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MUSIC IN AN INTERCULTURAL PERSPECTIVE

TUNING IN ON DIVERSITY: CHALLENGES OF CULTURALLY DIVERSE MUSIC 
EDUCATION AS VIEWED THROUGH 

THE LENS OF AN INTERCULTURAL EXCHANGE TRIP

Simon Bovin Schierup

During autumn 2015, I had the pleasure of joining a two-week trip to Brazil as part of my second 
year master course. Having focused on issues of multiculturalism and music education in my first year 
master thesis, this “musical immersion course” provided excellent opportunities to gain perspectives on 
theory, findings and conclusions through direct intercultural experience. Having received several Brazilian 
exchange students in my university teaching over the last three years, it was also a delightful opportunity 
to meet some of these people again and experience some of the environments and music that they had 
been talking about and made me immensely curious about.

My one-year master thesis included a survey of Swedish elementary school teachers’ views on 
multicultural perspectives in music education. Findings showed that a vast majority of teachers found 
it important or quite important to choose musical repertoire with a multicultural approach in mind, but 
that they generally didn’t believe their own teaching lived up enough to these viewpoints. Besides the 
practical challenges that come with taking on a multicultural approach to music, comes several ethic 
and aesthetic dilemmas concerning the choice of repertoire, and which students this ‘multicultural 
repertoire’ is meant for. Especially among teachers who did not describe themselves as including enough 
multicultural perspectives in their teachings, the reasoning around these issues showed considerable 
vagueness (Schierup, 2015). 

During our stay in Brazil, we were invited to observe, and sometimes also participate in, a great 
variety of music educational settings, an experience that offered myself many possibilities of both 
recognizing familiar patterns and noting differences between the music teaching realities of Brazil and 
Sweden. Such observations got me interested in further examining which challenges we share when it 
comes to creating an education of musical diversity and which challenges might be more tied to the 
specific contexts of each country.

In this text, I will start out by discussing what I see as a ‘shared challenge’ in actually connecting music 
education to the concept of culture. I will explain in what way I believe that some aspects of contemporary 
society in fact might be hindering what I think is a necessary ‘cultural approach’ to music teaching. Next, I 
will discuss how the concept of ‘cultural diversity’ appears as very different realities depending on national 
context, and further argue that the implication of cultural diversity in music education should, at least 
in some aspects, pay attention to the specific national contexts in which we teach. Finally, I will discuss 
the challenge of intercultural dialogue itself, and how intercultural experience and awareness through 
dialogue may contribute to a more dynamic approach to cultural diversity in music education than just 
singing “songs from many lands” (cf Schippers, 2010).

Culture in music education - a shared challenge

A prerequisite for a culturally diverse music education is that it be cultural. Although this might 
seem obvious, I believe that as music educators we have good reasons to ask ourselves to what extent 
we are actually dealing with culture in our teaching. The reasons for making this statement are several 
phenomena in contemporary society that can be seen as contributing to what I would call a ‘deculturation’ 
of music.
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First, we need to discuss the meaning of culture and relate it to music. Uncountable definitions 
have been made of ‘culture’, the most famous maybe being that of E B Tylor who defined culture as “that 
complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and 
habits acquired by man as a member of society” (cited in Nettl, 2005). We might criticize a certain stasis 
in the definition for not observing the dynamic processes that make cultures ever changing and ever 
negotiating its boundaries, but if we agree with the definition of culture as “a complex whole”, it seems odd 
to deal with the artefacts of culture (like music) without relating it to existential, historical and societal 
contexts that surround it. We might compare it to discussing a hammer: without thinking about for 
example different ways of using it (it could be used for building as well as killing), or its historical context 
(what other knowledge did humanity need in order to construct a hammer?), there wouldn’t be that much 
to talk about. The comparison is lacking a bit however, because music has so much more to it than mere 
functional and historical aspects. We often read that music more than any other art form has the ability to 
reach the deepest aspects of human emotional life, a statement which would give us all the more reason to 
really talk about these things. Well, don’t we? Or if we do, how do we do it? Let me illustrate with a simple 
every-day-example from my own teaching experience at high-school:

Ordinary day at work, music class: I am handing out a compilation of easily played pop tunes 
that I used the year before, the year before that, and so on. Some students are looking through the 
material, someone is fiddling with his cell phone, while another one suddenly recognizes a song 
she sang in intermediate level school. The students suggest we play the song because they “like 
it” and because they “know it”. Class goes on, everybody is playing and being content, but inside 
I still feel unsatisfied. Why did we do this? What did the students learn today? (Schierup, 2015; 
translated from Swedish)

I guess many music teachers might recognize themselves in the lesson described above. There is 
nothing strikingly bad about it, everybody was content and hopefully somebody strengthened his or her 
practical skills a bit. However, to what extent did this class reflect a cultural approach to music? One could 
argue that the use of repertoire related to the students shared experiences of youth culture, and thus might 
have contributed to a sense of togetherness (cf Sæther, 2008). On the whole, there was little or no space 
for reflection on culture though. This is my main impression from most music education in Sweden as 
well as what I have learned from observations and conversations during our two-week visit in Brazil, with 
some exceptions which I shall return to as we go along. I believe this is in no way unique for the music 
classroom; rather, it is just an outcome of contemporary society views and academic views on music. I 
would like to stress three factors that I believe are contributing to this: 1) Academization, in turn related 
to 2) Institutionalization, and finally 3) Commercialization.

Academization

Above I mentioned music’s “ability to reach the deepest aspects of human emotional” life. Ironically, 
this “mystic” quality has in a way made us not talk about the meanings of music. Due to 18th century 
romantic ideas of western art music standing outside of or above the worldly, we still have a living 
discourse of music being “autonomous”, i.e., the meaning of a piece of music not being connected to 
contexts surrounding the music but rather found in the music itself. A more radical but maybe more 
correct term for this process could in fact be intellectualization, explained by psychologists as a defense 
mechanism where thinking is used to avoid feeling in order to reduce anxiety connected with confronting 
the subconscious. Along with this comes a postmodern relativistic discourse that the meaning of a musical 
work is only in the “eye of the beholder”: we cannot describe any objective meaning of music because each 
person’s musical experience is different than that of another. There are no “right and wrongs”, so there is 
no reason of further discussion on this. Therefore, what is left is what Schippers (2010) calls an “atomistic”, 
analytical way of describing (and transmitting) music. As new genres have entered the academies, we 
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can see how this view on music is inherited; as a teacher of jazz and pop arranging at university, I am 
experiencing this all the time. I very often find myself discussing things like “themes” and “form” with 
my students (Swedish as well as Brazilian, by the way) without relating this to what could be the actual 
meaning(s) of the music being created.

Institutionalization

Related to the reasoning above, the fact that music becomes displaced from its original societal 
contexts into institutions makes it recontextualised and thus sometimes make us forget what it is in fact 
used (or has been used) for1. In effect of this, we also find extensive material with no societal context at all, 
i.e., practising literature like ‘instrument schools’ and ‘technique exercises’ (Wiggins, 2005; Nettl, 2005). 
Of course these methods have proven to be efficient in many cases, but they must not lead to a “hierarchy 
of musics” according to technical demands and thus make us forget why we are (or were) making music 
in the first place. In discussing schooling contexts, authors like David Elliot (1995) has argued that the 
ideals of education, i.e., “life goals” like self-development, cultural awareness, tolerance and creativity, 
are in conflict with a school system focusing on the measurable, like tests, grades and such. Indeed, as a 
teacher I have many times participated in intercollegiate discussions on for example “how many chords 
should a student know to get the grade A?”, while I cannot remember a single discussion on cultural 
aspects of music. All in all, music making in the educational system in general often tend to have little 
to do with musicking in society as a whole. The course Traditional Knowledge2  at UnB seemed for me 
a very interesting and inspiring initiative providing alternative viewpoints, as students were given the 
opportunity to meet Masters of knowledge and learn about different cultural expressions. As I was told 
though, this course was not part of any music program and did not attract much attention from music 
students either, which seems quite symptomatic.

