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A RABI, AN IMAM, AND A PRIEST 
WALK INTO A BAR . . . OR, WHAT CAN 
MUSIC EDUCATION PHILOSOPHY 
LEARN FROM COMPARATIVE 
COSMOPOLITANISM?

PATRICK SCHMIDT
Florida International University

In the face of globalization, speed communication, and the mashing up of 
once clearly drawn borders, it seems both pertinent and constructive that music 
education philosophers make use of comparative frameworks to make sense—
and make new sense—of educational and musical events, products, and inter-
actions. However, comparison that is merely analytical, self-centered, and at-
tempts to valuate, categorize, and create hierarchy or contradistinction, might 
be not only scholastically inept but also politically irresponsible. Philosophi-
cal investigation based upon “comparative cosmopolitanism” is interested in 
“difference that remains different” as a positive element and attentive to the 
ways in which we come to understand said differences. Therefore, this view 
is committed to philosophic enterprises that consider creativity, risk, and dif-
ference to articulate “forms of fundamental critical self-reflection that extend 
to the ‘scaffolding of our own thought.’” The goal of this article is to present 
an introductory reasoning for placing a comparative approach side-by-side a 
cosmopolitan framework, exemplifying its usefulness to philosophical work in 
and for music education.

I 

In a wonderfully amusing tale, Huib Schippers introduces the contentious 
notion of “tradition” by offering the story of a Ghanaian musician who, when 
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asked by an inquisitive ethnomusicologist if what he had just performed was a 
“traditional” song, proceeded to confirm that indeed it was. The assertion turns to 
joke as the scholar in the story presses the musician as to the origins of the song: 
What was its pedigree? Who was the guarantor of its authenticity? To this the 
musician reveals, “without batting an eyelid, that he had composed it himself, 
just a few days earlier.”1 

Given its appeal it is not surprising that comparison has been wielded wildly 
serving to define uniqueness, assert variance, as well as regulate interactions, es-
tablish understandings and codify traditions. Indeed, Schippers exemplifies the 
many perils embedded in comparative thinking, in the attempt to help music 
educators avoid the equivocation of setting up for themselves—and perhaps their 
students—the “impossible demands of attempting to realize ‘authentic traditions 
in context’ within educational settings.”2 Endeavoring comparative accounts was 
easier when isolation afforded the space for here/there (or us/them) dichotomies. 
But today, the politicization brought forward by feminist and post-colonial schol-
ars has disentangled us from much of the pernicious mid-twentieth century na-
ïveté illustrated above; who can seriously delineate the musical selves of ‘natives’ 
or ‘Others’ after Edward Said? Who is not skeptical of claimed classifications and 
comparative hierarchies after John Blacking?3 

Regardless of the caveats, considering how we might approximate philosophy 
to a critical comparative stance remains, in my estimation, a valuable enterprise. 
In the face of globalization, speed communication, and the mashing up of once 
clearly drawn borders, it seems both pertinent and constructive that music edu-
cation philosophers make use of comparative frameworks to make sense—and 
make new sense—of educational and musical events, products, and interactions. 
Comparisons, of course, need not function as dictums of hierarchical value. As 
diversity and difference become more profligate categories, it is tenable to utter 
that paradigmatically tapered and complex stories will become more apt delinea-
tors of the ways we come to understand cultural dispositions, political structures, 
and contemporary economic mandates. If we accept that such complexities are 
at hand, the goal of philosophical work can be that of speeding up their realiza-
tion and providing thought-models for practical invectives. 

The challenges, however, are many. As the fake-journalism of Stephen Col-
bert demonstrates every night, the manipulation of belief and the credence we 
give to simplistic discourses—how we come to judge them pertinent or common-
sensical to our own specific realities—requires cleverness but little rhetorical ef-
fort. The obviation of cognitive dissonance as a comic gag—the stock and trade 
of Colbert and John Stewart—illustrates how apprehensive general audiences are 
of complex argumentation and how easy it is to direct our attention to polarities, 
sequestering possible dispositions toward critical dialogue.
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Given that comparison that merely asserts value, categorizes, and creates hi-
erarchy might be not only scholastically inept but also politically irresponsible. 
We might do well to consider how comparative lenses can be well served by being 
placed in conflation with a cosmopolitan framework. My contention, based on 
a fuller definition that follows, is that cosmopolitanism can help alleviate local 
penchant by focusing on conceptual efforts and pragmatic aims that would cen-
trifugally pull one away from the normativity of local understandings, placing 
one in a position to challenge or at least contend with the limitations of tradition 
or ideological obstinacy. In other words, cosmopolitanism’s unrelenting atten-
tion to variance, places us in tension with the comfort—and conformity—of the 
immediate and familiar. As I see it, a cosmopolitan perspective can address the 
multiplicity shaping our societies today, offering us more than the discontinued 
collage that many critics of postmodernity protest against. Of course, unfamiliar-
ity and displacement by themselves are of little help. On the other hand, to think 
only within habitual (or ideologically dogmatic) spaces might be self-soothing 
and even instructive, but evanescent in its failure to entice collaborative interac-
tion and thus help us to generate curiosity, criticism, and most significantly today, 
creative adaptability. 

