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Abstract: In additin t nging territrial and material re-rganizatin  pwer 
as a result  19th-century Eurpean clnialism, there has been an increasing cus 
n declnializing knwledge practices in higher educatin. Research cmmunities 
are discussing what it culd mean t declnize thinking practices, cnditins  
knwledge creatin, and access t higher educatin. Since the arts are a pwer-
ul tl r change, we want t cntribute t the nging schlarly discussin by 
intrducing examples  declnial practices used in the Bachelr prgram in music 
perrmance. By presenting three cases rm the subject  music histry at tw 
Nrwegian universities, we prvide insight int why and hw we can teach dier-
ently, what kind  resistance we meet, and hw we can make use  discmrt t 
declnize knwledge practices. Our empirical material is cmpsed  ur wn 
experiences, student curse evaluatins, cnversatins with students and teachers, 
as well as mdule descriptins. In the basis  ur ndings, we prpse a strategic 
cannism t mediate in an increasingly plarized eld. 
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Introduction and methodology
Advanced by pst-clnial thery (Hks, ; Spivak, ), the prject 
 declnizing research and teaching practices in higher educatin has 
becme a majr catalyst r curriculum transrmatin. It has been high-
lighted by pst-clnial thery that the “pst” des nt mean that cl-
nial practices have diminished. Rather, declnial practices are needed t 
re-rder the clnial matrix  pwer, including “the cntinual reprduc-
tin  ecnmy, authrity, gender/sexuality, and knwledge cnstruc-
tins” (Cantn, , p. ).

ery develpment and structural changes wrk in tandem. While 
schlars cnnect declnial theries with epistemic injustice (Pitts, 
), natinal plicies are being develped in higher educatin t 
explicitly address clnial legacies in the humanities. Many declnial 
erts have been undertaken in departments  histry, plitical sci-
ence, and scilgy; hwever, “music departments are slwly, i sme-
times reluctantly, seeking t address epistemlgical shis in their very 
structures  existence” (Tan, ). At the same time, musical practices 
can be a tl t think and act dierently (Mittner et al., rthcming). 

e subject  music histry taught in the Bachelr prgram in music 
perrmance invlves sunding and educatinal practices, aesthetic val-
ues, cultural and philsphical cncepts, religius practice, ecnmy and 
nt-epistemlgical perspectives; these elements all aect hw musical 
practices and tnal systems are impsed n smething that is marked by di-
erence. ere are als chices, styles, and cnventins that suppress thers  
and perpetuate a claim  cntrl ver them. Music-related practices thus 
becme an instrument that reects the clnial matrix  pwer. Prcesses 
and eects  “musical clnizatin” (Agawu, ) have taken dierent 
rms, ranging rm categrizatin and taxnmizing t the exclusin  
individuals and their artistic practices based n race, class, and gender.

With reerence t music histry, there has been a lng traditin  
prblematizing the legacy  clnial Eurpean musiclgy, such as carv-
ing ut the glbal impsitin  Prtestant hymns’ diatnic tnality in 
the th century (Agawu, ), thematizing extism in music (Høgåsen-
Hallesby, ), highlighting indigenus eminism and envirnmental-
ism in Sámi ppular culture (Hilder, ), pinting ut the cncept  
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the white racial rame in music thery (Ewell, ), r the valrizatin 
 prgress in cmpsitin (Ahvenniemi, ). All these studies cntrib-
ute t declnializing the music classrm; in additin, they benet pe-
ple, practices, and knwledges that have been clnized and by listen t 
these subaltern individuals (Spivak, ).

Bth ur wn embeddedness in day-t-day practices at ur depart-
ments and theretical reectins build ur ratinal r why and how we 
think the subject  music histry shuld be declnized. It is imprtant 
r us t add that we d not have the denitive answer t hw declni-
zatin in ur subject shuld be accmplished: we can nly ask questins 
and er several pssibilities rm ur wn  t  years  teaching 
and research experience. In this article we present three case studies (tw 
rm Western art music and ne rm jazz) rm music histry instruc-
tin at the University  Stavanger (UiS) and UiT e Arctic University 
 Nrway (UiT) as examples  declnizing practices. Our empirical 
material is cmpsed  ur wn experiences and insider reectins, 
bservatins, student curse evaluatins, cnversatins with students 
and ellw teachers, and mdule descriptins at ur universities. Our 
research questin r this study can be thus articulated: why and hw 
shuld the subject  music histry be declnized?

is article has been written alng the idea  thinking with thery 
(Jacksn & Mazzei, ), in which ur research prcess can be described 
as highly abductive in the sense that we zm in and ut between thery 
and ur empirical material. Our methd, which is based n cllective 
writing practices (Crwhurst & Emslie, ) and discussins abut ur 
empirical cases, will hpeully challenge cmmn assumptins, deepen 
the understanding  cmplex issues, and serve as a catalyst r critical 
thinking. In this way we hpe t uncver new perspectives n what it 
culd mean t declnialize music histry, thereby cntributing t the 
brader bdy  knwledge abut declnializatin (Gra & Birkenstein, 
) that is currently evlving in the internatinal scientic cmmuni-
ties  the SHAPE elds.

 SHAPE is a cllective name r the scial sciences, humanities and the arts. https://www.thebri-
tishacademy.ac.uk/this-is-shape/
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e article is structured as llws: based n recent literature, we elab-
rate n what we mean by “declnial knwledge practices.” We then situate 
the subject  music histry bere presenting the three case studies rm 
UiS and UiT, llwed by a cncluding discussin that includes pedaggical 
reectins. We clse with a list  recmmendatins r anyne wh wuld 
like t becme agents  change by declnizing their practices.

