitchell in our conversation (2019), who pointed out that 

playing free is not doing “just whatever” with “no meaning or concept or logic or whatever”, 

rather: 
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When you improvise and you literally are spontaneously composing, that’s drawing 

on your whole history as a musician, all of your previous compositions, all of your 

previous improvisations, to create in that moment. It’s a very big responsibility to do 

that, to have no piece of paper, no map, but to create something of meaning in the 

moment. 

Another approach toward creative freedom was Lawrence D. “Butch” Morris’ “Conduction”, 

a physical practice of conducted improvisation and spontaneous cohesive group 

composition. Morris developed an extensive lexicon of gestures that enabled an ensemble 

leader to improvise a “score”, interpreted in real time by the soundmaking musickers 

(Morris, 2017). Poet Allan Graubard writes of the “exceptional reciprocity” (2017, pp. 30–

31) enabled by the practice, which Morris saw as “a mirror to the kinds of relationships that

subsist in society, and the potential of music to challenge and transform them; a community

in microcosm that functions through all its metaphorical concepts” (2017, p. 39).

From the Eurological standpoint, Lewis observes that musical freedom came to be 

associated with liberation from the traditional composer-performer-listener hierarchy of 

European art music, as well as from “those negative attitudes that inhibit us” (Chase, as 

cited in Lewis, 1996, p. 115). At times, however, the terror of this individual autonomy for 

musicians trained to perform from the strictures of the page came to be mitigated through 

the use of predetermined structural forms or suggested materials (p. 115–117), such as the 

codex scores for improvising ensembles by Richard Barrett (Reardon-Smith, 2017). Barrett 

himself has argued for the liberatory potential of notation for seeding and directing 

improvisational work (Barrett, 2014). The notion of musical coherency and the primacy of 

instances of improvisation conceived of as “the work” prevails amongst many Eurological 

improvisers and improvisation thinkers, such as Peters (2009), who suggests that the 

primary “relationship” of improvisation is that between the improviser the work. “At its 

best,” he contends, “free-improvisation is not driven by a concern for other improvisers, but 

by a concern or care for the work itself” (p. 58). A slightly different perspective is explored 

by Toop (2016, pp. 33–68), who draws links between Eurological free improvisation and the 

spontaneity and automatism being explored by surrealist art in the early twentieth-century, 

inspired by Freudian psychoanalysis and Marxist thinking, while noting that there was a 

significant time gap between these experiments of modernist non-musical art forms and the 
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emergence of freely improvised music. He speculates that the reasons for this delay include 

the expense and limitations of recording technologies at that time, and the commercial 

pressures of the burgeoning record industry42. Some of the ideas of surrealism, automatism, 

and archetype are features explored in the work of magicking-musickers, through use of 

prompts such as tarot cards (this was explored in Acts of Unmastery). 

Interpretations of what “freedom” free improvisation is aiming for, and what might be its 

most pertinent musical expressions, continue to be sites of contention and diverse opinion. 

To interrogate further, I am interested in considering why such emancipatory foundations 

regularly failed to include or consider the musicking and thinking of women. 

 “Free” improvisation, gender, and sexuality 

It is noteworthy that, besides my conversation companions, the thinkers and artists cited 

above are all men. In both free jazz and free improvisation traditions, the ideas and 

meanings of “freedom”—culturally, politically, and musically—have largely been 

determined from a cisgender-male subject position. When I started exploring improvisation 

in my own musicking practice, I found this omission immensely frustrating. As Julie Dawn 

Smith (2004) notes, women’s participation in the early days of these practices is mostly 

undocumented and difficult to determine, missing from foundational texts such as those by 

Bailey, Litweiler, Whitehead, and Corbett. She cites the example of Swiss pianist Irène 

Schweizer, one of the only women instrumentalists in the European free improvisation 

scene of the 1970s, who’s contributions are “conspicuously absent from historical accounts” 

(p. 230). Smith observes that: 

Neither free improvisation nor free jazz . . . extended their critiques to include the 

aesthetic, economic, or political liberation of women. For the most part, a practice of 

freedom that resisted gender oppression and oppression on the basis of sexual 

difference was excluded from the liberatory impulses of male-dominated 

improvising communities. The opportunity for freedom in relation to sexual 

 
42 This in itself demonstrates a difference between Afrological and Eurological trajectories, implying that 
European musicians did not make the kind of connections between the restrictions of commodification and 
their own artistic freedom that was understood by African American jazz artists, likely also because they were 
earning more liveable wages. 
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difference, gender, and sexuality for women improvisers was strangely absent from 

the discourses and practices of both free jazz and free improvisation. (p. 229) 

Having staunchly played the role of feminist killjoy in the circles of Eurological contemporary 

art music and experimental soundmaking in which I was involved, I was especially enticed by 

the liberatory focus of freely improvised practices (along with the fact that I had been most 

encouraged in this direction by some incredible women improvisers, including Manon-Liu 

Winter and Vanessa Tomlinson). Free improvisation had appeared to me to offer a 

promising alternative to composed music on which it did not follow through. Most of the 

improvisers I met and worked with while in Europe were men, and at times I felt 

infantalised, underestimated, or outright ignored, struggling to achieve recognition and to 

build the kinds of friendships that fostered artistic collaboration—even as I also know that 

many of the men with whom I worked had the best inclusive intentions. 

Each of my conversation companions offered examples of overt and covert sexism and 

transmisogyny that they have experienced within their respective free improvisation scenes. 

Overt sexism was much rarer than the more insidious feelings of being an outsider, an 

intruder, in some way excluded from the social aspects that accompany musicking, which 

often occurred simultaneous to the feeling of being included only because of their gender—

along with the accompanying prejudices and assumptions. As Stephanie Richards grimly 

stated: 

for every little bonus that I get, there have been twenty punches. Not even a slap, 

just twenty hard, demoralising, and heartbreaking punches—sometimes the smallest 

challenges of just not fitting in, to bigger things of being taken advantage of. (2018) 

Another companion43 also pointed out how difficult it is to raise issues of sexism and 

marginalisation in the scene, mentioning that: 

I don’t want to share this, because it might affect my career, and then in the end I 

might be excluded because I brought up these kinds of issues. Already I’m trying 

really hard to be included and be part of it, and develop my network through this 

 
43 Although they have approved the transcription, I have made the ethical decision to keep them anonymous 
for this particular comment, due to its sensitivity. 
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kind of musical practice with them. So, I try to avoid making it an issue. These kinds 

of things are quite difficult. 

Several conversation companions mentioned how tiring experiences of non-explicit forms of 

exclusion—the result of the kind of vigilance one develops when microaggressions 

compound through historical encounters with sexism, transmisogyny, racism, and other 

forms of discrimination. Sara Ahmed explores this in her forthcoming work on complaint: “A 

feminist ear picks up on the sounds that are blocked by the collective will not to hear” (as 

quoted in Bosanquet, 2018). These very real experiences of gatekeeping, marginalisation, 

limited and conditional inclusion, and even cases of harassment and assault, are not 

separate from systemic issues of oppression. I find them to be deeply entangled into the 

thinkings that underpin not only contemporary musicking practices but also the patriarchal 

control inflicted by colonialism and imperialism. 

Improvisation was deemed by European art music of the nineteenth century to be 

“feminine”—associated with chaos and unpredictability—as opposed to “masculine” logic 

and order. While music of the pre-baroque and baroque eras had celebrated performer 

creativity and technical prowess via improvised solos, during the classical and romantic 

periods of musical tradition’s history it sought to privilege the primacy of the “author”, and 

the structure, order, and careful decision-making inherent in notated composition44. There 

is a longstanding history to the link drawn between value and gender in music, as pointed 

out by Cusick: “From Plato to Artusi to Hanslick, anxieties about music’s power have been 

elaborated through metaphors of gender, sexual difference, and sexual allure” (in Taylor, 

2009, p. 246). In line with this, Tucker (2004) identifies the deliberate masculinisation of jazz 

improvisation as a reaction to this trend, stating that the dominant ideologies of free jazz 

invert the Eurological valorisation, but still the masculine privilege remains: 

The gender of sound may signify differently across time, but the tendency for sounds 

associated with masculinity to be more highly valued than those that signify 

femininity is relatively predictable. ‘Free jazz,’ like other musical practices, may be 

 
44 Such a development interestingly coincides with the settler-colonial projects of Western Europe in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
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feminized in periods when it holds less prestige, and masculinized when it holds 

more prestige. (p. 259) 

As per my own experiences and those of my conversation companions, this masculinisation 

can be seen operating in such a way that serves to ostracise and exclude women from 

improvisation circles. Anthony Braxton writes45 of the ironic fact that many of the politically 

and spiritually aware musicians of the 1960s also occupied the roles of “chauvinist and 

oppressor” (in Porter, 2002, p. 284), and that they defined musical creativity as specifically 

the domain of men. Vibraphonist Sasha Berliner details the myriad ways women in jazz are 

belittled and marginalised in her open letter to “Ethan Iverson (and the rest of Jazz 

Patriarchy)” (2017). Piekut states that “the exclusion of women in these jazz spaces 

performed a consolidation of male homosociality as much as it did misogyny”, noting that 

the “aggressively masculine social environment of jazz in general” (2010, p. 37) was also 

regularly intolerant of homosexuality. The masculinisation that continues to hold sway in 

improvisation traditions both Eurological and Afrological asserts that artistic ability is 

intimately tied to masculine subjectivity in the forms of the maverick, the solitary genius, 

the virtuosic master of technique and vision. In Uncanon, I explored how this subject 

position is maintained by the enduring spectre of the canon, and the unlearning and 

uncanoning work we engage in as improvisers. Angela Davis (2016) refers to the freedom 

struggles that extend beyond the sphere of free improvisation, declaring the importance of 

intersectionality: 

It used to be the case that the struggles for freedom were seen to be male struggles. 

Freedom for Black people was equivalent to freedom for the Black man . . . But now 

this is no longer possible. And I think that feminism is not an approach that is or 

should be embraced simply by women but increasingly it has to be an approach 

embraced by people of all genders. (pp. 47–48) 

 
45 Braxton’s words and ideas presented here come from Porter’s (2002) summary of his third volume of Tri-
axium Writings of 1985, copies of which are now difficult to obtain. He is one of few men to write about the 
oppression of women in the sphere of jazz and improvisation, and in particular recognises the role played by 
Black women in building the legacy of creative music and the ways that they have been excluded from 
performing groups and collectives. Braxton insists that the liberation of women is a precondition for the 
broader social changes he hopes to see emerge. 
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Peters’ thoughts on freedom in improvisation (2009, pp. 22–23) rely on Isaiah Berlin’s 1958 

concept of “negative” and “positive” freedoms, after Erich Fromm’s 1941 distinction of 

“freedom from” and “freedom to”. “Negative” freedom (“freedom from”) refers to the 

absence of external force and restriction on the actions and choices made by an individual, 

while “positive” freedom (“freedom to”) refers to the concept of “free will”: internal 

decision making, the freedom to make choices and to act upon one’s will. This dualism has 

led many thinkers to choose camps, painting either negative or positive freedom as the 

moral imperative towards which to aim. For feminists and critical theorists, however, this 

binary concept of freedom is unsatisfactory. Hirschmann (1996), attempting to define a 

feminist theory of freedom, posits a definition of agency that emphasises the importance of 

the relationship between “positive” and “negative” freedom, rather than prioritising one or 

the other. This involves: 

a notion of self deeply situated in relationship; it involves recognition of the ways 

our powers and abilities have come from and been made possible by particular 

relationships and contexts. We are ‘autonomous’ in the sense that we have powers 

and abilities as well as desires, wants, and needs, but these are ‘relational’; they 

come from, exist in the context of, and have meaning only in relation to others. (p. 

63) 

It was a recognition of the entanglement of structural and interpersonal issues that 

precipitated a marked gender imbalance within free improvisation spaces that led to 

Scottish vocalist Maggie Nicols and English multi-instrumentalist Lindsay Cooper starting a 

group for women improvisers in the late 1970s that later became known as the Feminist 

Improvising Group (FIG). Entangled with a political vision from the beginning, FIG was 

somewhere between a queer and feminist consciousness raising group and a performing 

ensemble, playing with the boundaries between musical improvisation and performance 

art, infused with drag, humour, and queer-feminist education: “In effect FIG queered [the] 

space of improvisational practice” (Dawn Smith, 2005, p. 236). They playfully engaged with 

the serious business of freedom in music by embracing their power as “women who choose 

to make spectacles of themselves by sounding body, sexuality, knowledge, difference, 

freedom, and experience” (p. 226). The group was a somewhat controversial presence on 

the European scene for close to a decade, but their notable influence lingers in the 
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continuing work of members Nicols, Cooper (who sadly passed in 2013), Corine Liensol, 

Georgie Born, Cathy Williams, Irène Schweizer, Sally Potter, Annemarie Roelofs, Frankie 

Armstrong, Angèle Veltmeijer, and Françoise Dupety. As Angela Davis showed in her work 

on Blues women (1998), it is not only that the names and practices of artists like these need 

to be remembered, but also engaged with from the perspective of broader cultural 

understanding and critique. Dawn Smith’s work is powerful in this regard, and hopefully will 

lead to further such engagement with women and gender nonconforming improvising 

musickers. 

Improvising “free” in the present day: Terminology problems 

Nearly all of my conversation companions expressed dissatisfaction with the term “free 

improvisation”. Some objected outright to the continued use of this label, while others 

begrudgingly accepted it or expressed some indifference; most suggested another phrase 

they used to describe this kind of musicking within their own practice. Stephanie Richards 

was particularly concerned about this terminology—choosing to use Fred Hersch’s term 

“open” improvisation to describe her practice, in recognition of the history of free jazz, 

which is not her heritage to claim. She also pointed out that free jazz was a specific musical 

project and movement, that she doesn’t see as continuing into the present: 

I don’t really like to say “free” improvisation. I think the idea is important, and it 

resonates—in the 60s it really meant something, it stood for something. … I guess 

there’s an authenticity that's important to me. … If you’re calling it “free 

improvisation”, I think, you can’t just take that lightly, and I think my concern is I see 

it’s taken lightly. It’s sort of skated over. It’s not rehearsed. The music that might 

have a lot more open components, maybe aren’t rehearsed as much, typically. It’s a 

tricky time—it’s exciting and there’s also some complexities there. 

I just think it’s 2019, there’s no such thing as “free” anymore. In the 60s and 70s we 

could certainly play free. But if we’re going to play free in 2019 that’s kind of saying 

that let’s play—I mean, it’s not like saying we’re playing baroque music, but … I just 

think that the term already is dated, and so if we can approach the idea with a term 

that has evolved, or that we can evolve upon the idea of “free” improvisation. 

Nicole Mitchell also shied away from the term, but for a different reason: 
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I don’t use that term because I don’t like people thinking I play for free! There's a 

difference between “free” and “freedom”. I see the music as freedom music, but I 

don't see it as free music because I think that there’s just been so much 

undervaluing of this music and that term doesn’t help, because people already think 

that music is just fun, and that it’s not work, and that it shouldn’t be taken seriously 

and you should do it for free, because you’re not “really working” when you do it, so 

why should we pay you? 

These concerns over the implications of the word “free” for improvised musicking become 

especially prescient when considered in light of the history of African Americans and unpaid 

labour in the US. Iyer states that: 

By the twentieth century [improvisation] had become one of Western music’s 

principal Others: constructed as a kind of epistemological antithesis to composition, 

improvisation enjoys a status of literally zero value in the Western economy of 

musical ‘works’. Not coincidentally, improvisation plays a foundational role in Black 

culture and aesthetics. (And we can’t help but read this as one link in a chain of 

avoidance, repression, or concealment of improvisation: evidence of a kind of 

centrifugal force in Eurocentric discourse.) (2020, p. 762) 

Mitchell’s preferred term, “creative music”, is related to the Association for the 

Advancement of Creative Musicians (AACM)—a collective of African American musicians 

formed in south Chicago in 1965, with a long, adventurous, and continuing history of 

musical experimentation that engages with the entanglements between and across avant-

garde jazz, European art music, and international musical cultures. While this term is 

engaged by the Australian Art Orchestra (AAO) for their Creative Music Intensive (AAO, 

2021), that seems to carry the intention of indicating connection to the models and 

practices of the AACM and its associated group the Art Ensemble of Chicago—“creative 

music” is not a commonly used descriptor for freely improvised musicking in australia. 

A term such as “free improvisation” can be understood as inherently sticky and widely 

contested, raising questions as to whether it continues to be the most apposite label. Given 

that it does continue to be the most commonly accepted description of this approach to 

improvised musicking within australia, I next turn to considering the entanglements of the 

sweaty concept of “free” in this place. 
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 “Freedom” in settler-colonial australia 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, being both Black and Indigenous, have 

links to and are inspired by the struggles of both African Americans and Native Peoples of 

North America. While the histories of colonisation in australia and the United States and 

Canada are each very different and bring many local specificities, there are many instances 

of solidarity and connection. Black freedom movements in the United States such as the 

Freedom Ride and the Black Panther Party have inspired Aboriginal-led movements here in 

australia (Curthoys, 2013; Howell, 2013; Stastny & Orr, 2019), and Angela Davis makes 

regular trips to Brisbane in order to connect with local abolitionist advocacy organisation 

Sisters Inside (Davis, 2016, p. 27). As Kamilaroi thinker and scholar Marcus Woolombi 

Waters writes: “One connection we share as black and Aboriginal people, and it would be 

wrong to not bring this up-front in any discussion about colour and race throughout the 

West, is the associated trauma we carry from generation to generation” (2018, p. x). Free 

jazz emerged as a specifically Black American music tradition, and its history cannot be 

disentangled from the history of African American enslavement and discrimination and 

subsequent struggles for liberation, ongoing today. In australia, “free improvisation” 

remains a widely accepted and understood term within experimental improvised 

soundmaking communities, yet here too we must grapple with histories of domination, 

dispossession, genocide, enslavement and indentured labour, forced removals, and 

disproportionate criminalisation and imprisonment—all of which represent challenges to 

the notion of “freedom”. In this section I draw on writings by Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander scholars to explore the complexities of freedom for First Nations peoples living 

under settler-colonialism in australia. 

In ‘You cunts can do as you like’: The obscenity and absurdity of free speech to Blackfullas 

(2018), Associate Professor Chelsea Watego Bond, Bryan Mukandi, and Uncle Shane Coghill 

explore the debate around free speech and freedom within settler-colonial australia from 

the perspective of Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander, and Black folk more generally. They 

explore Yorta Yorta songwoman Deborah Cheetham’s decision not to sing the australian 

national anthem at the 2015 Australian Football League (AFL) Grand Final, examining how 

the lyrics of that song extend the foundational myth of Terra Nullius, denying the existence 
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of the First People of this land46. Cheetham had actually been prepared to sing Advance 

Australia Fair at the Grand Final, with the proviso that she be allowed to alter the opening 

line to replace the words “for we are young and free” with “in peace and harmony” to be 

more inclusive of people from a culture that has not only been continuous for at least 

65,000 years, but who are also the most incarcerated population on earth (Anthony, 2017). 

As Bond, Mukandi, and Coghill point out, the disproportionate arrests of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islanders for crimes of “disorderly conduct”, which includes use of “offensive 

language”, stand in stark contrast to the defence of “free speech” and the weakening of 18C 

by white politicians, including (at the time) Attorney General Brandis who insisted on his 

legal right to be a bigot, saying: “In a free country, people do have rights to say things that 

other people find offensive, insulting or bigoted” (as quoted in Bond, Mukandi & Coghill, 

2018, p. 420). 

As Bond, Mukandi, and Coghill write: 

Free speech for all is a fiction, and a fiction, which Blackfullas refuse to testify to, 

much like the fiction of Terra Nullius. Indeed the two are inextricably linked. The 

presence of Blackfullas exposes the lie of unoccupied land, and offends white 

sensibilities. Consequently, it is the bodies, acts and speech of Blackfullas that must 

be regulated, curtailed and caged as a means to contain the lie, or at the very least, 

rationalize the imperative for lying. (2018, p. 422) 

A brief foray into statistics demonstrates just how noxious the fiction of “young/one and 

free” is for the First Peoples of this land. “Freedom” in australia, a settler-colonial former 

prison colony, continues to be understood in terms related to incarceration: those serving 

prison sentences are by definition seen as undeserving of the freedom of “control over 

one’s bodily habits, pastimes, relationships, and mobility” (Gilmore, 2007, p. 12). A death in 

custody is the ultimate realisation of unfreedom; it also falls within the contemporary 

definitions of genocide. With 339 recommendations issued, the Royal Commission into 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander deaths in custody of 1991 concluded with the 

statement that the major contributing factor in the inordinate deaths of Aboriginal people 

in custody was the exorbitant policing and detention rates of Aboriginal people—the result 

 
46 See also: Briggs’ (2019) deconstruction of the australian national anthem as a segment of ABC show The 
Weekly. 



 133 

of a combination of racial profiling and laws that disproportionately target or are used 

against Aboriginal people (Anthony, 2013, p. 58). Since these recommendations were 

tabled, however, the situation has steadily worsened. First Nations peoples in australia are 

the most incarcerated people on the planet, according to the best available international 

data (Anthony, 2017), making up 27% of the national prison population while only 3% of 

australia’s population. Darumbal and South Sea Islander journalist Amy McQuire points out 

that incarceration rates are in fact worse for First Nations women, who now make up 34% of 

the female prison population (McQuire, 2020)47. Despite the many well-documented cases 

of police negligence and unnecessary use of force and violence resulting in Black deaths in 

custody, no police officer has ever been convicted (Whittaker, 2020). 

Turning back to music, Bond, Mukandi, and Coghill point out differences to African 

American freedom song traditions, proposing that Blackfullas might not sing of freedom in 

quite the same way as African Americans in part because for them there is no freedom 

found in movement or escape—leaving Country is itself a loss of freedom: 

Fleeing north does not lead to freedom for First Nations peoples in a colonial settler 

society; but displacement. Freedom for First Nations people cannot be 

countenanced so long as the setters maintain power and remain in place. The 

difference between Blackfullas and Black folk is that Blackfullas are First Nations 

peoples too. It is Australia, not slavery, that is the cage from within which Blackfullas 

sing. (2018, p. 418) 

The settler-colonial nation state works hard to maintain this cage in order to defend its 

claim to legitimacy. In doing so, it upholds an ownership intrinsically tied to race—to 

whiteness. Alongside ongoing histories of dispossession, criminalisation, and incarceration 

of First Nations peoples, this is made explicit through foundational immigration policies such 

as the White Australia Policy, which ran from australia’s federation in 1901 until its 

 
47 Frequently where incarceration of First Nations women have led to deaths in custody, it is as a result of 
arrests for minor offences, such as non-payment of fines (which led to the death in custody of Ms Dhu in 
2014), or even without having committed a crime, such as “protective custody” after presenting drunk in 
public (which led to the death in custody of Rebecca Maher in 2016). Public drunkenness remains a crime in 
the state of Victoria, but not in NSW, where Ms Maher was apprehended and detained. Abolishing public 
drunkenness laws was a key recommendation of the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody. The 
law continues to play a part in Black deaths in custody within Victoria, such as the 2017 death of Tanya Day. 
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progressive dismantling, with the legal framework abandoned finally in 1973. As Professor 

Moreton-Robinson identifies: 

It takes a great deal of work to maintain Canada, the United States, Hawai’i, New 

Zealand, and Australia as white possessions. The regulatory mechanisms of these 

nation-states are extremely busy reaffirming and reproducing this possessiveness 

through a process of perpetual Indigenous dispossession, ranging from the refusal of 

Indigenous sovereignty to overregulated piecemeal concessions. (2015, p. xi) 

Moreton-Robinson argues that whiteness itself operates through a “logic of possession” (p. 

xxiv). She identifies three categories of proprietaryness through which race and gender 

divided humans from the episteme of Western ideology and culture established in the 

sixteenth century: “owning property, becoming propertyless, and being property” (p. xxiii). 

In this continuing cultural hegemony of patriarchal white sovereignty, as she shows, 

possession and ownership are the roots of power and knowledge. Associate Professor 

Watego (2021) similarly identifies this link, pointing out that the Indigenous woman is asked 

repeatedly to “testify”, speaking only of matters that affect her, and denied the right to 

theorise. Yet, she insists, “the Indigenous woman isn’t passively accepting such orders, for 

our testimony is theory, action and resistance every damn day in this place.” To be “free” in 

a settler-colonial nation state—to be born free, to speak freely, act with freedom—is 

threaded through with the white possessive. 

Intersectionality, feminism, queerness, and the struggle for justice 

Without intersectionality, feminism, too, is subject to logics of white possession. In australia, 

as Moreton-Robinson reminds us, white women are the overrepresented subjects of 

feminism and womanhood (2000, p. xxv). Like the concept of intersectionality itself, 

intersecting struggles are often more readily identified by Black and Indigenous women, 

who live in a nexus of identity attachments and experiences of oppression. 

A joint statement by Sisters Inside and the Institute for Collaborative Race Research48 (2021) 

highlights how Indigenous women can in fact be targeted by legal frameworks supposedly 

 
48 Sisters Inside is an independent community advocacy organisation for the rights of women and girls in 
prison, as well as their families, based in Queensland, australia (Sisters Inside, 2020). The Institute for 
Collaborative Race Research (ICRR), is an independent collective of researchers supporting antiracist and 
anticolonial intellectual work (Institute for Collaborative Race Research, n.d.). 
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seeking to improve women’s safety, such as the proposed changes to domestic violence 

legislation that seek to criminalise “coercive control”—something for which carceral white 

feminists have advocated. Police have a history of misidentifying perpetrators in domestic 

violence cases (Nancarrow et al., 2020, p. 9), disproportionately so for First Nations 

women49. “Unlike white women,” the joint statement contends: 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women are seen as already culpable; domestic 

violence interactions with police already regularly lead to criminalisation and 

incarceration for Indigenous women. In this context, the vagueness of the nature of 

coercive control, and the difficulty demonstrating it and documenting it, makes 

coercive control legislation an incredibly powerful weapon in the criminalisation of 

Indigenous  women. (Sisters Inside & Institute for Collaborative Race Research, 2021) 

The idea of “queer pride” indicates the resistance implicit in being visible and representing 

ourselves and our stories as queer and trans people—at once defending our right to 

existence and aliveness, and celebrating our survival. This defiant survival is especially 

embodied by First Nations queers, who by claiming the freedom of self-expression challenge 

both cis-heteronormativity and colonisation. Gomeroi theorist and writer Alison Whittaker 

describes the intersectional experience of being queer and Indigenous, arguing that “The 

material impact of colonisation changes the way dislocated Indigenous queers form 

community altogether” (2015, pp. 235–236), given that Indigenous epistemological 

approaches to identity have been deeply disrupted by compulsory assimilation into colonial 

conceptions of sexuality, gender identity, and gender roles. Wiradjuri Professor Sandy 

O’Sullivan explores how the work of First Nations queer artists represents a connection with 

Indigenous practices of cultural transmission through storytelling, thereby establishing a 

foundation from which they can realise their own imaginings and form kinship and 

community while centering the complexities of their identities50—complexities that colonial 

systems are unwilling to understand (2021, p. 61). 

Yorta Yorta songwoman, opera singer, and composer Deborah Cheetham herself states that 

her decision not to sing the word “free” in the australian national anthem was tied to her 

 
49 Estimates by service providers indicate Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women are labelled as domestic 
violence perpetrators in up to 90% of cases (Smee, 2021). 
50 This is something O’Sullivan is exploring in depth through their Future Fellowship, “Saving Lives: Mapping 
the Influence of LGBTIQ+ First Nations Creative Artists”. 
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lesbianism51 as well as her Aboriginality (2018, p. 49). She identifies the complex web of her 

identities that are interwoven in her life and work: 

Aboriginal, Indigenous, Koori, Yorta Yorta, Australian, adopted, stolen, lesbian, 

soprano, daughter, mother, sister, partner, wife (still pending marriage equality). 

These are all facets of my identity and my experience of growing up Aboriginal, and I 

carry each of these identities in equal measure. (p. 51) 

Cheetham furthermore points out that, as a member of the stolen generation, it was the 

experience of entering an already politically aware queer community that first opened 

space for her to step into her Indigeneity:  

It was the connection to the gay and lesbian community in Sydney that first allowed 

me to explore my Aboriginal identity. It was the first time anyone had really seen my 

Aboriginal heritage as an asset. And it was the first time, in the gay and lesbian 

community, that my Aboriginal identity was celebrated. So really, I can see a very 

strong link in the reason why our narratives are so often about identity. (in Riley, 

2014) 

The intersectional experiences of members of FIG (although predominantly white, FIG 

members were also largely lesbian and working class) were identified by Smith (2004) as 

essential to the group’s political awareness and expression. “We are not lesbians [on the 

music scene] by chance,” Nicols explained. “That has something to do with autonomy. . . 

The lesbians were pioneers and had to be lesbian” (in Smith, 2004, p. 236). Staying sensitive 

to intersectional experiences of unfreedom is a key responsibility for queer-feminist free 

improvisers. 

Reckoning with complicity in injustice: Beyond acknowledgement 

So what does it mean, as a settler in a white body—queer or not—on land claimed by 

“australia”, to perform freely improvised music, to call it “free improvisation”, and 

furthermore to engage in a thinking of its inherent potential for liberation? Clare Land 

(2015) points out that if we wish to start from a place of solidarity, we must first reckon with 

 
51 Specifically, Cheetham is referring to marriage equality for same-sex couples, not yet won in australia at the 
time of her writing. Marriage equality was signed into law in australia on December 9, 2017, after a deeply 
divisive postal vote that represented a distressing period for many LGBTIQ+ people in which our right to 
existence was treated as a topic open to public debate. 
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our complicity in settler-colonial capitalism, which must itself be based in the recognition 

that complicity is inescapable (p. 229)—that we operate from within the structures that we 

seek to critique (p. 247). How can we, as freely improvising musickers of all kinds, go beyond 

acknowledging that the land we are soundmaking on is stolen land? Such 

acknowledgements, are, of course, a good start, and it would do well to introduce them 

where they are not currently happening, being sure to correctly state the name of the 

people from whom this land was stolen. But when we give an Acknowledgement of Country, 

do we truly consider what it means and how we are personally implicated? How can we 

genuinely engage with our complicity in injustice and ongoing dispossession? Here I would 

like to consider in more detail what this might mean specifically for the practice of freely 

improvised music. 