Commercialisation

In Sweden, commercial radio pop music has become the classroom’s new musical canon, replacing 
the old canon of classical western music (Georgii Hemming & Westvall, 2010). According to discussions 
and observations during our trip, the same process seems to have been going on in Brazil. On a direct 
question at a seminar as to who decides the repertoire of the music classroom, I got the very definitive 
response: “the students!”. By referring to this, I do not mean that popular music should not be part of the 
music classroom; there is indeed a point in seeing pop music as potentially unifying cultural phenomenon. 
We experienced a nice example of this during our trip, witnessing a group of adolescent students in 
the Brasilia satellite city of Ceilandia during an outdoor rehearsal of the politically aware song Lanterna 
Dos Afogados by Os Paralamas do Sucesso, gathering lots of interest from other surrounding youths and 
creating a strong feeling of togetherness and hope. 

I do not believe we can let the choice of repertoire be entirely ruled by the preferences of the students 
though, that would largely mean handing over the choice of repertoire to what is in turn presented to the 
students by media. With its strong ability to trigger emotions across cultural barriers, music has a strong 
potential of creating exchange between different cultures, thereby leading to mutual understanding or 
new cultural developments. A prerequisite for this however, is that meeting spaces for cultural exchange 
exist in society. In a time where commercial interests are so crucial for which music is heard and seen it is 
not given that these meeting spaces are easily achieved, which in turn makes it harder for music to fulfill 

1 Recontextualization into classroom settings may also offer educational benefits, as Kwami (2001) has pointed out. For 
example, music that normally is seen as exclusive for male participance can be made accessible for girls as well as boys.
2 To the readers interested in to know more about that project I recommend the article “The Meeting of Knowledges as a 
Contribution to Ethnomusicology and Music Education” written by José Jorge de Carvalho, Antenor F. Correa, Liliam Cohen 
and Sonia Chada. In: The World of Music (new series) 4, 2015, 2. http://www.journal-the-world-of-music.com/current.html
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its cultural potential (Volgsten, 2014). Could the music classroom be such a place?

Cultural diversity in music education - a contextual challenge

Before proceeding to discuss music and musical pedagogy in Sweden and Brazil respectively, I find 
it important to clarify how the very concept of “cultural diversity” has different implications in Brazil and 
Sweden. 

The increasingly culturally diverse Swedish population is largely an outcome of labour migration 
from other European countries from the 1950s to the 1970s, combined with immigration and integration 
of refugees from the global south during later decades. Brazil’s immensely culturally diverse population is 
an outcome of Portuguese colonization and the import of slaves from Africa in past centuries, combined 
with later immigration from different European countries, which has been seen as an indirect racial-
policy targeted at balancing a majority of afrobrazilians after the abolishing of slavery in 1888. At the time 
of writing, the political situation in Sweden has become increasingly tense, as a more and more influential 
extreme right are putting the blame for a series of social problems on immigration, targeting in particular 
‘muslims’ and Roma beggars. In Brazil on the other hand, a long-lived myth of ‘racial democracy’ has 
obscured the actual discrimination of black and indigenous population (Bailey, 2004; Patillo, 2013). 

We have in effect two quite different settings displaying different power structures: on one hand, 
a small country in the North where immigrants and their descents are forced to struggle for citizenship, 
human rights and cultural recognition; on the other hand, a huge country in the global South where 
immigrants have in many ways been representing the stronger part of society’s power structures and 
thus have been seen as a resource. Both countries have problems of gender issues and growing social 
inequalities (the situation being more severe in Brazil though). Consequently, the meaning of ‘cultural 
diversity’ must be understood in the settings of two very different national contexts. These contexts 
constantly change with continuous movements of population movements and new cultural influences in 
the age of globalisation. ‘Culture’, as well as culturally diverse societies needs therefore to be understood 
as dynamic and constantly changing realities.

The musical context

A major dilemma of politics for cultural diversity is whether society ought to 1) consider all cultures 
or cultural values as having the same preconditions and thus offering them identical rights of expression, 
or instead 2) strive for equal possibilities by actively supporting recognition and rights of expression of 
the cultures of disfavoured populations and social groups (Taylor, 1992). The first alternative can be 
criticized for being ethnocentric and unjust because the set of common rights can be seen as defined by 
a dominating culture. The second view has been criticized for unreflectively recognizing all cultures as 
equally legitimate and socially acceptable. In reality, a middle-part-of-the-road alternative is often the 
case, where some general values, like freedom of speech or religion, are seen as universally valid and thus 
unquestionable, while certain other cultural expressions and values might be actively supported in terms 
of recognizing ‘diversity’. In the latter category, we may place different artistic expressions, in our case 
music. While some argue that the artistic outcomes of a certain culture could be rejected because of a lack 
of quality (Taylor, 1992), others argue that it should be represented because is a genuine part of society, 
recognizing the right to a social group’s cultural identity (Wolf, 1994). Yet, both the first and the second 
view have been criticized as expressions of ‘cultural essentialism’, with the argument that it cannot and 
should not be assumed that individuals belonging to a certain social group also necessarily shares the 
values or identities associated with a common culture (Appiah, 1994).