What do we mean by decolonization?
In the current public and scientic discurses, there are a variety  cm-
peting understandings  the term “declnizatin”. I we rst take a lk 
at the term “clnialism”: this wrd describes hw certain pwer rela-
tins in terms  land, prperty, language, practices, and knwledge were 
installed during the s-called “clnial perid” that existed rm the 
th century t the th century, and still shapes tday’s sciety and knw-
ledge prductin (Mignl & Walsh, ). e ppsite term, “decl-
nizatin,”, invlves breaking dwn structures, rules, and understandings 
that clnial practices have created and which are still at wrk (Svendsen 
& Eriksen, ). e eect  this is underlined by Tuck and Yang (, 
p. ), wh remind us that declnizatin shuld nt be read merely as a 
metaphr. Hwever, we agree with Freire (), wh encurages edu-
catrs t use clnizatin as a metaphr r ppressin. He emphasizes 
that higher educatin can be a tl t create a mre just sciety, where 
students becme active in this prcess and teachers acilitate students’ 
critical thinking abut established truths t gain new insights. S what 
we understand as thery must be applied in practice; ideas and thughts 
abut injustice must be transerred t the curriculum and classrm 
alike. We have therere started asking questins abut what knwledge 
is, what the cann in ur subject is, and under what circumstances this 
cann was established. In this sense, we d nt understand declniza-
tin as a quick x, but rather as a set  practices that questin pwer 
structures and create space r vices that have been clnialized in var-
ius ways. 

Fllwing the understanding  declnizatin as utlined by Svendsen 
& Eriksen (), we urther dene the act  declnizing ur eld as 
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the engagement  students and teachers t undamentally re-think and 
re-enact established practices that have been created by clnial prac-
tices n epistemlgical, methdlgical, and empirical levels. In times 
 increasing resistance t s-called ‘wke’ teachers—especially i teach-
ers themselves cme rm a minrity backgrund—critical thinking that 
has been prmted within critical pedaggy (Freire, ) needs t be 
based even mre n a histrically-based understanding  hw current 
knwledge practices perpetuate and re-install clnial pwer structures. 

Declnizing the subject  music histry may be unsettling r sme 
and therapeutic r thers; either way, this declnizatin happens in 
a situatin that is embedded in a histrical cntinuum. us, all  us 
wh teach the subject need t take a clser lk at ur wn educatinal 
backgrunds, including hw we have been taught, which music we have 
perrmed and enjyed listening t, hw we have learned stries abut 
the past, and what we have learned rm them. Declnizing means chal-
lenging practices that are nurtured by the idea  dminatin and extrac-
tivism: discurses and practices  knwledge prductin maniested in 
the curricula, repertires, and reading lists which have established cer-
tain pwer structures and mechanisms that sustain the status qu. In 
the Nrwegian cntext the strategic unit Nasjonalt fagorgan for musikk 
(UHR) plays a key rle in implementing and cnducting change in higher 
music educatin; n the internatinal level it may be amng thers the 
Internatinal Musiclgical Sciety (IMS).

Declnizing ur eld can have dierent meanings. In a narrw sense 
it means t pen a space r and listen t vices by nn-Western prtag-
nists, peple  clr, peple rm the LGBTQ+ cmmunity, inviting all 
 these grups int the c-creative redesign  the curriculum. Hwever, 
as lng as traditinal analytical categries d nt change, it is dicult 
t bring new/dierent/unknwn/nn-Western/nn-white/nn-dminant 
repertires int the music classrm. 

As shwn in Figure , t us, declnizing music histry means tak-
ing actin, e.g. by including dierent teaching materials, asking dier-
ent questins and perrming dierent music, put simply, it means that 
in everything we d, we must be aware  the act that we are acting 
within Western thinking rames that impact nt nly cntent, but als 
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epistemlgies (the way we think and rganize ur categries) and the 
university itsel. A median way t apprach declnizatin, which is 
dierent rm mre radical appraches that seem t en t result in 
plarizatin and identity plitics, is t keep the cann  musical wrks 
as a cmmn reerence pint but put this pint in a dierent perspec-
tive (Walker, ). Similar t the strategic essentialism  the s 
(Spivak, ), this median pathway t declnizatin in the subject  
music histry is what we call strategic canonism. It can be a rst step r 
directing ur schlarly attentin twards examining hw a specic cr-
pus  knwledge has cme abut in existence. Prblematizing what is 
taught and generating awareness abut wh has beneted rm certain 
knw ledge practices alng with wh has been stigmatized as “ther,” le 
ut, r even ppressed, can be ne step twards dismantling the clnial 
matrix  pwer. 

Music history in the BA programs in  
music performance
In Nrway, music histry is a cmpulsry cmpnent  Bachelr pr-
grams in music perrmance. Bth UiS and UiT er a -year Bachelr 
prgram, and music histry takes place in the rst and secnd years  
the prgram. e students are perrmance majrs, either in Western art 
music (which at UiS and UiT is called classical music) r in jazz (which 

Include different material

Think differently

Ask different questions

Learn and perform differently

1 2

4 3

Figure 1. Decolonizing the subject of music history in higher arts education
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at UiT is cmbined with ppular music and called rhythmic music). 
e  students’ backgrund in music histry mainly derives rm their 
high schl experiences, where the subject is taught as a reductinist 
versin  the cann  Western art music, jazz, and pp/rck. Anther 
majr surce  inuence is students’ main instrument teachers, wh 
have all been trained in the cann, where the mst cmmn teaching 
methd (master-apprentice) transers the cann t new generatins. It is 
nt surprising, then, that students’ expectatins are shaped by a specic 
cann, where the cann  Western art music in particular is visualized 
in many merchandizing prducts (Fig. ). 