The “so what” of all this talk becomes evident when we examine the reasons 
why cultural policies in the US are often delineated from a place of affluence. 
Consider as an example the unchanged “high brow” nature of projects histori-
cally funded by the National Endowment for the Arts, or how, at the organiza-
tional policy level, the National Association for Music Education (NAfME) has 
established its advocacy agenda from a “suburban” vantage point, presenting as 
universal a set of aims and priorities that are poorly suited to the realities and 
desires of many educators and students in urban centers. The limited attention 
to variance—as a cultural and educational policy aim, for example—continues 
to restrict our capacity to offer a multidimensional discourse regarding the reach 
and meaning of music and the arts. 

Philosophical investigation based upon what I would call “comparative cos-
mopolitanism” becomes noteworthy in that it offers the parameters to place “dif-
ference that remains difference”4 as a positive ideal. In doing so it facilitates a 
commitment to “forms of fundamental critical self-reflection that extend to the 
‘scaffolding of our own thought’”5 and consequentially lead to more conscious, 
wide-ranging, and deliberate practice. The goal of this article, then, is to present 
an introductory reasoning for placing a comparative approach side-by-side with a 
cosmopolitan framework, exemplifying its usefulness to philosophical work that 
attempts to expand the meanings, practices, and rationales for an education in 
and through music.
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II

Before I can fully explore the possible ways in which the proposition above 
can be developed in philosophical and practical terms, it behooves me to further 
outline the specific parameters upon which this article defines “comparative” 
and “cosmopolitan”. In broad terms comparative education is synthetic, aiming 
to develop “an increasingly sophisticated theoretical framework in which to de-
scribe and analyze educational phenomena.”6 In this article, I hope to focus less 
on the (at times helpful) reduction that synthesis provides, and rather augment 
the value of variance. In other words, comparative approaches to education and 
philosophy are often based upon a framework where one makes use of “a range 
of theories and methods from the social sciences” highlighting the power of a 
particular system of thought to synthesize apparently divergent realities. Differ-
ently, a comparative cosmopolitan lens attempts to use a range of intersecting 
“sub-fields including sociology of education, educational planning, anthropology 
and education, economics of education and education and development”7 to 
highlight the problems we face when reducing difference. 

The pedagogical or educational argument for a comparative philosophy can 
be said to “focus one’s primary concern in the exploration of other traditions” 
while avoiding “simply finding more of oneself and what is familiar to one, but 
[rather] learning about other possibilities of philosophical experience that can be 
opened up to one through cross-cultural encounter.”8 Further, comparative ap-
proaches can counterbalance the fact that “educational studies remain afflicted 
by ‘compartmentalization’”9 and aid more fruitful and collaborative interaction 
within fields, across regions, and between disciplines. Comparative approaches 
can invite us to pay attention to the following:

(a) what is being compared with what (e.g. teachers, schools, teaching meth-
ods and educational systems in differing cultural, national and regional con-
texts); (b) the evaluative basis of comparison (e.g. the norms and principles 
being invoked in making comparisons); (c) the reasons and motives under-
lying the comparisons being made (e.g. disinterested scholarly enquiry, a 
search for insights, etc., to be applied from one context to another); (d) the 
methods used in making comparisons (e.g. methods based on natural sci-
ence, social science, hermeneutic traditions).10

Taken didactically or in a localized manner, however, comparative approaches 
incur the risk of imagining that other cultures or practices have “a clear unity and 
simplicity in contrast to the multifarious character of one’s own.”11 Herein lies the 
origin and reason for matching a comparative lens to another robust framework, 
that of cosmopolitanism.

