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Alexandra Kertz-Welzel 

What we should consider before proposing music education for so-
cial change 

In recent years, in international and especially in Anglo-American music education, 
there have been many calls for music education to aim at societal transformations. Ac-
tivist music education or artistic citizenship are examples for this approach (Hess, 
2019; Elliott et al., 2016). While the social impact of the arts and particularly music 
education is well known (Belfiore & Bennett, 2008), the intensity and the repetitiveness 
with which music education for social change has been brought up might be new. 
There could be various reasons for this fact, for instance global crises such as wars or 
a pandemic, economic or social problems, or the feeling of helplessness in view of au-
tocratic politicians. In situations when no one seems to have a solution, the arts are 
often invoked as panacea, supposedly being able to help when nothing else seems 
promising. Certainly, this is a problematic approach. 

When taking a closer look at concepts of music education and social change, it becomes 
obvious that most of them are relatively uncritical reflections presenting a wishful 
dream - with which most music educators and scholars would agree because it makes 
us important for society. This is somehow paradoxical since many investigations con-
cerned with music education and social change (e.g., Hess, 2019) refer to critical theory 
and critical pedagogy – but have problems to criticize their own approaches and to 
follow basic scholarly standards such as clearly defining significant terms, concepts 
(e.g., social change) or utilizing knowledge and methods from related fields of research 
(e.g., political studies, sociology). To develop a promising and critical concept regard-
ing music education and social change, going beyond the often superficial claims that 
music will “heal” the world, a more complex approach is needed, addressing various 
dimensions which have so far mostly been overlooked. 

This is exactly the topic of this chapter. It critically sketches some scholarly precondi-
tions for a concept regarding music education and social change. In what follows, is-
sues such as what social change is, the arts’ relation to social change, how society is 
transformed, and the role music education could play are addressed. All of these ideas, 
however, will be presented only in snapshots because there exists a more comprehen-
sive discussion of the various issues presented here (Kertz-Welzel, 2022). 



A. Kertz-Welzel              Music education for social change 

 37 

What is social change? 

Social change is an ambiguous term. While in international music education (e.g., El-
liott et al., 2016; Hess, 2019), social change is mostly seen as something positive, this is, 
in fact, not generally true. Dictators or autocrats caused social change, significantly 
transforming the societies they were in charge of. Generally, social change “in the 
broadest sense is any change in social relations” (Strout & Corbin, 2008, p. vii). Like-
wise, it can be understood as “the alteration of mechanisms within the social structure, 
characterized by changes in cultural symbols, rules of behavior, social organization, or 
value system” (Wilterdink & Form, 2020) or “the existence of significant differences in 
social life and social phenomena” (Schatzki, 2019, p. 16). This indicates that social 
change can concern different levels of society, no matter if societal structures or indi-
vidual lives. 

Additionally, there are different kinds of social change, as sociological research indi-
cates (Sabonnière, 2017; Schatzki, 2019). It can be fast or slow, gradual or sudden, sus-
tainable or superficial. It can concern different levels of society, e.g. the micro, meso or 
macro level. There are also different models describing how social change happens: 
the evolutionary or conflict model, organic growth or cyclic change. There can be dif-
ferent reasons for social change, ranging from natural causes such as a pandemic to 
social movements, revolutions or the efforts of individuals. Likewise, there can be dif-
ferent goals or intentions of social change such as social justice, freedom or human 
flourishing. The notion of social change is flexible and can be connected to various 
aspects, addressing urgent issues of specific times such as environmental issues since 
“social theory that is environmentally blind is as potentially problematic as social the-
ory that is gender-, race- or class-blind” (Lockie et al., 2014, p. 3). It will be interesting 
to see how our notions of social change will develop in the future.  

But social change is not only positive. It can also aim at societal changes implementing 
an ideology such as during the Third Reich in Germany. Hitler and Mussolini certainly 
caused social change – and many more dictators or autocrats. The COVID-19 pan-
demic also caused social change, significantly transforming various parts of public and 
private life. However, in international music education, social change is often regarded 
as something positive, something everyone wants without clarifying what exactly they 
want. When proposing music education for social change, it is crucial to determine 
what it means and to take into account its ambivalence. Even though this might on the 
one hand seem to weaken the significance of music education, on the other hand, it 
will strengthen it because we have a more realistic perspective, knowing about the 
opportunities, but also the limits of the arts and music education in relation to social 
change. 
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The arts and social change 

When considering music education and social change, it is important to take into ac-
count the long tradition of the arts’ social impact. Belfiore and Bennett (2008) offer a 
comprehensive perspective on this issue and identify six arguments describing the 
power of the arts as they have been presented in intellectual history. These arguments 
are also often points of reference for arts advocacy today, even though in slightly 
changed versions: catharsis, personal well-being, education and self-development, 
moral improvement and civilization, political instrumentalization, social stratification 
and identity construction. Many of these aspects are well known. While there are cer-
tainly also different ways of describing the social impact of the arts, e.g. from the per-
spective of psychology of music (Hallam, 2015), Belfiore and Bennett (2008) cover most 
of the significant dimensions: music was always connected with individual develop-
ment and moral improvement, with the state, with music symbolizing higher or lower 
social classes, with propaganda or community. 