Figure 2. Montage of composers portraying the Western art music canon in  
Wikipedia/Wikimedia
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e Bachelr music prgrams at UiS and UiT bth have a lng cnserva-
try traditin (Fadnes, ). e music department at UiT even insists 
n preserving the cnservatry label in its Nrwegian name, which 
pints at the strng sel-cnceptin  “delivering” expert musicians 
and music teachers t its Arctic regin. Similarly, the newly unded 
Faculty  Perrming Arts in Stavanger has kept the ld Rogaland 
Musikkonservatorium (Rgaland Music Cnservatry) sign abve its 
main entrance as a nstalgic hmage t its past. In bth cases: the uni-
versity itsel becmes a strng institutin that uphlds and conserves 
certain cultural practices (Cnnell, ). In these practices we nd an 
emphasis n the traditinal repertire: the music that previus genera-
tins have learned and perrmed, and wh expect new generatins t 
assimilate accrdingly. 

In many aspects, undergraduate music study can be viewed as the mst 
cnservative subject und in pst-secndary educatin (Attas & Walker, 
). Indeed, r classical music students, the regular BA prgrams in 
music perrmance cncentrate n the study  a very specic cann cre-
ated by Eurpean elites. In the case  jazz, the elite cus is equally prm-
inent, where the American jazz cann  the s and s becmes 
the equivalent  classical Eurcentricity. us, declnizing these cur-
ricula can be experienced as unsettling r bth students and teachers. 
At the same time, this discmrt can be used as a starting pint r ur 
investigatin.

Questioning the canon when teaching the 
history of Western art music
e music histry teachers at UiS have intrduced several changes t the 
curriculum related t the histry  Western art music that can be under-
std in the bradest sense  declnizatin, namely, t mve beynd 
hegemnic thinking practices alng linearity, binarity, and the scre/
masterpiece. e changes r rst-year students (whse mdule cn-
centrates n a chrnlgical survey  music written bere ) have 
mainly been expressed thrugh a cus n sounding music and perr-
mance practice aspects and creating a better gender-balanced survey  
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classical cmpsers. Fr secnd-year students (whse mdule cncen-
trates n music aer ), the classes are rganized accrding t themes 
and case studies. 

One  the prblems we are acing in ur teaching is the lack  up-t-
date teaching materials and textbks: there is a need r having a cur-
riculum that cuses n gender issues, race and minrities, and pwer 
structures integrated int regular textbks. Particularly r ur rst-
year students, the textbk is a “sanctied” thick tme: I it is imprtant, 
it is in the bk; cnsequently, i it is not in the bk, it is nt impr-
tant (Stne, ). Hwever, textbks en cntain an unequal gender 
representatin, where music histry is still the ding  lng dead male 
cmpsers (Natvig, ); in additin, it displays a lack  diversity and 
ethnic backgrunds in the chice  cmpsers, where mst en e.g. 
Black cmpsers are cnnected with rap, hip-hp, pp etc., rather than 
with classical music. Nnetheless, it is pertinent t ask whether the text-
bk as such is relevant at all: might nt declnizatin in act mean 
leaving behind the cncept  the textbk? e alternative t the text-
bk is t use article-based reading lists, which wrks ne with ur sec-
nd-year students, wh have becme accustmed t academic texts and 
academic writing. But r ur rst-year students, it has prven quite di-
cult t nd suitable articles that are n the apprpriate level with respect 
t bth cntent and language. Student evaluatins shw that these stu-
dents preer using the chrnlgical textbk, which is pedaggically 
designed and has an inner lgic and thught-thrugh prgressin and 
structure (Jhnsen et al., ). It is therere  vital imprtance that 
the material we want ur students t learn is included in the regular 
textbk. We wuld argue that change can happen thrugh educatin, 
where the teacher becmes a acilitatr and students’ active participants 
in the cnstructin  knwledge, and where students and teacher engage 
in a cperative prcess (Freire, ). In music, change can happen 
by including cmpsers wh have histrically been underrepresented.  

 ere are very ew examples  Nrwegian literature; the whle curriculum r secnd-year 
students is in English. Fr rst-year students we use the Nrwegian Vestens musikkhistorie 
(Hvland, ). 
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Placing their names in the traditinal music histry bks wuld be a big 
step twards making this change happen. 

Anther issue in teaching music histry is hw t cnnect perrmance 
and thery in rder t mve beynd believing that the scre is the dening 
versin  the past. Parakilas () claims that there has been a remark-
able dependence, even a xation, n the musical scre in this regard. T 
revert t the music in music histry, we have therere intrduced several 
perrmance assignments t ur rst-year students, r example where 
they arrange th-century vcal music r their wn instrumental cmbi-
natins, cmpse variatins n a wrk r simply imprvise n their wn 
instruments ver a recurring meldic/harmnic pattern (grund bass). 
By learning t d this, students expand their wn perrmance reper-
tire, acquiring a useul repertire r pssible uture teaching situatins 
as well as learning music histry thrugh playing their wn instrument. 
We thus let the students have a subjective experience  what music can 
be, and we let them bring themselves int the music rather than having 
t assimilate music that has already been xed, perect, and ready (Biesta, 
). e cus is n the sounding music in the histry  music, with a 
shi rm the scre back t its rigins as imprvisatin and perrmance, 
and music histry as experience, as a part declnizatin (Jhnsn, ). 
(is als reers t the questin  whether it is pssible at all t talk 
abut “the music itsel,” which might actually sidestep pst-clnial crit-
icism.) Other tpics included in discussins abut music written bere 
 is the impsitin  religius rerms as well as the establishment   
Western musical structures (ntatin, tuning systems, harmnies).

e secnd change in the curriculum is t present a mre-gender bal-
anced survey  classical cmpsers by shiing the cus rm a cm-
pser-based music histry t allwing the genres t becme the decisive 
actrs. Fr instance, t exempliy the Barque suite r rst-year stu-
dents, the French perrmer and cmpser Élisabeth-Claude Jacquet de 