When these acknowledgements are given at free improvisation musicking events, they are 

regularly given in good faith and treated with a moment of respect and gravity, rather than 

as a necessary formality that serves the purpose of absolving those making the 

acknowledgement and all present of further responsibility in the continuing struggle for 

justice for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. An example is the Make It Up Club 

(MIUC), which usually takes place at Bar Open on the land of the Wurundjeri people of the 

Kulin nation in the place now known as the city of Melbourne, but that is also known as 

Naarm or Birraranga. MIUC opens performances with an Acknowledgement that itself is 

improvised, not scripted, and that in itself involves the speaker finding ways to 

communicate the true meaning behind the words—that this is stolen land, that many of us 

gathered in this place at this time are the descendants of those who did the stealing or at 

the least benefit from it, and that sovereignty over these lands was never ceded. 

Furthermore, on the Tuesday soonest after the Invasion Day (“Australia Day”) holiday, they 

run a special edition of MIUC for which Aboriginal community members are invited not only 

to perform music, but also to tell histories of resistance and struggle—any collected income 

on this date is pledged towards local Aboriginal activists and Invasion Day organising. Some 

other events, series, hosting venues, and ensembles, could do well to learn from the 

example of MIUC. 

Well-meaning acknowledgements at performance events can be complicated by some of 

the ongoing effects of colonisation, especially language loss and competing claims to 
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ownership over the land on which a city lies. As I performed more regularly in different 

locations around the australia, I committed to learning the names of the Traditional Owners 

and acknowledging them in social media posts and verbally before playing. There have been 

times, however, when I have looked this up last minute and have not given myself the time 

to deal with such complexities as disputed claims to ownership, let alone to exploring more 

of the history and culture of the people of the Country I am standing upon. It has become 

more and more clear to me that learning these names—and how to pronounce them—is 

just one very small, if necessary, step. Without deeper engagement in the histories 

embedded in the places upon which we are musicking, the Acknowledgement is nothing 

more than a performative gesture. 

In her poem Acknowledgement of Cuntery (2021), Bundjalung writer Evelyn Araluen 

explores the performance of white guilt and “moves to innocence” (Malwhinney, 1998, as 

cited in Tuck & Yang, 2012, p. 3)52 that might be observed in the delivery of an 

Acknowledgement of Country by settlers. Araluen’s words illustrate the experience of being 

asked to bear witness to this performance as an Aboriginal person: 

 I would like to acknowledge 

 And pay my respects 

 The past the present emerging 

  ; Country ; Elders ; Care ; Custodians 

 I welcome you all 

 You all like me 

 To the unpronounceable the 

 Unrememorable time immemorial 

 Would like to would like      acknowledgement 

 Invitation/invite you all 

 To be acknowledged 

 And welcome invitation and respects 

 To any Indigenous past present 

 
52 “Settler moves to innocence are those strategies or positionings that attempt to relieve the settler of 
feelings of guilt or responsibility without giving up land or power or privilege, without having to change much 
at all” (Tuck & Yang, 2012, p. 10).  
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 Emerging now watching me acknowledge 

 To be acknowledged with my respects and conciliation 

 After the show during the show during acknowledgements 

 As I regard Indigenous with glances with acknowledgement 

Araluen’s poem ends by stretching out the words “r e s p e c t” and “a c k n o w l e d g e m e 

n t” (p. 31), alongside a revelation: the settler is in fact performing their own desire to 

receive these things, specifically from the Indigenous witness. Recognising and truly 

acknowledging our complicity as settlers requires us to delve deeply into the specifics of the 

histories of the Country on which we stand and to explore the ways in which we are 

implicated, and to reckon with our desires to innocent ourselves of the harms done in the 

course of our coming to be where we now are. As queer-feminist improvisers, we must stay 

with the sweaty entanglements of our complicity beyond the opening comments that 

precede a musicking event; in order to authentically express solidarity with contemporary 

struggle we must go beyond acknowledgement. Land writes that:  

The challenge around complicity is directly related to the need for non-Indigenous 

people to reconstruct their/our interests. It instigates a questioning of how non-

Indigenous people are bound up in the system, what we would ‘risk’ or ‘lose’ if we 

were to abandon in, and, from another perspective, what we would ‘gain’. It also 

involves interrogating the range of contrasting actions that discomfort about 

complicity can prompt . . . It cuts across the agenda of acting politically with self-

understanding, because if discomfort is felt, dealing with it becomes an element of 

the work of critical self-reflection. (2015, pp. 229–230) 

Land suggests that for settlers engaging in public political action is an important site for this 

reckoning, as “becoming actively involved in political projects can itself result in a different 

perception of one’s own self-interest, potentially generating new inspiration to confront 

complicity” (p. 230). I return to solidarity in Struggling for freedom; freedom struggles, and 

We are implicated. Now what?, suggesting pathways for free improvers musicking in so-

called australia that include: reckoning with our settler subjectivities; listening to, learning 

from, and lifting up marginalised and especially Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander voices 

and performers; and involving ourselves in collective struggle and mutual aid, as well as 



140 

incorporating efforts to “Pay the Rent” into ticketing for improvised musicking events on 

Stolen Land. 

Queer-feminist thinkings of “free” insist that we stay with the trouble, the sweaty concept 

of freedom—to struggle with it and for it, our complicities and response-abilities, and, for 

those of us that are settlers, the unsettling incommensurability (Tuck & Yang, 2012, p. 28) of 

our living here and being here and free-musicking here on stolen land. 

Listening notes for freedom music 

Tiger Trio: Map of Liberation (2019) 

There’s the idea that, in relation with the tradition, the word “free” meaning like, oh well, 

this tradition is something that we’ve built and like worked for and struggled with to gain 

respect, and now you’re going to do just whatever, and it has no meaning or concept or logic 

or whatever, which is not true at all. When you improvise and you literally are spontaneously 

composing, that’s drawing on your whole history as a musician, all of your previous 

compositions, all of your previous improvisations, to create in that moment. It’s a very big 

responsibility to do that, to have no piece of paper, no map, but to create something of 

meaning in the moment. 

—Nicole Mitchell (2018) 

Tiger Trio—bassist Joëlle Léandre, keyboardist Myra Melford, and flutist Nicole Mitchell—

map out instinctive virtuosities, territorial topographies. They are vocalising landscapes. 

Mitchell’s remarkable control of her own vocalisations while sounding the flute allows her a 

freedom-through-technique that is dramatically uncommon. It is easy to see this as an 

embodiment of what Lewis describes as the Afrological concept of musical freedom that 

emerges from technical prowess, but even as it is an extraordinary display of technical 

achievement it is also in many ways a rejection of a Eurological flute technique, that 

requires an open throat for a particular style of resonance. Mitchell’s flute sound is instead 

enriched with the sound of her own voice, soaring to almost unbelievably high pitches, as 

well as settling into lower groans and mumbles. This ability is borne out of many hours 

familiarising herself with both the instrument and her own voice—itself a part of her 

deliberately gendered expression. A freedom to express something internal by being able to 

readily audiate and speak through the instrument. In my first master’s thesis (Reardon-
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Smith, 2013) I explored the ways in which vocalising as an instrumentalist revealed the 

human body behind the instrument, including its gender and gesture and embodiment 

practices—Mitchell bursts right through this revelation into a new hitherto unexplored 

stratosphere of human possibility. Such breakthroughs reinscribe possible freedoms. 

Léandre, too, vocalises, and like Mitchell her own vocal chords seem to have been touched, 

effected by her instrument: there is a bass-iness to its quality and character. 

Léandre and Melford’s seemingly wild strikings at their instruments are similarly made 

possible through the intense intimacy of many hours making sound: both can integrate the 

technical achievement resulting from their dedicated practice, but they are in no way 

contained by it. Departure from the limitations of technique is also made possible through 

familiarity—unlearning, too, takes practice. Both of these musicians had Eurological musical 

training, and took their own routes out and away from this; both their routes included 

connecting more deeply to Afrological practices. Freedom is a practice. And these three 

practice a musical interdependence, full of responsiveness and nonlinear, iterative 

exploration. I can hear emergent strategies in this trio’s approach. Things grow, shift, 

change. There is room for curiosity, exploration, dynamic and dramatic shifts.  
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Staying with the trouble of “free”: Queer-feminist thinkings of freedom 

 In the end, we are all freedom fighters. 

—Winnubst, 2006, p. 2 

As we have seen, the “free” of free improvisation is entangled with many complexities, 

histories, contradictions, and limitations. Again, I choose to follow Donna Haraway’s 

directive to “stay with the trouble” (2016): while I respect the criticisms levelled at thinkings 

of “freedom” in contemporary improvisation practices, I hold that our relationship with this 

term is worthy of further thinking, unpacking, and exploration from a queer-feminist 

perspective. While there have been different conceptions of what the word means in 

relation to musicking, as shown in the previous chapter, freedom is part of the foundational 

thinking from which this kind of improvisation emerged. Haraway warns us against the 

temptation of “making an imagined future safe,” which involves “clearing away the present 

and the past” (p. 1). By choosing to stay with the trouble, to continue using this word in 

association with improvised music, I am required to practice presence with discomfort, with 

difficulty and complexity, with the messiness of what is and from what this has emerged, 

and the ways I might be implicated in the mess. 

Choosing to stay with the trouble of freedom is not an easy course. Ahmed tells us that “To 

live a feminist life is to make everything into something that is questionable. The question of 

how to live a feminist life is alive as a question as well as being a life question” (2017, p. 2). 

We need to keep the question of freedom alive: asking what it means to align ourselves 

with freedom; asking what it means to seek musicking that is free. We might remember 

Angela Davis’ reminder that “freedom is a constant struggle” (2016). This may open 

opportunities to examine where and why we feel we must push ourselves into strain and 

distress, into struggle with and against ourselves and one another during improvisation. But 

rather than striving for a personal freedom at the cost of collective understanding and co-

creation, we might learn to view our own struggles as a point of connection—a reminder 

that there are struggles for freedom continuing in the world around us and that we are 

always already implicated in them. As free improvisers we operate somewhat in the margins 

of the dominant economic order (and even the margins of musicking practices), and as 

women and as queers we have our own historical and ongoing struggles for freedom from 

oppression, so that we are positioned to join freedom struggles from a place of solidarity. 
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We can recognise our responsibilities in these ongoing struggles against prevailing 

institutions of harm, oppression, violence, and greed; as Winnubst tells us that “in the end, 

we are all freedom fighters” (2006, p. 2). In this chapter, I continue to recognise and explore 

the ways that queer and women improvisers are implicated and embedded in struggles 

against oppression, with a particular focus on my own subject position, and some 

opportunities for leveraging our position to better explore our own sovereignty and extend 

that possibility to others. 

Numerous feminist and queer philosophers have deeply explored personal and collective 

agency, already existing struggles for liberation and resistance to oppression, and 

possibilities of new ways of freely relating to ourselves and to one another. In her concept 

of “willful girls” (2017, pp. 65–88), Ahmed reminds us how we struggled for freedom from 

gender inequality as young girls—a willfulness that carries into adulthood via feminism, and 

that I explore as both mirrored and continued in the determination to pursue an 

improvisation practice. Tsing articulates the embedded potential of resistance and struggle 

for freedom amongst communities which exist on the “pericapitalist” (2015, p. 63) margins, 

outside the direct sightlines of capitalist logics. I draw parallels between her example of 

matsutake mushroom pickers and improvisation communities, and note how this positions 

us in relation to the dominant order.  

Privileging a practice of solidarity and sovereignty means facing up to the ways in which 

“freedom” is an unequal concept—we come to free improvisation from different 

experiences of freedom. We must not lose our critical lens and allow utopian fantasies to 

obscure the realities of embodied experience for ourselves and our many earthly 

companions. Importantly, however, this does not mean turning away from eternally striving 

in the direction of this ideal. Instead, it insists that we stay with the trouble, in the 

messiness, refuse easy binaries, acknowledge and take responsibility for the ways that we 

are implicated, and extend the scope of possibility. Queer and feminist theory can help us to 

extend into and beyond some of these limitations. 

Willful girls, willful improvisers: A will of our own 

There is a willful resistance at play in the determination to engage in the unmasterful 

practice of freely improvised musicking. For those of us who have grown up gendered 

“female”, this might elicit echoes of resistances that we have carried in our bodies from 
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childhood. Girls who refuses to willingly conform to the strict gender roles of our 

patriarchal, heteronormative society are charged with “willfulness”. Ahmed (2017) explores 

how the “willful girl”, in her refusal to be willing, asserts the existence of her own will. For 

the defenders of gender norms, her willful refusal to accept her own subjugation is itself 

evidence of her troubles being her own creation: if she would only be compliant she would 

not encounter resistance, therefore having nothing to resist. This “willful girl” insists upon a 

possibility of freedom that does not neatly adhere to Berlin’s (1958) binary to and from 

categories: in Berlin’s terms, the willful girl is told that she would have negative freedom if 

she would only give up some of her positive freedom; she meanwhile knows that by being 

willing she would in fact have neither. Such willful behaviour might be excused and 

dismissed in boys (“boys will be boys”), who are, after all, expected to possess their own 

will. This gendered double standard is felt with the keen sting of unfairness by the willful 

girl, who holds onto the conviction that she, too, possess a will of her own. By refusing the 

pressure to be made willing by the accusation of willfulness, she can experience the catalyst 

of her feminist consciousness. The willful feminist “turns the diagnosis into a call: do not 

adjust to an unjust world!” (Ahmed, 2017, p. 84). 

Becoming a feminist can feel like embracing the charge of willfulness, attaching to it with 

pride. This does not, however, make the charge go away—on the contrary, it is likely to 

intensify. Women are expected to be “for others” (p. 74), caregivers. So the willful woman 

becomes a selfish woman53, one who would kill the joy of others: a killjoy. Armed with a 

critical feminist analysis and  we are able to see the context in which these accusations 

arise, and that each charge is evidence of the necessity of the fight of feminism. Ahmed 

writes: 

If feminists are willful women, then feminism is judged as a product of those who 

have too much will or too much of a will of their own. This judgment is a judgment of 

feminism as being wrong, but also an explanation of feminism in terms of 

motivation: the act of saying something is wrong is understood as being self-

motivated, a way of getting what you want or will. Virginia Woolf wrote of a room of 

 
53 Interestingly, this is how my grandfather describes his own great aunt: “A very selfish woman.” This was 
apparently because she was unmarried and welcomed her grand-nieces to visit her lakeside house, 
entertaining them generously, but did not allow visits from the boys. I am proud to come from a lineage of 
wonderfully willful women. 
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one’s own, a room we have to fight for. We can think of feminism as having to fight 

to acquire a will of one’s own. (p. 74) 

An improviser may similarly be seen to be willful because they asserts that they have their 

own will. Free improvisation marks the turning away from the directions of a score and the 

strictures of a genre-specific musical culture. The free improviser affirms that their creative 

contributions extend beyond the subtleties of phrasing within the reinterpretation of 

canonical master works, or the masterful adherence to the rules of a jazz solo or other 

musical tradition. Improvisation, in the words of Judith Butler, “designates a relative domain 

of freedom in a rule-bound world” (interviewed by McMullen, 2016, p. 26)—the improviser 

is unable to entirely escape the rulebooks of their training, but they can relate to those rules 

with disobedience and nonconformity. In free improvisation, the improviser navigates the 

possibilities of their relationship to those rules by relaxing them, breaking them, operating 

outside of the rules, bending the rules (p. 25). The willful improviser’s agency may be 

complicated by infinite factors of contamination, but they might nevertheless access 

moments of decision making and self-ownership—possession of their own will—not so 

readily accessible in other forms of musicking. 

As with the willful feminist, the improviser’s assertion of their own will might be wrongly 

understood to mean that the willful improviser wants to get their own way at the expense 

of all others. Instead, this assertion of will is really the desire to shape their own creative 

practice (shape change). This is the freedom we seek as improvisers, liberation from 

servitude to the score, to style, to narrow definitions and patterns. The willful improviser 

can allow themself to be responsive in a more holistic way—to the things that happen 

around them as well as to their own desires. This is a freedom that allows a new kind of 

relating to the other critters sharing this space and this moment, allowing contaminations, 

collaborations, co-operations, as well as oppositions to occur. In thinking about 

improvisation, Butler also emphasises a relational understanding of agency, rather than one 

of individual volition, saying: 

When I listen to another . . . something acts on me and I have to act in relationship 

to how I’m being acted on. . . . [M]y agency is determined or formed in part in that 

exchange; it doesn’t well up from within me. It’s not an expression of my conscious, 

deliberate choice. It’s something that happens between me and the other person. 
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And in that sense it is something that emerges from the relationship itself. (2016, p. 

29) 

This recognition of a plurality and relationality of experiences and possible contributions is 

vital to the genre transcendence of free improvisation. Borgo (2002) notes its importance to 

individual artistic development as well: “free improvisers, in general, share the view that 

technical and improvisational accomplishments are arrived at better through in-context 

development and experience rather than through isolated training” (p. 174). Rather than 

relying on atomised private practice, the process of artistic development in free 

improvisation requires cross-fertilisation through interaction with other improvisers, 

exploring the possibilities of relationships between individuals and their respective 

entanglements with rules, norms. It is enriched by a multiplicity of musicians from different 

backgrounds and experiences; by the multiplicity of our own histories, encounters, and 

experiences. It therefore makes sense to focus on the meaning that emerges from these 

moments of interaction, rather than on the decisions made by an autonomous individual, in 

order to think the practice of free improvisation. 

The challenge here is to move the site of struggle from individual to collective. Just as the 

willful girl who embraces the charge against her can step into the lasting community of 

willful feminists, the willful improviser can be welcomed into a richer, more diverse 

community of creative, exploratory music-makers who are not bound by limitations of style 

and genre. As Ahmed says: “To reclaim willfulness is how a we can be brought forth by the 

willingness to go the wrong way . . . the charge itself can be a connection: a way of relating 

to others similarly charged” (2017, p. 82). 

Suspend the Future: Queer Sovereign Freedom 

Sticky and sweaty ideas of freedom are entangled, too, in queer theory. In her book 

Queering Freedom (2006), Shannon Winnubst attempts a reckoning with subjectivity, 

rhetorics of liberation, and queer identity. She offers three points of departure: the 

oppositional logic of the gender binary internal to normative heterosexuality, as well as the 

oppositional politics that emerge from it (heterosexual/homosexual); the reduction of 

containing desire to fields designated as “sexual”; and the complex intersections of 

heterosexism and white supremacist racism (p. 124). Through these, she examines how the 

liberation of homosexual identity has been folded back in to serve what she calls 
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“phallicized whiteness” (p. 9): the normative domain of the overrepresented master-Man as 

a powerful intersection of white supremacy and heteropatriarchy. She points out that: 

We are free, in the early twenty-first century in cultures of phallicized whiteness, to 

identify as gay, lesbian, or bisexual. We are free, assuming economic ability or 

willingness to ignore such concerns, to follow the law of desire to the abnormal and 

unnatural ends that it may lead some of us to. We are free, despite the risks of 

physical and psychological violence that is still inflicted upon gays, lesbians, and 

bisexuals, to choose our desired objects of sexual exchange even if they are of the 

same sex as we are, foreclosing our actions from the greater law of utility. (p. 131) 

But, she cautions, “Is this a freedom we should trust or celebrate?” 

In order explore a possible queering of freedom, Winnubst draws Bataille’s idea of 

“sovereign” freedom and applies the word “queer”. As opposed to the subjectivity of late 

modernity and its “phallicized whiteness . . . which finds any and all activity that is not useful 

to be horrific” (p. 200), sovereign queer freedom suspends the future, radically, which is to 

open the possibility of having “no fixed idea of who or what you are or might become, and 

to find this an extraordinary pleasure” (p. 199). Suspending the future is a queer 

temporality, operating against the chrononormative temporal modes of mastery (p. 157) 

and their narratives of progress and anticipation. Experiencing the queer temporality of 

emergent identities is not to deny the realities of being in bodies that are assigned 

privileges, powers, and positionings according to external structures and institutions. 

Rather, it is use an acknowledgement of those realities while living in and with emergent 

queer identity that resists masterful categorisation, along with the willful refusal to be of 

“use”54 to the order of phallicized whiteness. 

Free improvisation is decidedly un-useful, even anti-useful. It requires us to suspend the 

future: to musick without a fixed idea of the outcome, of who or what you are or might 

become, which is to invite the possibility of changing and being changed. Part of this change 

might be a strengthened sense of subjectivity, of being truly oneself. Part of it might be a 

 
54 In What’s the Use (2019), Sara Ahmed explores the possibilities of “queer use”: “how things can be used in 
ways other than for which they were intended or by those other than for whom they were intended” (p. 199). 
Queer use “might require a certain willingness to be perverse, to deviate from the straight path, the right 
path” (p. 201). This kind of willful defiance requires “more than an act of affirmation: it requires a world 
dismantling effort” (p. 229)—the collective and creative diversity work of unmastery. 
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loosening somehow, a coming undone of a previously known (un)truth or fact of our 

masterful institutional learning, perhaps a deliberately willful articulation of resistance. 

Whether or not these are the experiences of any musicking companions in the moment of 

improvisation, what is being asked is acceptance of and agency within what is in the right 

now. Improvisation might be viewed as a practice of queering, entering “a kind of freedom 

that we do not readily know or even want to know in these cultures of phallicized 

whiteness” (Winnubst, 2006, p. 199). This freedom, for Winnubst, moves towards removing 

the anxiety of desiring fixed endpoints, expectation, the milestones that we are taught to 

understand as defining the worthiness of our lives. Turning instead towards the “lost parts 

that may not make any sense, that offer an excess of possibility that cannot be mastered by 

the temporal forward march of knowledge” might invigorate us, invite us to “unknown 

pleasures and ecstasies,” move us “from the pain of anxiety to the exuberance of joy” (p. 

200). 

I am not suggesting that free improvisation is the necessary alchemy to achieve this 

transformation—certainly it is not the only such catalyst, nor is it guaranteed to make this 

happen consistently for all musicking participants all the time—but I can attest to having 

experienced it thus. This might be with respect to a fleeting moment of “how will this turn 

out?” anxiety transmuting into the suspended future of a vulnerably listening present, 

where I allow the sounds being transmitted by my soundmaking companions to touch 

something in me (which is to say, to change me), and find myself forming new connections 

and relationships of many kinds by acting on micro-decisions and moment-to-moment 

possibilities. The exhilarating moment of a shared resonance or subtle shift that opens new 

portals, new possibilities, can be experienced as a tender kind of joy. 

These moments are both/and. They are not, in and of themselves, transforming structural 

power relationships, liberating marginalised and incarcerated peoples, giving Land back to 

Indigenous people, paying adequate reparations (even if the ticket sales are donated—these 

are rarely flush fundraising events), nor reducing the harm of the heteropatriarchal settler-

colonialist state. I make no claims of free improvisation’s utopian potential. But I am 

uncomfortable with the idea that these musicking experiences do nothing whatsoever, or 

indeed that holding the belief that something political is happening in these spaces is in fact 

worse than nothing. I return to Siddall and Waterman’s (2016) understanding that while 
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there is the possibility to experience and mobilise the political and socially liberatory 

potential of improvisatory creative practices, this is necessarily contingent on understanding 

the “deeply situated, relational, and embodied contexts that shape those practices” (p. 10). 

These situations themselves can be figured as resistance. As queer-feminist improvising 

musickers gather in collectives of sounding oddkin, exploring their willful resistance to 

modernity’s masterful heteronormative progress narratives and scripts of usefulness, they 

find themselves operating on the outskirts of still other norms—particularly economic. 

Pericapitalist kinmaking: Collective improvisation in the margins of late capitalism 

Free improvisers, as a micro-community within the largely unregulated world of non-

commercial music, are among those who live very precarious lives in the twenty-first 

century. Companion-thinking with pianist Louise Denson and percussionist Vanessa 

Tomlinson (Reardon-Smith et al., 2020), we found some surprising parallels to the practice 

of free improvisation in Tsing’s descriptions of the many nuances of relational freedoms in 

the global matsutake mushroom foraging community. Like the mushroom pickers, we are 

engaged in an activity Tsing describes as “pericapitalist” (2015, p. 63): outside, but 

entangled with, the capitalist economy. In pursuing improvisation we have relinquished any 

expectation of ongoing employment in our chosen field. Since free improvisation is without 

any doubt too niche and “unuseful” to attract the interest of the commercial music 

business, practitioners are similarly motivated by other than economic factors. Pianist Myra 

Melford clearly distinguishes between artistic and commercial concerns: 

more creative or adventurous music is marginalized . . . because of the current 

economic climate, there’s less willingness on the part of the recording industry to 

take chances on releasing creative music versus what will sell. But you have to 

separate what the market can bear and what people need to do to express 

themselves and what other people need to hear to enrich their lives. (in Peterson, 

2006, p. 185) 

The pursuit of a personal mode of artistic expression and the feeling of freedom provide the 

overwhelming impetus for women, trans, and gender-nonconforming musicians to 

undertake the practice of freely improvised music. Many describe the moment of realisation 

that their creative desires and ambitions would not be satisfied in prescriptive genres such 
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as classical, jazz or popular music. Julie Kjær’s website, Female Musicians on the London 

Improv Scene, profiles some of these musicians. Maggie Nicols (vocalist): “I said . . . that I’d 

really love to try singing more freely . . . It just morphed into this beautiful free 

improvisation. I’d never experienced anything like that in my life. It was so intense and so 

sublime . . . I was ecstatic.” Rachel Musson (saxophone): “Steve Arguelles . . . chose me to 

play a short duo with. I remember jumping straight in and loving the freedom, and from 

then on I always hoped I’d manage to find that kind of freedom in music again.” Kay Grant 

(vocalist): “At that moment I realised I was in the wrong place, that I wanted to make open-

minded music with open-minded musicians, and make my own music too.”  

Tsing describes the freedom experienced by the mushroom foragers as “irregular and 

outside rationalization . . . performative, communally varied, and effervescent . . . freedom 

emerges from open-ended cultural interplay, full of potential conflict and 

misunderstanding” (2015, p. 76). Mushroom pickers, buyers and field agents are “engaged 

in dramatic enactments of freedom, as they separately understand it” (p. 75). These 

statements could equally describe freely improvising musickers. Each is engaged in a 

performative enactment of freedom as they understand it. But this enactment takes place 

within a communal setting. The interaction and interdependence of all the actors within 

that setting—pickers, buyers and field agents, or improvisers and audience members—do 

not compromise the search for, or experience of, freedom. On the contrary they are 

necessary to the success and meaning—however they are defined—of these activities. 

Pianist/educator Anne Farber says:  

Our aim is to play together with the greatest possible freedom—which, far from 

meaning without constraint, actually means to play together with sufficient skill and 

communication to be able to select proper constraints in the course of the piece, 

rather than being dependent on precisely chosen ones. (in Belgrad, 1998, p. 2, 

emphasis in original) 

In contrast to Gary Peters’ notion that “the fundamental relationship is . . . between 

improviser and improvisation, not between improvisor and improvisor” (2009, p. 3), 

Farber’s aim to play together suggests that cooperation, collaboration and entanglement 

are essential to the open-ended creative practice of free improvisation, while also holding 

space for the potential for competition, conflict and misunderstandings. For Peters, 
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“competitiveness and one-upmanship ... arrogance, callousness, and cruelty . . . gave 

[improvisation its] performance edge” in the 1960s (p. 24). As described in “Free” 

improvisation, gender, and sexuality, women and queers often bore the brunt of these 

manifestations of hypermasculinity as they found themselves either subtly or overtly 

excluded from improvisation spaces. While Peters regrets the demise of the “gladiatorial 

contest” paradigm of improvisation, Dana Reason offers an alternative view which 

illustrates a different set of values and objectives at play: “Acting in concert, improvisers 

and audiences deploy the interactive technologies of improvisation to establish the 

potential of alternative creative identities, new relational structures that reconfigure 

community . . . improvisational activity addresses the social practices through which 

community is given shape and form” (2004, pp. 82–83). Similarly, Tsing’s enactments of 

freedom entail “contamination” within a mushroom foraging community, something that 

ultimately “changes world-making projects”, allowing “mutual worlds and new directions” 

to emerge (p. 27).  

Struggling for freedom; freedom struggles 

Freedom is a constant struggle. 

—Angela Y. Davis, 2016 

To struggle for freedom is to struggle against oppression. 

—Sara Ahmed, 2017, p. 252 

Well known for her activism and scholarship around the world, Angela Y. Davis has 

committed herself to collective struggles against injustice and oppression. In Freedom Is a 

Constant Struggle (2016), she emphasises the importance of recognising intersectionality 

and the larger context when taking up a struggle; that there is no such thing as the “single-

issue” struggle. She highlights connections between her work as a Black feminist and prison 

abolitionist with the struggles for Black Lives in Ferguson55 and resistance to settler-colonial 

violence and apartheid in Palestine. In this way, she encourages intersectional thinking 

 
55 The slogan “Black Lives Matter” emerged as a hashtag in 2013, before gaining more widespread use as 
representative of a movement in 2014 with the social uprisings against police killings of Black men Michael 
Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, and Eric Garner in New York City. The protests in Ferguson met with a militarised 
police presence and riot squads, which escalated unrest and attracted global attention. In 2020, Black Lives 
Matter became a global movement in response to the police killing of George Floyd in Minneapolis, 
Minnesota. 
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about freedom movements taking place around the globe: intersecting struggles. In my own 

encounters with lifelong activists like Davis56, I have been struck by the celebration and joy 

that they find in struggle. Struggle is, in many ways, about forming connections, collectives, 

and communities, through shared experiences of facing injustice and difficulty. Struggle as 

an improviser and struggle as an activist do not represent a one-to-one mirroring of ethics, 

ontology, or experience. I have, however, come to learn things about struggle from both of 

these parts of my practices of co-existing and co-creating, of coming into contact with 

myself and with others. 

In what ways is improvisation struggle? The importance of difficulty and effort 

How can we think about the struggle of freedom, as free improvisers? It is that we are in an 

unrelenting struggle, a negotiation of power and subjectivity (Siddall and Waterman, 2016, 

p. 1), a willful resistance, every time we pick up our instruments? And how might that relate 

to broader freedom struggles? These are not questions with easy answers; they are 

persistent queries that I trace through my own experiences and the experiences shared by 

companions in text and conversation, experiences of friction, difficulty, effort, of struggle in 

musicking, relationships, community, activism, and life. 

