


29Neil Postman, Teaching as a Conserving Activity (New York: Delacorte Press,
c.1979).

30For example, see my commentary on songs that accompanied the Woodbridge lec-
ture in my “William Channing Woodbridge’s Lecture ‘On Vocal Music as a Branch of
Common Education’ Revisited,” Studies in Music (University of Western Australia), no.
18 (1984): 1–32., namely, “The Morning Call” from “Aufruf am Morgen,” “The Garden”
from “Das Gärtchen,” and “The Rising Sun” from “Die aufgehende Sonne.”

31Richard Clarke explores matters of Chinese economic and political ascension, the
United States’ defense of its interests in the Middle East, terrorism, and the threat of
weapons of mass destruction in his novel, The Scorpion’s Gate (New York: G. P. Putnam’s
Sons, 2005). As he notes in the flyleaf to his book, “Sometimes you can tell more truth
through fiction. And there is a lot of truth that needs to be told.”

32This Biblical reference from Isaiah 2:4 Revised Standard Version reads in full: “He
shall judge between the nations, and shall decide for many peoples; they shall beat their
swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword
against nation, neither shall they learn war any more.” Rick Herrick, “Swords into Plow-
shares: Some Thoughts as to What Went Wrong,” in Chay, ed., Culture and International
Relations, 239, notes that “the use of religion to justify conflict, particularly when vio-
lence is involved, violates the teachings of the world’s major religious traditions. Still,
regrettably, as Herrick notes (247–48), religious people have advanced and been caught
up in violence.

IN SEARCH OF A REALITY-BASED COMMUNITY: ILLUSION
AND TOLERANCE IN MUSIC, EDUCATION, AND SOCIETY

PATRICK K. SCHMIDT
Westminster Choir College of Rider University

The two questions that arise in this symposium are: What kind of world engage-
ment is required of music education? and Should music educators participate in
political understanding? While my immediate response was and is: How we can
afford not to? that is, not to engage fully with the world and not to do so politi-
cally, at the same time I also recognize the ways in which that has been
problematic in the music education profession. Particularly, in how we continue
to experience what I would call events without future: ersatz events made of illu-
sions. Such a proposition is implicated in the following questions: How seriously
are we committed to rethinking our practice and re-engaging with our ideals, tra-
ditions, visions, and discourses? Has our conception and practice of democracy
disappeared (or remained unformed) in the insubstantiality of shadows? How do
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we react to political understandings that dismiss the communities in which we
live, as well as the singularities and differences that mark us? Who are those of
us supposedly living in the/a “reality-based community?”1

An aide of the current administration explains the White House stance by
saying, “We are an empire now, and when we act, we create our own reality.”2

The idea, of course, is that we not only can, but perhaps, must dissociate from
such communities (particularly those that do not conform to such envisioned
reality). An Empire, one might say, seeks power as well as expansion, confluence
as well as stability, tradition as well as ideological certainty. It probably comes as
no surprise then, that dictatorial regimes are often more stable, including eco-
nomically, than new or recalcitrant democracies. (I myself grew up in such a
regime in Brazil in the 1970s and early 80s.) The word “Empire” conjures up
images that are localized, monocentric, confluent, and institutional. The reality
today, however, seems much closer to what Antonio Negri and Richard Hardt
portray:3 a reality modeled upon the production of subjects with increasingly
similar desires and prone to a certain subservience to commodity and technol-
ogy. But if this “we” is no longer “us” but an illusion, if this reality-based
community no longer distinguishes, questions, problematizes, or engages with its
own reality or realities, perhaps more than ever it is time that we began to think
politically, that our assumptions and that of others be challenged, and that we
seek understandings that, as Randall Allsup has proposed, “are rendered in a
world that is contingent, political, and always in motion.”

Following the model adopted here I will address some of the concepts Estelle
Jorgensen proposes, particularly those associated with the notion of supremacy
and its propagation through “reductionistic and nationalistic forces.” Such a vista
will serve as a departing point for my own reflections on the shades, contradic-
tions, complexities, and possibilities we might find when considering majority
led silence and voicing, as well as the role of political and empathetic dialogue
in our practices, be they professional and/or connected to citizenship.4

A SEARCH FOR THE ETHICAL: MAJORITY RULE?

Today, music education as a society negotiates a reality that is more complex
and multiple—one of a multitude of one5—of separation through categories
that, while preserving the impression of distinctiveness, allows for a larger invisi-
ble and uncontested majority to instill what Alexis de Toqueville called over a
century ago the “tyranny of the majority.”6 We need to consider here that, as
Negri and Hardt propose, there is no one center to this Empire, “no tangible,
nuclear element to be identified and/or resisted.” This tyrannical majority is par-
adoxical, for while it dictates it is also silent.7 What is there, then, are spaces in
and through which our disengagement allows for the strengthening of what is
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perceived and experienced as inevitable, as a faceless majority that controls and
decrees, that denies and structures.