 Perrmance practice and wmen cmpsers are integrated in the chapter abut Barque music 
in Vestens musikkhistorie (Meling, ). In mst textbks in music histry, hwever, the issues 
 wmen cmpsers, perrmance practice, and race are separated rm traditinal music his-
try textbks, r instance Race and Gender in the Western Music History Survey (Maxile & 
Turner, ).
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La Guerre (–) was chsen. She was brught up in the curt  
Luis XIV, wh was knwn r his extravagant use  music and dance. 
Hwever, there were als “cnnectins between the trading cmpanies, 
slavery and cmmercial explitatin n the ne hand and Western art 
music n the ther” (Walker, , p. ). is is particularly evident in 
the case  Luis XIV, whse extravagances were unded by wealth rm 
Nrth America and the Caribbean, which reers unequivcally t the term 
 clnizatin. Indeed, Eurpean clnial pwer structures are particu-
larly evident in music rm the th and th centuries, which included 
perids  (re)discveries  cntinents, early clnies, and trade. Walker 
states explicitly that the teaching  Renaissance and Barque music his-
try “needs t include the inuence  the glbal explratin, extracted
resurces, and slavery n music” (Walker, , p. ). ese tpics will 
therere be an integral part  the classrm discussins abut music 
rm this perid. 

e genre that is nt nly the mst enjyable t teach, but als causes 
the mst discmrt r listeners, is pera. Taylr () cnnects pera 
and ntatin with travel and the discveries  ther cntinents and 
clnialism. He relates pera with the need r “representatinal sys-
tems that allwed [Eurpeans] t manage a wrld in which they placed 
themselves at the center and thers at varius peripheries” (Taylr, , 
p. ). Blackwd () reers t the “pera gaze,” where she mentins 
the genre’s pwer and hierarchical structures, where pera is “embed-
ded with lng-held racist, sexist and divisive wrldviews created thrugh 
the prism  the white, male and pstclnial gazes” (Blackwd, , 
p. ). In class it is therere vital that students can reect upn the gen-
re’s representatin  race, cultural apprpriatin, pwer structures, 
and exticism, as well as the bdies representing the genre n stage. It 
is nt dicult t nd examples which link the genre with the cncept  
clnizatin: tw  the mre bvius are Puccini’s Madama Buttery 
rm  and Mzart’s Magic Flute, which premiered in . Madama 
Buttery presents the stry  the -year-ld geisha, called “Buttery,” 

 ese very labels can themselves be viewed as clnial, yet they are still in widespread use in 
music.
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wh is impregnated and abandned by American lieutenant Pinktertn, 
wh ges  and marries American (and white) Kate. While this pera 
is bluntly racist as well as sexist, it is ne  the mst perrmed peras 
in the wrld, even thugh it explicitly characterizes Japanese wmen as 
intensely eminine and ragile. We as a class discuss this pwer dynamic 
amng the three main characters: Buttery (emale, Oriental, clnized, 
bjectied), Kate (emale, Western, clnizing, imperial), and Pinktertn 
(male, Western, clnizing, imperial), and hw t navigate this trubling 
situatin within the rame  Puccini’s beautiul and emtinally pwer-
ul music. 

e Magic Flute is nrmally presented in music histry textbks 
as a airytale where a lady in distress is rescued by a handsme prince. 
Hwever, while the gd-natured characters are either an ld white man 
r the yung prince, the evil character is the black Mnstats. e name 
Mnstats is Greek r standing alone, which implies that he is bth an 
utcast and a representative  a racism regarding blackness at that time. 

Other blatant examples include the Chinese steretypes in Puccini’s 
Turandot, where three  the main characters are named Ping, Pang 
and Png; anti-Semitism in Wagner’s Ring Cycle; and Muslims that are 
caricatured in Mzart’s e Abduction from the Seraglio, t name a ew. 
ese peras rmly rearm the ntin that “traditinal pera remains 
ne  the nal bastins r large-scale racial and cultural apprpriatin” 
(Pham, ). e genre’s declnizatin invlves bth questining the 
cannic repertire as well as discussing with students hw t rerame 
and retell these stries tday. In ur pinin, declnizing ur subject 
des nt mean renuncing certain genres (r the traditin as such), but 
rather understanding it dierently by pening urselves up t dierent 
types  vices and perspectives, thereby trying t bridge the gap between 
a repertire “rzen in time” and a cntinuusly evlving student bdy. 

Advancing pluriversal concepts when teaching 
the history of jazz
e rst Nrwegian degree curse in jazz started at the music cnserv-
atry in Trndheim in , where a teaching philsphy that included 
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technical prwess and strng aural skills in cmbinatin with individu-
alism and artistic reedm became inuential in putting the Nrwegian 
jazz scene n the glbal map (Nichlsn, ; Vitali, ). Trndheim’s 
apprach subsequently inuenced curses in Stavanger, Kristiansand, 
Bergen, Osl, and Trmsø; and althugh these degree prgrams are still 
based n a cnservatry traditin emphasizing technical skill, theretical 
knwledge, and a grasp  the cann, they nevertheless seem t empha-
size creative individualism and aesthetic reedm as well (Tønsberg, ). 
e questin is hw jazz histry can be taught in ways which match this 
instructin by prviding students with a system r critically engaging in 
the past whilst remaining tied t their individual specializatin, instru-
ments, and interests. e mdule in questin is rm the secnd year  
the BA in music perrmance at UiS, jazz specializatin, as its cntent 
is meant t “sharpen” students’ critical awareness  an en essential-
ized linear and simplistic reductinist view  jazz histry. e mdule 
presents jazz histry as a series  histries/her-stries, and rather than 
essentialized “truths,” prviding thematic cntent in which individual 
musical practices becme mere examples. 