As I argue it, cosmopolitanism can be summed up by the desire to avoid 
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reductionism and self-interested simplification. Romantically, it can be linked to 
Walt Whitman’s notion that we “contain multitudes” and sociologically to Hardt 
and Negri’s emphasis on how democratic practices require rupture as much as 
equilibrium.12 Cosmopolitanism then is invested in reasoning for ways in which 
difference can remain different. In near simplistic terms, it provides global “les-
sons” for local realities.13 In more complex terms, it facilitates how we may engage 
with dissonance, difference, and dissidence, while clarifying how these come to 
be named. In other words, cosmopolitan frameworks attempt to further explain or 
uncover the elements one may perceive to be outside the norm; why one would 
perceive them so; what are the qualifying elements that led to that judgment; and 
what is in place when one refuses to investigate “otherness” or “othering”, rather 
naming what presents itself to us as mistaken, improper, strange. 

It is important to note that, 

cosmopolitanism’s educational trajectory is not arithmetical. It does not 
mean the strategic adding or subtracting of aspects of identity, outlook, or 
knowledge. It is not a mosaic game of fitting together prefabricated pieces of 
knowledge and inheritance into a jigsaw puzzle of one’s private design. It is 
not a matter of simply acquiring information.14

Its focus on adaptability “recognizes the permanence of change in the world, 
including in the very idea of the universal, and the permanence of permeability 
and porosity to the world’s influence.”15 Such framework can have an impact on 
how we educate in and through music as it can help to expand music educators’ 
capacity to embrace conceptual thinking, to evaluate complexity, and to become 
more at ease with adaptability. The practical implications can be wide-ranging, 
from serving as a force against the intensification of labor within the teaching 
profession, to counter-acting the reduction of professionalism as the amassing of 
technical know-how,16 to supporting greater pedagogical and creative autonomy 
within classrooms. 

This need for the pragmatic and intellectual space of a constantly adaptable 
public sphere has been widely understood from a market and economic stance.17 
What is potentially convincing and influential in a stronger philosophical pres-
ence is how it may help us to ethically interface the strategic nature of compara-
tive analyses—drawing from policy, for example—and the near activist passion to 
understand the complexity of “public spheres”18 that is embedded in cosmopoli-
tanism. Consider for example how music can be produced unmediated by large 
capital today. In many parts of the world consumption is taking quite anarchist 
terms, and access to creative outlets is growing exponentially, that is, becom-
ing technically accessible and economically viable.19 Or, how the metaphor of a 
public or open classroom, where music is less institutional, is indeed becoming 
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a growing reality in communities and NGOs across the globe. 20 Or still, how 
the growingly diverse understanding of creativity that is heavily dependent on 
difference and adaptability, has constructed as a near given that music learning 
and teaching depends on communicative spaces where the interaction between 
divergent, non-consensual, and unfamiliar thinking are found.21 Yet, limited 
philosophical engagements in music education have emerged to speak for the 
value of variance. 

The notion of public sphere fostered by comparative cosmopolitanism can 
be one answer to the challenge of moving beyond naïve and polite notions of 
democracy. This is key given that the rising presence of adaptability as a crucial 
construct in democratic societies is only matched by the mounting need not 
to allow adaptability to become an external dictate upon which we have no in-
fluence—a clear reality in the accountability and teacher evaluation measures 
supported by the US government. Within our field, using comparative cosmo-
politanism as a prism or framework for thinking and action can facilitate engage-
ments where one can more easily ask: In what ways that which makes sense for 
someone else does not for me? Why that is, and what would have to happen for 
my own perceptions to be different? The pedagogical aim that is here nascent 
provides a clue as to how to address unpredictable and adaptable paths. It does 
so as it diminishes both inward-centered and universalistic valuation, and places 
greater emphasis on interaction and dialogue, following the Deweyan ideal that 
information is less significant than formation, that is, than becoming different 
and searching for growth.22

III 
The following step is to consider the impediments for a philosophical under-

standing of comparative cosmopolitanism and how it can be seen as a construc-
tive space. We might start by asking, can this frame help us to imagine and enact 
a complex public sphere where we come to understand our constantly changing 
contexts and ourselves? Or, can it help to articulate a closer interaction between 
acceptance of multiplicity—thinking beyond dualities—and the formation of 
creative dispositions?23 