There are many ways in which ongoing struggle has been my experience of my relationship 

with myself, with the flute, with practice, with creating, with institutions and individuals, 

and in some cases with collaboration. My instrument came to embody for me a series of 

conventional expectations weighing upon me that are at once historical and contemporary: 

spanning the breadth of responsibilities to the faithful reproduction of centuries-old works 

of music to the social validation of being able to financially sustain your own art-making 

practices through productivity and good business management practices (and/or concurrent 

“gainful” employment, otherwise known as a “day job”). The flute has also served as 

amplification for my struggle against internalised value systems and an overly critical 

internal gaze, a conduit to my darker self. 

Outside of the battle raging within my practice room—within my body—there is the 

struggle of being taken seriously in artistic fields that can be dominated by men with lofty 

 
56 I have had the good fortune to see Angela Davis speak and briefly meet her at an event run by Sisters Inside 
in South Brisbane—she has a longstanding relationship with the organisation and its founder Debbie Kilroy. 
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ideals and poor awareness of the ways they uphold the very power structures to which they 

may (or may not) purportedly stand in opposition. There is the struggle to be heard and 

respected (named and remembered, not just treated with polite regard) by such men when 

you are musicking together. The struggle to ensure improvisation and other radical spaces 

(of art, of knowledge, of society) continue to exist when their “usefulness” is denied by the 

prevailing economic and cultural paradigms. The struggle to be considered worthy of a living 

wage as artists, while at the same time to grapple with our often privileged positions and 

our responsibilities in a world of rife inequality, discrimination, violence, and suffering. 

The feminist killjoy recognises the interconnectedness between these layers of struggle: 

self-struggle, other-struggle, and collective-struggle. We are encourage to internalise other-

struggle, turning it into self-struggle. But upon recognising these patterns, we willfully 

refuse to turn on ourselves in order to meet norms that privilege the overrepresented Man, 

and instead recognise that our own struggles are linked to the struggles of others. As willful 

queer-feminist killjoys, we choose to find ways to direct struggle towards collective 

freedom. Via collectivities we recognise that the roots of these struggles extend far beyond 

our individual unfreedoms. The very experience of coming up against these unfreedoms, 

these unjust norms, may help us to see beyond the limited possibilities offered by our 

present reality. More-than-feminist theorist Alexis Shotwell points out that: 

The conditions for freedom are . . . set by the norms available or created in the 

context of struggling with the situation in which we live but which we have not 

chosen and cannot completely control. (Shotwell, 2016, p. 145) 

And yet, we might help shape change, in the form of new possible “norms” that would allow 

for greater collective freedom. Shotwell calls these new possibilities “open normativities” 

(p. 154), being “normativities that prioritize flourishing and tend toward proliferation, not 

merely replacing one norm with another” (p. 155). It is through struggle—through friction, 

through difficulty and effort—that we killjoys might open space for these emergent 

imaginings and envisionings. Davis observes: “as our struggles mature, they produce new 

ideas, new issues, and new terrains on which we engage in the quest for freedom” (2016, p. 

11). Here, we might learn from our entangled experiences of music and justice struggles, 

seeking emergent possibilities for both. 
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Self-struggle 

I felt that I had to start all over again, and that I had just started to gain some mastery on 

the instrument and now I had to turn around and not be able to play, and struggle, I had to 

struggle again because this was something that was a whole new world that I felt in a lot of 

ways was for me, but that, somehow no one had opened the door for it or I hadn't 

discovered it until that moment. 

—Nicole Mitchell (2019) 

Nicole Mitchell spoke of the renewed struggle she experienced in learning to improvise after 

studying Eurological music to a tertiary level, that it was “kind of a shock”. This is the 

struggle of unmastery: suddenly finding that something over which you thought you had 

gained control—mastery—appears to you as though entirely new and unfamiliar. You are a 

beginner: you begin a new process of forming intimacy with the instrument, a relationship 

founded less on a power struggle between musicking human and musicking object and 

more on a collaborative relationship (contaminated as it is by historical iterations of this 

relationship). The instrument may rather highlight your self-struggle, now that you have 

forgone the mirage of security proposed by the possibility of mastery. 

In 2018 my supervisor Vanessa Tomlinson set me the challenge of improvising with a timer 

for an hour per day, for an entire month57. I lasted 10 days, documented on my regular blog 

at the time, with early blips of shortened or missed sessions. After the first day, each 

subsequent session was consumed with a deeper, more powerful struggle. My failure was 

crushing to me. In January 2019 I made a second attempt, removing the extended timer 

component and introducing public accountability through a daily Instagram post. This time I 

made it through the month with relatively few slip-ups, but managed to write detailed 

reflections on only about half of my sessions. What I did write during this time was some of 

my most frankly honest text about the intensity of frustration and difficulty I experience in 

the practice room, and how playing alone exposed me (to myself) in a way that I found 

more discouraging than enlightening. I felt trapped, not free. I felt insufficient, 

unsophisticated, returning again and again to patterns I disliked but that my fingers seemed 

 
57 This practice was offered in the spirit of generosity: she shared that she had fruitfully undertaken a similar 
challenge set for her by George E. Lewis when she studied with him at the University of San Diego, California. 
Nevertheless, I managed to transform it into a practice of self-punishment! 
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to somehow preference, trying and failing to realise ideas of audiation, and brutally faced 

with my own lack of stamina in the face of my inner critic. My self-critical internal voice fired 

itself up to 11, and I was overcome with waves of powerful negative emotions that felt like a 

physical downward pressure, a gripping sickness in my chest and throat, and an inability to 

continue. I was struggling against myself, and I was losing58. 

I have had a similar struggle with writing this thesis, finding myself in a state of perpetual 

fight with what my ex-husband Liam would call my “overactive superego”. Gradually, I have 

been learning to soften to the difficulties, only by relenting and asking for and accepting as 

much help as I have had access to: several periods of leave, a “stress leave from life” taken 

on my parents’ farm on Giabal and Jarrowair country, government and community financial 

support, psychotherapy and psychiatric assessment and medication, a large team of friends 

and companions to rally around me, the exact right tracks of ambient music through noise-

cancelling headphones, positive peer pressure and “body doubling”59, and a daily practice of 

building up more self-compassion, a more compassionate way of speaking with myself. I 

have been practicing practice, and practicing the importance of community and reaching 

out for support. I believe absolutely in the importance of difficulty and persistent effort, but 

I am learning how that does not have to look like self-punishment. 

Davis is pointedly not talking about a struggle with the self, and I recognise my own 

internalised difficulties as in some ways symptomatic of the freedoms that I do enjoy, and in 

part the shame that I carry because of this privilege. Davis is talking about collective 

abolitionist struggles; struggles against incarceration and injustice, against systematic racism 

and apartheid, highlighting links to the struggles against slavery and for civil rights. The kind 

of freedoms I have been granted by rights of being born into a white body in a world in 

which that is privileged, in a place that has dispossessed and displaced Indigenous peoples 

and continues to incarcerate them at disproportionate rates, are the kinds of freedoms 

others must struggle relentlessly to obtain. As an activist, I have stepped into solidarity 

efforts of using my privilege to demand freedom for those who are less free, those deemed 

58 For an excerpt of my writing during this period, see when do i stop ? (Reardon-Smith, 2019b) in ADSR Zine. 
59 Body doubling, mentioned briefly in the introduction, is the practice of doing work in a room with someone 
else quietly working, and finding that their presence helps to keep you accountable and focussed (Anderson, 
2016). For me, it feels like a case of being able to mirror another person’s energy without having to wrangle 
quite so aggressively with my wayward mind. 
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unworthy of and ineligible for the freedoms to which I have access. The struggles I have met 

with my own body and mind (and instrument, and modes of expression) have at once 

enabled me to access a new level of understanding of my place in the broader struggle 

while also hindering my ability to be present as an activist. 

There are complexities to being in a body like mine. Privileged by nature of its whiteness, its 

mostly cisgender presentation and performativity (J. Butler, 2002), its largely able-

bodiedness and access to medical support, its rights by means of citizenship and relative 

financial security, which has in no small part been provided by the settler-colonial state. And 

at the same time, as sometime-woman, as queer, as dyke, as mentally ill and chronically 

experiencing pain, as neurodivergent, as an artist that makes particularly un-useful art, mine 

is also a body that digresses from the norm and as such is deemed deviant, non-normative, 

and therefore unsafe, unacceptable, unworthy, unmastered and unmasterable, unfixed and 

unfixable, a failure. In Sick Woman60 Theory (2016), Johanna Hedva writes of the quiet 

resistance to capitalism expressed through nonnormative bodies: bodies that experience 

chronic illness, bodies that require care that is not temporary, bodies that may not reliably 

present with sufficient wellness to be “productive” members of the labouring class. Some of 

the intersecting ways in which I do not experience privilege might yet be leveraged into 

strengths. When I embrace my digressions I am more myself, and in some ways I can 

explore a new privilege not recognised by the dominant structural powers—I can embrace 

the “queer art” of my failures (Halberstam, 2011) and find power in my irrelevance. As per 

the aims of mutual aid and community organising efforts such as Brisbane Free University 

(BFU), I can draw on my own experiences of bodily nonnormativity and self-struggle in order 

to engage in “counter-capitalist cultures of care” (Carlson & Walker, 2018, p. 782). Hedva 

articulates the power and possibility of care practices: 

 
60 In a beautiful articulation of the many excesses to the category “woman”, Hedva states here that they write 
for: 

the un-cared for, the secondary, the oppressed, the non-, the un-, the less-than . . . all of the 
“dysfunctional,” “dangerous” and “in danger,” “badly behaved,” “crazy,” “incurable,” “traumatized,” 
“disordered,” “diseased,” “chronic,” “uninsurable,” “wretched,” “undesirable” and altogether 
“dysfunctional” bodies belonging to women, people of color, poor, ill, neuro-atypical, differently 
abled, queer, trans, and genderfluid people, who have been historically pathologized, hospitalized, 
institutionalized, brutalized, rendered “unmanageable,” and therefore made culturally illegitimate 
and politically invisible. (2016) 
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The most anti-capitalist protest is to care for another and to care for yourself. To 

take on the historically feminized and therefore invisible practice of nursing, 

nurturing, caring. To take seriously each other’s vulnerability and fragility and 

precarity, and to support it, honor it, empower it. To protect each other, to enact 

and practice community. A radical kinship, an interdependent sociality, a politics of 

care. (2016) 

The necessity of this care is best known by those who have needed it. Sara Ahmed reminds 

us that: “The more precarious you are, the more support you need. The more precarious 

you are, the less support you have” (2017, p. 238). Because of this, “attending to fragility, 

the histories that render some more fragile than others, can be a source of militancy” (p. 

239). Through both my own experiences of injustice and my relative position of privilege, I 

am able to support those who experience more precarity, who are most implicated in the 

struggle—that is, those who do not have the privilege to choose whether they are involved 

in decolonial and anti-racist struggle. I do this by decentering myself and uplifting the voices 

central to this struggle, doing what is required, offering what I can to collective effort. Such 

a proposition here may seem counter-intuitive, given that in order to work my way around 

to this place of knowing the need to decentre myself, I have centred myself absolutely, 

dissecting my internal difficulties and laying my thoughts and feelings and opinions and 

artmaking across these pages. But self-struggle teaches me how to be responsible for 

seeking care, as someone privileged to have as much access to it as I do—as someone 

response-able—and as a result I know I cannot face my difficulties alone. Self-struggle 

teaches me the healing potentials of solidarity and community with peers who are also self-

struggling, and that it is through our difficulties and efforts and sufferings that we come to 

know ourselves to be reliant on our companions. The self-struggler knows that self-care 

requires community care: 

in queer, feminist, and antiracist work, self-care is about the creation of community, 

fragile communities . . . assembled out of the experiences of being shattered. We 

reassemble ourselves through the ordinary, everyday, and often painstaking work of 

looking after ourselves; looking after each other. (Ahmed, 2017, p. 240) 
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Other-struggle 

When we loosen the requirements to be in a world, we create room for others to be. 

—Sara Ahmed, 2017, p. 232 

Queer-feminist self-struggle is in many ways entangled with other-struggle: ours is the 

struggle of those who must find, as Ahmed says, “ways to exist in a world that makes it 

difficult to exist” (2017, p. 239). The struggles that we encounter through contact with 

others, as with the struggles we encounter through contact with our own selves, each 

contribute evidence of the broader systems against which we are pushing back. “When a life 

is what we have to struggle for, we struggle against structures,” Ahmed reminds us (p. 214). 

Part of other-struggle for the willful improviser, as for the killjoy, is to make evident the 

structures we are coming up against, structures made “solid as walls” (p. 1). Here are some 

examples that emerged in companion conversations of the ways in which queer and 

feminist improvisers might come up against walls. 

Stephanie Richards described to me the frustrations of how “progress” can be perceived by 

those coming from a position of privilege. Even when certain issues are getting public 

attention that can lead to more awareness and an upswing of representation opportunities 

within artmaking communities and funding bodies—the deliberate engagement of 

marginalised artists as part of improving public image—this feels like a drop in the ocean of 

struggle against oppression. 

For every benefit that you get for being “unique” . . . I think there’s probably twenty 

slaps in the face. And that’s the hard part, so that sometimes I get frustrated, even 

with really close [colleagues]. I was just on the road last week actually, someone had 

mentioned to me like “oh it’s so good for you right now, your record’s doing great, 

you’ve been getting all this press, you’re totally benefitting from this whole #metoo 

thing!” And I just had to—we were driving a long distance so we had a nice long 

conversation about what that really meant. But I really do feel like that . . . Not even 

a slap, just twenty hard, demoralising, and heartbreaking punches. Sometimes the 

smallest challenges of just not fitting in, to bigger things of being taken advantage of. 

(2018) 
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Pianist and composer Andrea Keller uses remarkably similar language to describe her own 

experience here in australia: “As a woman the successes can be somewhat soured by 

speculation that they are due to gender over merit. This never fails to feel like a slap in the 

face” (n.d.). Even with those who would call themselves allies, there can be a struggle to be 

seen; a struggle that struggles to be recognised. We have to spend time articulating our 

struggles, and it is a struggle to articulate our struggles to others. We need the time to 

explain the slaps in the face, the hard, demoralising, and heartbreaking punches, to provide 

enough evidence to be seen, to be believed. We need to outline the context in order to 

convey the structural significance of individual slights: that the smallest challenges of just 

not fitting in are in fact intimately connected to the bigger things of being taken advantage 

of. Other-struggle is not just struggle with our enemies, but may also occur with our friends. 

We do this in the recognition that these small sites of struggle have larger resonances. 

“Although individuals cannot, as individuals, transcend oppressive systems,” writes 

Shotwell, “we participate in transforming these systems through shaping norms, often via 

engagement within fields of interpretive possibilities” (2016, p. 146). 

Hyelim Kim raised the issue of improvising alongside musicians who conceptualised 

themselves as being devoid of a cultural attachment or musical language and identity, which 

she found to be quite a frustrating experience. “I think developing your own identity and 

language can be quite important,” she told me. “If you are bit blurry about your identity and 

languages, the kind of a dialogue you exchange with the other party can be quite 

meaningless, and the message can't come across quite clearly” (2019). She highlighted how 

she has learnt to fully step in to her own identity, and the importance of doing so when she 

was often perceived by new acquaintances in accordance with their own ideas of who she 

might be, which likely were thanks to stereotyping and assumptions: 

I came to London and Australia and there is not any degree of understanding of my 

music and culture. So I had to prove my own position and identity, so that’s why—if 

I'd just been staying in Korea as a traditional musician, probably I wouldn't have 

been able to develop this kind of strong musical language. I think it's partially my 

personality, and partially because of my situation. 

At the AAO Creative Music Intensive in September 2017, I was lucky enough to come to an 

understanding of the harm caused by my own presumption of cultural neutrality thanks to 
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the patient teaching of Yolŋu-Wägilak songman Daniel Wilfred61. A group of soundmaking 

participants were playing with Daniel singing his manikay (ceremonial song), in this instance 

an iterative cycle on the birrbirrg (the masked lapwing, colloquially known in australia as the 

plover). Most of us in the group collaborating with Daniel and his uncle David were white 

settler musicians, from a mix of institutional Eurological and Afrological musical traditions. 

Even though we had by now heard Daniel and David perform and played with them several 

times in different formations, on this occasion we were without the guidance and 

encouragement of another Art Orchestra member to let us know where we were at and 

what our role was in this—to essentially lead us through what was expected of us as 

collaborators. Without this instruction, we were notably timid, watching Daniel carefully for 

cues—but we were looking for signs that, as the conventions of settler music institutions, 

were not part of his performance vocabulary. Our energy lapsed as our uncertainty grew, 

with all of us trying to soundmake in ways we thought might be interpreted as supportive, 

but even more desperately not wanting to play over or otherwise “contaminate” Daniel’s 

manikay. Eventually, Daniel stopped us, visibly upset, and told us the workshop was over. 

He explained that he was not being met by us as equals, with the right energy for his 

singing, and he was tired of dragging us along behind him. 

I was struck by the realisation of my own self-neutralising, “innocenting” assumptions—that 

I lacked sufficient cultural knowledge and attachment to offer Daniel something to work 

with, to interact with. I later met with Daniel and David by the fire in the main hall (it was a 

spectacularly snowy Tasmanian winter, a vast change to the weather of both Brisbane and 

Arnhem Land), to hear more about what had gone so wrong. It was a moment of reckoning 

with my complicity. Myself and other settler musicking companions had progressively 

moved ourselves further and further from honest and response-able collaboration with 

Daniel in order to preserve our own sense of innocence. This was a different kind of “other 

struggle”, which involved othering. Instead of struggling with and even for the “other”, the 

field of possibility opens exponentially when we approach struggle from sites of collectivity 

and solidarity. 

 
61 For a beautiful introduction to Daniel and his musicking collaborations, along with his uncle David Wilfred, 
with the Australian Art Orchestra, see the short film Djuwaḻpada (Wilfred & Bell, 2020). 
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Collective-struggle 

It is in collectivities that we find reservoirs of hope and optimism. 

—Angela Davis, 2016, p. 49 

By connecting the dots between our own struggles and those of others, recognising their 

intersections and identifying their structural roots, we might also come to know that we are 

not alone in our struggles, with ourselves and with others. As willful improvisers we are 

connected to histories and communities of musickers who have struggled for freedom in the 

past and the present, and take those connections with us into the future. We can seek to 

join with fellow strugglers in collectivities—these might take the form of improvisation 

collectives, forums and discussion circles, community organising efforts, or advocacy group 

efforts that draw together testimony from many who have encountered struggle to make 

clear the systematic nature and functions of the walls we have come up against62. Such 

efforts to connect points of struggle can dissolve the sense of isolation and personal failing 

that comes with internalisation. Andrea Keller writes that:  

It’s only now with age, experience and the wider and more public conversation on 

women in jazz, that I’m realising my behavior and feelings aren’t exclusive, and that 

in fact many women in my field tell similar tales. . . . A major benefit from current 

platforms and forums that provide interactive and open conversation on this topic is 

the realisation that I am not alone in any of it. I constantly learn important lessons 

about my broader community and myself. (n.d.) 

Connecting with others through struggle is necessary for individual killjoy survival. Angela 

Davis is described by Cornel West as “one of the few great long-distance intellectual 

freedom fighters in the world” (2016, p. vii). But she herself articulates the necessity of 

connection and community to her ability to remain in the struggle for now more than fifty 

years: 

What has kept me going has been the development of new modes of community. I 

don’t know whether I would have survived had not movements survived, had not 

 
62 Examples include GRiNM (Gender Relations in New Music, n.d.), and the We Have Voice collective (n.d.). 



 162 

communities of resistance, communities of struggle survived. . . . It is in collectivities 

that we find reservoirs of hope and optimism. (Davis, 2016, p. 49) 

Musicking collaborations that emerge from a united experience of struggle can open new 

ways of approaching co-creation, and in doing so create new challenges, new ways to 

struggle together. Ute Wasserman spoke with me of her experiences performing with all-

woman collective Les Femmes Savantes: 

We were together for ten years, and with them—it’s interesting, I’m not saying this 

wouldn’t happen with male artists but I only had this experience with this female 

group, which was that we were really experimenting with improvisation, composer-

performing, composing pieces for each other, sound art, so you know all these 

influences were interweaving. The collaboration has been very complex and exciting 

and not always easy going. (2018) 

Pauline Oliveros has previously identified her experience of improvising in collectives of 

women: 

Improvising with women brings about a feeling of kinship, collaboration, and co-

operative listening. The music is about inclusion rather than exclusion. There is less 

emphasis on technical mastery and more concern for sounds weaving into shared 

textures. I feel that I have been heard and included in consciousness as a 

collaborator, rather than regarded as an intrusive competitor. (2010, p. 137) 

From my own experiences, I suspect this sense of gender-based kinship may originate less in 

any essentialist “feminine” gender characteristics or performances, and more from a shared 

understanding of struggle, of coming up against walls, of feeling judged and belittled or 

dismissed because of our gender and gender expression—often before we have even begun 

soundmaking. We learn from our own encounters with struggle to respect and appreciate 

the struggles for freedom undertaken by others. We can also experience these moments 

without the specific struggle that we undertake against those positioned in alignment with 

the master-Man as a liberation. We can furthermore take this beyond collectives based on 

struggles with which we identify, and begin to recognise the intersections of other struggles 

with our own, extensions and entanglements to which we can offer the collective weight of 

solidarity. 
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Davis writes about applying the concept of intersectionality to movements, recognising the 

structural connections between struggles for freedom (2016, p. 19). This she views as an 

important component of solidarity. In the example of international solidarity with the 

struggle against apartheid in South Africa, she recognises that it was made possible 

“because they began to see that we have a common . . . connection” (p. 20). If such 

connections are not made clear, then “no matter how much you appeal to people, no 

matter how genuinely you invite them to join you, they will continue to see the activity as 

yours, not theirs.” She mentions that such connectivities were also evident between 

freedom struggles in Ferguson and Palestine: Palestinian activists tweeted advice about 

dealing with tear gas to Black Lives Matter activists in Ferguson. 

It is connecting between and across struggles that brings us into generative contact with 

others, allowing us to see the extent of the structures of oppression, as well as more of the 

possibilities for what freedom might look like. To take up the “imagination battle” (brown, 

2017, p. 18) we must engage in “collaborative ideation” (p. 19). “The more people that 

collaborate on that ideation,” brown tells us, “the more that people will be served by the 

resulting world(s).” As willful queer-feminist improvisers, we choose to direct our will to 

collective freedom. Shotwell (2016), paraphrasing Simone de Beauvoir, insists that: 

if we take seriously the idea that our freedom consists in willing an open future for 

ourselves and others, then we open freedoms to one another. It is inconsistent to 

argue that freedom is taken from us if we are unable to oppress others; our freedom 

consists in willing freedom for others, not only ourselves. (p. 156) 

Willing freedom for others invites us into community. Here we can explore ways of meeting 

and being in collectivities, where we might co-create, co-ideate, co-fabulate, and struggle 

together; where we might also experiment with new ways of exchanging care and 

vulnerable listening. Anna Carlson and Briohny Walker write of their own prefigurative 

experiments of community organising through the Brisbane Free University and Queering 

Health Hobart: 

As we experiment with prefigurative political projects, we are experimenting in our 

own becoming, and that of our communities. We have found ourselves, and each 

other, striving in small and intimate ways to live and learn together. We find 

moments beyond the brutal carelessness of neoliberalism, small tastes of something 
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better. In thinking about how we care for one another in these spaces, we reject 

political projects that separate means from ends, treating the ‘here and now’ as 

simply a testing ground for future expansion. As capitalist social reproduction falters 

and corresponding future imaginaries buckle under the weight of grief and precarity, 

we stop where and when we are, and turn towards each other. (Carlson & Walker, 

2018, p. 790) 

For all of these reasons, these possibilities opened by collective struggle, it is important that 

as women and queers we continue to improvise and strive for freedom, in practice, in 

soundmaking, co-creation, and in our lives and communities. Struggling against oppression 

for freedom is the very way that freedom is given expression63. This is why Afrological 

“freedom music” can be understood to contain more power and the essence of freedom 

than Eurological “free improvisation”. Those Eurological improvisers who began from a 

perspective of class oppression (Globokar; Cardew) or gender-based oppression (FIG; 

Pauline Oliveros) might better understand and express the constant struggle of freedom 

than those who believe they are doing nothing more than expressing the tragic, tortured 

irony of their eternal solitude (Peters). But it is also vitally important for those of us who are 

settlers and otherwise privileged to remain unsettled, to use our awareness of our presence 

to decenter ourselves, clear space, and commit to solidarity with the freedom struggles of 

First Nations peoples. We must continue to recognise the ways in which we are complicit, 

and that we do not leave these entanglements behind either when we enter artmaking 

spaces or when we leave them. It is never enough to strive for personal freedom of 

expression in our co-constituted world. “Liberalism will not save us,” says Shotwell (2016, p. 

148). And Ahmed adds: “We must stay unhappy with this world” (2017, p. 254). 

We are implicated, co-constituted, complicit. Now what? 

If you have come here to help me, you are wasting your time . . . But if you have come 

because your liberation is bound up with mine, then let us work together. 

—Gangalu woman Lilla Watson (as cited in Watson, 2007, p. 47) 

 
63 This may be seen to imply that freedom may not exist without oppression. In a world that is rife with 
inequality and oppression, we cannot be sure what freedom without oppression looks like. In this present 
world, at least, those of us that would call ourselves freedom fighters must stay vigilant against oppression. 
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If colonization is about ownership and territoriality for some at the expense of others, 

anticolonial stances must imagine still being in relation with each other but for survivance: in 

order to grow and to thrive from lived agency. 

—Leigh Patel, 2016, p. 22 

As a white settler, I am well-trained to center myself and my needs and ideas, even when 

thinking of how to support decolonial resistance. Leey’qsun64 woman Rachel Flowers 

emphasises the point that the word “settler” is not a synonym for “non-Indigenous”, but 

rather “a critical term that denaturalizes and politicizes the presence of non-Indigenous 

people on Indigenous lands, [that] also can disrupt the comfort of non-Indigenous people by 

bringing ongoing colonial power relations into their consciousness” (2015, p. 33). It is a term 

implicating an individual in relation to colonisation, with a set of privileges that they can 

choose to understand in terms of responsibility and action, given that these privileges are 

“predicated on the unfreedom of the colonized” (p. 34). Flowers challenges the notion of 

easeful solidarity without recognition by the settler of the co-constitution of their 

subjectivity with the colonial state, and—like Ahmed—invokes willfulness in order to invite 

true resistance and action: “settler political will should be willful, that is, willing to disobey a 

general will . . . a willing willfulness to create the world anew by opposing the old orders” (p. 

36). 

As a settler, I can learn from my past self as willful girl and my present self as willful queer-

feminist and willful improviser. It is with willfulness that I refuse the internalisation of 

struggles against my indoctrination into settler-colonial heteropatriarchal ableist capitalism. 

Committed to reckoning with my complicity, I turn instead to my responsibilities/response-

abilities to stand in willful refusal to be a willing member of this settler-colonial state. In 

these ways, I open possibilities to attend to the “three key sites” identified by Clare Land 

(2015) for anticolonial settler-activist work: “to undertake critical self-reflection, to commit 

to public political action, and to do personal material work” (p. 233). These are not small 

asks—they challenge us “to change the shape of our lives.” Committing to solidarity means 

remembering that “decolonization is not a metaphor,” as Unangax6̂5 scholar Eve Tuck and K. 

 
64 Leey’qsun is a Coast Salish First Nation from Valdez Island, British Columbia, so-called Canada. 
65 Unangan/Unangas are the Indigenous peoples of the Aleutian Islands, divided between the US state of 
Alaska and the Russian administrative division of Kamchatka Krai. 
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Wayne Yang (2012, p. 3) so powerfully remind us. “Solidarity,” they write, “is an uneasy, 

reserved, and unsettled matter that neither reconciles present grievances nor forecloses 

future conflict” (p. 3). Here, I recall again Moreton-Robinson’s challenge to white feminists: 

“to theorise the relinquishment of power so that feminist practice can contribute to 

changing the racial order” (2000, p.186). As queer-feminist improvisers, we accept the 

difficulty, the effort necessary to undertake such a practice of “becoming-with each other in 

response-ability” (Haraway, 2016, p. 125). We take up sweaty concepts, we stay with the 

trouble, we stay willful, we engage in the constant struggle, even as we might meet points 

of unsettling incommensurability: there are “so many overlaps that can’t be figured, that 

cannot be resolved” (Tuck & Yang, p. 31). In reckoning with our complicity, we listen 

vulnerably, staying answerable, we unmaster ideas of purity and refuse moves to innocence. 

We attend to our own discomfort, we commit to personal sacrifice, and we turn up. We 

recognise that we do so not out of altruism or guilt, not in order to innocent ourselves, but 

because our own freedom is entangled in the struggles of those who experience the most 

unfreedoms. This struggle is for nothing less than our collective earthly survival. 

In practical terms—and shifting briefly into my activist voice—I here propose some possible 

commitments for settler queer-feminist free improvising musickers in australia, who are 

seeking to reckon with their/our complicity and practice solidarity and response-ability66: 

Learning histories of Land and Peoples 

Going beyond the delivery of performative Acknowledgements of Country, means a 

commitment to attending to the histories and entanglements of place. Engaging with the 

places on which we live, musick, gather, and think can entail research into the histories of 

settlement and violence, as well as the pre-invasion habitats of this Land and the Peoples 

with whom this Country is co-created. This can also involve taking tours run by local First 

Nations peoples, to learn history as well as language and place names—as often as possible 

learning directly from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and supporting Blak 

businesses rather than relying on settler institutions as the “keepers” of archival knowledge. 

66 Clare Land offers more suggestions of action by settler supporters on her website 
(http://decolonizingsolidarity.org/what-can-i-do/). 
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Learning about our place in australia also asks us to delve into our own histories of ancestry 

and immigration. What Country were you born on? What Country was your mother born 

on? Where has your family lived and worked, and what did they do to survive? My mother’s 

family were free settlers that came to australia from Wales and Yorkshire in the nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries. They were farmers, raising horses, sheep, and tomatoes on 

Boandik, Kaurna, and Maithakari Country (amongst others). I have much still to learn about 

them, but even without specific knowledge I carry these entanglements with me today. 

Staying response-able to ancestry for settlers can mean not being afraid to explore our 

histories, even when it might mean uncovering things we would rather not know. 

Listen, learn, and lift: Amplifying Indigenous and marginalised voices 

Amplifying BIPOC voices, too, can go further than institutionalised “diversity” posturing, or 

piggybacking off the work of First Nations artists and thinkers. A key part of practicing 

vulnerable listening is recognising our own internalised masterful and institutional thinkings. 