When the renwned dcumentarist Ken Burns () nished  his 
cmprehensive series n jazz histry, he chse t end the histric rendi-
tin arund the deaths  Duke Ellingtn and Luis Armstrng in the 
early s. In his pinin, later decades nly seemed t rene the classic 
traditin r, quite simply, deviate t ar rm jazz as American “quintes-
sentialism” t earn the right t use the jazz label. Bth perspectives are 
evident in the intrductin t Burns’s series, where jazz is cntinuusly 
reerred t as “the quintessential American art rm.” is narrative 
helps cement nt just the Americanized rigin, but, rather mre discn-
certingly, it insists that jazz is American clnialism with a psitive spin. 
e New Orleans-based hub  musical creativity Burns reers t was in 
act a hybrid mixture  slaves and peples  Arican rigin (Creles, 
French and Spanish) as well as a musical htchptch  army bands, blues 
hllers, chansns, Eurpean classical music, and mre. Seen in this light, 
American essentialism is, by deault, a declnized idelgy, signiying 
jazz thrugh the ages as the guardian  ree expressin, creativity, and 
individualism by which jazz-Americanism (accrding t Burns) is less 
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abut stars and stripes and ptimism, but rather lk cultures, lcal iden-
tities, struggles, and ppressin (Gebhardt, ). We may then view jazz 
rm this perspective as a cntinuus, de-clnializatin-based idel-
gy, by lking at its initial develpment rm lcal lk diaspras t the  
pride  Arican-American identity, ultimately becming a wrldwide 
practice. 

Within jazz and imprvised music, institutinal curricula r music 
analysis, histrical studies, and imprvisatinal practices tend t be less 
xed than thse  its classical “siblings,” mainly due t there being less 
well-dened bundaries and ewer cannized/stylistic dgmas. Als, the 
teaching material itsel has varied in cntent and quality, which is partly 
due t cmmercial rces—rm PR and mass media t “quick-x” play-
alng learning material—eager t reduce jazz t simple right/wrng slu-
tins rather than a sum  cmplex individual practices. And althugh 
access t relevant methds and texts has imprved, we still need t adapt 
the curriculum rm year t year t keep it relevant. ese annual adap-
tatins are dne accrding t student needs (backgrund, artistic level, 
and experience), as well as hw the jazz eld itsel has been develping in 
a cntemprary setting. In this sense we see it as teachers’ respnsibility 
t relate the cntent  the curses t up-t-date artistic practices in rder 
t avid “museum-style” teaching related t merely cannized/histric 
practices utside mdern develpments. e ppsite wuld be t shape 
them all int the same stylistic/aesthetic mld: “assembly line teaching” 
(en reerred t as the Berklee Mdel) t which many jazz institutins 
arund the wrld still adhere. Perhaps a reasn r its ppularity is the 
pedaggical simplicity  having an essentialized dctrine (i.e., the “sanc-
tied textbk”); mrever, this type  a dctrine is easier t systema-
tize within a mdule descriptin: the teacher writes the answers, and the 
students practice accrdingly. e “assembly line prductin”  artists 
which this represents, hwever, is unhelpul t the students’ career devel-
pment and, as such, bth undermines universities’ scietal bligatins 
and decreases (sabtages) the aesthetic variety therwise assciated with 
a healthy, creative music scene.

In his writings n clniality and declniality, semitician Walter 
D. Mignl uses the Peruvian scilgist Anibal Quijan t highlight 
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the shi rm “nn-ttalitarian cncepts  ttality” twards a “cn-
cept  hetergeneus structural histries” and the idea  pluriversality 
(Mignl, , p. ). Expanding n this idea by cnnecting pluriver-
sality t critical brder thinking, Mignl envisins the emancipatin 
rm a single imperialistic wrldview int “dierent clnial histries 
entangled with imperial mdernity” and the prspect  “ther pssible 
wrlds” (Mignl, , p. ). Translated t a jazz-educatinal cntext, 
this prmtes aesthetic and artistic uniqueness rm multiple perspec-
tives while recgnizing the cntinuus impact  cannized dgmas. It is 
abut histrical and cntemprary c-existing, where the tensins such 
c-existence unavidably prvkes can be seen as an essential cmp-
nent  all jazz-related practices. 

With this thery in mind while reerring t the earlier cncerns regard-
ing tendencies t leave ut recent decades’ develpment in jazz—i.e., rm 
an (imperial) Americanized t a (pluriversal) Wrld-based cus—we are 
le with the daunting task  cnstructing “rutes” thrugh the develp-
ment  jazz up t tday. Even mre dicult, hw d we d this within 
a limited time rame, and hw d we chse what t teach and what t 
leave ut? e Stavanger mdule was inspired by that at Leeds Cllege 
 Music (LCM) in the late s (due t lecturer Petter Frst Fadnes 
starting his teaching career there bere mving t Stavanger, where he 
cntinued the LCM “apprach”). In an attempt t avid the pitalls  
histrical essentialism, LCM’s Tny Whytn changed the jazz histry 
curriculum rm a recrd-spinning, name-drpping, and rather essen-
tialized narrative (pineering genius X singlehandedly invented stylistic 
directin Z) t an innvative blend  histry teaching and critical ana-
lysis, thereby cntributing t the develpment  a mre critically minded 
generatin  jazz musicians (e.g. questining the traditinal cann and 
aviding strictly histric narratives). e curse was named HCAS 
(Histrical Critical Analytical Studies), in which its critical perspectives 
had a majr impact n hw students develped a sense  inrmed dis-
tance t the jazz cann (Whytn, ; Fadnes, ). e main eths 
had t d with merging the perrmance practice  the cnservatry 
traditin with up-t-date critical thinking mdelled n British Cultural 
Studies (e.g., ppular culture, plitical ecnmies, cllectivism, gender, 
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race, and natinal/lcal identities). is way  thinking and the develp-
ment  HCAS played a crucial rle in the develpment  s-called “new 
jazz studies,” which became in turn highly inuential n mdern-day 
jazz pedaggy and research. e curriculum itsel had t take n a new 
transdisciplinary apprach, keeping student perrmative practice at its 
center (Parsnage et al., ).