I would suggest that rationality still weighs heavily on us, functioning as an 
impediment by often raising the threshold of acceptance to divergent thinking. 
The unifying paradigm that drives rationality tends to suppress differing discourses 
and diminish interest in unpacking assumptions. Martha Nussbaum maintains 
that, especially in the Anglo-American world, “the [rationalist] Kantian politics 
of John Rawls is increasingly at odds with forms of communitarian political 
thought”24 thus affirming the stubbornness of the tension between the rationality 
of Kant and the irregular and multiple world-views first offered by Nietzsche. 
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While analytical philosophy persists as the familiar and perhaps reified stan-
dard in philosophical thinking, it finds itself increasingly in tension with less 
“determined” approaches, where singularity of focus, the rhetorical undressing 
of arguments, and valuation of form, are not seen as superlative to, for example, 
political and multidimensional aims. Postmodern or post-structural thinkers for 
example approach text simply as a point-of-entry (not an end) and present a peda-
gogical and arguably less hierarchical engagement with their audience; avoiding 
being instructive or didactic, but rather assuming the reader imbued with critical 
consciousness.

It seems feasible then to presume and assert that in large areas of the reach-
able universe of music education the tension between rationality and postmoder-
nity is also felt, perhaps increasingly so. Indeed, I would argue we could see two 
philosophical approaches to the formation of a public sphere in the field. The 
first is a consensus approach, where the synthesis of considerable contextual in-
formation establishes the parameters and opportunity for common ground; such 
a unified platform from whence ideas and practices can be gazed, accurately 
delimits and directs engagement. This is a synthetic model. The second is what 
I would call an interactive or variant model, where lifeworlds of experience and 
thought are aggregated but not conflated (difference remains difference) with 
the intent to generate experimentation and adaptable immersion. The goal is 
not to ease paradigmatic tensions, but rather to experience difference as the pa-
rameter for sense making and creativity. The aims of comparative cosmopolitan 
are aligned to the latter, deflating the role of descriptive or synthetic comparison 
(while not dismissing it) and constructively working with juxtaposition to realize 
creative endeavors. 

The arguments above are not far from exemplification. Consider for example 
how the music education field, particularly in North America, is quite comfort-
able with a synthetic approach that defines its public sphere in two ways. Soni-
cally, by using Western classical music (WCM) as the established and shared 
space where musical common-sense is forged, that is, WCM is the key platform 
upon which all musics are observed, assimilated, evaluated, and named. And 
pedagogically, by using the large ensemble as the sensible space that optimizes 
instruction; all other musical interaction is eventually compared to the large en-
semble and alterations synthetically evaluated in accordance to its norms. 

Conversely, what I would call unschooled musics are closer to an interac-
tive approach. Indeed, a vast number of musics and their social practices are 
experienced as particularity, as a difference that remains different and does not 
strive for universality or consensus and yet is interested in interaction and adapt-
ability. The compendium Music as a Natural Resource25 typifies existing musical 
practices within Non-Governmental Organizations, which demonstrate how to 
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aim less at synthetic literacy, aesthetic expansionism, or instructional efficiency. 
These practices, myriad throughout the globe, are an outcome of a public sphere 
that demands adaptation; given economic challenges, social instability or cul-
tural syncretism. 

In great numbers and variety they show us how an education in music26 is 
still possible and present, but secondary to an education through music. Such 
a public sphere is experienced within communities of practice that place both 
music and musicians in subservience to the immediate needs of those who are 
part of the session or learning space.27 In philosophical terms these practices are 
not simply “anti-Eurocentric and multi-centric, but rather ec-centric, starting 
from one’s center, moving outwards and decentering the self.”28 Further, they 
mark a deflation of the training aspect of education in music and elevate the 
educational outcomes of learning through musical experiences. In sum, they 
foreground a different kind of creativity: one focused on interaction rather than 
personal production.

These ideals function within the reasoning that “one must maximize as much 
as possible the multiplication of small narratives.”29 And while this is at times 
insufficient, out of the creative action that is implied within the multiplication of 
small narratives we can start understanding the pathway to decentralization, to a 
last rigid or orthodox self, and the relaxation of our need to name and categorize. 
This, in turn, might lead us to interact creatively with that which we might have 
previously considered to be improper, out of place, Otherly. 