Who do we turn to for information? Who do we regard as knowledge holders? This is 

related to Sara Ahmed’s citation politics—where do we trace this thinking and knowledge 

to? How did we come by this knowing? Choosing to cite and share the words of Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islanders, along with other voices that have to struggle to be heard (in 

australia this might also include refugees and non-white migrants, trans folk, and disabled 

folk), can be an important part of knowledge-sharing and truth-telling. We can use our 

platforms as artists to amplify these voices within our own communities, and when we 

engage First Nations performers or speakers at our own events, or benefit from their 

knowledge and practices, we can prioritise paying them reasonable fees. 

Pay the Rent: Pledging a portion of ticket sales 

Even with the low takings expected at free improvisation and other creative musicking 

events, committing a portion (such as 10%) of every ticket sold or donation entry represents 

more than its monetary value. It is about maintaining a commitment to “Pay the Rent” (Pay 

the Rent, n.d.)—to recognise the financial inequalities experienced by Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander peoples, and in recognition of Indigenous sovereignty. Krauatungalung 

(Gurnai)/Djapwurrung (Gundditjmara) activist Robbie Thorpe introduced the idea of Pay the 

Rent in the 1970s, campaigning for government to pay rent to Traditional Owners for 

occupation of these lands. Given the failure of the australian government to commit to this 
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form of reparations, Pay the Rent continues in the form of an individual treaty between 

non-Indigenous australians and Traditional Owners. It is a grassroots-led initiative of 

recognition, that we are on stolen land and as settlers we continue to benefit from this 

theft. Committing a portion of funds from musicking activities insists upon a response-able 

awareness of our position as guests. Funds should best be paid to a local Indigenous-led 

group or mutual aid initiative. 

Turning up: The importance of embodied solidarity 

Turning up in solidarity to Indigenous-led protest actions and events is an important practice 

of bodily support. As Land reminds us: “Supporting local struggles is key to the politics of 

solidarity” (2015, p. 183). There are regularly call-outs for settler supporters to attend 

community meetings and to hear what needs to be done—importantly, these are times to 

follow the leadership and instruction of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander activists. Even 

while turning up at protests, vigils, fundraisers, and other events, there is deepening work 

to do to attend to response-ability: “public political action and self-understanding work are 

inextricable”—“each feeds the other” (Land, p. 190). 

Another site for turning up is in collectivities of unmastery and struggle with fellow settlers 

practicing accountability and response-able entanglement. Solidarity is never-lonely work, 

even at its most difficult. Welcome company. These possible commitments are openings—in 

situated practice they will continue to emerge, shift, change. 

Listening notes for openings 

Marja Ahti & Judith Hamann: Portals (2020) 

Echoes that open new spaces. 

Find our way to new worlds, new possibilities; how a single note or sound can situate us 

entirely differently into shifting possibility, cavernous comfort. 

The acoustic similarity between some cello strokes and sine tones and the human voice. 

Ahti finds the meeting places between acoustic and synthesised sound by exploring space 

using field recordings and feedback. Hamann has a patience matched by few, drawing bow 

across cello with enormous respect for the materiality for all the sonic possibilities, drawing 

them out. 
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Suddenly we find ourselves being lapped gently by waves on the shoreline or floating 

through outer space and in the suspended openings of still possible worlds. The cello 

becomes the creaking wood of a ship, the vibrations of an engine, the opening of a window. 

Openings, openings. 

The title of this track-album suggests the magicking of something open, with something 

different on the other side. In what ways are improvisations portals? What do they help us to 

see differently? 

There is clearly an intention of this kind of opening in Ahti’s work: by finding the moments of 

contact, the touch between “natural” and “artificial”, she unfurls the acoustic cyborg, the 

digital spectre. And touch engenders change. Touch between nature and artifice obscures 

the distinction. Both are natural, are unnatural. When listened to through my noise-

cancelling headphones, what separates “natural” and “artificial” reverberation? Complexity 

is present in both, even in the most “clean” synthetic sounds. 

The “cleanliness” of synthesis; the “purity” of nature. Neither are true: at the moment the 

sounds make contact with eardrums they are contaminated by the listener—their biases, 

memories, histories, understandings, eardrum mechanics, tinnitus, environment. Even before 

this, the waves travel invisibly through impure air, themselves having a micro-effect on the 

atoms they collide with, pass through. 

Canadian geese make regular appearances in peripatetic musician Hamann’s social media 

posts, and their calls enter this space too. Now the cello draws out the complexity of flight, 

of migration, of being from one place and finding yourself in another. It is reminiscent of the 

of Spanish photographer Xavi Bou’s incredible Ornitographies (n.d.), documenting the traces 

of bird flight patterns as though they were left hanging in the air. 

My own string-figures of associations spiral outwards—the goose call a portal into 

emotional memories of the several years in which I lived in Europe, walking around a large 

pond in a small city park named for the genocidal King Leopold II. The pond’s surface was as 

vibrantly green with moss or algae as the spring grass; Belgium’s exploitation of what is now 

the Democratic Republic of Congo is slow to be reckoned with (Nzongola-Ntalaja, 2020). And 

further back in my own timeline, being violently hissed at by a black swan whose babies my 

childhood self was investigating a little too closely. My mind re-engages with the soundworld 
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in my headphones to hear the cello shift from the back of a cave to the inside of my skull, 

with water moving through a tunnel, and a distance mechanism, and insects in dry grass. 
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Collaboration+Contamination 

[S]taying alive—for every species—requires liveable collaborations. Collaboration means 

working across difference, which leads to contamination. Without collaborations, we all die. 

—Tsing, 2015, p. 28 

Sympoietic entanglements 

Improvising is always sympoiesis, with poiesis etymologically derived from ποιεῖν, meaning 

to make, and sym denoting that this making is always a process involving interaction with 

the space we are in and the other critters with whom we are sharing it. “Sympoiesis is a 

simple word,” says Haraway; “it means “making-with”” (2016, p. 58). Improvisation may be 

just one such making-with, as “an intersubjective and dialogic practice in which past 

histories and future aspirations are conjoined in the immediacy of musical creation” 

(Waterman, 2008). Even when playing a solo improvisation we are in dialogue with the 

environment, the listeners, the instrument and its idiosyncrasies, the body (and its co-

inhabitants) and its idiosyncrasies, as well as our own histories, musical and otherwise. 

When we improvise music alongside others, however, these interactions are exponentially 

expanded. Vulnerable listening to and with an environment can be rich and generative, 

leading to rapid developments and unexpected changes of direction. 

This might seem like a very simple statement, however it is interesting to me that it took 

several years of thinking with and of improvisation (in other words, unmastery) for me to 

realise how fundamental these knowable and unknowable relationships forming and re-

forming with human and more-than-human kin are to this practice. This section will 

continue to unpack my emergent understanding these entanglements, as I weave my way 

through collaborations and contaminations in experiences of dreaming, thinking, 

soundmaking, struggling, kinmaking, and musicking of all kinds. At times I will look at this 

through my musicking practice—look my musicking practice directly in the eye—but at 

other moments I will bring in new voices, thinking contaminations of collaborations (and 

vice versa) through my mental health, the body, and ways of being in and with the world. 

Coming to know that even when playing unaccompanied the improviser truly is never 

alone—even as I previously comprehended Haraway’s observation that “earthlings are 
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never alone” (2016, p. 58; emphasis in original67)—reframed/is reframing my approach to 

not only performing solo, but also the musicking of my practice room. This transformation is 

one that is ongoing, as I gradually “let in” those contributors and companions that I 

previously had ignored, shut out, and in many cases even tried to eliminate (especially those 

parts of myself to which I saw myself as working in opposition). As I become more aware of 

the intricacy of networks and relationships with which I am entangled even before I meet 

fellow musicking humans, I have greater respect for the complexity of interactions that 

might take place once I am soundmaking in the company of other soundmakers—they, too, 

come with their own webs of entanglement. In this way, I can visualise the moments of 

improvising-with-others as contacts between our tangled and tentacular68 webs, as 

constellations of experience and possibility, combining and recombining in new and 

unpredictable ways. 

This “making-with” of group improvisation takes form through collaboration, but also 

through contamination, two terms explored in by Anna Tsing (2015). As a starting point for 

my emergent thinking of these two terms in relation to one another (and to musicking), I 

give the following always-already entangled distinctions—understandings that will continue 

to emerge-expand-complexify in an iterative practice of return in the pages to come: 

Collaboration entails active, conscious intent by involved parties. It requires enthusiastic 

consent, a willing intimacy, responsiveness, and strong mutual respect. It creates the 

conditions for generative collective creativity. 

Contamination is the not-quite-conscious or wholly unconscious wondrousness of 

sympoiesis: the consequences of contact (touch, change) and becoming-together. It is all 

the unseen and unknown factors that are feeding in, bleeding in, and blurring lines. 

My use of contamination, after Tsing, intentionally disrupts the common understanding of 

this term as the negative in a good/bad binary—an incursion of an outside that might taint 

 
67 The emphasis here is to recognise these words are themselves borrowed, from a video game developed in 
collaboration with the Iñupiat, based on the traditional Iñupiaq tale “Kunuuksaayuka”: Never Alone (Kisima 
Inŋitchuŋa). 
68 To think together with Haraway again, we are entangled with the tentacular ones: 

Their many appendages make string figures; they entwine me in the poiesis—the making—of 
speculative fabulation, science fiction, science fact, speculative feminism, soin de ficelle, so far. The 
tentacular ones make attachments and detachments; they ake cuts and knots; they make a 
difference; they weave paths and consequences but not determinisms; they are both open and 
knotted in some ways and not others. (2016, p. 31) 
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and pollute, for instance, the “purity” of a “natural” environment. In my thinking, one of the 

clearest enunciations of contamination is Earthseed’s all that you touch you change/all that 

you change changes you; it is the messiness of “subjectivities formed and re-formed in the 

profound and unpredictable dissolution and recombination of identities, whereby misfires 

can lead to cohesion” (Siddall & Waterman, 2016, p. 18). And it is here—in these compost 

piles; in the “layered, curious practice of becoming-with others for a habitable, flourishing 

world” (Haraway, 2016, p. 168)—here we might learn something new about ourselves, our 

sound-making, and music itself. Situated in and contaminated by the company of texts and 

sounds and soundmakers and collaborators, along with several (more and less friendly) 

iterations of my own self, I am always-already entangled in the mess. 

Collaboration is the intentional making of conditions in which fruitful and exciting 

contamination might occur. For a host of reasons, women and queers have frequently taken 

it upon themselves to gather their own groups of collaborators together. My conversation 

companions discussed their own instances of this: for Ute Wassermann, it was Les Femmes 

Savantes; for Nicole Mitchell, Samana, the first all-women group of the AACM. This 

particular kind of collective leadership—in the gathering of likeminded collaborators—is a 

queer-feminist act: the act of “women making work together is already politicised” (Brown 

Collective, in Mayhew, 2015, p. 237). It does not prioritise a common goal, but rather a 

common approach. Examples of feminist art collectives within australia demonstrate 

resistance to individualised authorship that can disadvantage and disregard those names 

assigned “woman” or other marginalised identity, as well as providing support to young 

artists entering an at-times hostile art world, allowing for creative freedom and comfort 

with risk-taking, and providing opportunities to form fruitful and often lifelong artistic 

coalitions, collaborations, and companionships (Mayhew, 2015). In improvised musicking, 

these values are explored and combined in real-time. Pauline Oliveros articulates what 

musicking in all-woman collectives brought to her practice: 

The unique values, understanding, and expression each woman brings to our 

improvisations helps me to understand my own evolution as an improviser in a 

continually expanding collaborative process and language. That process includes 

sharing space/time, sharing states of consciousness and body consciousness, and 

elevating the sensuous nature of sound onto a par with technical mastery in making 
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the music. This process is of the body, in the body, and out of the body. The 

vocabulary of the language includes sounds as well as pitches, the syntax comes 

through inner and outer dialogue with self, space, and others through weaving and 

sharing in the moment; the forms arise and shape themselves from the energy of the 

body—breath, sensations and consciousness through listening and tuning to the 

presence of others—this is “harmonic anatomy”. (2010, p. 145) 

Women gathering in collaborative soundmaking-artmaking collectives is about creating 

unmasterful spaces where contamination is able to occur; it is less about a “safe” haven, 

away from men, and more about unlearning the values of the master-Man that preclude the 

risks of contaminative entanglement. Contamination here does involve the incursion of an 

outside, but especially in ways that lead to transformation. What that transformation is, is 

not fully determinable. The scale can be small or large or anything in-between. 

Contamination is an ongoing part of relationship-forming between anything. An illustration 

of these processes can be seen in an instance of my own performance experiences: 

I am improvising with Liam Flenady in our electroacoustic duo Richard&Linda at 

Make It Up Club in Melbourne: he makes a sound, that at once reminds me of sounds 

he has made before, sounds I have heard in other contexts, something completely 

unrelated to sound/music (something with emotional resonance, painful or joyous 

perhaps, or something synaesthetic, a texture, a colour). I am not fully conscious of 

any of these things, and they interrelate in complex formations. I have perhaps not 

yet changed anything I am doing in terms of sounding/musicking, or maybe I have. 

Either way, I am contaminated in my becomings-together with him. 

There is no perceptible event, but I suddenly become more aware of the audience in 

the room. The audience contains friends that I knew during my undergraduate 

studies in Brisbane, some of my regular musical collaborators and people I am in 

community with, along with less well-known and unknown faces, newer contacts 

that I have only been introduced to this evening, and other soundmakers for this 

evening who have played and are yet to play. This affects my conscious decision-

making, even as I am not aware of the string of connections made or calculate the  

reactions and relations being formed.  
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It is much warmer inside than outside. This changes my body’s ecosystem in subtle 

and immeasurable ways. Bacteria in my gut behave differently. The effect that this 

has on my performance is once again largely outside of my perception and control. I 

notice how my flute behaves a little differently here than in Brisbane, and make some 

semi-conscious adjustments; I am responsive to these changes even if not cognitively 

aware. 

Reflecting on this from the future, a future in which Liam and I are no longer in life 

nor musical partnership, I can see, too, how this eventuality and my unknowingness 

of it in this moment filters backwards against chrononormative timelines to 

contaminate our performance. This was one of our last few performances together, 

before our relationship and collaboration would come to an end—something that we 

had no way of knowing at the time, but that nevertheless was a present reality in the 

moment that we were playing. 

Through these encounters with other musicians, audience members, time, place or space, 

contamination may be seen as what Tsing describes as a “happening”: “that is, greater than 

a sum of its parts” (2015, p. 27). She continues: 

We are contaminated by our encounters; they change who we are as we make way 

for others. As contamination changes world-making projects, mutual worlds—and 

new directions—may emerge. [Multicellular life was made possible by multiple, 

mutual contaminations of bacteria (Margulis & Sagan, 2000).] Everyone carries a 

history of contamination; purity is not an option. One value of keeping precarity in 

mind is that it makes us remember that changing with circumstances is the stuff of 

survival. (p. 27) 

Gary Peters’ position is that co-creators are precisely and no more than the sum of their 

parts; we might infer that he has neglected to account for contamination, and therefore has 

missed a crucial component of collaborative processes. “Without collaborations,” Tsing says, 

“we all die” (2015, p. 28). Peters (2009), on the other hand, asserts that: 

It is not so much working together to make something new out of the old but, 

rather, the more solitary act of “standing-within” the old, occupying it in such a way 

that its own opening into being or “thrust into the Open” is preserved. If there is a 
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collaborative dimension to improvisation it is not empathetic but closer to what 

Heidegger describes as the “unsociability” of “Being-with”. (pp. 16–17) 

Such a position on improvisation has its origin in an idea that via “reason” and “rationality” 

traverses genetics, economics, psychology, and philosophy: that of the “individual” 

advancing its own interests as the main motivator of survival. Tsing points out that this 

position in has come to be represented in ways that make it “useful at many life scales” in 

the form of Richard Dawkins’ “selfish gene”: that “[i]t is the ability of genes (or organisms, 

or populations) to look out for their own interests that fuels evolution. Similarly, the life of 

Homo economicus69, economic man, is a series of choices to follow his best interests” 

(Dawkins, as cited in Tsing, 2015, p. 28). This has been a fruitful fantasy for European social 

advancement and for the projects of imperialism, colonialism, capitalism. But there have 

been many casualties. As adrienne maree brown points out, “We are in an imagination 

battle” (2017, p. 18): she reminds us that many Black people are dead because “in some 

white imagination, they were dangerous”, and that so many structures of our societies, 

from nation states and borders to economics and value, are at their core about controlling 

collective imagination. The imagination battle is deadly serious, and the idea of the liberal 

“human” individual (the overrepresented Man) is a formidable opponent. But with 

contamination and collaboration, we might yet find ways to entangle ourselves with messy 

conglomerations of co-constituted oddkin. 

How we imagine contamination invites, and forecloses, possibilities for these sympoietic 

transformations of kinmaking. The term contamination is often employed in reference to 

spoil, destruction, unwelcome incursion, disruption. Contamination as an oil spill, an 

invasive, ecosystem-altering moment. In 2018, for instance, I was listening to improvising 

musicker Jim Denley performing a concert of quiet and delicate improvisation when a loud 

reggae band struck up next door, overpowering the sonic space. There were casualties, even 

as there was also continuation. This is contamination, of course, on a large and disruptive 

scale. But there is also an imaginative choice here: in whether to treat this new scenario as 

potential collaboration. Contamination pre-exists the oil spill. It was and is always-already 

happening. The river in which the oil spill took place was not “pure” Nature, as Timothy 

 
69 The term Homo economicus/economic man is generally attributed to political economist John Stuart Mill. 
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Morton points out: “Nature only works as a concept when it is normative, and this 

normativity is predicated on a difference between Nature and non-Nature” (2016, p. 111). 

Contamination is not only Nature coming into contact with ecosystem-altering non-

Nature—partly because these imaginary categories do not really exist.  

Contamination opens up space and potential for something new to emerge. There is no 

immediate “good” or “bad” judgement that can be applied. Time is needed, along with the 

art of failure—something new and pleasing or pleasurable will not always appear. 

Meanwhile, collaboration does not equate cohesion. It is coming-together, being-together, 

making-together. Oddkin in fact implies making-together despite a lack of cohesion. Making-

together is a process of becoming-together, creating relationships new and anew, even (and 

perhaps especially) where there are crashes, clashes, disagreements, difficulties. Tension is 

a force for change through contact, touch, friction, struggle. In this way it can be helpful to 

avoid general categories of what-goes-with-what or like-with-like. Attuning on the level of 

attitude can be more vital. 

I visit and revisit again the words of Olamina-Earthseed placed on the page by Octavia E. 

Butler (1993), finding my attention now drawn more deeply into the more-than-human 

entanglements at play: 

Consider: Whether you're a human being, an insect, a microbe, or a stone, this verse is 

true. 

All that you touch 

You Change. 

All that you Change 

Changes you. 

The only lasting truth 

Is Change. 

God 

Is Change.  
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adventures in contamination: dreamseeding and psychiatry 

In the Deep Listening70 class I am taking, we experiment with seeding our dreams and 

sharing dreamseeds that seep into our waking life. We set dream intentions, a “petition” to 

our dreams, that we share in the abstract with others in our “dreampod”—a consistent 

group of three or four that meets in breakout rooms during our weekly Zoom gatherings. 

This week, we are exploring collective dreaming for a period of 48 hours, asking our dreams 

for some answers not just for ourselves but for other podmembers, and even members of the 

entire class. I had asked my dreams for help finding lightness and levity in my approach to 

difficult internal struggles around writing, commitment, follow-through, and the persistent 

internal narrative that “what I touch I break”71. My fellow podmembers were also engaged 

in finding greater connection with themselves, their ancestral lines, their inner knowing, and 

their ability to self-heal and self-rescue. I am yet to find concrete answers in my subsequent 

dreams, but as a result of the class I increasingly return to dream fragments throughout the 

day, paying attention not only to the images and narratives and characters that make it 

through to my conscious mind, but also the flashes of a dream not-quite-remembered, that 

exist beyond what I can grasp. 

One dream created a sense of self-empowerment that I am carrying through to the writing I 

am doing this morning, a positive contamination that is helping me override a sinking funnel 

of despair that had settled over me on the weekend. Today I am returning to writing my PhD 

after taking my third period of leave in the last year, and this return is marked by trepidation 

and difficulty accessing faith in myself, confidence in my ability to start writing and to keep 

writing, and yet, with the contaminative aid of my own dream, I am here and writing—

perhaps not the kind of writing that is traditionally expected to make it into a doctoral 

thesis, but words on a page nonetheless. 

Exploring mental health, particularly in the form that I am currently encountering, as a 

struggle between different parts of oneself, is an opportunity to see contamination in 

action. The contaminative power of negative self-talk, narratives, and underlying structures 

of (dis)belief, not always manifest in language and certainly not often consciously 

 
70 In September to November 2020 I participated in an online course run by the Deep Listening Institute, 
founded by Pauline Oliveros. 
71 As Alexis points out to me, this contradicts my scholarly view that tension is generative. My scholarly view is 
often in contradiction to longstanding deep-brain narratives; I continue to practice unmastery. 
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registered, over a period of years and even decades, has an immense effect on all parts of 

life experience. This is all so difficult to unpick—chemical? cognitive? trauma? nature? 

nurture? expectation? fantasy? reality? individual? collective? societal? structural?—that 

neuroscientists and biochemists do not even know why it is that common antidepressant 

medicines work, or why they often do not (Anderson, 2013, p. 41). In Gut Feminism (2015), 

Elizabeth A. Wilson demonstrates how making room for contaminative thinking when 

considering mental health is generative on two planes: firstly, by considering the workings 

of the brain or the mind as integrated with other systems of the human body, specifically 

the gut, and secondly by no longer separating critical feminist engagement from biological 

and pharmaceutical data. By thinking across fields that have been traditionally sequestered 

from one another—even positioned as antagonists—alongside body parts regularly 

considered in isolation, we begin to be more able to see the complex array of effects that 

filter across barriers, cellular and ontological. 

Wilson sets up this complexity, refusing to choose a side within a number of commonly 

accepted binaries: 

It will be my presumption throughout that biology and culture are not separate, 

agonistic forces; that a political choice cannot be made between biological and 

cultural agency; that the interaction of biology and culture (nature/nurture) is an 

inadequate solution to the problem of etiology; that the relative weight of biological 

or cultural factors cannot be individually calculated; that biology is not a synonym for 

determinism and sociality is not a synonym for transformation. I use “contingency” 

here . . . to mark that state of nature-culture entanglement that is almost impossible 

to articulate: coimplication, coevolution, mutuality, intra-action, dynamic systems, 

embeddedness. (pp. 8–9) 

My goal is to draw in the periphery of the body as psychological substrate and 

deisolate brain from body, psyche from chemical, neuron from world. (pp. 13) 

I have been journaling about my mental health and about my struggles with my flute 

practice on and off for many years. I have received an array of diagnoses for the mental 

illnesses I have experienced, and am at the time of writing undergoing further diagnostic 

testing while trialling different combinations of psychiatric medications alongside 

psychotherapy and behavioural practices and rituals. Even in the midst of this process, the 
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most difficult part is accepting that I am not going to find the thing that “fixes” me—in fact, 

that I am not “broken” and in need of “fixing” at all. Rather, that due to the complex 

interrelation of my biology (itself influenced by sympoietic agreements between inherited 

genetics and countless environmental encounters) and my circumstances, I have developed 

survival strategies that I continue to return to because they have worked for me at crucial 

moments of my life, and that I now consider harmful or at odds with the person I want to be 

and the values by which I want to live. The despair that I feel at being unfixed and unfixable 

(unmasterable!) also carries within it the seeds of hope, in that I do not in fact have to wait 

to achieve some kind of benchmark of mental wellness in order to begin living my life and 

doing what I most want to do. Learning to replace “buts” with “ands”—I want to write my 

PhD but I continue self-sabotage transforms into I want to write my PhD and I continue to 

self-sabotage—adds a kernel of possibility not previously accessible, and also demonstrates 

the entangled, tentacular reality of life on earth. Instagram therapists helpfully describe this 

as “feeling our feels and doing The Thing anyway”, which is something of a mantra for me, 

even as the difficulty of this process shifts like sand dunes, moment to moment, day to day. 

I cannot be conscious of all of the contamination that is happening to and within my body 

and mind in any moment. When I practice mindfulness, bringing attention to the activity of 

my thoughts and to sensations in my body, I can hold so little of the whole of what is 

perceptible within the scope of my awareness, and I regularly have difficulty disentangling 

the rapid-fire sticky mess of my thoughts even into distinguishable words or images (and 

that is before even beginning to contend with all that is beyond my interoception). I am 

learning to accept mindfulness as similar to encountering dream fragments—holding space 

for my experience to be what it is without trying to capture the whole of it in one go, 

allowing parts of it to emerge more prominently in my conscious awareness, so that I might 

be able to identify at least some parts of myself that require attention and maybe 

compassion and nurturing. Due to survival strategies that I have developed, I have difficultly 

accessing interoceptive sensation in parts of my body, and there are countless processes 

taking place that I have no possibility of accessing beyond the space of my imagination: fluid 

osmosis, firing neurons, cell division, toxin filtration and immune responses, bacteria 

interacting with cells that are mine and not mine, unconscious associations between a 

particular colour and a memory, the longer lasting effect of texting with a friend the night 
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before—these imperceptible contaminative processes are infinite and their effects 

immeasurable. All that I can hope to do is to bring my attention to certain things that are 

accessible to me in the present moment, accept the discomfort that is present, add gently 

directive energy to my thoughts and feelings, and let the processes take place. Through 

therapy and practicing awareness, I can at times create some space between psychosomatic 

responses and behavioural choices, choices about where to direct my perceptive awareness, 

thoughts, words, and actions. (This is not always successful, in part because contamination 

is by definition unpredictable.) 

Here I am going to talk through my experience of self in relation to writing this thesis, to dig 

deeper into the idea of the biological culture self and the challenges that might be laid bare 

in improvisation. I am not alone in this thinking and this writing, but sometimes I have been 

lonely—in too much of the company of my own head, my own imagination, which can be 

dangerous. Companions help me with perspective, but it can sometimes take quite some 

disentangling. I improvise in another form in this writing, reckoning with my struggle of that 

present moment. 

A current experience of this unpredictability: I have been writing for a little more than an 

hour, and have over 1,000 words—the first such achievement in many months, written on 

the day after taking four weeks of sick leave. This should feel encouraging and reassuring, 

but the more I write, the more anxiety rises in my chest. It is unclear to me if this is because 

of the experience of writing (am I creating expectations for myself that are unsustainable? 

this pace will not last/I cannot hope to experience this again/this is the last time this will 

happen so don’t get used to it), that I am judging what I have already written (yeah, but this 

isn’t real PhD writing, I’m not actually getting the words down that I need to get down), or is 

my recently increased Pristiq72 dose to blame? Or the extra half-strength coffee I had? Is it 

mental or biochemical? Of course it is a combination of both, and more: as my best friend 

and thinking-musicking companion Jodie Rottle and I remind one another regularly, it’s 

science and feelings. The question emerges: do I take a Valium73 to counter the anxiety? Will 

that increase my likelihood of developing a benzodiazepine dependence? Will it actually 

 
72 Pristiq is the brand-name of desvenlafaxine, an SNRI (serotonin and norepinephrine reuptake inhibitor) 
antidepressant medication. 
73 Valium is the brand-name of diazepam, a benzodiazepine medication that helps relax muscles and ease 
physical anxiety symptoms, but also carries a risk of addiction. 
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make me feel worse instead of better? Is the problem more in my thoughts, in worrying 

about it, than in my body? Should I just get into my body more, move around a bit, shake out 

the excess energy? Maybe I just need to sit with the anxious feeling for a moment, observe, 

ride the wave, let it be here. As the causal factor is likely a combinative effect, I might do 

best to employ a combination of responses, but the options are overwhelming and I find 

myself weighed down by decision fatigue. I notice a part of my brain observing myself as I 

write this, engaging in ableist self-critique: “this is stupid”. 

Even as I write, I can feel into the ways that this decision fatigue—this moment amongst 

many within the spectra of executive function deficits (Silverstein et al., 2020)—is 

complicated by the wants and needs of this work in this moment. I want to consume—in the 

sense of eating, voraciously—so much literature that I have yet to fully explore, 

incorporating ever more companions. I want to tie all of it in with my tangled mess of 

thoughts and observations and experiences. Listen to all of the new music being dropped on 

Bandcamp Fridays by my peers, find my way back into fluting even while I am doing my best 

to find my way back into wording, writing, thinking. Wandering into the somewhat risky 

quagmire of my mental health and bringing my reader with me, I look back and wonder if it 

is possible to bring all of this back to musicking. There are many questions here: What effects 

might the medications I am taking on my creative flow and soundmaking? How might an 

awareness of these thought processes, psychological-biochemical experiences, internal 

ruptures and frictions, narratives, help or hinder generative soundmaking—with myself and 

with others? 

There are no clean lines, no decontaminated laboratory conditions, no clear answers. There 

is only contamination: the messy, entangled, interdependent, complex, implicated, 

connected business of living (and dying) and thinking and musicking and falling and trying as 

a more-than-human earthling. 
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a contaminated term (deepening, revisiting) 

Contamination is a word with unavoidably negative connotations. To contaminate is to 

“pollute or make impure or unclean, either by contact or by mixture” (Park & Allaby, 2017b). 

A contaminant is: “Any substance that pollutes or contaminates another. In particular any 

physical, chemical, biological, or radiological substance that causes an impurity in the 

environment (air, water, and soil) and/or which may be harmful to human health” (Park & 

Allaby, 2017a). Synonyms of contaminant include contagion, corruption, disease, infection, 

toxin, pollutant, poison, and impurity. Contamination is a process strongly correlated with 

harm. This is perhaps made abundantly clear in a time of global pandemic. In the early 

months of 2020, before the process of COVID-19 transmission was fully understood, the 

official advice focussed on handwashing and surface decontamination, and supermarket 

shelves were rapidly emptied of hand soap, alcohol-based sanitisers, and surface sanitation 

sprays.  

The antonym to contamination is purification: “The process of making something pure; free 

from anything that debases, pollutes, or contaminates” (2017c). But outside of only the 

most controlled sterile laboratory environment, purity is a myth, and often one used to do 

harm. As Alexis Shotwell in Against Purity (2016) puts it: “however the bounds of the “we” 

are drawn, we are not, ever, pure. We’re complicit, implicated, tied in to things we abjure.” 