This tyranny of the majority, the underside of our democratic visions, can
lead in politics, as in our professional practices, to a sense of the famous Fou-
caultian panopticon where total surveillance is accepted and enforced, not just
through power, but through self-surveillance. I would argue that in ethical terms
it has moved us, as a nation, to an alienated apathy, an anomie.i In economic
terms, our refusal to see ourselves beyond a nation of middle-class citizens but
one where millions still live in poverty seems also symptomatic. A testimony, per-
haps, that when the government decides that as an Empire “we make our own
reality,” it is not merely connecting to an old nationalistic tradition of manifest
destiny, but also trusting that this reality-based community is a fast disappearing
one; that we, this tyrant and silent majority, would rather not entertain the com-
plexity (often paradoxical) of who we were, are, and hope to be. 

As I ponder this picture, and I admit it is not a very pleasant one, I also won-
der how it connects with our own realities and issues in music education. What
are the parallels to us, living the realities of teaching and learning as a mindless
collection of content or methods, or for instance, in the dire predicament of the
re-apartheid of our urban schools?9 How does our contentment with the rhetoric
of the talented and of music as Art—designed to confine and domesticate—is
implicated in an inability to see the political, the social, and the economic as
part and whole, and not external or secondary to our practices?

Jorgensen envisages great possibility when admonishing us to consider what
is in a song; the complexities, assumptions, the constrictive and harmful, the his-
torical and the transformational. The possibility that through music we can
engage and problematize unreflective and uncritical positions is powerful. Jor-
gensen proposes that as a “counterpoint to unrestrained and extreme
nationalism” what we choose in music and how we engage in and through it, can
have profound implications. “Questioning our own national anthem” as she puts
it, exemplifies to me the potential for what is at the center of democratic prac-
tices, that is, a hard look inward, a rupture with silence, and a constant
re-engagement through dialogue. What concerns me, however, is the disguise of
tolerance that often co-opts our practices. For as a part of the realm of this
tyranny of majorities is the idea of repressive tolerance,10 that is, that which while
seemingly inviting, open, in fact oppresses. Can we create possibilities that see
confrontation and challenge instead of bracketing, envisioning empathy instead
of dismissal and segregation?

Our country has, undeniably in my opinion, witnessed the implementa-
tion—insidious but unrelenting—of both large and detailed mechanisms of
control and surveillance. It is no coincidence that as the country as a whole
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engages in the constraining of conceptual understandings and the radicalization
of technical knowledge, our educational practices, in music and outside, have
been mired by standardized norms and procedures. These norms and proce-
dures push the reification of standards, de-contextualization and unification, the
scrutinizing of teachers, students, and society, and the extension, as Foucault and
Nietzsche11 would propose, of practices of self-censorship. Moreover, these
norms are used as inscription devices, proposed as simplistic solutions to prob-
lems with the mere intent of skirting them. We often develop language, methods,
and structures which in fact disregard the complex realities from and in which
problems ensue. By these processes, we create myths: myths that inhabit our
minds, daily practices, discussions, and ultimately our beliefs. But do we indeed
believe in them, or rather, do we simply assent? 

Do we assent to discourses of diversity, multiculturalism, equality, and
democracy, or do we indeed believe in them? And if we do believe, do we
embody them? Or rather, are the discussions about diversity of opinions the same
discussions that reinforce the dominant ideology? Have we entered a dystopic
reality where perception convinces individuals they are truly open, while at the
same time preventing the challenge of strongly held assumptions? In such cases,
alternatives to the mainstream are seen, they find a forum and space, but are nev-
ertheless internalized as exotic, naïve, or radical, and thus confirm the
mainstream as not only most appropriate and feasible, but also desirable—per-
haps the only possibility, the only reality. Repressive tolerance thus masks its
repression behind the appearance of even-handedness.12

If this is or is close to being a possibility today, I would propose then that we
might do well in considering empathy in our dialogues and, perhaps most impor-
tantly, that we consider a discourse of empathy which attempts to see through the
transitory nature of individual issues, opportunities, and means by which com-
munication, understanding, and connection can actually be achieved by
otherwise alienated individuals and realities. We seemed to have lost sight of the
expression “common good” in the constant and ever growing visions of a world
led and construed as a series of never meeting dualities, of confrontations with-
out communication, of exploitation disguised in the inevitability of markets.
Empathy here is a more modest notion, one that shares elements with dialogical
practices and communicative actions, proposed by both Paulo Freire and Jürgen
Habermas13 (both authors often times viewed in a dualist manner themselves),
but also one that sees common goods as necessarily multiple.
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A SEARCH FOR THE MULTIPLE: STRUGGLING TO
ENACT EMPATHY

The lack of empathy we see is perhaps a reflection or symptom of a larger
fear, lodged in our minds but still not uttered. The fear that our democracy and
our democratic practices are in jeopardy and that ingrained in this tyranny of the
majority there are hegemonic practices cradled in ideologies of incompatible
dualities; of frames and habits based on either/or realities where democratic dia-
logue, challenge, and disagreement disappear. 