IV
The formation of the public sphere, as outlined above, is directly connected 

to the facilitation of creative action and thought. Creativity seems to be the no-
tion perhaps most telling of an educational space where dignity is preserved and 
well established. If creativity is indeed an essential element of how and who we 
are, it must also be an essential element in uncovering that which we are yet to 
understand; thus placing curiosity towards difference as a vital part of how we 
interact across lifeworlds and engage in creative teaching and learning. Looking 
at creativity from an anthropological standpoint, Arnold Gehlen places it not as 
a gift or an extraordinary element in people’s lives, but rather as an almost mun-
dane condition, as a need made manifest every day. In his own words:

Homo sapiens, due to its instinctive inexpertise, it’s always grappling with an 
overabundance of stimuli that are not biologically finalized, and from which 
unambiguously behaviors cannot descend. This is why the action of Homo 
sapiens, unfounded as it is, can never be not creative.30 

Believing in this statement and the value it attributes to creative action, places 
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us, musicians or not, in a position of valuing the construction of a public sphere 
as a pedagogical aim, which in turn leads us to see agency—as a manifestation of 
creativity—as an unavoidable pursuit, even in the face of oppression. By expos-
ing complexity as a feasible and perhaps necessary pathway for daily interaction, 
comparative cosmopolitanism delineates, philosophically and practically, the 
fact that agency is not to be constructed for individuals, but that it is the forma-
tion of capacious and diverse spheres of interaction that create the possibility for 
individuals to activate their own agency.

The notion of a public sphere where agency and creativity abound is con-
nected to what Nussbaum has called the “the dignity of reason.”31 This phil-
osophical and ethical stance presents us with a changed notion of rationality, 
where reason is not simply the capacity to think abstractly, but the capacity to 
understand oneself in relationship to others. This in turn frames creativity as 
the capacity to connect differences or to establish communicative bridges. The 
dignity that reason offers us is not that of an “I think therefore I am” kind but the 
dignity of being capable and wiling to interact and to exist fully as a result of said 
interactions; even as they may be perceived as complex, incongruous, or foreign. 
This seems to be important for those committed to music education philosophy 
for it places reason not simply as the capacity for rationalization or abstraction, 
but rather as formed by a capacity to conceptualize, interact, and adapt. 

This way of thinking is in line with how Giles Deleuze sees the process of 
philosophy, namely, as a creative practice interested first and foremost in the for-
mation of constructs.32 Perhaps a radical understanding of philosophy, this notion 
places greater emphasis upon creativity, diminishing the prominence of rhetori-
cal unfolding. This turn presents a radicalism that goes to the root of thinking 
philosophically in my view, situating it as akin to art, where the quality upon 
which philosophy survives or exists is the capacity to be conceptually creative, 
rather than merely technical.

What can emerge out of this philosophical project in educational terms? I 
would argue for a Freirian conscientization where unlearning and eventually dis-
mantling assumptions is as valuable as, and indefatigably interfaces with, the 
process of accumulation—that which is common-sensically seen as learning.33 
Further, and perhaps as significant, is the possibility that emerging out of this 
capacity to interact with complexity in the world, to think adaptively, and to un-
learn, is a disposition to consider how cultural, social, ethical, and even eco-
nomic requirements of teaching and learning are most often entwined. This at-
tention to and the struggle with the dignity of reason, I think, are our best chance 
to build a capacity for self-empowerment. What is pragmatically significant here 
is how conscientization facilitates the formation of educators whose understand-
ing of their own agency is the link to and motivation for ethical and culturally 
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responsive action. Again, as Freire would argue, education as a political act ar-
rives not from external or ideological demands, but from an interactive process of 
conscientization that starts at the moment we see ourselves as creative (not simply 
efficient) and agency-filled (not simply identity-filled) subjects. 

Thinking across difference seems to be key, then. But how do we start? Sim-
ply enough by challenging accepted practices, for example, the systems-think-
ing-based idea of “best practices.” While the systematic and efficiency driven 
model of best practices does facilitate actions and procedures that are particularly 
important when minimal parameters of quality are absent, they can seriously 
restrain our interaction with the dignity of reason, that is, our experiences with 
self-empowerment, agency, and adaptability. Best practices are often presented 
as the doorway into induction of novices or the “fixing” of problematic practi-
tioners. While they may offer short-term rewards, in the long run best practices 
can be quite pernicious, as its universalist message can easily foster a workshop 
mentality and an addiction to the “what to do on Monday” syndrome,34 failing to 
support the philosophical capacities and creative dispositions that would gener-
ate sustainable professional growth and individual agency. 

Another, more constructive approach would be to engage with existing struc-
tures of thought that are committed to difference and complexity. This seems to 
be clear in the Sustainable Futures Project, under the current guidance of Huib 
Schippers. The main consideration here, as I read it, is not mere preservation—
not a salvationist discourse predicated upon ethnocentric notions of knowledge, 
morality, and duty—but rather to understand why and how notions of preserva-
tion and/or change come to be established within different environs, by different 
individuals, within differing cultural, social, and economic realities and needs. 
Careful philosophical thinking has much to contribute to such investigations, 
and a comparative cosmopolitan approach could add further complexity to such 
enterprises.