(p. 7). This is observable in our physical bodies: “Our bodily boundaries are penetrated and 

traversed by viruses, chemicals, microbes. This way of being compromised names the sense 

in which we are liable to danger, vulnerable, potentially or actually damaged or sickened” 

(p. 7). We are born contaminated, with nonhuman cells co-mingling with our own. 

But in fact, for the human body to be functional and resilient, we require copious amounts 

of nonhuman inhabitation within what we consider the bounds of our own self: “being co-

constituted with the world, ontologically inseparable, just seems to be our condition” 

(Shotwell, 2016, p. 7). Scott Gilbert’s use of the term “holobiont”—first suggested by 

biologists Lynne Margulis and René Fester—encompasses both an organism and its 

“persistent communities of symbionts” (2017, p. M73). He illustrates this simplistically and 

fantastically: 

When you think of a cow, you probably envision an animal grazing, eating grass, and 

perhaps producing methane at her other end. However, cows cannot do this. Their 
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bovine genome does not encode proteins with the enzymatic activity needed to 

digest cellulose. What the cow does is chew the grass and maintain a symbiotic 

community of microorganisms in her gut. It is this population of gut symbionts that 

digests the grass and makes the cow possible. (p. M73) 

And, of course, the same is true for the human organism—we are only made possible by our 

internal ecosystems, which are numerous, overlapping, and interdependent. 

Only about half the cells in our bodies contain a “human genome.” . . . We have 

about 160 major species of bacteria in our bodies, and they all form complex 

ecosystems. Human bodies are and contain a plurality of ecosystems. Our mouths 

are different ecosystems than our intestines, or our skin, or our airways. (p. M75) 

Gilbert demonstrates that we as humans are not biologically “individuals” in any of the 

classical definitions of animal individuality—anatomy, genetics, development, immunity, 

physiology, and evolution. In each of these various traditional understandings of 

individuality, we are somewhat monstrous holobionts, teeming with interconnected, 

symbiotic lives, each of which is not reducible to a single self-contained organism. 

Everything down to our very DNA is contaminated by our symbionts (as well as our 

environment and environmental conditions), to a degree of complexity and indeterminacy 

that makes it impossible to say what “our” essential traits might be. As humans, we are 

always already more-than-human. 

Of course, this is not only a phenomenon of biology or physiology, but also of our cultural-

social, political, and subjective conditions—our self-concept, our subjectivity, our psyche. As 

we have visited repeatedly throughout this inquiry, the myth of masterful purity is evoked 

to uphold structures of power and domination, notably race and gender-based 

categorisation and oppression, which themselves are in many ways interrelated and co-

created. Intersectionality, as originally conceived by Crenshaw (1989) and as subsequently 

theorised and developed, goes some way to recognising the complexities of our 

identifications and experiences of power dynamics and systematic oppression, but is 

hamstrung by the continued reliance within legal frameworks and social understanding on 

definitions of distinct and unrelated categories. 
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In contemporary therapeutic advice (especially in the accessible and easily digestible form 

found in social media posts), there is a great emphasis on naming and communicating 

personal emotional and social boundaries: the lines that divide behaviours towards us into 

categories of acceptability and unacceptability, that when crossed give us important 

information about how safe or not a person is for us to be in relationship with. This is an 

important part of recognising our needs in relationships to others, and our own 

responsibilities in managing them, however problems tend to arise when there is an 

expectation that these boundaries be fixed and impenetrable. That these kinds of 

boundaries require repeated reassessment and maintenance points again to contamination 

and complexity: there is no one-size-fits-all when it comes to establishing or maintaining 

boundaries, often we only recognise the need for one once it has been crossed, and then it 

will likely change over time as your relationship with another person changes. 

Our bodies hold on to our memories and experiences and traumas in ways still deeply 

mysterious to us. The messiness of our bodies, their relationships with themselves, 

ourselves, one another, and the world, is also brought with us into musicking spaces: 

To play music, especially to improvise, is in part to bring oneself under the influence 

of other bodies from the past. We perform memories, our own and those of others. 

My body and my bodily practices are partly molded by memories personal and 

cultural—which means that my body, my practices, are not wholly mine. To 

improvise, then, is to call on the resources of our bodies and catapult ourselves 

beyond the confines and capacities of our singular bodies. (Wong & Eidsheim, 2016, 

p. 217) 

Through the unmastery practice of free improvisation we dedicate some effort toward 

unlearning the ways of playing and being with the instrument and with music that we have 

been trained in, sometimes over decades. Of course, this is an impossible task, and that is 

not a problem. Our bodies remember. The contamination here is what of that 

institutionalisation creeps back in—that this is not within the musician’s control (cognisant 

or otherwise) is a big part of why this is contamination. Denying our cultural attachments 

and bodily memories is to reintroduce mastery, and to insist upon an impossible purity 

founded in erasure. 



 186 

I find myself contaminated by contamination-thinking in increasingly widening circles of my 

life experience—reading fiction, eating at a restaurant, tracking astrology transits, on the 

phone with my mother, watching movies. In the 2018 film Annihilation74, Natalie Portman’s 

military biologist character, Lena, says of the “shimmer”—an expanding alien prism that 

refracts not just light but DNA, rapidly transforming and mutating life forms across lines of 

species (and genera, and kingdoms, and even more-than-life structures such as salt 

crystals)—“it’s not destroying, it’s making something new”. Contamination is such an 

important process because it introduces the possibility of something that was not there 

before. The word “shimmer” is also invoked by Deborah Bird Rose to refer to the brilliance 

of the biosphere, its irresistible attraction that invites visitation and therefore contact, 

contamination, change—a concept that she learned from the Yolŋu Aboriginal people in the 

Victoria River region of the Northern Territory, from their word bir’yun: 

Bir’yun is the shimmer, the brilliance . . . it is a kind of motion. Brilliance actually 

grabs you. Brilliance allows you, or brings you, into the experience of being part of a 

vibrant and vibrating world. (D. B. Rose, 2017, p. G53) 

Rose makes a plea for us holobiont-humans to abandon the violence and cruelty allowed by 

our human exceptionalism. She asks us to unmaster, undo this conception of ourselves as 

separate from and superior to other lifeforms and the world around us, not by absolving 

ourselves of responsibility but rather by recognising our culpability, how we are entangled, 

implicated in and co-constituted with the world. She demonstrates how we learn this from 

the enduring wisdom of Aboriginal people, who have not lost this knowing, have not 

enacted this rupture, split, of mastery, of Man over Nature. We are asked to stay present 

with and response-able towards contamination.  

 
74 This movie was deemed too cerebral and complex for australian cinema-going audiences, and was instead 
released straight to the online streaming platform Netflix. It is surely just a coincidence that its four leads—the 
only characters for much of the film—are all women. 
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contaminative experiments in collaboration: A Millennia of Seepage 

In addition to my companion texts, important collaborative artists have stepped into my 

practice, altering and transforming it, and opening space for new questions and even modes 

of inquiry. My collaborative artistic relationship with digital media artist and researcher 

Amelia Hine emerged from our mutual participation in Brisbane Free University events, and 

my admiration of her work shared via social media—sensing a shared aesthetic attraction to 

the weird and the eerie (Fisher, 2016). I first invited her to make some promotional artwork 

for concert events by the contemporary European art music ensemble I co-directed, Kupka’s 

Piano, and later for the Kin Makers concert series I ran in 2019–2020. For this concert series, 

Amelia also made a 30-minute silent film—Ultimate Lifestyle Apparition (Hine, 2021)—that 

was screened with a live improvised score by Richard&Linda (the duo I had with my ex-

husband, guitarist and composer Liam Flenady). After initially envisioning an extension on 

this as an expanded, feature-length version of this project, with the addition of a second 

screen featuring live-mixing of the performers and the film footage, Amelia and I turned 

instead to other projects. We received a quick turnaround COVID-era-specific grant through 

Arts Queensland and QMusic for the socially-distanced co-created A Millennia of Seepage 

(Reardon-Smith, 2020b): three short films with a score of recorded improvisations by myself 

as cyberBanshee, my solo electro-flute alter ego. 

Listening now to the scores of these films, I am struck by how influenced my single-take 

improvised tracks are by the sounds and feelings of sci-fi films and space epics. Oscillator 

effects transform the flute into a synth organ, and multi-temporal grain delays add a 

futuristic digital counterpoint to the augmented intervals that I am playing. Insect-like 

mouth sounds—clicks and taps—are amplified and echoed, and an eerie pedal tone drones 

underneath a properly cinematic electro-Wagnerian symphonic close. There is a lot going 

on, visually and sonically, but there is also a lot to make sense of, referencing early B-grade 

horror films alongside contemporary space epics such as the Christopher Nolan-directed 

Interstellar (2014). In conceiving the work, Amelia and I explored notions of nonlinearity and 

resistance to narrative direction; our description aims rather to open some possibilities for 

the listening-viewing collaborators to think into: 

A Millennia of Seepage . . . explores speculative underground existences. In keeping 

with our previous collaborative practice this three-video narrative collectively 
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focuses on underrepresented nonhuman experience, in this case the largely hidden 

subterranean world of groundwater and stygofauna, infused with eerie electro-flute 

soundscapes. In creating a sense of momentum and tension through the works, we 

consider the impact of anthropogenic change on the largely invisible underground 

through abstract representations, and move toward a speculative future of sub-terra 

post-nonhuman, playing on the multiple definitions of posthumanism and extending 

them beyond anthropos exceptionalism. (Dogmilk Films, 2020) 

The collaged images suggest a peaceful coexistence of insects, reptiles, crustaceans, and 

microscopic organisms made massive, alongside relatively tiny human folks It is reminiscent 

of Dinotopia (Gurney, 1992), perhaps mixed with a helping of H.G. Well’s Empire of the Ants 

(2007—originally published in 1905)—although the humans do not seem to be alarmed, the 

engorged critters are not altogether unmonstrous. The human forms that appear, taken as 

they are from creative commons photographs, are noticeably predominated by white men: 

dated images of NASA engineers and astronauts, early underground explorers (likely in 

mining), beach cliff hikers, and 19th-century commuters gathering on a train platform. This 

lends a sense of fantasy that again harks back to early science fiction cinema, and (we hope) 

might be viewed with a sense of critique—that all too often, when the dominant culture 

imagines venturing into “new worlds” (whether outer space or below the surface of the 

earth) it can only envision specific kinds of white men leading the way. I wonder at how this 

observation fed into my hints toward blockbuster sci-fi soundtracks, uncanny and 

uncomfortable as they might also be. 

Coming as this work is from two queer women/more-than-women, there is a level of irony 

involved in co-creating with these images and references. We have both engaged with 

philosophy and activism around our subjectivities and positionalities—investigating how we 

are privileged and implicated by the prevailing social and economic order in so-called 

australia. So there is irony, but also a kind of disappointed resignation, given that the 

creative commons media library was overwhelmingly predominated by whiteness and 

maleness. Such a limitation is both representative of and a contributing factor towards the 

continued centering of the figure of the able-bodied white man as the norm from which all 

other human forms are considered deviations. Our work was deeply contaminated by this 
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uncomfortable normativity, even as we sought to superimpose other contaminations into 

this imagined more-than-human subterrain. 

In collaboration, Amelia and I are relatively hands-off with one another: we have an abiding 

mutual respect and trust each other to make provocative but artistically aligned decisions. 

There is a degree of mystery for each of us about the other’s craft and processes, and 

besides making some very general form-and-content decisions together in video call 

meetings that tended to last under 10 minutes (we are both Aries Suns) we tend to work 

independently, contaminated as we are by what we know of each other’s work and 

aesthetic sensibilities. I ended up recording the audio tracks in my living room with the 

completed videos playing, half watching, half using them as a visual timer with which my 

soundings could co-evolve. This setting, recording in my living room, was a distinctively 

quarantine 2020 experience, and so this too undoubtedly found its way into the resulting 

tracks. The sound and images were stitched together, and so the collaboration continued 

almost outside of our human control—we have no way to know how close the sync might 

be to my original relationship to the videos. Even though the videos are uploaded and now 

stored in perpetuity online, I still feel that improvisative and collaborative elements are 

deeply embedded, playing their roles in the contamination that continues with every new 

click, stream, view.  
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doing nothing 

I have been thinking about contamination as “doing nothing”. In How to Do Nothing (2019), 

artist and thinker Jenny Odell writes about resisting the “attention economy”: “the invasive 

logic of commercial social media and its financial incentive to keep us in a profitable state of 

anxiety, envy, and distraction” (p. xii). Odell’s timely text could not have predicted how, as a 

global community, we were about to be drawn even deeper into this sticky quagmire thanks 

to the COVID-19 pandemic, as Zoom calls and social media became our primary modes of 

connecting with one another. I listened to this text as an audiobook, while in transit, while 

washing up or hanging out clothes, while “walking” my cat Willow75—in other words, 

decidedly not doing nothing. It was not without humour that I observed the irony of my 

need for constant stimulation; listening to an argument against constant stimulation so as 

not to be left alone with my thoughts while completing menial or transitional tasks, so that I 

might not have to count it as “wasted” time or, worse, that I might get caught in thoughts 

that lead me to darker places of self-judgement or unwelcome recollections. 

I am also enclosed in noise-cancelling headphones just now, as I write, listening to a 

soothingly familiar playlist (although on shuffle) of experimental ambient music as a barrier 

between myself and my environment. Distracting myself so as to shut out distraction. 

Yesterday, however, I was overwhelmed by feelings in my body and unable to work or 

write—this was okay, as I had already decided that this was to be a “fermentation” day. I lay 

on my bed feeling strangely drained and miserable, and gradually became aware of a 

juvenile grey butcherbird on a branch directly outside my window, babbling away to itself.  

In her book, Odell draws on her birdwatching habit to demonstrate the importance of 

surprise and curiosity in being really present, to give her readers “permission to be a human, 

in a body, in a place” (Shechet, 2019). It had, in a way, reminded me to pay attention to how 

often I pay attention to birds. I noticed how I know, for instance, that a pair of figbirds 

regularly occupy a stretch of powerline at the end of the street, especially early in the 

morning as I walk to and from my dawn yoga practice. I see the male much more often than 

the female, easily identifiable by the striking red skin around his eyes. The female lacks this 

 
75 Technically, this mostly involves standing still while Will (on a red leash) inspects a patch of the garden along 
one side of the block of flats where I live for lizards. 
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shock of vibrant colour, but instead has a striated olive pattern over the white feathers on 

her breast. I have to gaze a moment longer, depending on the light, to make sure it is her 

and not one of the flock of similarly shaped and sized noisy miners that hold an aggressively 

territorial occupation of much of the street. Recently when returning for a visit to my 

parents’ farm on Giabal and Jarrowair country (southwest of Toowoomba), I was taken by 

an olive-backed oriole that was obsessed with attacking its own reflection in the laundry 

window, which, as it is visible from the dining room, was a regular interruption to our 

conversations at daylight meal times. The oriole is a relative of the figbird, with similar olive 

colours and a striated pattern, and interestingly has red eyes (rather than skin around the 

eyes). 

Back in my bedroom in Coorparoo, Jagera country (southeast Brisbane), and the babbling 

young butcherbird—I observed as it gently practiced many of the gymnastics of its syrinx76 

through nondescript chirps and warbles, as well as mimicry. In its cries were brief fragments 

of the songs of magpies, lorikeets, spotted necked doves, crested pigeons, magpie larks, 

noisy miners, and brief experimentations with its own local dialect of butcherbird melody. I 

showed a clip of these soundings to my Swiss flatmate, who was astonished that 

butcherbirds practice mimicry; later, in talking to an australian friend, I realised that she too 

was unaware of this practice (apparently 30% of australian birds do this!). It is more subtle 

than the showy and famous lyrebird, whose imitations of everything from kookaburras to 

chainsaws has won it global internet appreciation. And to my knowledge this kind of 

experimental approach is most common amongst younger butcherbirds, who are testing out 

their capabilities—once they reach an age where mating and defending territory become 

their main preoccupation they use their strong-voiced and melodious call with more pointed 

intention. Likely for this reason, it is most often in late-spring that I have observed this multi-

songed warbling practice. 

My sweet-throated friend stayed a good half hour in the poinciana branches that reach 

toward my bedroom window, and in that time I was brought back into the present moment, 

my body, this place, and into gratitude that I am situated here and amongst these precious 

creatures. Butcherbird song has fed into my own personal narrative of why I chose to return 

 
76 The vocal organ of birds, distinct from the folded tissue larynx of mammals. 
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to Brisbane after studying in Belgium—hearing two birds singing on a YouTube video struck 

me as so much more remarkable than the trills of European wrens in the courtyard by my 

apartment. Butcherbirds drew me home (such as it is for a descendent of settler-colonisers). I 

wrote a piece, dedicated to my parents and their farm on Giabal and Jarrowair country—

Olive (2016)—in which I feature a quotation, transcribed from these videoed bird calls and 

arranged for two flutes. I have a pied butcherbird tattooed inside my right wrist, 

accompanied by two other black-and-white songbirds local to the homes of my childhood 

and present self: the australian magpie and the pied currawong (complete with a yellow eye 

that has been lost to my olive skin). And butcherbirds continue to remind me to come home, 

to myself, into the existence of my ears, my body, situated in place. 

My awareness of butcherbirds bringing me into place is part of coming to appreciate 

bioregionalism. Odell (2019) recognises that: 

Similar to many indigenous cultures’ relationships to land, bioregionalism is first and 

foremost based on observation and recognition of what grows where, as well as an 

appreciation for the complex web of relationships among those actors. More than 

observation, it also suggests a way of identifying with place, weaving oneself into a 

region through observation of and responsibility to the local ecosystem. . . . In these 

ways, bioregionalism is not just a science, but a model for community. (pp. 122–123) 

As an attentive listener to the birdsong of my neighbourhood, I am co-musicking, 

collaborative, making-with these songbird companions. I hear their soundings with my 

human ears, and cannot know how differently their bird ears and minds perceive these 

melodies. I integrate them with my own soundmaking and sound-perceiving practices, 

mimicking pitch patterns by whistling and fluting. On the flute (so often drawn toward 

imitating birdsong), I explore butcherbird-like iteration, improvisational shaping and 

reshaping of patterns and interlocking musical exchange. Even when sounding very 

differently, I am contaminated by butcherbirds. For me, it is not so much Hollis Taylor’s77 

“zoömusicology” (2017, p. 4). Encountering birds gives me pause—a moment of doing 

nothing that is also not nothing, a moment of situatedness and consideration, of 

 
77 Violinist, composer, and ornithologist Hollis Taylor is another musicker who is especially contaminated by 
the pied butcherbird. Her book Is Birdsong Music? (2017) entangles butcherbird calls and notated music 
practices and Eurological musicological analysis in ways that depart from my own practice, but that also lead 
to a questioning of clear nature-culture distinctions. 
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remembering where I am and recognising my emergent feeling of who I am. In this way, 

doing nothing can lead to contamination, and maybe collaboration. 

A pied butcherbird flies into Nat’s kitchen while I am there to write. It pinches some 

breadcrumbs from the chopping board. We watch it and talk to it. I whistle its local melodic 

dialect, and after I give a few variations it utters one slightly hesitant response that echoes a 

little in the space.  



 194 

practice as collaboration, collaboration as practice 

Utter, open, sense, swallow, flutter in your fingertips. 

No fucking discipline; just hard work of some kind. 

Track the sound of your own soundtrack. 

Squeeze out of me those sounds that turn to words. 

Flash/hear sound; press/draw memory; pump/bend mind and heart; spin/weave fabric. 

Distraction lures you to an imagined language, to make sense of the nonsense, the 

remnants: there is a place for almost everything in the shifting quilt. 

—Shelley Hirsch, 2009, p. 162 

For many years, I was not in a collaborative relationship with my instrument, or for that 

matter with myself. Aiming for mastery over my instrument and my body and my brain 

stood in the way of me forming deep, collaborative intimacy with myself or with the flute. 

And yet, my experience of iterative encounter with struggle has itself had an impact on me. 

By applying some curiosity to my experiences of difficulty, resistance, discomfort and pain 

(physical, mental, emotional, spiritual, musical/artistic), hardship, disappointment and 

despair, self-criticism that verges on self-flagellation, exhaustion, anxiety and depression, 

and obsessive cycles and intrusive thoughts, I have been able to cultivate a vulnerable 

intimacy with some of my own shadows and am learning to work in collaboration with 

them. In this way I am also learning how I have found intimacy in my relationship to my 

instrument almost despite myself. Embracing my experience of mental health difficulties, 

along with learning and acknowledging the particular pressures of late-capitalist settler-

colonialism and the commodified, institutionalised European art music that I trained in, 

have helped me to appreciate myself in new ways. I am learning to listen to myself 

vulnerably. As someone who quite vividly experiences internal splits, who at times siphons 

off a part of themselves in order to accuse that part of all their flaws and faults and 

wrongdoings as well as all that goes wrong in their life, I am learning to have new 

conversations with myself and to offer previously punished internal expressions the care 

and compassion and openness they need and deserve. I am letting them have their voice, 

denied for too long. I am coming to their defense. I am recognising my emotions and 

responses and triggers and behaviours in new ways. And this has flow on effects for my 

soundmaking practice, and on my approach to “practice” in and of itself. 
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Engaging in queer-feminist thinking of collaboration has pushed me to unmaster practice. 

Practice is not to make perfect, and it is also not to make permanent—the stern reminder to 

music students like myself who are deemed insufficiently disciplined about their practice 

room habits. Practice might help to form habitual patterning, to build body memory, but 

such patterns are never fixed, are always subject to change, are always already changed and 

changing. Iterative rather than repetitive, practice is returning in order to see what has 

changed and is changing and what new changes we might activate. Nonlinear, practice 

requires circling back. Improvising dancer Marlee Grace calls it “The constant return. The 

forever remembering” (2020, p. 18). In this remembering, we might return to presence, 

somatic awareness, curious about what has happened while we forgot, got distracted, 

formed expectations, left parts of ourselves and maybe our bodies behind and subscribed to 

heterofuturity, to capitalist logics of value and production, to narratives of progress. 

Practice is part of collaboration. It is giving ourselves the opportunity to grow together. We 

will not easily get this “right” first time. We will continue to fail. Maggie Nicols talks of 

improvisation as “social virtuosity” (in S. Rose, 2017, p. 72)—it is not without skill, even as 

we resist the idea of mastery. Rather than something to be mastered, conquered, tamed, 

collaboration is an ongoing practice; improvising in company is an act of practicing it. We 

practice not in order to achieve some end-goal, but rather for its own sake—like Marlee 

Grace, we practice for the sake of practice. Through repeated encounter, we practice 

vulnerability and taking responsibility, response-ability. We practice in order to grow 

together, to change together, to make ourselves vulnerable in ever new ways through our 

developing intimacy: sympoiesis. 

Practice is “nonlinear and iterative” (brown, 2017, p. 103). In distinct opposition to the 

Eurological-institutional conception of practice, we practice not for “progress”: the “forward 

march” which shapes ideas of “success” and “failure”, which offers “no leftovers, no excess, 

nothing that escapes” (Tsing, 2015, p. 21). Rather our practice of improvisation is concerned 

with curiosity, the idea that by following “multiple temporalities . . . we might look for what 

has been ignored because it never fit the time line of progress.” Through improvisation we 

practice existing in queer time, crip time, more-than-human time. As queer-feminist free 

improvisers, we do not aim toward outcome, we are agnostic about the future. 
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Practice is this bringing us into dehumanist, more-than-human contact, not once, but 

iteratively. This necessarily includes bringing us into contact with newness, with change, 

repeatedly—Earthseed’s only lasting truth brings to mind a Heraclitean wisdom: You could 

not step twice into the same river. Even when we return to the same place, with the same 

people, the same instruments, the same packed lunch, the same opening utterance, we are 

greeted with infinite variation. We are not the same people; it is not the same river. For this 

reason, our collaboration practice is grounded in curiosity: collaboration is a “curious 

practice” (Haraway, 2016, p. 126). Curiosity was the quality present in my most present, 

vibrant, and generative practice sessions as a European-tradition music student, and it is 

what led me to my practice of new music and eventually to improvisation. In many ways, 

improvisation was a manifestation of my going to extreme lengths to rediscover curious 

practice. 

Curious practice involves “going visiting”—a thinking-with described by Haraway after 

Arendt78: 

Visiting is not an easy practice; it demands the ability to find others actively 

interesting, even or especially others most people already claim to know all too 

completely, to ask questions that one’s interlocuters truly find interesting, to 

cultivate the wild virtue of curiosity, to retune one’s ability to sense and respond … 

holding open the possibility that surprises are in store, that something interesting is 

about to happen, but only if one cultivates the virtue of letting those one visits intra-

actively shape what occurs. They are not who/what we expected to visit, and we are 

not who/what were anticipated either. (2016, p. 127) 

This “visiting” then has much in common with the curious practice of vulnerable listening: 

practices which cultivate response-ability, right relationship with ourselves and with others 

in the practice of collaboration. Through curious practice, we build intimacy. We 

collaborate—with instrument, spatial resonance, the sound that reaches our ears, maybe a 

score, maybe other soundmakers, and with our body and mind as they have arrived at this 

space—asking new questions of all of it and paying attention to the answers. As Matana 

Roberts says, “It didn’t really matter how I got to the end result as long as the process was 

 
78 “To think with an enlarged mentality means that one trains one’s imagination to go visiting” (Arendt, as 
quoted in Haraway, 2016, p. 126). 
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inquisitive, challenging—invigorating” (2009, p. 259). There are moments in my practice 

where I feel the flute is “playing me”: I stay curious to the failures exposed not so much 

through my exploiting weaknesses of the instrument, as the instrument revealing itself and 

its mechanics, as well as revealing the weaknesses of me, the player. 

Collaboration is part of practice. Queer-feminist practice is collaboration, and collaboration 

is a queer-feminist practice. We practice queer-feminism by exploring how to be with 

ourselves and with one another in ways that resist the heteronormative, cisgender, and 

patriarchal scripts that have been provided. Through the curious practices of visiting, 

vulnerable listening, we learn to pay attention to the connective tissue of collaboration, the 

bridges that we build between oddkin. We practice improvisation by letting these new ways 

of being in relationship lead the way. In particular, we pay attention to our emotions—to 

learning to willfully own our anger and stubborn determination, to overcoming the shame 

that was never ours to carry, through embracing the erotic connective power of our shared 

joys and sufferings. As Ahmed points out: 

emotional journeys are bound up with politicization, in a way that brings a subject 

into a collective and a collective into a subject . . . [Emotions] are bound up with how 

we inhabit the world ‘with’ others . . . emotions are precisely about the intimacy of 

the ‘with’, of the relationship between selves, objects and others. (2003, p. 239–240) 

She describes how she can trace her own coming to feminism in terms of feelings, emotions, 

but also how this is necessarily mediated by readings of these experiences of feeling that 

rely on collectivity. It is in collectivity that we realise that our pains and sufferings are not 

privatised but socialised, that they are the result of systematic oppressions. This is not so 

much recognising one’s own pain mirrored in others, but “responding to the pain of others 

without assuming one can inhabit their bodies” (p. 245). By collaborating, practicing visiting 

and vulnerable listening, we respond to our pains with a shared anger that is “loaded with 

information and energy” (Lorde, as quoted in in Ahmed, 2003, p. 247) to direct into action. 

Our queer-feminist collaboration practice is in translating pain into action via shared anger; 

in forming collectivities to resist oppression, stand in solidarity with our oddkin, in response-

ability and commitment, and think and make (soundmake, kinmake) in company towards 

new possibilities, toward futures that remain possible, toward still possible worlds.  
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contaminated-collaboration: a queer-feminist spell for improvisation 

Collaboration is thinking and making in intentional company, already and always 

contaminated. Collaborators are the company that we have some level of control over: we 

can choose at least some of our companions. In making choices about who to collaborate 

with, there are always choices made for us and contaminations that we had not accounted 

for. Because of this, there is risk to collaborating. We are intentionally stepping into 

situations where we will be touched and will touch others; that is, we will be changed. 

Change is unpredictable and can be destabilising—we will contaminated by companions 

that we did not consciously choose. But improvising with companions is also generative. 

Change is necessary to make new things, to make things anew. And change is emergent 

from contamination: contact with others. By recognising that we are always-already in 

company, in contact with others, we can choose to approach our companions through 

collaboration. By collaborating, we are choosing to open ourselves to contamination. The 

lines between collaboration and contamination are messy, unclear, entwined, entangled—

they coexist. Our cultural and biological worlds co-exist, rubbing up against one another, 

they are sympoietic, always-already together in what Haraway might call heaping compost 

piles. 

Oliveros defines collaboration as “joining or combining forces with another or others in 

interactions to produce work” and furthermore that “collaboration is a community of 

effort—preferably an equality of effort” (2010, p. 26). She identifies “differences in the 

resources of collaborators” (pp. 26–27) as essential components, and although she uses the 

heteronormative example of sexual reproduction as an example, we can find innumerable 

models of collaborating contaminatively with oddkin in the very queer examples of her life 

and practice. (In her queer-feminist study of Oliveros’ musicking-as-lesbian, Martha Mockus 

practices “listening carefully by conceptually restoring the overtones to those pitches that 

produce “all kinds of harmony going on” in all their queer complexity” [2008, p. 3].) Deep 

Listening serves for Oliveros as a “bridge to collaboration” (2010, p. 26), and she notes that 

what matters is “an interest in participation, the cultivation of listening strategies, and 

willingness to explore sound” (p. 29). To cast my queer-feminist spell for contaminated 

collaborations of free improvisation, I gather together a few more of my own ingredients.  
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Contaminated collaboration is a necessarily flexible spell. There are multiples of multiples 

when it comes to combinations of ingredients and conditions. When I first started thinking 

into what was meant by the word “collaboration”, I presumed it implied the kind of making-

with that involved soundmaking with other soundmaking humans, in human company. As I 

have continued this work, I have come to realise how many more companions and 

collaborators I am already working with even before I enter the company of other human 

soundmakers, and the complex generative potentials that I find in those relationships even 

in the situations I had previously considered to be playing “solo”. My initial conception of 

collaboration involves intention, choice; it interacts in an enfolded way with contamination, 

the change-via-contact that we may not have actively chosen. But choice here does not 

mean that we have complete control over who and what we soundmake with—even when 

we do make these choices, set these intentions together, there are all kinds of unexpected 

contaminations at play. Through collaborative improvisation we listen vulnerably, with 

presence and curiosity, trust, a willing intimacy, open to change and being changed. But as 

willful improvisers we can make response-able choices anew: to say “yes” or “no” in the 

moment, to retain our sense of who we are and to choose whether or not to give consent. 