e prcess  declnizing jazz histry instructin based n critical 
thinking is nt abut distancing urselves rm the innvative, pluri-
versal era  early jazz Americanism (Gebhardt, ); rather, it cncerns 
de-essentializing narratives that preserve jazz as an artrm which devel-
ped ver time and cused merely n individual artists cnnected t 
a steretypical image  American natinalism (i.e. demcratic values 
and ecnmic prsperity as ppsed t racism, scial dierences, and 
pverty). By applying declnial practices, we realize bth the ever- 
present pluriversality  the early rigins  jazz and appreciate it as a way 
 perrming music. Fcusing n imprvisatinal practices mves ur 
attentin twards the artistic driving rces  individual masters and 
masterpieces as well as hw this knwledge can be utilized by students. 
Drawing n the HCAS mdel, the llwing pints rm part  the “new 
jazz studies” that have been integrated in several institutins, including 
the secnd-year jazz histry mdule at UiS:

• A view  jazz as a cllectin  perrmative practices and a lse 
ramewrk r imprvisatin

• e prvisin  sci-cultural, ecnmic, and technlgical cn-
texts t all aspects  jazz histry integrated in the curriculum

• Encuragement  critical thinking and avidance  dminant 
narratives  the lnely genius

• e creatin  cnnectins between the interests and needs  stu-
dents and the styles, peple, and cntexts integrated in the curricu-
lum rm year t year 

Based n the abve pints, the aim  the histry curriculum r the BA 
jazz curse is t recgnize a ramewrk r sel-analysis based n pluriversal 
perspectives  past/present pwer relatins, inuences, and innvatins. 
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e histrical tpics are therere taught in a nn-chrnlgical ashin, 
emphasizing practice-based, interwven cnnectins mre than cnstru-
cting a sense  supercial linearity. Understanding hip-hp, r example, 
prvides insights int the develpment  bebp in the s; indeed, pre-
war develpments  early jazz say a lt abut the placing, emancipatin, 
and develpment  diaspric jazz identities acrss Eurpe. Equally, techn-
lgical advances may nt nly dene current trends in the cutting-edge/
avant-garde, but als help explain imprtant develpments spanning the 
genre’s entire timeline; rm pineering recrdings, listening trends, distri-
butin, and digitalizatin, t recrding gegraphies, instruments, and live 
sund. All this, and mre, helps t empwer students with the knwledge 
they need t identiy idelgical and aesthetic perspectives (tastes, drive, 
activism), s that, eventually, they can nd, develp and justiy their wn.

Making sense of resistance when teaching 
music history as history of cultural practices
ere has been a variety  changes taking place in higher music edu-
catin in Nrthern Nrway, whse schls have educated musicians 
since the reginal music cnservatry was established in . In  
it became part  UiT (e Arctic University  Nrway), which resulted 
in an increased cus n academic praxis with its threeld missin  
research, higher educatin, and utreach, as well as a change  its name 
in English, as it is nw called the Academy  Music. Externally nanced 
prjects such as Gender Balance in Arts Education and the ERASMUS+ 
prject Voices of Women have been multipliers r engaging bth stu-
dents and teachers alike in change-making practices. As part  this 
verall prcess, in , a new music histry mdule r secnd-year stu-
dents called “Histrical Perspectives n Musical Practice, Culture, and 
Sciety” replaced the rmer “Music Histry and Analysis .” e main 
thrust  the curse’s learning utcme is that students will acquire an 

 Gender Balance in Arts Education was unded by the Research Cuncil  Nrway with  MNOK, 
–. https://site.uit.n/balanse-kunstag/

 Voices of Women was unded by the Eurpean Unin with . MNOK, –. (Mittner et al., 
)
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understanding  music’s rle in sciety in all  its histrical, cultural, 
and aesthetic cntexts. e brad utline  the curse descriptin allws 
the teaching team t cus n music-related tpics  relevance in Arctic 
humanities in general, including sustainability, envirnmental and sci-
etal issues, gender, diversity and inclusin, human-machine interactin, 
indigenus issues, and mre. As such, the pssibilities  sunding music 
becme much brader than within the previus mdule descriptin, 
which cused n a survey  cannic wrks rm dierent epchs, gen-
res, and styles  music histry (in singular!), all  which culd hardly 
be discussed in relatin t cntemprary and uture scietal issues. One 
eect  this shi in cus was that sme  well-knwn and widely appre-
ciated pieces have had t yield t new and unknwn nes. In  the 
lcal, semi-pressinal symphny rchestra, cmprised  many stu-
dents and teachers rm the university, put an verture by the German 
cmpser Emilie Mayer (–) n the prgram instead  chsing 
a wrk rm the established cann. is was accmpanied by widespread 
discussin abut hw t chse and perrm new repertires. is is ne 
 many examples shwing hw what has been discussed in the class-
rm impacts cultural practices beynd the classrm, r instance n 
the surrunding rural regin (Bennewrth et al., ).