Because of the country’s longer history of cultural diversity, we encounter several popular music 
traditions in Brazil that are clearly an outcome of many years of cultural blending. In a way, these musics 
manifest an idea of cultural diversity being a crucial part of Brazilian national identity. This ‘intercultural’ 
view of collective identity is in turn expressed in newer Swedish migration policies as a desirable goal to 
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strive for (Swedish government, 1997/1998), why we could probably learn from Brazilian experiences 
in this aspect. In Sweden, the folk music associated with “traditional Swedish culture” is a marginalized 
genre among others. What has been historically dominant is instead German classical musical influence, 
eventually being surpassed by influences from North-American popular music. This does not mean that 
Sweden has a weak musical identity; on the contrary, we are generally quite proud of our music industry 
and our municipal music schools. The “Swedish musical identity” is just not as clearly mirrored in certain 
“Swedish sounding” genres. The point I am trying to make here is that the different multicultural settings 
of the two different countries are clearly manifested in their respective music production, which in turn 
might have consequences for how we design our respective music education.

The classroom context

The above questions related to different national and musical contexts lead us to the question of 
how all this should be applied to the context of the music classroom. In my own recent attempts to create 
a culturally diverse musical classroom, as a teacher in a secondary school context, I have experimented 
with a concept suggested by Schippers (2010) which implicates, in short, organizing the repertoire after 
themes like “life and death”, “love”, “dance”, “protest” and so on, instead of organizing it after, for example, 
geographical location or chronological historical order. 

In this way, you can for example quite naturally present a thousand year old Japanese dancing tune 
in the same lesson as the latest Skrillex hit, followed by discussions on how we experience time when we 
dance, why we move in certain ways to certain kinds of music, and so forth. After playing, listening and 
discussing, the students themselves get the assignment to find and reflect upon a song or tune that they 
associate with the current theme. Drawing on personal experiences on working with this approach, I 
have indeed experienced several examples of appreciation when introducing repertoire that happened to 
relate to a certain students’ cultural background. Yet, ‘happy faces’ have occasionally been coupled with 
some amount of timid blushing, which points to the importance of being cautious in explicitly connecting 
certain musical repertoire to a certain person in the classroom, especially if that person may have what 
psychologists call a ‘weak’ or ‘diffuse’ self-identity3. This may in turn be connected with low cultural 
prestige and a weak position in the classroom’s particular relations of power (Schierup, 2015).

As music teachers we also need to consider for which students a culturally diverse approach in 
music education should be applied and which repertoire to choose. When asked why teachers think they 
ought to have a more culturally diverse approach in choice of repertoire, many of the participants in 
my master thesis survey saw it as mainly a way of including and recognizing certain students in the 
classroom. In some cases, I think this might “work”. It might even turn out that some students have 
musical competences in styles that normally do not enter the classroom and thus get a better chance of 
displaying their musical abilities than what is normally the case. (Schierup, 2015). However, I find this 
argument problematic from a larger perspective. It might well lead to the conclusion that we do not need 
a culturally diverse approach in culturally homogenous groups, which in turn risks reinforcing rather 
than breaking divides between groups in society. In Sweden we can observe this for example in a larger 
concentration on Hip Hop music in the music teaching in immigrant suburb school than more “ethnically 
Swedish” schools4 (ibid, 2015). This is also a practical issue: If we had to create a specially designed musical 
repertoire based on (supposed) socio-cultural particularities of every single classroom, the teachers’ task 
would grow out of proportion. The opposite choice would be to ignore the specific multicultural settings 
of the national context in which we teach and just use the same multicultural approach regardless of 
the particular situation. I see certain strengths in this latter approach. It can provide a great variety of 