This is an agency we also extend to our collaborators, decentralising, while remaining aware 

of and responsible to the pre-existing power dynamics between collaborators. We actively 

work to unlearn leadership, mastery, control. We fail. We experiment, practice. 

Many of the ingredients I have identified here align with adrienne maree brown’s (amb) 

components of “emergent strategy”, which themselves are adapted from the work of 

Octavia E. Butler, as outlined here: 

Octavia Butler 

All successful life is 

Adaptable, 

Opportunistic, 

Tenacious, 

Interconnected, and 

Fecund. 

(amb) 

(Fractal) 

(Adaptive) 

(Nonlinear/Iterative) 

(Resilient/Transformative Justice) 

(Interdependent/Decentralized) 

(Creates More Possibilities) 
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Understand this. 

Use it. 

Shape God. 

(Scholarship, Reflection) 

(Practice/Experiment) 

(Intention) 

(2017, p. 15) 

This spell for collaboration opens emergent processes. Emergence, brown states: 

shows us that adaptation and evolution depend upon critical, deep, and authentic 

connections, a thread that can be tugged for support and resilience. The quality of 

connection between the nodes in the patterns. / Dare I say love. / And we know how 

to connect—we long for it. (2017, p. 14) 

The ingredients for a collaboration spell I have explored here are qualities to reflect on and 

work towards, to practice (and not least to practice practice itself). However, even without 

these specificities we might trust our own knowing of how to connect and collaborate: as 

Oliveros compels us, “play first” (in S. Rose, 2017, p. 197). These qualities have made 

themselves known to me through playing first, both in my practice of improvising with other 

soundmakers, and through companion thinking with collaborators, texts, discussion 

partners, friends and communities, environments, instruments, and more-than-human 

encounters. My sympoietic intimacy with all my collaborating companions will expand with 

my continuing practice, and I leave room for the likely possibility that new ingredients will 

emerge with time, make themselves known. 

 

GATHER INGREDIENTS : 

come contaminated 

  practice curious presence 

   unmaster leadership 

    cultivate vulnerable intimacy 

     celebrate oddkin 

      suspend the future (practice, not progress) 
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CAST THE SPELL : 

come contaminated 

We do not come to collaboration as independent, self-contained individuals. We come 

already implicated and entangled; we are holobionts with history. Of course, we cannot hold 

all of our entanglements in conscious awareness, and learning our histories and how we are 

implicated and complicit is an ongoing, neverending process. But the queer-feminist 

improviser strives to come to collaboration aware of the pre-existing socially determined 

power dynamics between musickers, and of their own musicking self-concept. 

By grounding myself in my own willful, queer-holobiont identity and in my entanglements 

with my instrument, the particular shapes my hands like to make on flute keys, the sounds I 

find myself returning to—my own particular musical-artistic-cultural identity which forms 

and reforms—I am able to come to collaboration with other soundmakers with a balance of 

adaptability and resilience. I practice in various formations of relationship with my emergent 

self, so that I might approach the possibility of finding ways to be in companionship with 

others. I allow myself to be changed, but without allowing myself to be entirely subsumed 

into or under others’ ideas and sounds: I am willful. I take care with my offerings, knowing 

that by soundmaking in company I am touching and changing others: I am responsive and 

responsible, practicing and cultivating response-ability. 

practice curious presence 

Contaminated collaboration takes place in the present. We come together in a place, a 

space—real and/or virtual—that itself is contaminated, teeming with lifeforms and histories 

and associations and entanglements. And we come together through the medium of sound 

at a moment in time that is now. This is identified as an important distinguishing factor of 

improvisation, even as it is also a defining characteristic of existence. Now is ever-emergent. 

We cannot know the extent of all of the entangled presences and absences, but we can 

approach the present moment with curiosity. Contamination happens in this here and now, 

change happens, sound happens. 

Engaging in a curious practice keeps me steady on this plane of emergent change. 
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unmaster leadership 

We have acquired institutional habits of orienting ourselves towards authority. We have 

trained ourselves to attune to certain voices, to hear them over others—the master-Man; 

the saxophone; a regular pulse. Collaboration requires us to unmaster these habits as best 

we can. We listen vulnerably to voices we have been trained not to hear. All contaminated 

collaborators, whether human or more-than-human, soundmaking or not, are musicking. All 

are leaders; all are followers. We stay capable of response by relinquishing a need for 

control, or for being led. Contaminated collaborators are interdependent. 

Unmastering leadership can be practiced, too, when one or more collaborators engage in 

Conduction (Morris, 2017)—codes of gesture for soundmakers to interpret. Conductioning 

musickers can also be rotated; soundmakers and nonsoundmakers can pass opportunities 

around. Collaboration requires questioning celebrity, uncanoning, collectivising authorship. 

All are active participants, co-creating and being co-created, forming and reforming. 

cultivate vulnerable intimacy 

Intimacy in human-human relationships requires active consent. “Yes” can be risky, and risk 

can move us away from consent because it is not always possible to know the flow on 

effects of a “yes”. And so “no” also needs to be an option. “No” in this way does not mean 

shutting things down, denying a companion their own agency. It means “no, that specific 

thing will not change me in the way that seems most compelling”; “no, I will not be reactive; 

no, I will not follow you on that path”. Important here is the concept that “your no makes 

the way for your yes” (brown, 2019, p. 15)—that by staying on the path of right relationship 

with ourselves and feeling into where our own boundaries lie, where it is safe for these 

boundaries to shift and change responsively without being compromised, you might better 

access the “multitudinous” pleasures of consent (p. 197). 

Consent in contaminated spaces can be tricky. Dehumanist practices of vulnerable listening 

open us to the possibilities of being changed, and of changing others. We experiment, stay 

sensitive. 
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celebrate oddkin 

The generative potential of contamination is founded in difference. We form communities 

of oddkin in the knowledge that we are not looking to recreate exclusive categories of 

sameness: queer sameness is very different to heteronormative sameness. 

Difference is infinite, but it is also precious. The first “function” of Audre Lorde’s erotic is: 

in providing the power which comes from sharing deeply any pursuit with another 

person. The sharing of joy, whether physical, emotional, psychic, or intellectual, 

forms a bridge between the sharers which can be the basis for understanding much 

of what is not shared between them, and lessens the threat of their difference. (in 

brown, 2019, p. 31) 

We practice forming bridges through shared joy. We practice knowing that we can share joy 

with any other being, human and more-than-human. We practice a dehumanist vulnerable 

listening. 

Improvising in collaboration can mean improvising with fellow soundmakers in a casual jam 

situation, and also soundmaking “solo” along with listeners (fellow musickers; musicking-

kin) in a performance setting. The collaborative contributions of listening-without-

soundmaking musickers is one reason performance can be such a fruitful and generative 

experience. Improvising in collaboration can also mean with the listening ear of space and 

place and other more-than-human beings and objects and possibly a recording device. All 

improvisation is sympoietic, is making-with, is collaboration infused with contamination, is 

practice, and is enriched by the oddkin relationships between soundmaking and non-

soundmaking musickers. 

suspend the future (practice, not progress) 

Practice is never solitary. Collaboration is a curious practice, and response-able practicers go 

visiting with their companions—internal, external; human, nonhuman, more-than-human; 

their internal splits, their internalised messages, their body memories, their difficulties, their 

gut microbiome, their voice/s and instrument/s, distractions, presences and absences, 

fellow soundmakers (including the garbage truck passing by), the space they sound into, the 

histories they know and do not know. We unmaster music practice by knowing that we are 

always-already thinking and (sound)making in company, and therefore approach every 
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instance as curious practice, as going visiting, cultivating intimacy and response-ability. We 

refuse narratives of progress, heteronormative and modernist futurity, and embrace 

practice as nonlinear, iterative, present. We welcome change, and through iterative 

encounter seek not to determine sound, to control it, master it, or even to capture it as an 

objective observer—we seek, rather, in contaminated collaboration, to shape change. We 

suspend the future to unmaster the progress narrative of the master-Man, but in 

collectivities we ideate still-possible worlds made in the here and now.   
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Musickin: Contaminated soundmaking as kinmaking 

FIVE POSSIBLE CONCLUSIONS 

I turn to writing my conclusion(s) as Mercury stations retrograde in Gemini: a time of “REs” 

(revision, review, reflection, repair, reform, resistance, renewal) and so a time for me to 

revisit the thinking within which I have embedded myself via the emergent process of 

writing this thesis. Astrology provides me with a powerful metaphor for understanding the 

cycles of my life and my iterative habitual patterns, and that this retrograde of the planet of 

communication is now travelling backwards through my third house of writing projects, 

daily rituals, and local community feels especially apt as I anticipate the final weeks of my 

PhD. Completion is not one of my strong points—as difficult as I find both starting and 

continuing, resistance to finality is an especially powerful quicksand of my life experience. 

And yet, with the motivating urgency of a looming due date, I am able to force myself to 

begrudgingly place that full stop, even if it perhaps appears a little ahead of where it might 

in order to assure my reader they have all of the information they need in order to follow 

my argument. 

Vanessa suggested to me yesterday that I might choose to write a “Choose Your Own 

Adventure” of maybe five conclusions. Today it occurred to me that by doing this I am 

following the example of Sara Ahmed, who closes Living a Feminist Life (2017) with a double 

conclusion—“A Killjoy Survival Kit” and “A Killjoy Manifesto”. In Parable of the Sower 

(Butler, 1993), Lauren Olamina packs a “go bag”, anticipating the inevitable crisis that befalls 

her walled community and the kit of items she will need in order to survive. Toshi Reagon 

and adrienne maree brown (2020), in their podcast analysis of Parable of the Sower and its 

sequel, Parable of the Talents (O. E. Butler, 1998), pose the question to their listeners of 

what belongs in their own go bags—especially prescient as they recorded their discussion in 

the months before the commencement of the COVID-19 pandemic and Black Lives Matter 

uprisings of 2020. Ahmed, too, foresees the challenges to survival for feminist killjoys, and 

recommends a collection of companions with which the killjoy supports themself: books, 

things, tools, time, life, permission notes, other killjoys, humour, feelings, bodies, and a 

manifesto (2017, pp. 235–249). The conclusions of my queer-feminist thinking of free 

improvisation are likewise a survival kit to carry forwards with me, and as an offering to my 
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fellow musickers. In my go bag you will find emergence, response-ability, freedom (and its 

associated struggles), and community—the vital company and kinship of other musicking 

survivors. After packing my go bag, I entangle myself in the contaminations of a 

collaborative experience, making musickin atop a stage of boulders in a liminal zone 

between towns, states, and nameable experiences. 

In free improvisation, I have found for myself what Octavia E. Butler has called a “positive 

obsession”, which for her was storytelling, writing, science fiction, at a time when there was 

just one other Black person being published in the genre, and no Black women. In an essay 

of the same name, recounting her path to becoming that one Black woman, she wrote: 

An obsession, according to my old Random House dictionary, is “the domination of 

one’s thoughts or feelings by a persistent idea, image, desire, etc.” Obsession can be 

a useful tool if it’s positive obsession. Using it is like aiming carefully in archery. 

(1996, p. 727) 

Positive obsession emerges also in Lauren Olamina’s Earthseed verses from The Parable of 

the Talents (O. E. Butler, 1998, p. 47): 

God is Change, 

And in the end, 

God prevails. 

But meanwhile… 

Kindness eases Change. 

Love quiets fear. 

And a sweet and powerful 

Positive obsession 

Blunts pain, 

Diverts rage, 

And engages each of us 

In the greatest, 

The most intense 

Of our chosen struggles. 
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My queer-feminist thinking of free improvisation has persisted through some of my own 

personal struggles thanks to this positive obsession. Sometimes that has maybe done as 

much harm as good: “Positive obsession is about not being able to stop just because you’re 

afraid and full of doubts,” Octavia warns. “Positive obsession is dangerous. It’s about not 

being able to stop at all” (1996, p. 730). In staying with this at-times dangerous positive 

obsession, seeing it all the way through the end of a thesis I was not at all sure I would be 

able to finish, I have been extremely fortunate to take risks that were enabled by the 

support and companionship of others. 

Reflecting on the development of my artistic research as documented through two masters’ 

dissertations, a number of published papers, and now this current inquiry, I notice my 

persistent interest in the formation and expression of my own subjectivity through my 

musicking practice. It is this present thinking, however, which has unfolded my awareness of 

how co-created, emergent, and necessarily entangled—contaminated—my own sense of 

self/s (musicking and otherwise) is with my companions. Musicking has been an essential 

practice of self-realisation and subjectivity formation for me, but in no small part that is 

because of how it has been a practice of community building, establishing intimacy with 

oddkin, experiencing vulnerability, touch and change. Soundmaking is a practice of 

kinmaking. 

Each of my five possible conclusions is something of a manifesto for soundmaking as 

kinmaking—what I have come to call musickin. Like Ahmed, I am deeply cognisant that I am 

in need of companions for my queer-feminist musicking survival. I contribute these 

thinkings in the queer-feminist tradition of manifestos, “a killjoy genre”; what we have to 

say “because of what is not being done” (Ahmed, 2017, p. 252). The overrepresentation of 

Man in the discourse of free improvisation is a barrier to musickin—it sets limits around 

what we consider freedom, and for whom it might be made available—and therefore a 

manifesto of musickin itself requires the intersectional queer-feminist killjoy work of 

disrupting this representation, “making manifest what exists” (p. 252). The dehumanist 

work of unmastering the predominance of Man is not merely calling for the inclusion, one 

by one, of those of us who have been excluded from the domain of the “human”. Instead, 

we insist upon radical new visions, a reckoning with the exclusivity of masterful categories 

that have been violently split off from one another. We commit to learning from and 
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thinking-with our already entangled, contaminated, situated, holobiontic existences. In the 

messy entanglements of queer-feminist musickin, we collectively ideate new possible 

futures, sonic and otherwise. 
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First conclusions: Emergent musickin 

I can see why you are an improviser. 

—my principal supervisor, Vanessa Tomlinson, one week before my due date (June, 2021) 

The thinking presented in this thesis developed over the course of four years of living and 

musicking on Jagera and Turrbal Country, in southeast “queensland”, australia. In the course 

of that time, I went from being in a heterosexual-presenting marriage with a cisgender man 

to being separated (formal divorce proceedings pending), a newly single queer exploring 

their gender identity alongside new romantic partnerships and entanglements. When I 

started this doctorate I was yet to adopt my cat, my companion-familiar Willow. I was yet to 

meet some of the people who are now most important in my life, not least my dear 

companions of the Brisbane Free University and its Radical Reading Group. In this time I 

have worked as a disability support worker, a flute teacher, a lecturer at a private college 

that largely caters to screen actors, a peer assessor for the national government art grants 

body, an arts award judge, a research assistant, transcriber, casual tutor and lecturer and 

marker, podcast audio editor, composer, and freelance performer. Improvisation went from 

being my keen interest alongside my work with Kupka’s Piano performing hyper-complex 

notated scores by australian and international composers, to being my primary musicking 

practice. Kupka’s Piano recorded an album, performed at festivals, went silent for a bit, put 

on a few final events and then folded. I began working with live electronic processing, and 

because this development was in the companionship of fellow witch and magicking-

musicker Nicole Carroll, it was very natural for this transition to become entangled with my 

own deepening magick practice. I learnt a lot about astrology in the course of my doctoral 

candidature, enough that I am now capable of reading someone else’s birth chart, but I use 

my knowledge instead to track my own planetary transits and remind myself daily that the 

only lasting truth is change. I travelled back to Europe, then later to the United States, then 

briefly back to Europe once more. I performed in most states in australia. I formed my 

oddkin trio Rogue Three and we released two albums and have recorded a third. I survived a 

mental health crisis with the help of two clinical psychologists and a psychiatrist; a third of 

the east coast caught on fire; a global pandemic was declared and we went into lockdown; I 

ran out of money several times over and relied on family and community support; I moved 

back to my parents’ farm on Giabal and Jarrowair Country; I was diagnosed with ADHD and 
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started medication that makes life under late-capitalism a little more possible for me. I 

haven’t been on a plane in eighteen months. I finally got my driving licence. I fell in love and 

after a month or so of bliss we tripped badly over one-another’s traumas. I wrote a lot of 

letters and poems and practiced the art of relationship repair. I went from being at the tail-

end of my twenties to settling into my mid-thirties, finally closing out my Saturn return. 

In short, it has been a time of great change. 

At some point, it became clear to me that the thesis I was writing, the thinking in which I 

was engaging, was documenting my own identity/subjectivity/self-concept forming and re-

forming in the course of a very long (and at times difficult) embodied life-improvisation. This 

is as per the words of Gillian Siddall and Ellen Waterman that close the introduction to their 

edited volume exploring improvising bodies and relationships: 

In embodied improvisations, subjectivities are formed and re-formed in the 

profound and unpredictable dissolution and recombination of identities, whereby 

misfires can lead to cohesion. There is no clear sense of individual agency here; 

indeed, there is a sense of loss, or at least of the fluidity of identity, but also the 

capacity for individuals to change based on their willingness to engage with others, 

embrace the intimate chaos, and recognize that meaning and sensuality cannot exist 

separately. (2016, p. 18) 

Whether coincidental or not, my deepening relationship with improvisation has coincided 

with an especially slippery experience of my identity. For a large part of 2020, that sense of 

loss was at the fore; my attachments to my thinking-self, my musicking-self, my humaning-

self were all especially insecure. Finding my footing in the shifting sands was a process. 

Staying attentive to my own embodied shifts and changes throughout the course of these 

four years has informed my understanding of this thinking as emergent, necessarily situated 

and contingent on the where-I-was-at (physically, mentally, emotionally, relationally) at the 

moment of thinking-writing the part that I was thinking-writing, and always-already in a 

process of change. It is—I am—undergoing processes of contamination, mutation, 

transformation. This has, naturally, presented some significant challenges where it comes to 

thesis cohesion, coherence, and continuity. It has also made this writing very difficult to 

finish. As a fixed document, my submitted thesis will do no more than capture the 

configurations of my thinking up to the moment in which I type my last word. 
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Improvised musickin is necessarily emergent: 

It is, in its own way, a hopeful means of conceptualizing improvisation, but it is 

founded on the necessary unpredictability of human connection. Such an erotics of 

improvisation, we suggest, invites us to think about the social effects of 

improvisation differently: they result from the complex and unpredictable 

interchanges between bodies and meaning, sound and subjectivity. By paying close 

attention to improvisation as a site of negotiation among embodied, sensing 

subjects, we listen for the full spectrum of ideas that sound out, from clarion calls of 

freedom to sounds of struggle and cries of despair. (Siddall & Waterman, 2016, p. 

18) 

This very personal experience of the entanglements of my musicking practice and my life 

practice, my ongoing practice at doing life, is in many ways the emergent thinking of this 

thesis. It is, as I am, thoroughly contaminated. My thinking and my musicking and my being 

are co-constituted with my companions, in ongoing processes of negotiation and 

collaboration—but it is only me that I can speak for. I am musickin: forming and reforming 

my sense of self in relation to and with others, soundmaking and kinmaking as lifemaking. 

The musickin is in this emergence of community, of entanglement, of soundmaking and 

lifemaking identity. 

  



212 

Second conclusions: Response-able musickin 

For settler musickers—particularly for those of us racialised as white, particularly where we 

have studied European-tradition art music or in European-tradition educational 

institutions—it is important we recognise and take responsibility for our very real cultural 

attachments. We are not and never have been “neutral” or “objective”. Acknowledging and 

taking responsibility for our identities in their current formations—individually, culturally, 

musically, artistically, and academically—is a crucial (if ever evolving) first ingredient to 

collaboration. Much of my work throughout this thinking has been about how I might stay 

with this trouble as I approach improvisation, through the unlearning processes of 

unmastery and the learning processes of interrogation, authentic acknowledgement and 

solidarity, and practice response-ability. Through unmastery I practice disengaging 

institutional habits and attachments while acknowledging that I remain entangled. Through 

interrogation I explore my complicity in living and musicking on this stolen land, learning 

more about its histories and my own, and explore how my unique position amongst 

intersecting identity attachments might be leveraged for solidarity in the ongoing struggle. 

In her thinking of decolonising educational research, South Asian-Canadian scholar Leigh 

Patel emphasises the importance of moving from “ownership” to “answerability”: 

“Answerability means that we have responsibilities as speakers, listeners, and those 

responsibilities include stewardship of ideas and learning, ownership” (2016, p. 81). Moving 

from the settler-colonial ownership logic of the “white possessive” (Moreton-Robinson, 

2015) to answerability requires becoming capable of response. Cultivating response-ability 

means being continually willing to self-interrogate, reckon with our own complicity, and 

taking care of our own discomfort so that we do not expect those we support in solidarity to 

cater to it. 

Because of this, there is a need for the response-able musicker to approach ourselves—our 

various parts—as collaborators, offering ourselves care and compassion even as we insist 

upon staying with the trouble of our own complicity, and with the discomfort of 

incommensurability. We can practice getting in what adrienne maree brown calls “right 

relationship” with ourselves (brown & Mistry, 2019), and from there, with one another. 

brown distinguishes between being “right” and being in “right relationship”—this is, 

importantly, not a direction to discipline or “master” the self, to overcome internal 
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difficulties and eliminate splits and disruptions between different parts of the self. “Right 

relationship” is an ethic to return to. Often this means that the response-able musicker 

needs to enlist the aid of companions, collectivities, communities of care. By drawing on the 

assistance of fellow strugglers, as well as perhaps a therapist or other experienced healer79, 

we can be more mindful about our activations and responses and where they might be 

coming from and so make choices that help to foster intimacy rather than deepening 

divisions. In this way, we can practice approaching our internal emotional and somatic 

experiences with curiosity and compassion, noticing and tolerating difficult feelings when 

they arise, and staying capable of response. 

Being answerable also means being present enough to be asked to give answers. It means 

showing up and taking risks—being willing not to stay in zones of “safety” in order to 

preserve the illusion of our own innocence. Retreating in order to practice care and to call 

on the care of others is importantly done in order to being able to become capable of 

returning, responding. Capable of joining the collective struggle for freedom. 

I have strayed yet again from directly addressing improvised musicking, but the response-

able musicker knows that it is necessary to attend also to their more-than-musicking 

considerations. They understand this is part of their musickin practice: in order to stay 

response-able in their soundmaking as kinmaking they cultivate response-ability in other 

aspects of their life. We might consider how we can attend to these more-than-musicking 

response-abilities when we approach improvisation spaces, organise collectively with others 

to facilitate musickin events, and join other events as non-soundmaking vulnerable 

listeners. We practice unmastering our institutional habits and orientations to authority, 

and relinquish power in order to elevate marginalised voices. We stay with the trouble of 

freedom, connect with kin in the struggle, and enact solidarity through embodied 

commitment. All of this is not separate from but entangled with our soundmaking musickin 

practice.  

 
79 Experienced and trained human companions are of great help here, even as we might resist notions of 
specialisation and institutionalised expertise. Currently, I access support from a clinical psychologist, a 
psychiatrist, an osteopath, an acupuncturist and massage therapist, my yoga teachers, my supervisors, artistic 
mentors and collaborators and community, and a great many friends and companions who are also committed 
to the practice of approaching right relationship with themselves and with others. 
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Third conclusions: Musickin for freedom 

The practice of accepting what arises, like accepting the sound that’s present, feels powerful 

and radical. There’s no “wrong notes”—whatever’s happening, that is a performer or that is 

the piece, and trying to cultivate a really deep acceptance of that over the years has been 

really powerful for me. Then also finding agency in that, realising that accepting what 

something is in the moment doesn’t preclude changing with it or engaging with it in ways 

that you haven’t up to this moment. 

—Sage Pbbbt (2018) 

The queer-feminist improviser is a willful improviser. They refuse the future in favour of a 

radical present. They both accept the changes taking place to and around them, and seek to 

shape change. They choose a decidedly irreducible practice of free musicking that is not 

dedicated to realising anyone else’s vision or ideas, and very likely not even their own. 

Instead, the intention is to step into possibility, shake off the weight of expectation, seek to 

form temporary, time-bound bonds with the sounds and the space/s and the beings and the 

objects who share this moment and this place, in ways that may deepen intimacy . 

This is far from freedom on account of finally being able to embody a fixed configuration of 

one’s “self”—able to express that configuration outwardly without encountering internally 

or externally applied restrictions, or impinging on someone else’s individual expression. 

Freedom for the queer-feminist free improviser comes rather from a wilfulness that resists 

stasis, fixity, and the status quo. They recognise that they are musickin to change and be 

changed, to engage in an ongoing negotiation of power that shifts the balance or the 

concentration away from those at the top and towards new entanglements that create new 

possibilities. 

Sage’s observation strikes me as at once a powerful articulation of Winnubst’s sovereign 

queer freedom, Singh’s resistance of mastery, Ahmed’s willfulness, and of Octavia E. Butler’s 

injunction to Shape God. Shape Change. Like adrienne maree brown, Sage’s strategy for 

organising with her sounding companions is emergent—personal and collective agency is 

founded in presence, radical acceptance, and still possible futures. In this way, no one’s 

experience of agency is belittled or denied, and a collective freedom becomes possible, a 

collective sovereignty, to express and connect and shape the emergent change in company. 
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Musickin for freedom is not without trouble. It is not without continuing struggle—the 

struggles of being in a body, of making-with others (human and more-than-human), of 

resisting dominant modes of power, of exerting sweaty, bodily effort, of relationship with 

the norms of the law, what is deemed possible. But it is in this struggle that moments of 

ecstatic mutuality and understanding and kinmaking become possible, in which we might 

experience ways of making-together and becoming-together that evade and escape the 

logic of progress and the progress of logic, the advancement of a white-supremacist, 

heteronormative, ableist, phallocentric and patriarchal settler-colonial capitalism directed 

ever towards growth and inheritance, an impossible future mired in scarcity, harm, injustice, 

and instability. 

These experiencings and imaginings do not of themselves solve greater sociopolitical 

problems; as freedom strugglers we are also required to engage response-ably with the 

struggle on more material planes, linking our struggles with those of others to create 

collective strength through solidarity. But without such tastes, such “indulgences”, we are 

again caught in the logic: anything that is not useful is regarded a dangerous excess. Let us 

indulge in the dangerously excessive, decidedly un-useful positive obsession of improvised 

presence, pericapitalist sympoietic entanglement with one another in oddkin, in collectivity 

and companionship. 
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Fourth conclusions: Musickin for queer-feminist survival 

For those of us who live at the shoreline 

standing upon the constant edges of decision 

crucial and alone 

for those of us who cannot indulge 

the passing dreams of choice 

who love in doorways coming and going 

in the hours between dawns 

looking inward and outward 

at once before and after 

seeking a now that can breed 

futures 

—Audre Lorde, A Litany for Survival (1978, p. 31) 

As queer-feminist improvisers, we live at the shoreline, standing upon the constant edges of 

decision, as per Audre Lorde’s poem A Litany for Survival (1978). But we are also never 

alone: we are, after all, earthlings, holobionts with history, entangled and implicated in 

networks and histories of connections, collective existences. As queer-feminist killjoys, we 

may experience being dismissed and singled out, feeling isolated—crucial and alone—but 

we know that our existence and survival depends upon a litany of contaminations and 

collaborations: “We need each other to survive; we need to be part of each other’s survival” 

(Ahmed, 2017, p. 235). 

In May of 2018, for IDAHOBIT (the International Day Against Homophobia, Biphobia, 

Intersexism, and Transphobia: May 17), I performed collaboratively-from-a-distance with 

my friend and former mentee Phoebe Bognár. Phoebe—a fellow experimental flutist at that 

time pursuing further study in Europe—had recorded herself reciting A Litany for Survival, 

which I then integrated into an improvised performance on Ableton-expanded flute. The 

concert was organised by saxophonist and queer-ecological improviser Mat Klotz, and also 

initiated my own ongoing musicking collaboration with him. 

For me, this marked the first moment I stood in my queerness as a performer. It was in 

some ways an unspoken coming out, accompanied by verbal confirmation to all who asked 
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or made clear that they assumed otherwise, as well as by affirmative social media posts. It 

was one of many coming outs for me, each part of a perpetually ongoing, emergent 

process80. I had come out many times over the previous decade: in conversation with all of 

my closest friends, my sisters, in essays and other pieces of writing, and with lovers 

(including my then-husband). This improvisation performance was, however, a significant 

coming out event. As a performer, as a musicker, this was a moment in which I might 

perform my “outness”, to an audience. I was situating myself as queer, against the 

comfortable assumptions made possible by my heterosexual presentation as a woman 

married at that time to a cisgendered man. I frequently reminded myself that failing to 

correct these assumptions was my choice, however there were ways in which this supposed 

“comfort” erased and even denied something crucial about myself, leaving me feeling 

trapped and constrained by the expectations of conformity to cis-hetero-mono-

normativity81. Whose comfort was it that I was protecting? After my marriage ended, I 

slowly began to step more deeply into myself as myself: as “visibly” queer and gender-

nonconforming, as lover of lesbians and other women-attracted-women, butches, futches, 

nonbinary and genderfluid folks, and transmen and women. I increasingly performed at and 

attended more specifically queer events, involving myself in queer community. It became 

clear that it had not just been my hetero-presenting marriage that had held me from these 

spaces and the full assumption of my queer identity, but my own invalidating fears and 

assumptions, part of an internalised biphobia. I had feared and assumed that queer spaces 

and presentations were not for me, just as much as I had feared the risk of discrimination 

associated with coming out. I was in dire need of queer community. “When my queerness is 

affirmed by others,” writes fellow bi+ queer Paterson de Heer (n.d.), “I feel the hum of 

truth. I see the glimmer of community.” Performing for Mat’s IDAHOBIT concert was an 

 
80 For many bi+ people, coming out is an ongoing process, requiring repetition and reaffirmation in the face of 
assumptions based on the gender identity of their current partner: “Even when a person is comfortable with 
their self-identification as bisexual, many bisexual people have to engage in a long and ongoing process of 
publically maintaining this identity, often explaining it repeatedly to the same individuals” (QLife, 2016, as 
cited in Paterson de Heer, n.d.). Complex relationships to “outness” and disclosure are especially prevalent 
amongst bi+ women in relationships with heterosexual cisgender men partners; this is also linked to higher 
rates of mental health problems (Xavier Hall et al., 2021). 
81 “Mono” here should be understood to indicate normative assumptions of both “monosexual” (sexual 
attraction to one particular gender identity) and “monogamous” (a closed relationship with one 
sexual/romantic partner). 