In additin t changes in cntent, the new mdule descriptin allws 
changes in narratives. Which pieces receive specic attentin, which 
are selected r analysis, and hw they are cntextualized is n lnger 
primarily driven by the cann  Western art music, but rather by what 
matters t a given tpic, prblem, r narrative. is in turn allws r a 
shi in thught rm chrnlgical t thematic when narrating the rle 
 music in sciety in all  its histrical, cultural, and aesthetic cntexts. 
e transer rm a cllectin  masterpieces and cmpser bigraphies 
t a histry  cultural practices brings a variety  music-related prac-
tices t ur attentin, including music patrnage, music publishing, the 
parlr rm, and mre (Brchard, ). At the same time nvel artistic 
expressins that have been ramed by a narrw understanding  music 
as unsphisticated r nt wrthy  any academic attentin becme 
meaningul r analytical wrk with a purpse beynd cmpsitinal 
techniques and even cramanship itsel.
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In additin t changes in mdule cntent and narratives, there have been 
changes in teaching methds driven by the research grup InOvation. A 
prminent nvelty here is t supplement teaching acts with teaching tls 
t be better able t navigate the mass  inrmatin available via media- 
and cmmunicatin practices and justiy ne’s wn chices in a pluriversal 
wrld. Anther shi is rm tp-dwn lecturing twards student invlve-
ment, dialgue, critical pedaggies (Blix et al., ), and transrmative 
learning (Branlat et al., ). One example  teaching dierently and 
“making ur hands dirty” (Lamb, ) is r example when teachers and 
students cllectively chse repertries, reading lists, and ther traditinal 
material, r the student-driven jukebx in which students present any 
piece  interest and situate it within the mdule cntent. Anther example 
 chsing dierently and allwing new and unknwn repertries is t 
invite aculty members t recmmend pieces rm nging prjects that 
can be related t the mdule’s cntent. 

Inviting teachers and students t design and impact the mdule cn-
tent and playlist is a methd  situating knwledge. Anther rm is 
the inclusin  the Sámi music traditin. Lcated in Sápmi, the music 
department is bliged t llw the cial strategy  the university that 
underlines UiT’s respnsibility t “strengthen cmpetence abut and 
r Sami and Kven cnditins […] and knwledge abut and dissemi-
natin  Sami and Kven language, culture, art and sciety, and abut 
encunters between majrity and minrity cmmunities” (UiT, ). 
Since Nrway has a clnial histry in Sápmi, the histry  scientically 
legitimized state racism is made invisible in a number  university sub-
jects as well as in schls and public debate (Svendsen & Eriksen, ). 
is invisibility cntributes t a lack  knwledge abut clnizatin 
and racism in Nrwegian sciety, making it pssible t pretend that these 
prblems belng nly t ther cuntries and cultures. Here the eld  
higher music educatin can be a pwerul tl r making knwledge 
abut clnizatin and racism in Nrway visible and audible by inviting 
indigenus artistic expressins int the curriculum.

ese widespread changes in cntent, narratives, teaching practices, and 
situating knwledge have triggered eelings  discmrt amng bth stu-
dents and teachers alike. While resistance articulated by individuals wh 
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have established their repertires and teaching methds seems t be less 
astnishing, it appears mre disturbing when the yunger generatin  
students shws discmrt, and even ppsitin t, what seems t be a 
cre value  the st century. Mre specically, the initiative r starting 
the prcess  redesigning the music histry mdule came rm student 
cmplaints, as they asked r the mre traditinal teaching scheme with 
which they were amiliar rm high schl: a chrnlgy  the Western 
art music cann with its reductinist view n histry, heres, epchs, gen-
res, and styles. During several rmal and inrmal cnversatins with stu-
dents, teachers, and lcal musicians during all  and spring  r the 
purpse  discussing teaching cntent, varius rms  resistance were 
expressed bth implicitly and explicitly; in additin, certain individuals’ 
discmrt has been expressed in the llwing ways: 

• Repeating a never-ending mantra that the chice  repertires 
shuld nt be anchred in gender, diversity, r inclusin plicies 
but rather in what cunts as “gd music” 

• Uphlding the discurse  the masterpiece, e.g. by repeating that 
the symphnies cmpsed by Ludwig van Beethven utperrm 
thse cmpsed by Emilie Meyer

• Keeping the status quo by arguing with a market-riented lgic t 
reject change, e.g. by pinting ut the act that audience numbers 
wuld sink i there were t many unknwn names n a cncert 
prgram 

• Prmting individual preerences by using taste as a majr actr in 
the decisin-making prcesses n cntent

• e ear  lss when allwing new artistic expressins, including 
unknwn repertries, and restructuring educatinal practices 

In this matrix  resistance, engaged students, demanding teachers, 
experimental research grups, grund-breaking research prjects, pen-
minded department heads, administrative and library sta as well as acts 
 critical pedaggy all becme majr catalysts r change. Inviting any 
vices wh are resistant t change t take part in a cnversatin abut 
why and hw t declnize higher music educatin repertries, the 
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curriculum, and cultural practices in general, can be the next step in the 
ramewrk  what we call strategic canonism. In this cntext, the term 
means reerring explicitly and cnsciusly t the cann while simultane-
usly prnuncing its critique  what might be called ‘secnd layer’  
thught. Fr instance, at UiT, a middle way has been chsen: rst-year 
students nw learn abut s-called ‘cannic wrks’ chrnlgically, while 
secnd-year students are invited t reect n the limitatin  prevailing 
narratives and deal with thematic tpics that they bring int the class-
rm and which are based n their everyday lie experiences.