3 For more on the different identity statuses I recommend the works of Jane Kroger.
4 Here I am not saying that Hip Hop shouldn’t be part of the music curriculum. On the contrary, I see it as a very important 
genre in its quality as multifaceted musical arena for political expression, which should be dealt with in music education 
regardless of which students are present in the classroom.
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musical experiences and thus prepare students for creating music as transcultural cosmopolitans in an 
increasingly globalized world (cf Schippers, 2010; Drummond, 2005). This approach may also have an 
advantage with respect to equity or recognition, because we can then present musical challenges that 
appear foreign to all students and accordingly shape a social situation marked by equal preconditions for 
participation (Schierup, 2015).

However, I do not believe this ‘global’ multicultural perspective to be sufficient if we really want to use 
music education as way of realizing larger ideals of education like “self-development, cultural awareness, 
tolerance and creativity” (cf Elliot, 1995). My argument is as follows: in every multicultural society, we need 
to deal with prejudices between different groups. The targets of prejudice are changing over time; during the 
seventies and eighties, the main targets in Sweden were guest workers from Southern Europe and Turkey, 
while it is now mainly individuals of putatively ‘muslim’ background, Afro-Swedes or Roma. This cannot 
and should not be ignored in teaching in general, nor should it be in music education in particular. As 
discussed earlier, music reaches deep into emotional spaces and speaks to the subconscious in ways which 
are not easily verbalized. For example, if we only confront “middle-eastern sounding” music in mainstream 
media, and if it is here often represented as “mystical or dangerous” (Scott, 1997), we also unconsciously 
reinforce an orientalist common sense understanding of the Other5. Here I believe music education could 
and should provide a more nuanced picture. I see this as an argument for relating music education to the 
wider multicultural settings of the society in which we teach, rather than targeted at “inclusion” of certain 
supposedly ‘culturally different’ individuals in the classroom that might not even themselves identify with 
the cultural expressions we suppose they do. In order to choose and teach ‘multicultural repertoire’ from 
this larger-scale perspective, we obviously need a lot more than just to search for ‘nice sounding songs 
from different countries’: we need intercultural awareness.

The challenge of intercultural dialogue 

As a host, you should present your guests the best the house has to offer. This is of course also the 
case when it comes to showing your international guests how your education system works, like in the 
context of the international exchange program that we were a part of. This kind of hospitality can lead to 
misunderstandings though, since you build your overall impressions more on what you experience than 
what you are told. When we visited the Escola Parque 210N in Brasília, I was impressed by the fact that 
there were almost always two teachers in each class of 10-15 students, drawing fast conclusions that teacher 
resources might be quite favorable in Brazil. Similarly, we were told that a Brazilian former exchange 
student had been claiming that in Sweden there were always two teachers in each music class, something 
he thought a basic condition for being able to teach in music ensemble for kids. This was his impression 
because this is what he had been experiencing during his teacher training in Sweden. None of these 
impressions did in fact show a true picture of reality. I was later told that some of the teachers at Escola 
Parque were actually music teacher students doing their teacher training. Even later, I was told that some 
teachers in other schools might have up to 50 students per teacher. In Sweden, it is not uncommon with 
classes up to 30 or more on one teacher, which makes implication of the quite ambitious Swedish music 
curriculum a very tough task in many cases. In order to avoid the kinds of misunderstandings mentioned 
above and obtain an honest and deepened intercultural dialogue, it here seems of great importance to let 
your guests experience a representative picture rather than an idealized one. So how do we establish this 
kind of dialogue?

Along with the development of political strategies for multicultural societies, more and more focus 
has been put on intercultural dialogue. In the EU, year 2008 was defined as “European year for intercultural 
dialogue”, which among other things lead to the launching of The white paper on intercultural dialogue 