 218 

important moment for me claiming my place within queer spaces, and, upon finding myself 

welcomed, learning to welcome myself. 

This validating experience was further enriched by the intimacies formed and reformed in 

the course of performance with Phoebe’s disembodied voice reading Audre Lorde’s poem. I 

was improvising in the company of a friendship formed through musicking together and 

through shared commitments to activism, with words entangled in histories of queer and 

Black and feminist survival. Mat had selected this poem and asked Phoebe and I to 

collaborate in this way, facilitating an encounter with Lorde that I might not have been bold 

enough to consider “alone”, but that in turn allowed me to see the threads of connection 

between my own existence and the struggles for survival, for freedom, that have come 

before me. By stepping into my queer identity, into the glimmer of queer community, 

emerging more fully as and into myself, I was stripping my own histories of shame and 

internalised oppression of their powers. I was unlearning those barriers to my own hum of 

truth, becoming more response-able, more able to do as Lorde suggests and speak for 

myself and in solidarity with others. 

As queer-feminist improvisers, we are entangled in the extremely messy business of living 

and dying, as well as musicking. We are willful, resisting the neoliberal institutional 

narratives that sought to form us as “useful” members of late-capitalist settler-colonial 

society, whose participation (even as musickers) might serve profitable use. Our willfulness 

both sets us apart and links us together, as queer and feminist killjoys, unwilling to be quiet 

about injustice, oppression, erasure. Unwilling to make ourselves quieter, smaller, less 

active, more palatable. Unwilling to make ourselves loud in the ways that cis-

heteronormative patriarchy values, to perform competitive masculinity so as to earn the 

right to possible (partial) inclusion. Willfully unwilling, “because life matters” (Ahmed, 2017, 

p. 243). We name how even in musicking spaces that claim to be radical, liberatory, 

emancipatory, Man’s overrepresentation continues to create barriers to inclusion, and to 

the work of freedom. We name that for those in proximity to the overrepresented figure of 

Man, your freedom is not our freedom, and that from our marginalised position we can also 

see other unfreedoms for which you have not accounted. We struggle, and through our 

struggles for freedom we come to know and form intimacy with one another, and with 

ourselves—as holobionts: collaborative, multispecies entities; as histories: situated 
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sequences and iterations of encounters and transformations, visits and revisits, thinkings, 

practices, pains and joys, failures and successes, subjectivities formed and reformed; as 

emergent, immanent, ever-becoming, ever-changing. 

We practice musickin for the sake of our survival. It is in musickin that we look inward and 

outward, at once before and after, we seek a now that can breed futures: listening and 

soundmaking vulnerably and curiously in order to change and be changed, contaminated by 

all that we touch and that touches us. But musickin, by incorporating all the actions that 

facilitate our soundmaking as/and kinmaking, also includes our actions as queer-feminist 

killjoys: speaking, struggling, naming injustice and erasure. Musickin is a commitment to 

response-ability, a constant practice, at times a constant struggle—but in musickin the 

musicker is never alone. 

We are musickin when we research whose Country we stand on, when we develop our self-

understanding through critical self-reflection, when we engage in anti-colonial and anti-

racist work. We are musickin when we make a nuisance of ourselves to institutional family 

logics, forgetting the rules, unlearning the norms, forging new narratives of oddkin 

collectivities and commons. We are musickin when we do the work of unmastery—when we 

“begin to deconstruct our own movements (intellectual, activist, corporeal) that remain 

entangled with the violent erasures of other lives, and of things we declare insensate” 

(Singh, 2017, p. 174). We are musickin when we call for an end to immigration detention, 

for abolishing carceral punishment and defunding the police, for keeping First Nations kids 

with family and culture and community. We are musickin when we do healing work, 

addressing traumas of our own lived experience and those passed down generationally. We 

are musickin when we resist neoliberal profit-driven use logics and insist upon being 

unuseful, of devoting ourselves to queer uses, when we insist on not always working. We 

are musickin when we are magickin. We are musickin when we take the time to care for our 

flesh-suits and those of our kin—the messy holobiont bodily communities in which we 

soundmake and kinmake, exist, survive—not as reproductive labour in the service of 

capitalist profit, but as localised projects of care and imagination. We are musickin when we 

unlearn our privileges, when we dedicate ourselves to “new forms of living together, 

gathered in collectives that promise to astonish us” (Singh, 2017, p. 174). We are musickin 

when we collectively ideate, when we practice “learning what it means to be somebodies 
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who shape the future, to operate at the scale of transformation” (maree brown, 2017, p. 

121).  

These are just some of the many ways of practicing musickin. Through musickin we can 

learn to stay curious and attend to our more-than-human entanglements of necessary 

solidarity for queer-feminist survival. Through musickin we can celebrate the emergent 

embodied improvisations of the litanies for survival that make up our lives. 
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Fifth conclusions: Making musickin 

The struck chime of the grader blades sounds in the distance.  

Perched on the wet wood log of a fallen eucalypt that is suspended  

between three granite boulders and another tree,  

I am hidden from view by the moss, ferns, and rise of the rock.  

I press play on the tracks—recorded yesterday—on three phones, two borrowed, playing 

through three waterproof Bluetooth speakers concealed amongst leaves, stones, branches: 

decoy Hannahs82.  

Whistling, fluting, the occasional birdcall, 

and a different quality of wind start to emerge from three directions around me. 

The wet of the log I am sitting on has long ago soaked through several layers of leggings and 

thermal underwear and I notice a leech explore the edge of a nearby leaf and toss it further 

away; I’m not too interested in a closer collaboration with that particular critter at this 

moment.  

I hear the clink of the chain around the gate maybe 100 metres away  

as this group of listening participants make their way down the slope,  

and I begin to play.  

This is maybe my fourth or fifth rendition. 

I am playing at the fifth and final Easter at the Piano Mill in April 2021—an extended 

afternoon event curated by Vanessa Tomlinson that sends listeners on a journey around the 

Harrigan’s Lane property of Jocelyn and Bruce Wolfe, adventuring to various structures and 

stages and natural formations like my trio of boulders dubbed Bowmore (each place is 

named for a brand of whiskey). The Piano Mill itself is a structure designed by architect 

Bruce in collaboration with musician Erik Griswold, housing 16 upright pianos in various 

states of disrepair, which when played becomes this incredibly complex meta-instrument. I 

am here as a Boundary Rider: an artistic guide that leads listeners to explore the 

environment of my “stage”, a short walk from the fence line of the main yard. My vision is 

 
82 These also became somewhat ghost-Jodies: my best friend and close collaborator Jodie Rottle is a fellow 
flutist and was herself playing flute as a Boundary Rider at another location, and although she was not 
featured in my set I was asked by several listeners where she was. 
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to sound these stones as some kind of rock-dwelling bird-person-critter, co-creating with 

local birdcalls, raindrops on leaves and tendrils of mist and gushes of wind, multitudes of 

multispecies communities of moss, lichen, and other plants and fungi and insects, the 

ancient granite, my “outdoor” flute83, and my yesterday-recorded self. 

As I was making the recordings, I took a break to call out quietly to the Old People, the 

rightful owners of this land, to introduce myself, where I came from and what I was doing, 

to give them thanks and to honour them. I acknowledged the violence done, the massacres 

committed by my own peoples, and how I am still in training, learning to listen, to pay 

respect, to be and to soundmake responsibly on this land. This is connection country, 

Jukembal, Kamileroi, and Bundjalung country, with history that also involves other nations: 

Githabul, Kambuwal, and Keinjan. The now gravel road Harrigan’s Lane may possibly be laid 

over a pre-invasion track that linked different nations. The property is situated just over the 

border into New South Wales, partway between the towns of Stanthorpe and Tenterfield, in 

the highlands of the Granite Belt. It is a region that I feel a connection to, situated along the 

southern edge of the Darling Downs, which extends several hours drive north to include my 

parents’ farm, my childhood home. Driving towards mountain ranges always invokes the 

sense of coming home for me, even when I am far from it. 

Currawongs loop their way through and above the canopy of the wet sclerophyll forest84 as I 

gaze up. I watch treecreepers—slight, brown birds that skim up and down the trunks of 

trees snapping up insects—and recognise their insistent call in my recordings. Sightings and 

soundings of red-tailed black cockatoos and crimson rosellas and quails by the roadside 

bring joy to my inner twitch85. Birds especially remind me of the remarkable beauty and the 

joyful noise of this continent. They are a significant part of why I returned to australia after 

 
83 The “monstrous assemblage” that saw me through my undergraduate and two masters degrees, tarnished 
and a little worse for wear, but familiar in a homely way that helps me to gently revisit my own roots and 
imperfections. It now serves as the instrument for more risky, adventurous, weather-exposed gigs, and I am 
incredibly grateful to have this liberty—I have played this flute in rain and Tasmanian snow and at a New 
Year’s Eve “bush doof” on the Sunshine Coast. It has been all over the globe with me, almost to as many places 
as I have been, in luggage holds and backpacks and stored all other times tucked under my bed. 
84 I know that this is the classification for this kind of forest because my ecologist mother texts it in her Easter-
morning message to my sisters and I—she and my dad attend the event as listening participants. 
85 A “twitch” is a particularly zealous form of birdwatcher, often known for being so dedicated to “collecting” 
(sighting and photographing or otherwise recording) vast numbers of species each year. There is a part of me 
that glows with pride at my bird-book knowledge, but my practice is concerned with connecting, forming 
oddkin intimacy with avian companions. 
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studying overseas, and I wrote a flute duo during my return here that featured a 

transcription of pied butcherbird song in a northern NSW regional dialect, stunning several 

European composition tutors who had never heard a bird sing so low and clearly. 

Recordings of australian magpies at the opening of Liza Lim’s 2016 opera Tree of Codes 

prompted my dear friend, German cellist Hanna Kölbel, to ask me in fascination about the 

complex electronics Lim had used. I was confused until I realised she had meant the 

birdsong. I feel so incredibly blessed to hear these songbirds almost daily outside my 

bedroom window, and have had their likeness inked onto my skin. The flute is regularly 

called upon to invoke birdcalls, and I play with this association perched atop this stone. I am 

exploring multifarious call and response structures, mimicries and replies, through the use 

of my former self reflected back to me through phones and speakers. 

I am especially cognisant that I cannot hold all of the connections and collaborations that I 

am making here within my conscious awareness; contaminations from each contact cross 

barriers of all kinds. It is unavoidable when playing in a place like this, surrounded by the 

activity of an abundant ecosystem in which lifeforms are tumbling over one another in a 

glorious green array, with rain and mist and moss and moisture, the cold challenging my 

finger dexterity, and the wet my footing and the ability of my flute keys to close and open, 

in dialogue with trees and birds and frogs and insects and my knowledge of the history of 

this place and my deepening fatigue and my own self in mp3 format. One friend calls me a 

“moss witch”, another says “forest nymph but making it cyberpunk”. Several older women 

tell me they could have stood there and listened for hours. I hold eye contact with children 

gazing up at me in a mixture of curiosity and bemusement, and am more aware of my 

sounding choices when I know certain listeners wandering around the rocks to be fellow 

musicians. “Did we go to a yoga retreat together?” one listener asks (we did). My parents 

stop for a brief chat after they have heard my set; close friends wink and wave from the 

crowd. Listening back to the recordings I made of my performances I notice how I giggle to 

myself at each ending, laughing at my own discomfort as I deliver awkward bows and wave 

people at the close of each iteration. I know how to compose myself during performance, 

but still not how to graciously receive applause. 

I play for the human listeners, but also for the more-than human—for the forest, for the 

stones, for the ground beneath them, for all the times I have played here over the past five 
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years, for all the people and places and experiences and things that have brought me to this 

point. I am touch them and change; they change. Only some of these were collaborators I 

had chosen to engage with in advance. Some are collaborators I could not help but bring 

with me. Many are surprises. I welcome them in, and welcome the opportunity to begin my 

performance again, anew, with newness, with new and old collaborators, with a continuing 

neverending process of contamination. 

 

  



 225 

References 

Ahmed, S. (2003). Feminist futures. In M. Eagleton (Ed.), A concise companion to feminist 

theory (pp. 236-254). Blackwell Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1002/9780470756683 

Ahmed, S. (2017). Living a feminist life. Duke University Press. https://doi.org/10.1215 

/9780822373377 

Ahmed, S. (2019). What’s the use? Duke University Press. https://doi.org/10.1515 

/9781478007210 

Ahti, M., & Hamann, J. (2020). Portals [Album]. Takuroku. 

Aikau, H. K., Erickson, K. A., & Pierce, J. L. (Eds.). (2007). Feminist waves, feminist 

generations: Life stories from the academy. University of Minnesota Press.  

Allan, L., & van der Heide, Y. (2018). Introduction. In B. Choi, A. Krauss, & Y. van der Heide 

(Eds.), Unlearning exercises: Art organizations and sites for unlearning, (pp. 9-16). 

Casco Art Institute/Valiz. 

Anderson, I. M. (2013). How do antidepressants work? The British Journal of Psychiatry, 

202(1), 41. https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.bp.111.100669 

Anderson, L. (2016, June 22). The body double: A unique tool for getting things done. 

Attention Deficit Disorder Association. https://add.org/the-body-double/ 

Anthony, T. (2013). Indigenous people, crime and punishment. Routledge.  

Anthony, T. (2017, June 6). FactCheck Q&A: Are Indigenous Australians the most 

incarcerated people on Earth? The Conversation. https://theconversation.com 

/factcheck-qanda-are-indigenous-australians-the-most-incarcerated-people-on-

earth-78528 

Anzaldúa, G. E. (2009). The Gloria Anzaldúa reader (A. Keating, Ed.). Duke University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822391272 



 226 

Araluen, E. (2021). Acknowledgement of Cuntery. In Dropbear (pp. 30-31). University of 

Queensland Press. 

Araluen, E. (2021). Learning Bundjalung on Tharawal. In Dropbear (pp. 8-9). University of 

Queensland Press. 

Arruzza, C., Bhattacharya, T., & Fraser, N. (2019). Feminism for the 99 percent: A manifesto. 

Verso. 

Atkin, E. (2018, May 11). Do you know where your healing crystals come from? The New 

Republic. https://newrepublic.com/article/148190/know-healing-crystals-come-

from 

Attali, J. (1985). Noise: A political economy of music (B. Massumi, Trans.). University of 

Minnesota Press. (Original work published 1977) 

Australian Art Orchestra. (2021). 2021 Creative Music Intensive. https://www.aao.com.au 

/2021-creative-music-intensive-1 

Australian Bureau of Statistics. (1994). Statistics on the Indigenous Peoples of Australia. 

https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/7d12b0f6763c78caca257061001cc588 

/8dc45512042c8c00ca2569de002139be 

Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2010). Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population. 

https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/0/68AE74ED632E17A6CA2573D200110

075 

Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2018). Estimates of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Australians. https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/aboriginal-and-torres-strait-

islander-peoples/estimates-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-australians/jun-

2016 

Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2019). Average weekly earnings, Australia. 

https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/earnings-and-work-hours/average-

weekly-earnings-australia/nov-2019 



 227 

Bailey, D. (1992). Improvisation: Its nature and practice in music (2nd ed.). Da Capo Press. 

Baraka, A. (1967). Black music. Akashic Books. 

Baraka, A. (1999). Blues people: Negro music in white America (2nd ed.). Harper Perennial. 

Barrett, B. (2014). Notation as liberation. Tempo, 68(268), 61-72. https://doi.org/10.1017 

/S004029821300168X 

Barrett, B. (2019). Music of possibility. Vision Edition. 

Bawaka Country, Suchet-Pearson, S., Wright, S., Lloyd, K., Tofa, M., Sweeney, J., 

Burarrwanga, L., Ganambarr, R., Ganambarr-Stubbs, M., Ganambarr, B., & Maymuru, 

D. (2019). Goŋ Gurtha: Enacting response-abilities as situated co-becoming. 

Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 37(4), 682-702. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0263775818799749 

Beckett, S. (1989). Worstward ho. In Nohow on (pp. 101-128). John Calder. 

Behar, R. (1996). The vulnerable observer: Anthropology that breaks your heart. Beacon 

Press. 

Belgrad, D. (1998). The culture of spontaneity: Improvisation and the arts in postwar 

America. University of Chicago Press. 

Belleveau, G. [@gorgeoustaps]. (2020, July 29). Abolish ambition [Post]. Instagram. 

https://www.instagram.com/p/CDM1WJADOHo/ 

Berlin, I. (1958). Two concepts of liberty. Clarendon Press. 

Berliner, S. (2017, September 21). An open letter to Evan Iverson (and the rest of the jazz 

patriarchy). https://www.sashaberlinermusic.com/sociopoliticalcommentary-

1/2017/9/21/an-open-letter-to-ethan-iverson-and-the-rest-of-jazz-patriarchy 

Bhatia, R., Sasser, J. S., Ojeda, D., Hendrixson, A., Nadimpally, S., & Foley, E. E. (2020). A 

feminist exploration of ‘populationism’: Engaging contemporary forms of population 



 228 

control. Gender, Place & Culture, 27(3), 333-350. https://doi.org/10.1080 

/0966369X.2018.1553859 

Bond, C. W., Mukandi, B., & Coghill, S. (2018). ‘You cunts can do as you like’: The obscenity 

and absurdity of free speech to Blackfullas. Continuum, 32(4), 415-428. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10304312.2018.1487126 

Borders, J. M. (2019). Wind instruments. Britannica. https://www.britannica.com/art/wind-

instrument 

Borgo, D. (2002). Negotiating freedom: Values and practices in contemporary improvised 

music. Black Music Research Journal, 22(2), 165-188. https://doi.org/10.2307 

/1519955 

Bosanquet, A. (2018, August 10). Naughty. The Slow Academic. 

https://theslowacademic.com/2018/08/10/naughty/ 

Bou, X. (n.d.). Ornitographies. Xavi Bou. http://www.xavibou.com/index.php/project 

/ornitographies/ 

Bowler, J. M., Price, D. M., Sherwood, J. E., & Carey, S. P. (2018). The Moyjil site, south-west 

Victoria, Australia: Fire and environment in a 120,000-year coastal midden—nature 

or people? Proceedings of the Royal Society of Victoria, 130(2), 71-93. 

https://doi.org/10.1071/RS18007 

Breyley, G. (2014). Dance, dreams, and defiance: Asian diasporic music cultures in Australia. 

Journal of Intercultural Studies, 35(3), 265-280. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 

07256868.2014.899951 

Briggs, A. [The Weekly]. (2019, June 5). Is our national anthem for everyone? [Video]. 

https://youtu.be/INRY_MJkvs4 

Brisbane Free University. (n.d.). About. https://brisbanefreeuniversity.org/about/ 



 229 

Brisbane Free University Radical Reading Group. (n.d.). About this group [Facebook page]. 

Retrieved May 27, 2021, from https://www.facebook.com/groups 

/1441996329144836/about 

brown, a. m. (2017). Emergent strategy: Shaping change, changing worlds. AK Press. 

brown, a. m. (2019). Pleasure activism: The politics of feeling good. AK Press. 

Brown, a. m., & Mistry, A. (2019). On vulnerability, playfulness, and keeping yourself honest. 

The Creative Independent. https://thecreativeindependent.com/people/adrienne-

maree-brown-on-vulnerability-playfulness-and-keeping-yourself-honest/ 

Butler, J. (2002). Gender trouble: Feminism and the subversion of identity (2nd ed.). 

Routledge.  

Butler, J. (2016). Rethinking vulnerability and resistance. In J. Butler, Z. Gambetti, & L. 

Sabsay (Eds.), Vulnerability in resistance (pp. 12-27). Duke University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822373490 

Butler, O. E. (1993). Parable of the sower. Four Walls Eight Windows. 

Butler, O. E. (1996). Positive obsession. In Kindred, Fledgling, Collected stories (pp. 725-731).  

Butler, O. E. (1998). Parable of the talents. Seven Stories Press. 

Buzzarté, M., & Bickley, T. (Eds.). (2012). Anthology of essays on Deep Listening. Deep 

Listening Publications. 

Cage, J. (1973). Silence: Lectures and writings (2nd ed.). Wesleyan University Press. 

Carles, P., & Comolli, J.-L. (2015). Free jazz/Black power (G. Pierrot, Trans.). University Press 

of Mississippi. (Original work published 1971). https://doi.org/10.14325/mississippi/ 

9781628460391.001.0001 

Carlson, A., & Walker, B. (2018). Free universities and radical reading groups: Learning to 

care in the here and now. Continuum, 32(6), 782-794. https://doi.org/10.1080 

/10304312.2018.1525925 



230 

Carroll, N. [Nicole Carroll]. (2018). Orrery Arcana [Video]. Vimeo. 

https://vimeo.com/296801341 

Carroll, N., & Reardon-Smith, H. E. [Nicole Carroll]. (2018). Moon in scorpio [Video]. Vimeo. 

https://vimeo.com/294855570 

Cheetham, D. (2018). So much still pending. In Heiss, A. (Ed.), Growing up Aboriginal in 

australia (pp. 47-51). Black Inc. 

Choi, B., & Krauss, A. (2018). Afterword: Have you had a productive day? In B. Choi, A. 

Krauss, & Y. van der Heide (Eds.), Unlearning exercises: Art organizations and sites 

for unlearning, (pp. 165-182). Casco Art Institute/Valiz. 

Citron, M. J. (1993). Gender and the musical canon. Cambridge University Press. 

Coessens, K., Crispin, D., & Douglas, A. (2009). The artistic turn: A manifesto. Leuven 

University Press. 

Combahee River Collective. (2014). A Black feminist statement. WSQ: Women’s Studies 

Quarterly, 42(3), 271-280. http://doi.org/10.1353/wsq.2014.0052 

Connell, R. W. (2005). Masculinities (2nd ed.). Polity Press. 

Cooper, L. (2019, Jul 9). Flutes you: Lizzo and the woodwind renaissance. The Guardian. 

https://www.theguardian.com/music/2019/jul/09/flute-lizzo-and-the-woodwind-

renaissance 

Corbett, J. (2016). A listener’s guide to free improvisation. University of Chicago Press. 

Crenshaw, K. (1989). Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: A Black feminist 

critique of antidiscrimination doctrine, feminist theory and antiracist politics. 

University of Chicago Legal Forum, 1989(1), 139-167. 

https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/uclf/vol1989/iss1/8/ 

Crowley, K. (2011). Feminism’s new age: Gender, appropriation, and the afterlife of 

essentialism. State University of New York Press. 



 231 

Curthoys, A. (2014). The Freedom Ride and the Tent Embassy. In Foley, G., Schaap, A., & 

Howell, E. (Eds.), The Aboriginal Tent Embassy: Sovereignty, Black Power, land rights 

and the state (pp. 99-113). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203771235 

Davis, A. Y. (1998). Blues legacies and Black feminism: Gertrude “Ma” Rainey, Bessie Smith, 

and Billie Holiday. Pantheon Books. 

Davis, A. Y. (2016). Freedom is a constant struggle: Ferguson, Palestine, and the foundations 

of a movement. Haymarket Books. 

Dogmilk Films. (2020, November 3). A millennia of seepage [Video]. YouTube. 

https://youtu.be/icLybxiVU4c 

Dyirribang, D. (2019, October 31). Scott Morrison is thanking veterans at the same time as 

acknowledgement of country—but what about us Aboriginal veterans? The 

Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/oct/31/scott-

morrison-is-thanking-veterans-at-the-same-time-as-acknowledgment-of-country-

but-what-about-us-aboriginal-veterans 

Dzodan, F. (2011, October 10). My feminism will be intersectional or it will be bullshit! Tiger 

Beatdown. http://tigerbeatdown.com/2011/10/10/my-feminism-will-be-

intersectional-or-it-will-be-bullshit/ 

Ege, S. (2020). Composing a symphonist: Florence Price and the hand of Black women’s 

fellowship. Women and Music: A Journal of Gender and Culture, 24, 7-27. 

https://doi.org/10.1353/wam.2020.0010 

Eliot, T. S. (2009). Tradition and the individual talent. Poetry Foundation. 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/articles/69400/tradition-and-the-individual-

talent 

Eltham, B. (2015). The excellence criterion. Overland, 221. https://overland.org.au/previous-

issues/issue-221/feature-ben-eltham/ 

Federici, S. (2014). Caliban and the witch: Women, the body and primitive accumulation 

(2nd ed.). Autonomedia. 



 232 

Fishel, S. (2017). The microbial state: Global thriving and the body politic. University of 

Minnesota Press. https://doi.org/10.5749/j.ctt1pwt5z8 

Fisher, M. (2016). The weird and the eerie. Repeater Books. 

Flowers, R. (2015). Refusal to forgive: Indigenous women’s love and rage. Decolonization: 

Indigeneity, Education & Society, 4(2), 32-49. https://jps.library.utoronto.ca 

/index.php/des/article/view/22829 

Foucault, M. (1997). The ethics of the concern for self as a practice of freedom. In P. 

Rabinow (Ed.) Ethics: Subjectivity and truth (R. Hurley & others, Trans.). The New 

Press. (Original work published 1984). 

Frankenberg, R. (1997). Introduction: Local whitenesses localizing whiteness. In R. 

Frankenberg (Ed.), Displacing whiteness: Essays in social and cultural criticism (pp. 1-

33). Duke University Press. https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822382270-001 

Franzmann, C., & Cheung, M. (2017). Fortunes of the forest [Oracle card deck]. 

Freeman, E. (2010). Time binds: Queer temporalities, queer histories. Duke University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1198v7z 

Fure, A. (2016). GRID: Gender research in Darmstadt. https://grinm.org/static/downloads 

/e3b54e8f1b58e679c1082374a67a7b7b1963ea76.pdf 

Gender Relations in New Music. (n.d.). About. https://www.grinm.org/about  

Gilbert, S. F. (2017). Holobiont by birth: Multilineage individuals as the concretion of 

cooperative processes. In A. Tsing, H. Swanson, E. Gan, & N. Bubandt (Eds.), Arts of 

living on a damaged planet: Ghosts and monsters of the Anthropocene (pp. M73-

M90). University of Minnesota Press. https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5749 

/j.ctt1qft070.23 

Gilmore, R. W. (2007). Golden gulag: Prisons, surplus, crisis, and opposition in globalizing 

California. University of California Press. https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525 

/j.ctt5hjht8 



 233 

Goldman, D. (2010). I want to be ready: Improvised dance as a practice of freedom. 

University of Michigan Press. https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.287881 

Grace, M. (2020). Getting to centre: Pathways to finding yourself within the great unknown. 

HarperCollins. 

Guardian Australia. (2019, November 18). The killing times [Interactive map]. 

https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/ng-interactive/2019/mar/04 

/massacre-map-australia-the-killing-times-frontier-wars 

Gulanga Program. (2016, December). Preferences in terminology when referring to 

Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander peoples. ACT Council of Social Services Inc. 

https://www.actcoss.org.au/sites/default/files/public/publications/gulanga-good-

practice-guide-preferences-terminology-referring-to-aboriginal-torres-strait-

islander-peoples.pdf 

Gurney, J. (1992). Dinotopia: A land apart from time. Turner Publishing. 

Halberstam, J. (2011). The queer art of failure. Duke University Press. https://doi.org 

/10.1215/9780822394358 

Hallam, S., Rogers, L., & Creech, A. (2008). Gender differences in musical instrument choice. 

International Journal of Music Education, 26(1), 7-19. https://doi.org/10.1177 

/0255761407085646 

Hamad, R. (2019). White tears/Brown scars. Melbourne University Press. 

Haraway, D. J. (2016). Staying with the trouble: Making kin in the Chthulucene. Duke 

University Press. https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822373780 

Haraway, D. J. (2018). Modest_Witness@Second_Millennium.FemaleMan© _Meets_ 

OncoMouseTM : Feminism and technoscience (2nd ed.). Routledge. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203731093 

Hardt, M. (2017). Q/A Michael Hardt: What is wrong with the family? Spike Quarterly, 50, 

124. 



 234 

Harlow, S. J. (n.d.-a). Bio. https://sagepbbbt.com/ 

Harlow, S. J. (n.d.-b). inFrequently asked questions. https://sagepbbbt.com/ifaq/ 

Harlow, S. J. (2019). Exploring the extra-normal self with the extra-normal voice: Improvised 

ritual possession with voice. Context, 44, 25-35. https://search.informit.org/doi/abs 

/10.3316/informit.038067178906955 

Heaney, C. (2021, February 13). Miriam-Rose Ungunmerr-Baumann shares Stolen 

Generations story on anniversary of National Apology. ABC News. 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-02-13/stolen-generation-miriam-rose-senior-

australian-of-the-year/13149648 

Hedva, J. (2016, January). Sick woman theory. mask, 24. http://www.maskmagazine.com 

/not-again/struggle/sick-woman-theory 

Hine, A. (2021). Ultimate lifestyle apparition. https://www.ameliahine.com/kin-makers 

Hirsch, S. (2008). Wired that way. In J. Zorn (Ed.), Arcana IV: Musicians on music (pp. 157-

162). Hips Road. 

Hirschmann, N. J. (1996). Towards a feminist theory of freedom. Political Theory, 24(1), 46-

67. https://doi.org/10.1177/0090591796024001004 

Ho, F. W. (2009). Wicked theory, naked practice: A Fred Ho reader. University of Minnesota 

Press. 

hooks, b. (2016a). Feminism is for everybody: Passionate politics (2nd ed.). Routledge. 

hooks, b. (2015b). Feminist theory: From margin to centre (3rd ed.). Routledge. 

Horne, G. (2019). Jazz and justice: Racism and the political economy of music. Monthly 

Review Press. 

Howell, E. (2014). Black Power – By any means necessary. In Foley, G., Schaap, A., & Howell, 

E. (Eds.), The Aboriginal Tent Embassy: Sovereignty, Black Power, land rights and the 

state (pp. 67-83). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203771235 



 235 

Institute for Collaborative Race Research. (n.d.). About. https://icrr.com.au/about 

Institute for Women’s Policy Research. (2020). The gender wage gap: 2019: Earnings 

differences by race and ethnicities. https://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep27242 

Iyer, V. (2020). Beneath improvisation. In A. Rehding & S. Rings (Eds.), The Oxford handbook 

of critical concepts in music theory (pp. 760-780). Oxford University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190454746.001.0001 

Jalan, A. (2019). Why we need to stop using Palo Santo. Forage and Sustain. 

https://forageandsustain.com/why-we-need-to-stop-using-palo-santo/ 

Kafer, A. (2021). After crip, crip afters. The South Atlantic Quarterly, 120(2), 415-434. 

https://doi.org/10.1215/00382876-8916158 

Kallio, A. A. (2021). Doing dirty work: Listening for ignorance among ruins of reflexivity in 

music education research. In A. A. Kallio, H. Westerlund, S. Karlsen, K. Marsh, & E. 