The question we are left with is then how to convincingly link complex con-
ceptualization and daily creative action? The following sections attempt to de-
velop metaphoric spaces drawing upon three constructs—humor, abundance, 
and error. They serve to illustrate how the characteristics of a comparative cosmo-
politan framing which values difference, variability, and adaptability is already 
accepted in riskier segments of our lives and therefore available as an immedi-
ate challenge to how we behave in more conservative environments such as the 
classroom. 

V
Sigmund Freud looked at jokes as rhetorical figures or patterns of thought, 

showing us how they can qualify creative behavior. Similarly, Virno suggests that, 
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“jokes are the diagram of innovative action.”35 It is interesting then to consider 
how humor plays with assumptions and language and is in some level analogous 
to philosophy. Further still, I would invite the reader to consider how jokes are 
fundamentally a comparative enterprise, and attend to the fact that humor often 
assumes a cosmopolitan stance; as jokes try to place the familiar in an unfamiliar 
context, using difference as a tool for the “education” of the interlocutor. 

The joke is a device, a teaching device one could say, that attempts to create 
surprise, perhaps instigating critical judgment by placing one amidst uncertainty; 
that is, an environment that is unfamiliar but at the same time not threatening. 
Humor invites us to look at things differently, finding joy in the discovery of dif-
ference and in the possibility of the process that unlocks said difference, making 
it available to us—exactly what Freire called conscientization. Further, as jokes 
play a pedagogical role—just as philosophy does—they invite us to unlearn and 
to de-center ourselves, for to understand a joke one must accept irregularity, and 
most significantly, see such irregularity as a possible, if fleeting, reality. Humor, 
therefore, creatively exemplifies a public sphere where consensus and dissensus 
are necessary for complex, and one could say educational, interactions. Humor, 
again as philosophy, teaches us to generate innovative outlooks, suspend assump-
tions, and unlearn expectations—in sum, it teaches us how to keep difference 
different. 

If the scenario above is feasible and acceptable, surely its premise can be 
applicable within formalized learning spaces? It is not surprising that musicians 
have used the musical joke as a device for challenging their audiences, and as 
a pathway to legitimize alternative musical thinking. There is very little space 
then between the construction of musical humor and what we have come to 
understand as a creative act. Those interested in philosophical thinking with a 
cosmopolitan respect for the importance of difference would see how humor can 
help us to create borderlands, that is, spaces of suspended and vanishing borders. 
These are places where we give less credence to our own common sense, and risk 
trying out our conceptual agency, and thus our creativity. 

Consider the borderlands created by the agency-driven work of John Cage; 
think about the playful nature of the minimalist structures created by Sufjan Ste-
vens; remember the humorous manner in which Mozart’s Magic Flute attempts 
to shift operatic language (both textual and musical); pay attention to the remark-
ably adaptable remixing developed by Lil’ Wayne; or how parody becomes a tool 
for displacement of assumptions in the hands of the Flight of the Conchords duo. 
All these musicians, these individuals instigating cultural and artistic change, as-
sume a comparative cosmopolitan framework that asks the listener to challenge 
her own placement—her internally or externally created borders—and thus her 
own sense of valuation. Songs like “Hurt Feelings” by the Flight of the Con-
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chords asks us to consider, as I suggest earlier, how we construct our own cultural, 
sonic, and social parameters. By offering “difference” and “displaced familiarity” 
as essential artistic elements, they ask us to enact our own agency, pushing us to 
unlearn our listening expectations and, in the future, act musically from a differ-
ent standpoint. They convince us, as a Deleuzian philosophical excerpt does, not 
by exhausting alternative rational stances, but rather by providing an alternative 
sphere, a different environment for thinking, for listening, for interacting. 

Listening to the brilliant lyrics and sonic parody in the examples above, one 
cannot but ask: What are the precepts that in/form my cultural and aesthetic val-
uations (of rap/opera/minimalism, and so on)? What processes led me to them? 
When have I really challenged them? Am I able to do so? In other words, they 
asked us to consider new practices or aesthetic conceptions, but most signifi-
cantly to reevaluate the structures upon which we arrived at these conceptions 
and how we can/must act in the future if we are to acknowledge the differences 
presented to us. 