5 Remember for example the intro song of Disney’s extremely popular movie Alladin, were we learn that the unnamed middle-
eastern setting of the story is “Barbaric, but hey- It’s home!”. In a previous uncut version, the lyrics even tell us that “they cut 
off your ear if they don’t like your face”.
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(2008), where “Intercultural dialogue is understood as an open and respectful exchange of views between 
individuals and groups with different ethnic, cultural, religious and linguistic backgrounds and heritage 
on the basis of mutual understanding and respect”. What this means in practice is very much depending on 
how we look at culture and its complex interplay with individual identities and group identities. Professor 
Seyla Benhabib (2002) sees the flaws of many theorists, independent of political orientation, in that they 
see cultures as “clearly defined wholes”, not taking into consideration that all individuals associate with 
many different cultures and also participates in the ever changing and renegotiating of these cultures’ 
‘imagined’ boundaries. With this in mind, she suggests three fundamental principles of intercultural 
dialogue: 1) Egalitarian reciprocity, 2) Voluntary self-ascription and 3) Freedom of exit and association. In 
the following, I will use these three principles as foundation for reflections on intercultural experiences 
from our trip to Brazil, paired with general discussions on how these principles could be a guiding light 
in creating music education with a dynamic cultural diversity approach.

Egalitarian reciprocity

This principle concerns equal civil, political, economic and cultural rights (Benhabib, 2002); The 
true intercultural dialogue should be one where both sides operate on equal grounds, with new learnings 
and findings being produced as an outcome of mutual efforts. Although this might seem obvious in a 
project like the experienced exchange trip, historical discourses haunts us telling otherwise. Coming as 
a western to a country with a colonial past like Brazil, gives you double-sided feelings of power. On one 
hand, you feel small being “the stranger”, with difficulties coping with language and cultural codes and 
habits (a well worth experience in itself, by the way). On the other hand, you come as a representative 
of what is often called “the developed world” and thus have a power advantage; the terms “developed 
countries” and “developing countries” themselves imply that the former should be a kind of role model for 
the latter. I do not believe this view to be a very fruitful starting point for intercultural dialogue, since the 
reason of having a dialogue is rather that the two sides contribute on equal grounds to new developments. 
Every society has its merits and flaws and thus has room for development (in the words true sense), 
which means that room for criticism from all directions must be made in order to obtain a dialogue on 
equal grounds. One illustrative example is the inevitable topic of resources that was frequently under 
discussion during our visit. Yes, the economical resources are greater in Sweden, but that does not mean 
that these resources are used in a creative way at all times. We could for example argue that limited 
resources demands greater creativity, like what is done in Brazil with creating musical instruments from 
waste as a way recycling, or using body drumming as means of music making. I personally tried both 
these activities out in my own elementary school teaching back in Sweden after the exchange trip, which 
was a delightful experience for both the school kids and me. So far, this is an example of concrete new 
activities to “bring back home” (Burton, Westvall & Karlsson; 2013), which can obviously be fruitful in 
itself, but maybe an even more developing challenge is how to use intercultural experiences in creating 
entirely new ideas and settings.

Voluntary self-ascription

This principle is about not letting “groups define the lives of individuals” (Benhabib, 2002). With 
the risk of making a mountain out of a molehill, I will start by referring to a trivial example from our 
days in Rio. On the mandatory visit to Cristo Redentor, I fell into conversation with a nice and very 
socially competent Brazilian man who happened to have visited the city in Sweden were I grew up. He 
happily stated that he “loved my country” and “loved my culture”, for example, that Swedes “take off 
their shoes when they go inside”. This  statement seemed a bit superficial to me, not identifying so much 
with either the Swedish country or ‘culture’, and further made me think of intercultural dialogue as an 
art of being curious and listening rather than politely expressing positive conceptions of ‘the other’. This 
kind of politeness can actually turn out as unintentionally impolite. Though no offense taken, our little 
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conversation made me think about the importance of letting people define themselves. With a slightly 
different question like “I noticed that everybody took off their shoes when they went inside: is that very 
common and why do you do it?” the conversation might have turned up even more interesting, eventually 
leading to larger topics like “How do you find the differences between Swedish and Brazilian culture?” or 
“How would you describe your culture?”. Trying to answer that last question obviously needs more time 
than a casual intercultural encounter at the top of the Corcovado, making you realize that other people 
and other cultures cannot be so easily defined either. Fortunately, the experienced immersion course 
offered many nice informal talks with opportunities to such deepened intercultural learning that occur 
when that first barrier of politeness is put aside.