Sæther (Eds.), The politics of diversity in music education (pp. 53-67). Springer. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-65617-1 

Kartomi, M. (2001). The classification of musical instruments: Changing trends in research 

from the late nineteenth century, with special reference to the 1990s. 

Ethnomusicology, 45(2), 283-314. https://www.jstor.org/stable/852676 

Keller, A. (n.d.). Andrea Keller on jazz and gender. Soundescapes. 

https://soundescapes.melbournerecital.com.au/explore/andrea-keller 

Kelley, R. D. G. (2002). Freedom dreams: The Black radical imagination. Beacon Press. 

Kernodle, T. L. (2004). Soul on soul: The life of Mary Lou Williams. Northeastern University 

Press. 

Kernodle, T. L. (2014). Black women working together: Jazz, gender, and the politics of 

validation. Black Music Research Journal, 34(1), 27-55. https://doi.org/10.5406 

/blacmusiresej.34.1.0027 



 236 

Kipperman, K. (2017). Projections & reflections: The listening & sounding of queer 

improvising bodies (Publication No. 1916878516) [Master’s thesis, Mills College]. 

ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Global. 

Kjær, J. (n.d.). Female musicians on the London improv scene. Sound and Music; Google Arts 

& Culture. https://artsandculture.google.com/exhibit/GAJyUfGPq0lXLg 

Krauss, A. (2018). Lifelong learning and the professionalized learner. In B. Choi, A. Krauss, & 

Y. van der Heide (Eds.), Unlearning exercises: Art organizations and sites for 

unlearning, (pp. 74-96). Casco Art Institute/Valiz. 

Land, C. (2015). Decolonizing solidarity: Dilemmas and directions for supporters of 

Indigenous struggles. Zed Books. 

Lewis, G. E. (1996). Improvised music after 1950: Afrological and Eurological perspectives. 

Black Music Research Journal, 16(1), 91-122. https://doi.org/10.2307/779379 

Lewis, G. E. (2007). The virtual discourses of Pamela Z. Journal of the Society for American 

Music, 1(1), 57-77. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1752196307070034 

Lewis, G. E. (2008). A power stronger than itself: The AACM and American experimental 

music. University of Chicago Press. https://doi.org/10.7208/9780226477039 

Lewis, G. E. (2020, July 8). Lifting the cone of silence from Black composers. New York Times. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/03/arts/music/black-composers-classical-

music.html 

Long Chu, A. (2019). Females. Verso. 

Lorde, A. (1978). A litany for survival. Poetry Foundation. 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/147275/a-litany-for-survival 

Lorde, A. (1984). Sister outsider: Essays and speeches. Crossing Press. 

Make It Up Club. (2020, May 19). MIUC online concert #9 190520 [Video]. YouTube. 

https://youtu.be/clBd3fPdLoI 



 237 

Mani, C. (2019). Hybridising Karnatik music and early opera: A journey through voice, word, 

and gesture [Doctoral dissertation, Griffith University]. Griffith Research Online. 

https://doi.org/10.25904/1912/1323 

Mani, C. (2020). On breaking with. Journal of Interdisciplinary Voice Studies, 5(1), 59-80. 

https://doi.org/10.1386/jivs_00016_1 

Martin/Mirraboopa, K./B. (2003). Ways of knowing, being and doing: A theoretical 

framework and methods for indigenous and indigenist re‐search. Journal of 

Australian Studies, 27(76), 203-214. https://doi.org/10.1080/14443050309387838 

Mayhew, L. R. (2015). Collaboration and feminism: A twenty-first century renascence. 

Australian and New Zealand Journal of Art, 15(2), 225-239. https://doi.org/10.1080 

/14434318.2015.1089821 

Mazanec, C. (2017). #ThanksForTyping spotlights unnamed women in literary 

acknowledgments. NPR. https://www.npr.org/2017/03/30/521931310/-

thanksfortyping-spotlights-unnamed-women-in-literary-acknowledgements 

McCann, H., & Monaghan, W. (2019). Queer theory now: From foundations to futures. Red 

Globe Press. 

McCartney, A. (2016). “How am I to listen to you?”: Soundwalking, intimacy, and improvised 

listening. In G. Siddall & E. Waterman (Eds.), Negotiated moments: Improvisation, 

sound, and subjectivity (pp. 37-54). Duke University Press. https://doi.org/10.2307 

/j.ctv11smt46 

McClary, S. (1991). Feminine endings: Music, gender, and sexuality. University of Minnesota 

Press. 

McClintock, A. (1995). Imperial leather: Race, gender, and sexuality in the colonial conquest. 

Routledge. 

McMullen, T. (2010). Subject, object, improv: John Cage, Pauline Oliveros, and Eastern 

(Western) philosophy in music. Critical Studies in Improvisation/Études critiques en 

improvisation, 6(2). https://doi.org/10.21083/csieci.v6i2.851 



 238 

McMullen, T. (2016a). Improvisation within a scene of constraint: An interview with Judith 

Butler. In G. Siddall & E. Waterman (Eds.), Negotiated moments: Improvisation, 

sound, and subjectivity (pp. 21-33). Duke University Press. https://doi.org/10.2307 

/j.ctv11smt46 

McMullen, T. (2016b). The improvisative. In G. E. Lewis & B. Piekut (Eds.), The Oxford 

handbook of critical improvisation studies, (Vol. 1, pp. 115-127). Oxford University 

Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780195370935.013.016 

McQuire, A. (2018). Mainstream feminism still blind to its racism. IndigenousX. 

https://indigenousx.com.au/amy-mcquire-mainstream-feminism-still-blind-to-its-

racism/ 

McQuire, A. (2020, June 6). ‘There cannot be 432 victims and no perpetrators…’ The 

Saturday Paper. https://www.thesaturdaypaper.com.au/news/law-crime/2020 

/06/06/there-cannot-be-432-victims-and-no-perpetrators/15913656009926 

Miller, K. (2013). Respectful listening and reflective communication from the heart and with 

the spirit. Qualitative Social Work, 13(6), 828-841. https://doi.org/10.1177 

/1473325013508596 

Mitchell, N. M. (2020). About. https://www.nicolemitchell.com/about 

Mockus, M. (2008). Sounding out: Pauline Oliveros and lesbian musicality. Routledge. 

Monson, I. (1997). Saying something: Jazz improvisation and interaction. University of 

Chicago Press.  

Monson, I. (2007). Freedom sounds: Civil rights call out to jazz and Africa. Oxford University 

Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195128253.001.0001 

Monson, I. (2008a). Hearing, seeing, and perpetual agency. Critical Inquiry, 34(S2), S36-S58. 

https://doi.org/10.1086/529089 



 239 

Monson, I. (2008b). Fitting the part. In N. T. Rustin & S. Tucker (Eds.), Big ears: Listening for 

gender in jazz studies (pp. 267-287). Duke University Press. https://doi.org/10.1215 

/9780822389224 

Monson, I. (2018). In praise of eclecticism: Relational thinking and theoretical assemblage. 

Current Musicology, (102), 191-207. https://doi.org/10.7916/cm.v0i102.5368 

Moreton-Robinson, A. (2000). Talkin’ up to the white woman. University of Queensland 

Press. 

Moreton-Robinson, A. (2015). The white possessive: Property, power, and Indigenous 

sovereignty. University of Minnesota Press. https://doi.org/10.5749/minnesota 

/9780816692149.001.0001 

Morris, L. D. B. (2017). The art of Conduction: A Conduction workbook. Karma. 

Morrison, T. (1994). Unspeakable things unspoken: The Afro-American presence in 

American literature (1989). In Mitchell, A. (Ed.), Within the circle: An anthology of 

African American literary criticism from the Harlem Renaissance to the present (pp. 

368-398). Duke University Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1134fjj 

Morton, T. (2016). Objects. In S. Bru, B. De Bruyn, & M. Delville (Eds.), Literature now: Key 

terms and methods for literary history (pp. 110-120). Edinburgh University Press. 

Moten, F., & Harney, S. (2004). The university and the undercommons: Seven theses. Social 

Text 79, 22(2), 101-115. https://doi.org/10.1215/01642472-22-2_79-101 

Murray, P. (1995). The liberation of Black women. In B. Guy-Sheftall (Ed.), Word of fire: An 

anthology of African-American feminist thought (pp. 186-197). The New Press. 

Musica Viva. (2021). Melbourne International Chamber Music Competition 2021. 

https://musicaviva.com.au/micmc/about/ 

Nadadur Kannan, R. (2016). Gendered violence and displacement of devadasis in the early 

twentieth-century south India. Sikh Formations, 12(2-3), 243-265. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17448727.2017.1289672 



 240 

Nancarrow, H., Thomas, K., Ringland, V., & Modini, T. (2020). Accurately identifying the 

“person most in need of protection” in domestic and family violence law. Australian 

National Research Organisation for Women’s Safety. https://www.anrows.org.au 

/project/accurately-identifying-the-person-most-in-need-of-protection-in-domestic-

and-family-violence-law/ 

Nochlin, L. (1988). Women, art, and power and other essays. Routledge. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429502996 

Nzongola-Ntalaja, G. (2020). Reversing a bloody legacy. The Wilson Quarterly, 4(4). 

https://www.wilsonquarterly.com/quarterly/the-ends-of-history/reversing-a-

bloody-legacy/  

Odell, J. (2019). How to do nothing: Resisting the attention economy. Black Inc. 

Oliver, M. (1992). Wild geese (1986). In New and selected poems: Volume one (p. 110). 

Beacon Press. 

Oliveros, P. (1998). The roots of the moment. Drogue Press. 

Oliveros, P. (2004). Tripping on wires: The wireless body: Who is improvising? Critical 

Studies in Improvisation/Études critiques en improvisation, 1(1). 

https://doi.org/10.21083/csieci.v1i1.9 

Oliveros, P. (2005). Deep listening: A composer’s sound practice. Deep Listening Publications. 

Oliveros, P. (2010). Sounding the margins: Collected writings 1992–2009. Deep Listening 

Publications. 

Oliveros, P. (2011). Auralizing the sonosphere: A vocabulary for inner sound and sounding. 

Journal of Visual Culture, 10(2), 162-168. https://doi.org/10.1177 

/1470412911402881 

Oliveros, P. [TEDx Talks]. (2015). The difference between hearing and listening | Pauline 

Oliveros | TEDxIndianapolis [Video]. YouTube. https://youtu.be/_QHfOuRrJB8 



 241 

Oliveros, P. (2016). Improvising composition: How to listen in the time between. In G. H. 

Siddall & E. Waterman (Eds.), Negotiated moments: Improvisation, sound, and 

subjectivity (pp. 75-90). Duke University Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv11smt46 

Oliveros, P., & Maus, F. (1994). A conversation about feminism and music. Perspectives on 

New Music, 32(2), 174-193. https://doi.org/10.2307/833606 

Osborne, N. (2019). For still possible cities: A politics of failure for the politically depressed. 

Australian Geographer, 50(2), 145-154. https://doi.org/10.1080 

/00049182.2018.1530717 

O’Sullivan, S. (2019, July 16-19). Queer First Nations’ artists: The weird path from uncanny 

valley to diverse inclusion [Keynote address]. Gender Diversity in Music and Art 

Conference 2019, Perth, WA, Australia. 

O’Sullivan, S. (2021). Saving lives: Mapping the power of LGBTIQ+ First Nations creative 

artists. Social Inclusion, 9(2), 61-64. https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v9i2.4347 

Owen, S. (2008). The appropriation of Native American spirituality. Continuum. 

Park, C., & Allaby, M. (2017a). Contaminant. In A dictionary of environment and 

conservation (3rd ed.). Oxford University Press. https://www-oxfordreference-com 

.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/view/10.1093/acref/9780191826320.001.0001/acref-

9780191826320-e-1634 

Park, C., & Allaby, M. (2017b). Contaminate. In A dictionary of environment and 

conservation (3rd ed.). Oxford University Press. https://www-oxfordreference-com 

.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/view/10.1093/acref/9780191826320.001.0001/acref-

9780191826320-e-1636 

Park, C., & Allaby, M. (2017c). Purification. In A dictionary of environment and conservation 

(3rd ed.). Oxford University Press. https://www-oxfordreference-com.libraryproxy 

.griffith.edu.au/view/10.1093/acref/9780191826320.001.0001/acref-

9780191826320-e-6526. 

Pascoe, B. (2014). Dark emu. Magabala Books. 



 242 

Patel, L. (2016). Decolonizing educational research: From ownership to answerability. 

Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315658551 

Paterson de Heer, P. (n.d.). Still bisexual. Meanjin. https://meanjin.com.au/memoir/still-

bisexual/ 

Pay the Rent. (n.d.). Saying sorry isn’t enough: Pay the rent. https://paytherent.net.au/ 

Peters, G. (2009). The philosophy of improvisation. University of Chicago Press. 

Peterson, L. (2006). Music and the creative spirit: Innovators in jazz, improvisation, and the 

avant garde. Scarecrow Press. 

Phillips, A. (2018). The imperative for self-attainment: From cradle to grave. In B. Choi, A. 

Krauss, & Y. van der Heide (Eds.), Unlearning exercises: Art organizations and sites 

for unlearning, (pp. 97-110). Casco Art Institute/Valiz. 

Phipps, A. (2021). White tears, white rage: Victimhood and (as) violence in mainstream 

feminism. European Journal of Cultural Studies, 24(1), 81-93. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1367549420985852 

Piekut, B. (2010). New thing? Gender and sexuality in the Jazz Composers Guild. American 

Quarterly, 62(1), 25-48. http://doi.org/10.1353/aq.0.0123 

Piekut, B. (2012). Sound’s modest witness: Notes on Cage and modernism. Contemporary 

Music Review, 31(1), 3-18. https://doi.org/10.1080/07494467.2012.712279 

Pierrot, G. (2015). Free jazz/Black power: An introduction. In P. Carles & J. L. Comolli, Free 

jazz/Black power (G. Pierrot, Trans.). University Press of Mississippi. (Original work 

published 1971). https://doi.org/10.14325/mississippi/9781628460391.001.0001 

Porter, E. C. (2002). What is this thing called jazz? African American musicians as artists, 

critics, and activists. University of California Press. 

PwC Australia. (2017). Understanding the unpaid economy. https://www.pwc.com.au 

/australia-in-transition/publications/understanding-the-unpaid-economy-mar17.pdf 



243 

Räisänen, T. (2011). Balloon work [Musical Score]. Edition Troy. https://issuu.com 

/editiontroy/docs/edt057 

Rancière, J. (1991). The ignorant schoolmaster: Five lessons in intellectual emancipation (K. 

Ross, Trans.). Stanford University Press. (Original work published 1987) 

Rancière, J. (2011). The emancipated spectator (G. Elliott, Trans.). Verso. (Original work 

published 2008) 

Reardon-Smith, H. E. (2013). The other flautist: Vocal sounds in contemporary flute music 

[Master’s thesis, University of Queensland]. UQ eSpace. 

https://espace.library.uq.edu.au/view/UQ:305621 

Reardon-Smith, H. E. (2016). codex: Improvising within the composed structures of Richard 

Barrett [Unpublished master’s thesis]. School of Arts—KASK, Koninklijk 

Conservatorium, Ghent, Belgium. 

Reardon-Smith, H. E. (2017). Codex: Embodied communication in Richard Barrett’s scores 

for improvisation. Directions of New Music, 1(1), 1-18. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.14221/dnm.i1/1 

Reardon-Smith, H. E. (2019). when do i stop ? ADSR Zine, 6(1), 11-12. 

https://www.adsrzine.com/006 

Reardon-Smith, H. E. [cyberBanshee]. (2020a). A reading for dark times w cyberBanshee 

2.3.20 [Audio]. Soundcloud. https://soundcloud.com/cyberbanshee/cyberbanshee-

2320-cmt-qcgu-concert 

Reardon-Smith, H. E. [cyberBanshee]. (2020b, September 17). A millennia of seepage | 

Amelia Hine + cyberBanshee [Video]. YouTube. https://youtu.be/JlzUrxQogtc 

Reardon-Smith, H. E., Denson, L., & Tomlinson, V. (2020). Feministing free improvisation. 

Tempo, 74(292), 10-20. https://doi.org/10.1017/S004029821900113X 

Reason Myers, D. L. (2002). The myth of absence: Representation, reception and the music of 

experimental women improvisers (Publication No. 304798441) [Doctoral 



 244 

dissertation, University of California, San Diego]. ProQuest Dissertations and Theses 

Global. 

Reason, D. L. (2004). “Navigable structures and transforming mirrors”: Improvisation and 

interactivity. In D. Fischlin & A. Heble (Eds.), The other side of nowhere: Jazz, 

improvisation, and communities in dialogue (pp. 71-83). Wesleyan University Press. 

Renata, A. M., Lawson, G., Cushing, D., & Menzies, D. (2015). Indigenous cultural 

landscapes: Equitably defining the ‘authenticity’ of the intangible [Conference 

paper]. Sharing Cultures 2015: Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on 

Intangible Heritage, Green Lines Institute for Sustainable Development, Portugal. 

https://eprints.qut.edu.au/92711/13/97211.pdf 

Rich, J. (2014). Modern feminist theory: An introduction (2nd ed.). Humanities Ebooks. 

Roberts, M. (2009). Life is not a rehearsal: Old cliché, new discoveries… In J. Zorn (Ed.), 

Arcana IV: Musicians on music (pp. 259-261). Hips Road. 

Roberts, Z., Carlson, B., O'Sullivan, S., Day, M., Rey, J., Kennedy, T., Bakic, T., & Farrell, 

A. (2021). A guide to writing and speaking about Indigenous People in Australia. 

Macquarie University. https://doi.org/10.25949/5tfk-5113 

Rogue Three. (2018). No Meat on Bumblebees [Album]. Made Now Music. 

https://roguethreetrio.bandcamp.com/album/no-meat-on-bumblebees 

Rogue Three. (2019). Eucalypt Apocalypse [Album]. Bandcamp. 

https://roguethreetrio.bandcamp.com/album/eucalypt-apocalypse 

Rose, D. B. (2017). Shimmer: When all you love is being trashed. In A. Tsing, H. Swanson, E. 

Gan, & N. Bubandt (Eds.), Arts of living on a damaged planet: Ghosts and monsters of 

the Anthropocene (pp. G51-G63). University of Minnesota Press. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5749/j.ctt1qft070.7 

Rose, S. (2017). The lived experience of improvisation: In music, learning and life. Intellect. 



 245 

Rottle, J. [Jodie Rottle]. (2019, October 22). BOARD! (2019) by Jodie Rottle [Video]. YouTube. 

https://youtu.be/eVzMhDPS7HQ 

Rottle, J. (2021). Sounding the everyday: Working with objects in new music practice 

[Unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Griffith University.  

Royalle, C. (2018). she said. In A trillion tiny awakenings (pp. 16-20). UWA Publishing. 

Rustin, N. T., & Tucker, S. (2008). Introduction. In N. T. Rustin & S. Tucker (Eds.), Big ears: 

Listening for gender in jazz studies (pp. 1-28). Duke University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822389224 

Said, E. W. (1978). Orientalism. Pantheon Books. 

Salleh, A. (2008). Forensic spotlight cast on Bach’s music. ABC Science. 

https://www.abc.net.au/science/articles/2008/10/03/2381722.htm 

Samuels, E., & Freeman, E. (2021). Introduction: Crip temporalities. The South Atlantic 

Quarterly, 120(2), 245-254. https://doi.org/10.1215/00382876-8915937 

Sand, M. (2020). Did Alexander Fleming deserve the Nobel Prize? Science and Engineering 

Ethics, 26(2), 899-919. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11948-019-00149-5 

Shechet, E. (2019, April 2). How to do nothing: The new guide to refocusing on the real 

world. The Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2019/apr/02 

/jenny-odell-how-to-do-nothing-attention 

Shotwell, A. (2016). Against purity: Living ethically in compromised times. University of 

Minnesota Press. 

Siddall, G. H., & Waterman, E. (2016). Introduction: Improvising at the nexus of discursive 

and material bodies. In G. H. Siddall & E. Waterman (Eds.), Negotiated moments: 

Improvisation, sound, and subjectivity (pp. 1-19). Duke University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv11smt46 

Silverstein, M. J., Faraone, S. V., Leon, T. L., Biederman, J., Spencer, T. J., & Adler, L. A. 

(2020). The relationship between executive function deficits and DSM-5-defined 



 246 

ADHD symptoms. Journal of Attention Disorders, 24(1), 41-51. https://doi.org 

/10.1177/1087054718804347 

Singh, J. (2017). Unthinking mastery: Dehumanism and decolonial entanglements. Duke 

University Press. https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822372363 

Sisters Inside. (2020). About Sisters Inside. https://www.sistersinside.com.au/ 

Sisters Inside & Institute for Collaborative Race Research. (2021, May 17). ‘In no uncertain 

terms’ the violence of criminalising coercive control: Joint statement. Sisters Inside. 

https://www.sistersinside.com.au/in-no-uncertain-terms-the-violence-of-

criminalising-coercive-control-joint-statement-sisters-inside-institute-for-

collaborative-race-research/ 

Small, C. (1998). Musicking: The meanings of performing and listening. Wesleyan University 

Press. 

Smith, J. D. (2001). Diva-dogs: Sounding women improvising (Publication No. 304786842) 

[Doctoral dissertation, University of British Columbia]. ProQuest Dissertations and 

Theses Global. 

Smith, J. D. (2004). Playing like a girl: The queer laughter of the Feminist Improvising Group. 

In D. Fischlin & A. Heble (Eds.), The other side of nowhere: Jazz, improvisation, and 

communities in dialogue (pp. 224-243). Wesleyan University Press.  

Smith, J. D. (2008). Perverse hysterics: The noisy cri of Les Diaboliques. In N. T. Rustin & S. 

Tucker (Eds.), Big ears: Listening for gender in jazz studies (pp. 180-209). Duke 

University Press. https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822389224 

Smits, K., & Bruce, S. (Eds.). (2016). Feminist moments: Reading feminist texts. Bloomsbury 

Academic. http://dx.doi.org/10.5040/9781474237970 

SOUNZ: Centre for New Zealand Music. (n.d.). Gillian Bibby: Composer. 

https://sounz.org.nz/contributors/1008 



 247 

Spearim, B. (Host). (2019-present). Frontier war stories [Audio podcast]. PodBean. 

https://boespearim.podbean.com/ 

Stastny, A., & Orr, R. (2014). The influence of the US Black Panthers on indigenous activism 

in Australia and New Zealand from 1969 onwards. Australian Aboriginal Studies, 2, 

60-74. https://search.informit.org/doi/10.3316/IELAPA.794650141388659 

St. Pierre, E. A. (2021). Post qualitative inquiry, the refusal of method, and the risk of the 

new. Qualitative Inquiry, 27(1), 3-9. https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800419863005 

Sykes, C. (2014, September 5). Preview: Stuart Dempster: Playing it by ear. Oregon 

Artswatch. https://archive.orartswatch.org/preview-stuart-dempster-playing-it-by-

ear/ 

Taylor, H. (2017). Is birdsong music? Outback encounters with an Australian songbird. 

Indiana University Press. 

Taylor, J. (2009). A way of loving, a way of knowing: Music, sexuality, and the becoming of a 

queer musicologist. In B.-L. Bartleet & C. Ellis (Eds.), Music autoethnographies: 

Making autoethnography sing/making music personal. Australian Academic Press.  

Taylor, J. (2010). Queer temporalities and the significance of ‘music scene’ participation in 

the social identities of middle-aged queers. Sociology, 44(5), 893-907. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038510375735 

Taylor, J. (2012). Playing it queer: Popular music, identity and queer world-making. Peter 

Lang. http://doi.org/10.3726/978-3-0351-0420-2 

Tiger Trio. (2019). Map of liberation [Album]. Rogue Art. 

Tolia-Kelly, D. P. (2019). Rancière and the re-distribution of the sensible: The artist Rosanna 

Raymond, dissensus and postcolonial sensibilities within the spaces of the museum. 

Progress in Human Geography, 43(1), 123-140. https://doi.org/10.1177 

/0309132517739141 



 248 

Tomlinson, V., & Ferguson, J. (2017). Sonic dreams – Extinction. https://research-

repository.griffith.edu.au/handle/10072/389167 

Tomlinson, V., & Griswold, E. [Clocked Out]. (2018, September 29). The listening museum III 

(2018) – Clocked Out [Video]. YouTube. https://youtu.be/rKigeVdm6GU?t=259 

Tomlinson, V., & Griswold, E. [Clocked Out]. (2019a, May 13). Sonic dreams (Stanthorpe) - 

Vanessa Tomlinson - Easter at The Piano Mill 2019 [Video]. YouTube. 

https://youtu.be/PdRJpWFG6uw 

Tomlinson, V., & Griswold, E. [Clocked Out]. (2019b, December 2). Sonic Dreams (California) 

- Vanessa Tomlinson [Video]. YouTube. https://youtu.be/Oeg4R_1iZgw 

Toop, D. (2016). Into the maelstrom: Music, improvisation and the dream of freedom: Before 

1970. Bloomsbury Academic. 

Tsing, A. L. (2015). The mushroom at the end of the world: On the possibility of life in 

capitalist ruins. Princeton University Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvc77bcc 

Tuck, E., & Yang, K. W. (2012). Decolonization is not a metaphor. Decolonization: 

Indigeneity, Education & Society, 1(1), 1-40. 

https://jps.library.utoronto.ca/index.php/des/article/view/18630 

Tucker, S. (2004). Bordering on community: Improvising women improvising women-in-jazz. 

In D. Fischlin & A. Heble (Eds.), The other side of nowhere: Jazz, improvisation, and 

communities in dialogue (pp. 244-267). Wesleyan University Press. 

Ungunmerr-Bauman, M.-R. (2003). Against racism. Compass: A Review of Topical Theology, 

37(3). http://compassreview.org/spring03/1.html 

Vergès, F. (2018). On women and their wombs: Capitalism, racialization, feminism. Critical 

Times, 1(1), 263-267. https://doi.org/10.1215/26410478-1.1.263 

Wassermann, U. (n.d.). Biography: English. https://utewassermann.com/biography/ 



 249 

Watego, C. (2021, March 7). This International Women’s Day, where are the Indigenous 

voices? The Sydney Morning Herald. https://www.smh.com.au/national/this-

international-women-s-day-where-are-the-indigenous-voices-20210307-p578ih.html 

Waterman, E. (2008). Naked intimacy: Eroticism, improvisation, and gender. Critical Studies 

in Improvisation/Études critiques en improvisation, 4(2). https://doi.org 

/10.21083/csieci.v4i2.845 

Watson, J. (2007, January). Lilla Watson. Queensland Review, 14(1), 47. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S132181660000595X 

We Have Voice. (n.d.). Who we are. http://www.wehavevoice.org/ 

Wells, H. G. (2007). The empire of the ants. Project Gutenberg Australia. 

http://gutenberg.net.au/ebooks06/0609221h.html#c3 

West, R., Stewart, L., Foster, K., & Usher, K. (2012). Through a critical lens: Indigenist 

research and the Dadirri method. Qualitative Health Research, 22(11), 1582-1590. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732312457596 

Whittaker, A. (2015). The border made of mirrors: Indigenous queerness, deep colonisation 

and (de)fining Indigenousness in settler law. In D. Hodge (Ed.), Colouring the 

rainbow: Blak queer and trans perspectives (pp. 223-237). Wakefield Press. 

https://www.wakefieldpress.com.au/product.php?productid=1267 

Whittaker, A. (2020, June 3). Despite 432 Indigenous deaths in custody since 1991, no one 

has ever been convicted. Racist silence and complicity are to blame. The 

Conversation. https://theconversation.com/despite-432-indigenous-deaths-in-

custody-since-1991-no-one-has-ever-been-convicted-racist-silence-and-complicity-

are-to-blame-139873 

Wilfred, D., & Bell, N. (Directors). (2020). Djuwaḻpada [Film]. Ngukkur Story Project; ICTV 

Play. https://ictv.com.au/video/item/7137 

Williams, J. (2021). Changing one word in Australia's national anthem is mere tokenism and 

does little for actual inclusion. The Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com 



250 

/commentisfree/2021/jan/01/changing-one-word-in-australias-national-anthem-is-

mere-tokenism-and-does-little-for-actual-inclusion 

Wilson, E. A. (2015). Gut feminism. Duke University Press. https://doi.org/10.1215 

/9780822375203 

Winnubst, S. (2006). Queering Freedom. Indiana University Press. 

Wong, D. A. (2004). Speak it louder: Asian Americans making music. Routledge. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203497272 

Wong, M.-S., & Eidsheim, N. S. (2016). Corregidora: Corporeal archaeology, embodied 

memory, improvisation. In G. H. Siddall & E. Waterman (Eds.), Negotiated moments: 

Improvisation, sound, and subjectivity (pp. 217-231). Duke University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv11smt46 

Woolombi Waters, M. (2018). Indigenous knowledge production: Navigating humanity 

within a Western world. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315437811 

Wynter, S. (2003). Unsettling the coloniality of Being/Power/Truth/Freedom: Towards the 

human, after Man, its overrepresentation—an argument. The New Centennial 

Review, 3(3), 257-337. https://doi.org/10.1353/ncr.2004.0015 

Xavier Hall, C. D., Feinstein, B. A., Sales, J. M., Girod, C., & Yount, K. M. (2021). Outness, 

discrimination, and depressive symptoms among bi+ women: The roles of partner 

gender and sexual identity. Journal of Bisexuality, 21(1), 24-41. https://doi.org 

/10.1080/15299716.2021.1886219 

Xenakis, F. (1985). Zut ! on a encore oublié madame Freud. Jean-Claude Lattès. 

Yunkaporta, T. (2017). I’m part of the world’s oldest living culture, but could I kill a zombie 

with a boomerang? The Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign 

/2017/sep/27/im-part-of-the-worlds-oldest-living-culture-but-could-i-kill-a-zombie-

with-a-boomerang 