It is, however, too simple to only see the positive impact of the arts or of music’s trans-
formational power. Music can not only help or heal, but can also be misused for prop-
aganda, indoctrination or torture, as indicated in some of Belfiore and Bennett’s (2008) 
arguments. There is not only a long history of music’s positive impact on people and 
societies, but likewise about its negative effects. In recent years regarding music edu-
cation, this negative impact has become more prominent, for instance concerning the 
music program El Sistema (Baker, 2014). 

To better understand how music supports transformation, it is paramount to investi-
gate music’s relation to the social. Born (2012) offers a useful model, presenting four 
planes of music’s sociality. The first plane concerns music making and the variety of 
relationships developing and emerging during this process. The second plane de-
scribes music’s capacity to create imagined communities, for instance when listening. 
The third plane is focused on music’s ability of identity building, both for groups and 
individuals. The final one positions music in relation to institutions. Born’s model of-
fers valuable insights into the complex relationship between music and the social. The 
social is inherent to music, it is part of what it is. Music has thus the power to trans-
form, support building new relations or identities. But at the same time, music can also 
confirm the Status Quo and rather be about stability and continuity instead of dynamic 
change. Born’s model clearly underlines music’s ambiguity which we need to consider 
when thinking about the transformative power of for instance participatory music 
making or the misuse of music education for ideologies, e.g. during the Third Reich in 
Germany, or possibly in El Sistema (Baker, 2014). This means that a concept aiming at 
social change through music education needs to take into account the ambiguity of 
music. 
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How is society transformed? 

When we think about changing societies through music and music education, it is im-
portant to understand how transformations of society generally happen. While there 
are many different models, two perspectives could be particularly useful for music 
education: the sociology of change and the politics of change. 

Sociologist Szomptka (1994) considers sociology to be the field best suited to analyze 
how societies are transformed. He claims that societies are in constant move and thus, 
can easily be changed. Individuals, events, social movements, innovations or revolu-
tions – there can be many different agents of change, given the right moment. Trans-
formations of society can happen on different levels, for instance on the micro, meso 
or macro level. Social change can concern the structure of society, but likewise rela-
tions. Toennies’ (1963 [1887]) famous description of societal change regarding the tran-
sition from Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft, from a community with close relationships to 
a more anonymous and well-structured way of social life, e.g. in big cities, is just one 
example sociology provides. However, while sociology is certainly concerned with ex-
plaining how society works, it also knows how it could be different. But the question 
has often been, if sociology should be more concerned with the analysis of what is or 
what could be – regarding projections of a better future, thus possible understanding 
sociology as a utopian field. While in the beginning, sociology was a field very much 
concerned with utopia (Levitas, 2013, pp. 65-127), during its further establishment as 
a scholarly field, this dimension has been lost. There are, however, still utopian ele-
ments in sociology offering perspectives on how the world and societies could be dif-
ferent. The concept of everyday utopia, for instance, as developed by sociologist 
Cooper (2014), is one such model, showing how everyday life can be transformed by 
realizing one idea of how society could be improved for a certain amount of time - may 
it concern free speech, a trading system without money or musical instruments pub-
licly available for everyone as in the campaign “Play me, I’m yours.”1 While for every-
one, implementing the good life for a limited time might mean something different, 
everyday utopias offer at least a glimpse at how society could be improved – and are 
thus a critique of the Status Quo as well as an implementation of possible changes, 
even though only for a short time. For sustainable changes, politics would be the 
means of choice. 

The politics of change offer political models which explain how societal transfor-
mations work. They are attempts to describe the processes happening – and there are 
different ways to understand them, and thus different models. The Advocacy Coalition 

 
1 Like it happened in Augsburg in September 2022: https://www.augsburg.de/kultur/festivals/play-me-
im-yours 
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Model, for instance, emphasizes that there are political partnerships for specific pur-
poses (Rosenow, 2013, p. 14). They have a specific goal and after it is reached, there is 
no joint interest and collaboration anymore. But even if, on a political level, promising 
decisions are made, there is always the problem of implementation. The reality often 
looks different from what has been decided on the level of those in power. Leung (2008, 
p. 8) writes: 

Policy implementation involves unavoidable constraints, complex net-working and co-
ordination, negotiation and communication, attitude changes of various stakeholders, 
mobilization of resources and provision of support, and timely schedule planning and 
sequencing. 