Concluding discussion
We asked initially why and hw t declnize the subject  music his-
try. We can cnclude that we need t lk at nt nly what we select 
but als what arguments we use t accunt r chices  material. 
ese mechanisms are similar in classical music, jazz, r ther genres. 
Hwever, we agree with Walker, wh des nt believe that “grappling 
with the clnial rigins  the cann and the narrative shuld lead t 
a rejectin  Western art music,” ther genres, “r its perrmers and 
audiences” (Walker, , p. ). It is imprtant t nte that the prb-
lem is “the narrative  evlutin and cnsequent privileging  Western 
cmpsers, wrks, and analytical tls that delivers this message  
superirity” (Walker, , p. ). We might add the adjectives “white” 
and “male” bere the wrd “cmpsers,” thereby acknwledging the 
act that music is written within a narrative, cntext, and timerame, 
replacing the earlier idelgy that cherished the idea  music “tran-
scending the time and place in which a wrk was written” (Taylr, , 
p. ), recrded r perrmed. We wuld like t embrace the idea that 
it must be pssible t keep bth the music and parts  the cann, yet 
still include what Walker embraces: “critical thery and current scial 
themes such as race, gender, and pwer structures” (Walker, , p. ). 
Seen in this light, declnizatin is nt abut getting rid  the entire 
Western traditin but rather pening up and expanding it t include 
knwledge, vices, perspectives, and questins that are dierent rm 
what is perceived bradly as being merely cnventinal. In ur eld it 
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means prviding alternatives: new repertries (scres, recrdings, text-
bks etc.) that can create new canns, prvide new narratives  why 
a certain piece/cmpser/musician is “wrth” studying, and teach new 
language and cncepts s students will begin t think dierently abut 
clnialism. Students therere need t becme aware  hw histry has 
been shaped and written dwn (Stradling, ). is thinking requires, 
r example, an expansin  the cncept  music histry t include 
wmen’s rles, nn-Western cultures, the issues  race and representa-
tin  minrities, patrnage, amateur music, and s n.

In the classrm, an imprtant keywrd is critical pedagogy, which is 
“emplyed thrugh teacher sel-reectin and empwering students t 
questin pwer structures and develp critical thinking skills t help sub-
vert the status qu” (Adams, , p. ). Critical thinking is nt sme-
thing that nly takes place in students’ heads r within the classrm; 
it als helps change sciety (Freire, ). Critical pedaggy and think-
ing als cnrnt students and teachers with their own psitin in pwer 
structures and hw they are reprducing these structures (Orelus, ). 

In rder r critical thinking t happen, the imprtance  a psitive 
learning envirnment cannt be verlked. e classrm must be a 
sae space where all rms  discriminatin are ppsed in rder t have 
psitive grup dynamics and cnstructive discussins. T achieve this, 
we want t emphasize the imprtance  using pen questins that have 
n “right” answers (Nystrand et al., ), as well as aiming r a learning 
envirnment where ne dares t try and ail withut its having cnse-
quences r gd learning (Biggs & Tang, ). It is als vital that we 
include students’ perspectives, and nt take r granted that everyne in 
the classrm has the same backgrund, experiences, and pinins. And 
while we have t meet students where they are and accept that they might 
have pinins we disagree with, certain rules  classrm cnduct d 
have t be in place (Kim, ). 

Cntributing t critical thinking and declnizatin requires that we 
view all members  sciety as ptential agents  change. e systems 
and traditins we wrk in bth at the university and in ur eld are being 
cnstantly shaped by the peple wh are part  them. “Declnizatin,” 
as Mignl & Walsh () put it, “is an ptin, nt a missin,” which 
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ers n “recipe” r singular gal; it means that we as participants in 
sciety must be willing t think new thughts and experiment with new 
methds in ur teaching; we must als be willing t risk ailure alng the 
way. Fr bringing declnized teaching int the eld, Attas and Walker 
() intrduce three brad recmmendatins:

• Cnnect with the lcal: Lk at histrical and cntemprary music 
scenes  all genres 

• Investigate what messages  culture and values are imbedded in 
yur teaching materials. Be pen t sel-criticism and awareness  
yur wn backgrund 

• Listen bth clsely and bradly: listen t alternate vices that have 
been verlked in the past

In ur pinin, we need t wrk with these issues intersectinally, where 
the dierent categries (race, class, skin clr, age, ability etc.) have an 
impact n hw we perceive sciety (Crenshaw, ). T put it in a nut-
shell: based n a specic applicatin  declnizatin as thinking, teach-
ing, learning, and perrming dierently, we prpse that music histry 
can be declnized by cusing n perrmance in additin t scres, by 
teaching abut cultural practices in additin t wrks, by learning cllec-
tively and by challenging the established cann. Many  these practices 
are increasingly becming established at UiT and UiS but there is still a 
lng way t g, a way that needs t be walked interdisciplinarily, intercul-
turally, and intergeneratinally.

Coda
ere are nw signs  several changes taking place; the new music- 
specializatin curriculum in high schl (MDD) emphasizes Nrwegian 
lk music, Sámi music culture and ther minrities’ musical expressins 
(Utdanningsdirektratet, , p. ). Further imprtant wrk has been 
dne by SAIH, which has develped a “declnizing tlkit”: a tl r 

 e students’ and academics’ internatinal aid und.
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reectin, and a place t ask questins, discuss and reect upn what 
declnizatin can mean in academia (Svendsen & Eriksen, ). And 
in , NSO (Nrwegian Student Organizatin) prpsed in their new 
prgram t even ut dierences and pwer structures in academia (NSO, 
). 

We urther encurage similar wrk with structures and educatinal 
ramewrks t change peple’s attitudes abut the new, the unknwn, 
the nn-Western, and the marginalized. As universities are seen as key 
cultural institutins that impact cultural and artistic practices, including 
trends within media, ppular culture, as well as having links t plicy-
makers and cultural bureaucracies, it shuld be pssible t prvide 
knwledge that agents  change in all parts  sciety can apply and rely 
n. In this sense we clse with a list  recmmendatins inspired by a 
maniest created by Maxwell and students at UiT (Maxwell, ):

• Recgnize the need t g beynd my cmrt zne
• Fcus n inclusin and equality
• Speak up and supprt thers wh speak up
• Seek ut and perrm a brad repertire with awareness
• Challenge each ther t rethink what quality means
• Listen t, respect, and care r minrities 
• Reect n hw I can becme an agent  change mysel and create 

my wn principles

With this in mind, we hpe t encurage music students, teachers, and 
ther practitiners in the eld t start reecting and cntemplating n 
hw materials, histrical acts and examples are selected and by whm, 
hw they are presented, and what this might mean in a larger sense.
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