Thus, a discourse of empathy in music education could perhaps create pos-
sibilities and engage in breaking down the us/them rhetoric and practices that we
as a profession, as well as members in a society, find ourselves perpetrating and
perpetuating. Fostering empathy, however, requires a practical vision that leads
to making clear and visceral our everyday struggles, projects, possibilities, and
limitations. The first step, one that we seem to constantly hesitate to take, is per-
haps to develop a more forceful articulation and a conscious recognition of our
own inadequacies as individuals, music educators, and members of a society. To
follow the unlearning that both Heidegger and Freire considered vital to any
understanding, to any process of change.14

Our own practices, often through repetition,15 lead us to a paradox, where
our desire for change is superceded by the repetition of how educational
processes and practices ought to be. So, in order to learn and practice transfor-
mative education, it is not enough to understand the need to connect with
students and create meaningful experiences that might go against one’s own
beliefs; in other words, teaching that connects and challenges at the same time.
Music educators might need to engage in fighting their own desire to have their
own perspectives, experiences, and values repeated. The absence of real conflict
and the distancing of crisis in our society, that is, our experiencing of them only
at the nominal level, mystified and hidden, leave us often without the possibility
of a real need, as well as opportunity, for engagement. 

Our schools, for example, have become technologies for producing inequal-
ity, with the inherent perception that such reality is inescapable—and perhaps
appropriate—as long as they at the same time produce a discourse that justifies
such inequalities. That is, as long as the presence of the exception (the few
Black, Latino or other unrepresented groups, for example) can function to reas-
sure us all that the search and path to equality is in place; that meritocracy, that
near saint, is still untouched, immaculate. What results seems to be a society, an
environment, where overt disdain is heretical, but its tacit acknowledgement or
manifestation is assured; where inequality is absolved and deemed unproblem-
atic (except in those fleeting times of crisis when we cannot avoid the
confrontation; Katrina being a recent example). This has also become the fate of
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educational ideas such as multiculturalism and with it the concept of respect for
difference. As David Brooks from the NY Times enjoys heralding, we extol dif-
ferences in America, while proclaiming, at the same time, that we are all the
same, that we are not better than anyone else. Thus, in such a view, we need not
address, engage, or eliminate difference. What we should rather do is to appreci-
ate it. Wal-Mart, for example, certainly prefers respecting and being appreciative
of its employees’ cultures and differences, to paying them decent wages. So, in
this new post-racial time in which discrimination becomes insidious rather than
institutional, covert rather then open—however pervasive?the problem in
searching for democratic practices or social justice in contemporary America is
partially that we seem concerned to reprimand and condemn prejudice against
difference, but not difference (that is, inequity and inequality) itself. We do not
tolerate disdainful rhetoric of class warfare, but we accept the ever growing eco-
nomic stratification seen today; we do not allow for segregated attitudes but are
not flustered by the thousands that continue to fall below the poverty line. Freire
would propose that being aware of a situation is not enough; that engagement is
the true sense of “conscientization.”16

A SEARCH FOR CONSCIOUNESS: CONTESTATORY
PEDAGOGIES

Fighting against knowledge, learning, and teaching that is not conformative,
but contestatory, seen as transitory and uncertain, is perhaps one of the most
immanent challenges of our profession. The possibility of thinking divergently
and moving away from one’s own self-image is not only essential to music edu-
cation and to plural and multi-ethnic societies, but is at the center of
understanding democratic practices. Not going after mirroring visions of one’s
self, but rather engaging in the expansion of our understanding of difference and
the attempt to indeed communicate remains our most distant accomplishment.
While the Freireian idea of conscientization has its problems (and certainly an
historical sense of distortion) it seems, however, befitting to this juncture. Freire’s
ideal of a consciousness of consciousness, of a beyond-awareness engagement,
relates to our paradoxical notions and limitation in enacting the rhetorical
understandings we develop. However, it creates through personal and interactive
dialogue the possibility for critical action; a merging of philosophical concern
with the constancy of thinking and questioning and the pedagogical need for
transforming possibilities and visions into, always risk-full, attempts.