This means that the implementation of political decisions which can lead to social 
change, often takes time. If it is about faster ways of change, there are other means, for 
instance social movements. 

Social movements have always been important drivers of social change. They start 
with the fact that people do not trust politicians to be able to do the necessary changes 
– or that the political structures do not allow that in an appropriate time frame. Thus, 
like-minded people go on the streets to fight for equal rights, changes in the environ-
mental policies and many more causes. Sometimes, social movements are carefully 
orchestrated, while at other times, they can be spontaneous, driven by citizens’ dissat-
isfaction. Social movements have been powerful in history, but they can also be mis-
used for various ideologies, for instance for turning the Monday demonstrations of 
people in the former Democratic Republic of Germany, fighting for their freedom from 
political oppression, into demonstrations against democracy and its representatives. 
In a heated political climate, social movements can be related to social change in a good 
or bad way, again exemplifying the ambiguity of social change which certainly affects 
music education when connected with it. 

Social movements often use technology to facilitate communication to support their 
interests. Thus, technology can also play a role in how society is transformed. Brescia 
(2020) investigated the impact of technological inventions on turning points in U.S. 
history. He identified various kinds of new technologies at critical turning points of 
U.S. history which supported social change. Brescia (2020, p. 120) states that “from the 
postal system in the early republic, to the television in the mid-twentieth century, so-
cial movements used technology to build trust, foster collaboration, and spur social 
change.” If we could take a look at various countries and the turning points in their 
respective histories, we might discover a similar impact of technology. But it is also 
crucial to see the problems of technology, as for instance regarding social media and 
fake news. 
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When considering music education and social change, another important aspect is the 
goal we have – for instance our notion of the just society (Carlton, 2006). While many 
people think we might agree in this regard, that we all want for instance social justice, 
the situation might not be as simple as it seems. If we further investigated what our 
notions of the just society are, we would most likely be surprised that there is indeed 
not one solution, but many different ones – and that we do not agree in our concepts 
of what social change should achieve. Is the just society the fair society, the religious, 
the democratic, autocratic, alternative, pacifist, or carbon dioxide neutral society? 
Which values are important? Which ideologies might determine our notions of what 
the just society should look like? In times of intense political fights between conserva-
tive and progressive political forces, it might be useful to further investigate what our 
vision of the good society is – and thus to a certain degree destroy the notion that we 
all want the same good for everyone.  

At the core of thinking about meaningful social change is also the notion of human 
flourishing. It is a kind of life satisfaction which gives people a deep fulfillment and 
meaning in life. Since antiquity, human flourishing has been connected with ethical 
and political issues because it is the task of states, their constitution and rules to create 
the conditions under which human flourishing is possible. Understanding social 
change in this way certainly adds interesting dimensions – and music education can 
significantly support human flourishing (Bartels, 2018; Smith & Silverman, 2020). 

Conclusion 

In order to create a scholarly foundation for music education and social change, what 
social change is, the social impact of the arts, and how society is transformed should 
be considered. Certainly, music education and social change is an emotional topic, and 
criticizing it might seem like not being interested in a better world which music edu-
cation could facilitate. While criticizing the social impact of the arts is not unproblem-
atic and has often been seen as weakening the societal meaning or the power of music 
education (Belfiore & Bennett, 2008, p. 4), it is rather the opposite: it strengthens, in 
fact, music education’s societal significance. We cannot continue romanticizing about 
music education’s power (Rinholm & Varkoy, 2020) – or what we imagine it could do. 
Music education, community music or any other kind of concept or approach cannot 
change societies on its own. There are clear limits, as has been indicated above, con-
cerning the power of music education given the mechanisms and processes of how 
society works. We need to take this into account and use critique to refine what music 
education can actually do in society.  

This does not mean to give up hope that music education has a societal impact, but 
rather emphasizes its opportunities and limits. This is a more pragmatic approach, 
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even though it might not be popular with advocates of music and transformation be-
cause it is easier to simply propose music’s and music education’s transformative 
power without differentiating what can be done and what cannot. Maybe, Jorgensen 
(2003, p. 45) is right, that “a hope-filled pedagogy can help to improve the situation 
even if it does not reach the ideal.” We should certainly have hope and believe in the 
power of music and music education, but also be well aware of their limits. Only then 
can music education unfold its power, within limits, but still contributing to the overall 
societal processes of transformation2. 
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