Here the implications for the music classroom would be that we can never assume that a certain 
student has knowledge about, or wants to identify with certain cultural expressions. However well-
intended, we should not tell our students of foreign cultural backgrounds to “bring music from their 
home land” without first having asked from true curiosity if and how they relate to this music. Still I 
believe we have to actively create space for a great variety of musics in the classroom so that the possibility 
for all students of expressing their musical identities is present. Conclusively, this means that we cannot 
rely on students with different cultural backgrounds to create a culturally diverse music classroom, it has 
to come from the teachers themselves. This in turn demands wider cultural and musical perspectives of 
teachers than what seems to be the general case today (Schierup, 2015).

Freedom of exit and association

In Brazil, we visited several so called “social projects”, where music serves as a way out of the poverty 
and crime associated with the favelas. In some cases, it is the western classical music that manifests this 
“pathway out of misery”, a model I believe rightly has been questioned for being an expression of post-
colonial cultural dominance (Field notes, 2015). When asking at the Bacarelli Institute about how they 
managed to get the students so well-disciplined I got the answer: “It’s the German way, not the Brazilian 
way!”. One could argue that this setting more or less demands the exit from one group in order to gain 
access to another6. Other projects, like the Camerata Laranjeiras in Rio de Janeiro, showed more culturally 
diverse approaches, gathering students from different socio-economic backgrounds and playing music 
from a variety of genres. I find the latter approach much more fruitful than the first, at least when it comes 
to the principle of “Freedom of exit and association”; by presenting a multitude of possibilities, students 
also get access to a lot more alternatives of self-expression and construction of identity. In the Swedish 
context, we can recall the earlier mentioned example of concentrating largely on Hip hop music in the 
music classrooms of the suburbs while concentrating on mainstream radio pop in “ethnically Swedish” 
classrooms, i.e., two different more or less monocultural settings which I believe similarly limits the 
alternatives of group exit and association for the students.

Conclusion: Music teaching as an ongoing intercultural dialogue

Let me finally, on the background of the preceding discussion and based on a critical comparative 
reflection on the diversity of educational practices in Sweden and Brazil, sum up by suggesting some 
principles that I find could be leading for a fruitful practice of culturally diverse music teaching:

We should reclaim the meaning of music as the powerful cultural phenomenon it is, and bring this 
to our teaching in the classroom in the form of cultural reflection on the music we perform and listen to.

We should take into consideration the specific and ever-changing multicultural settings of the 
country that we operate in when designing our teaching and choosing repertoire, as a means of providing 
a counter-narrative to prevailing societal prejudices and discrimination. Besides this, we should also 

6 This example also relates to the principle of egalitarian reciprocity, but here it is musical genres that are in an unequal power 
relation. Western classical music is regarded as more ’edifying’ music than for example Favela funk.
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provide a global multicultural approach as a way of preparing students for future cosmopolitan citizenship 
in a globalized world.

We should consider basic principles of intercultural dialogue in the design of our multicultural 
teaching, which in this context means offering and encouraging many options of self-expression in music, 
while taking care not to label individuals according to preconceived notions of their identities.

These are indeed challenges, which we could not expect the newly finished music teacher graduate 
to take on without requisite preparation. As I have been arguing, we need to see culturally diverse 
societies as dynamic and ever-changing. This implies that a music teacher education that reflects today’s 
society should also be dynamic and changing. To obtain a music teacher education that goes hand in 
hand with the ever-changing realities of the multicultural society, it seems fruitful to retrieve sustainable 
and continuous ways of interacting with this multicultural society as academic music institutions. My 
personal next step is in several ways influenced by the experiences from our short autumn trip to Brazil. 
Inspired by for example the course Traditional Knowledge at UnB of Brasilia and the “Saturday Choro 
School” Escola Portátil in Rio de Janeiro, I am currently working on an action research project on using the 
Music academy as ‘intercultural meeting space’. The idea is to actively seek out community musicians with 
immigrant backgrounds and, through collaboration and intercultural dialogue, create musical workshops 
for students and active teachers and musicians as a way of increasing intercultural awareness. In addition, 
at the same time, provide a musical arena that might stimulate musical creativity of all parties. This idea 
is no way a copy of the mentioned settings in Brazil, rather it is an idea sprung out of ongoing reflections 
on intercultural experiences to which the study visit in Brazil and the dialogue with Brazilian colleagues 
has greatly contributed. Hopefully, the outcome of this will be a step forward in a long and multifaceted 
learning process.
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