What is interesting about the joke then, about how humor can help us to 
understand pedagogically the role philosophy of music education can play in 
a growing global and cosmopolitan reality is the fact that as a device and prac-
tice, the joke expects diversity but also shows us a pathway to think divergently. 
And while jokes can certainly serve more pedestrian purposes—often moving 
us toward conformity or painting with vivid strokes how easily we can reach ridi-
cule—jokes and humor also clarify how we can construct our own borderlands 
and how these liminal spaces can be creative and productive.

VI

Looking at humor as a metaphor for learning through difference and adapt-
ability might also lead us to glance philosophically at the notion of abundance. 
Globalization and technology have turned abundance into an increasingly pres-
ent construct. And while the modern mantra often focuses on efficiency, requir-
ing that complexity be simplified, abundance can be envisioned as a central ele-
ment of environments where learning shifts from task-completion to exploration 
and agency. Let us consider two examples where abundance is used pedagogi-
cally: the first has been developed by Jeanne Bamberger and adapted to music 
education by Alex Ruthman. It places abundance at the center of constructivist 
action. Ruthman uses Legos as the milieu upon which pre-service music teachers 
must try out decision-making and conceptual thinking. This approach places cre-
ativity within boundaries but without clear boarders; in other words, it coalesces 
abundance as the common environment upon which future teachers must enact 
their own agency. This kind of practice brings philosophical conceptualization 
to an operational level, and can thus facilitate conscientization; that is, it helps 
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us bridge the space between that which I already know and the hesitation toward 
that which is unfamiliar. 

The other example comes from the Columbia Music Laboratory where 
Douglas Repetto frames a series of musically creative projects from the bound-
lessness of “doing it wrong!” The abundant borderland established here encom-
passes all that can go wrong when playing around with soundscapes. The chal-
lenges are as enormous as they are instructive, since the aim is to place creativity 
as a capacity to interact differently, and not simply to produce a different product. 
This is perfectly exemplified by an event where four individuals have their faces 
hooked to wires that deliver small electric shocks connected to and determined 
by random sounds organized in a looping sequence. Their faces create “expres-
sions” of the music being played.36 The result of how this group “does it wrong” is 
that while usually we play music, in this case, music is “playing” (literally) these 
individuals. 

The philosophical query that might emanate from these examples is not 
only timely but also meaningful for the creation of an interactive public sphere, 
namely: how do we come to understand what music is, when music is “playing 
us”? As project and concept, doing-it-wrong is not cavalier, for it does not ask us 
to try simply anything, saying all error is successful. Neither is it condescending 
toward ineptitude —“you can’t go wrong as long as you are trying!” Rather it aims 
at investigating conceptually and creatively what happens when we “do music 
wrong,” that is, when we diverge, when we break-set, when we use humor, when 
we dare to act differently, and imagine interactions based on a complex under-
standing of difference. And this “what happens when . . .” is focused not simply 
upon outcomes, but on the habits of mind, the philosophical dispositions we 
develop in the process, and the unlearning necessary to conceive them. 

These fascinating experiments lead us to consider the educational possibil-
ities in perhaps the most abundant of constructs, the notion of error. Martin 
Heidegger is arguably the most notorious contributor to the idea that error is a 
constant in our lives. In the attempt to situate the ontological nature of Being, 
he displaces error as a rare event—the unavoidable mistake we always already at-
tempt to suppress or avoid, arguing that we do not simply constantly err, but that 
we are “always astray in ‘errancy’”!37 In educational terms we might assert that to 
understand error is indeed to facilitate learning, whereas to suppress it is to facili-
tate efficiency. While this duality is a bit reactionary, it follows the sentiment ex-
pressed by John Roberts, who places error as “a factor both constitutive and desta-
bilizing in thought and practice” but takes our thinking further, highlighting that 
we have not spent nearly enough time considering error’s “productiveness.”38 

The importance of error as a creative construct in a philosophy of music 
education should not be understated, particularly as it might offer a counter nar-
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rative to the enormous energy that both traditional aesthetics and rationality have 
placed precisely upon the elimination of error. David Bates puts the far reaching 
nature of this challenge in quite grandiose, albeit apt, terms, saying: 

Looked at from the perspective of error and truth, the Romantic insight, 
Hegelian dialectic, positivist sociology, laissez-faire political economy, Dar-
winian evolutionary biology, statistical analysis, Marxist economics, all were 
systematic ways of, if not eliminating error and aberration from the world, at 
least reducing it (epistemologically) to mere appearance.39 