How do we position ourselves in re-envisioning that “experimental quality of
democracy” that De Toqueville was searching for over a hundred years ago is, in
my opinion, one of the critical issues for our society, our educational system, and
of course music education today. How do we move away from anodyne conver-
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sations and see real dialogue and possible conflict as a constructive, engaged, and
politically charged practice in our lives? How do we address the search for our
own voices and, at the same time, the craving to be lost, overwhelmed within
music? Might we see beyond dualities and engage in more encompassing, com-
plex, empathetic, and, yes, divergent understandings? And is not democratic
practice often paradoxical and conflictual? If being is located inside a process of
becoming, we need to see and embrace with much greater frequency the contra-
dictory and complex nature of our realities. 

In conclusion, I would propose that we need empathy and defiance if we are
to re-engage in democratic practices (in society as well as in music education).
However, defiance alone—understood as an insistence on individual power con-
fronting overwhelming force that one cannot undo—is not sufficient and can be
in fact contra-productive or mystifying. We see our government dissembling
responsibility under the guise of responsibility and we protest, but do we not act
similarly in our own practices, dissembling change while maintaining the status
quo? At the end (or the beginning), music educators and members of this
democracy must consider, I think, a re-valuation of dialogue, understanding it as
a generative friction between multiple and often contrasting ideas, ideals, selves,
and values.17

Intolerance in not only manifested overtly or surrounded by violence, but is
also internal, masked, and normalized in the logic of the common-sensical. Our
defiance must be thus present, but must also be shaped by self-defiance. Today,
to foster music, education, and communities that connect to the understanding
and expression of our multiple and changing ways of living, we must engage in,
with, and through dialogical spaces that embrace multiplicity, complexity, cre-
ation, difference, empathy, and care; to borrow from our current administration,
we need to engage with our own reality-based spaces and realities; to do that is
to see and understand them always politically, living them, indeed, democrati-
cally. 

NOTES
1This was first published by Ron Suskind on the New York Times magazine as an arti-

cle entitled “Faith, Certainty and the Presidency of George W. Bush.” Suskind portrays
how a senior White House advisor described the world outside government (October 17,
2004. p.17).

2Ibid., 43. It is also worth noting that the term “reality” is qualified and construed, in
this case, always as singular, characteristically appropriate to the subsuming language.

3Richard Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2000). This is not far from the technical rationality proposed by Horkheim, Adorno
and Marcuse, but articulated in and through a concept of multiplicity and multitude that
gives it not only variance but also directs it to new possibilities.
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4I do not wish to imply a dichotomy here with the distinctions between arenas of pro-
fessional and civic life being problematic.

5Hardt and Negri, Empire. 
6Alexis de Toqueville, Democracy in America (New York: Anchor Books, 2000).
7I am referring here to Baudrillard’s work in “A L’ombre des majorites silencieuses”

(Paris: Denoël/Gonthier, 1982).
8“Anomie” is a concept developed first by the sociologist Emile Durkheim. Although

it has been interpreted in many ways, at its center, as I see it here, remains a sense of dis-
engaged apathy, a search for the normative found in routine and normalcy.

9See for instance Jonathan Kozol’s latest book, Shame of the Nation (New York:
Crown Publishers, 2005).

10Marcuse developed the idea of repressive tolerance particularly in his writing in
Robert Paul Wolff, Barrington Moore Jr., and Herbert Marcuse, A Critique of Pure Tol-
erance (Boston: Beacon Press, 1965).

11The ideas of Foucault and Nietzsche are important as an historical understanding
of the notion of censorship and surveillance both from the state and institutions, and from
individuals. See Michell Foucault, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other
Writings (1972–1977) (New York: Pantheon Books, 1980) and Friedrich Nietzsche,
Beyond Good and Evil: Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future (New York: Vintage Books,
1989).

12Marcuse, Five Lectures (Boston: Beacon Press, 1970). 
13Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: Continuum, 1970) and Jürgen

Habermas, The Theory of Communicative Action, Vol. 1: Reason and the Rationaliza-
tion of Society (Boston: Beacon Press, 1984).

14Freire speaks of unlearning throughout his writings with particular note to Pedagogy
of the Oppressed and in Pedagogy of Freedom (New York: Continuum, 1997). Heideg-
ger, in What is Called Thinking (New York: Perennial, 1976/2004), addresses this issue in
terms of thinking saying, “Especially we moderns can learn only if we always unlearn at
the same time. Applied to the matter before us: we can learn thinking only if we radically
unlearn what thinking has been traditionally. To do that we must at the same time come
to know it.” 8.

15Jaques Attalli in his book, Noise, traces a very detailed and complex perspective in
conceptualizing repetition as a political economy of music as well as the possibilities for
its transformation into composition.

16Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed. 
17See David Bohm, On Dialogue (New York: Routledge, 1996).

SYMPOSIUM 167