This is particularly important for those interested in music, since re-consider-
ing error, or considering it more thoroughly, can help to dispel the “scientificism” 
that often construes so called “accountable” enterprises in musical teaching and 
learning. Indeed in practical terms, we see the current teacher accountability 
policies, do their best to establish classrooms as places where discursive precision 
is privileged over insight, synthesis is preferred over adaptation, and thorough-
ness over risk. Roberts helps us to understand this issue more clearly, re-stating 
how “unlike in the sciences” within the arts and “social praxis” the assimilation 
of error is not based on “an accumulative account of the success or failure.”40 
What he clarifies is not new and yet often sidestepped, namely, that the function 
of creative enterprises in the humanities and social praxes diverge from those 
in the natural sciences.41 This reminds us of the distinctiveness of humanist en-
terprises—such as music—and how performativity and efficiency42 are at times 
insufficient or inept parameters for transformative practices that attempt to foster 
creative public spheres. 

What educators can find in comparative cosmopolitanism is a pathway to-
ward responsible conceptual and pedagogical change, where risk becomes the 
constructive conduit to empowerment. Similarly, Roberts places risk as the con-
dition for error to become a productive element. In his words,

Risk, in art and revolutionary practice, assimilates error as the basis for clari-
fying future practice, but there is no generalizable theory of error-free prac-
tice that might be handed down as a shared body of knowledge to other 
practitioners or activists. There is no transferable theory of art, just as there 
is no transferable theory of revolution. Rather, each situation and each event 
requires new kinds of risk-taking based on available experience.43 

The troublesome part for educators is that “the time and structure of the peda-
gogical life of schooling is governed, not always but most often, by a political 
economy of learning structured by a vicious cycle that discourages innovation, 
risk, and divergent propositions.”44 

Thus, schooling and school music are at times in contradiction to larger, 
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in-the-world artistic enterprise where error and risk are embraced; consequently 
empowerment suffers. The structural heteronormativity that dictates the kind of 
recognizable creativity often experienced in institutionalized environments is 
brilliantly named by a Sponge Bob Square Pants cartoon dedicated to the vexed 
encounters we can have with artistic engagements. Sponge Bob’s experience 
with classroom art dottily exemplifies the view that only through enlightened 
instruction that is methodically structured, one can supersede oneself and thus 
earn the right to be called—or certified as—an artist. 

Always the conservative, Adorno placed his own reasons for the gap between 
in-the-world dispositions and those often secured within formal education, argu-
ing that “radical modern art is hated because it reminds us of missed chances but 
also because by its sheer existence it reveals the dubiousness of the heteronymous 
structural ideal.”45 I would contend that times have changed and today we are 
more and more inclined to love radical art exactly because of its dubiousness 
and “imperfection.” We admire skill but we connect with conceptual radical-
ity. Today our postmodern selves are continuously more inclined toward error, 
risk, and interaction with difference, and therefore disposed to recognize that 
the “productiveness of the error in art operates in defiance of the programmatic, 
systematic or unitary ideal (in other words, to science itself).”46 For those of us in 
music education, this might raise the challenge to find ways to enact in public 
and educational spaces the notion that “errors” are not “supplemental to artistic 
[and humanist] practice but definitional.”47 

VII

This article aims to offer a point of entry to how comparative cosmopolitan-
ism may create plausible pathways for philosophical and practical explorations 
within music education. Further, it asks the reader to consider the notion of 
“dignity of reason” as the capacity to re-establish whom and how I am by thinking 
divergently and being differently. The article presents examples of creative prac-
tices and their connection to conceptually creative spaces, where we dare to see 
error in productive ways, where we risk conceptualization, and where philosophi-
cal thinking becomes essential to professional practice and artistic enterprise that 
see creativity as the capacity to interact differently and with difference. 

Finally, the article attempts to direct the readers’ attention—and perhaps 
future action—to how comparative cosmopolitanism may aid our efforts to ap-
proximate educative practices to everyday social, political, and cultural doings. 
In this effort, the aim is firstly to defuse the fear—often real and present, if unar-
ticulated—of finding ourselves as subordinated people who cannot speak.48 And 
finally, to establish risk as a creative effort toward dialogue, not as “some abstract 
space where we leave positionality, power and body behind and engage with an 
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‘unclouded’ intellect, as if that were ever possible”49 but rather as a productive 
space where we encounter and make emergent our own capacity toward the dig-
nity of reason, that is, toward the formation of a more humane, agency-driven, 
and thus creative public sphere. 
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