Participatory and
Presentational Performance

Because we have the one word —music—itisa trick of the English language
that we tend to think of music making as a single art form. Certainly we
know that there are different kinds of music. We have a lot of words, rang-
ing from rather broad ones— folk, popular, classical, world music—which
are meant to encompass everything, to ever more specific labels— (rock)
roots, psychedelic, alternative, grunge, glam, punk, (metal) heavy metal, speed

metal, death metal. Musical categories are created by musicians, critics,
fans, the music industry, and academics alike. These labels are used to
distinguish styles and products, but they tell us little about how and why
people make the particular music they do and the values that underpin the
ways they make it.

Regardless of the category in question, when North Americans down-
load a song or go out to buy a CD they believe that they are purchasing
music. This belief points to a culturally specific conception of what music
is. When people buy a photograph of a person, they understand that it is
only a representation of that person, not the real thing. Older indigenous
Aymara musicians with whom I worked in Peru during the 1980s treated
the recordings that they made of their festival music as we might use
photographs. After a festival was over, they often listened together to the
recordings that they had made on their boom boxes, largely to remember
and replay what had been happening in the festival at that point. That is,
they used the recordings much as North Americans might use snapshots
of a recent vacation—to show friends and remember the special times that
were experienced. The recordings were a representation of a celebration
and of social interactions realized in a special way through playing music
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and dancing together. For them a recording is to ‘music’ what, for us, a
photograph is to the person in the snapshot: a representation of something
else, not the real thing. My Peruvian friends tended to think of music as
being as much about the event and the people as about the sound itself.
As often as not, when the next festival came they would record over the
previous sonic snapshot, its use value—reminiscing with friends during
the weeks following the fiesta—fulfilled.

In English the word music is a noun, and cosmopolitans more gen-
erally tend to think of music as a thing—an identifiable art object that
can owned by its creators through copyrights and purchased by consum-
ers. The strength and pervasiveness of the music industry and its mass-
mediated products during the past century have helped to create this habit
of thought. If we briefly consider the products of the music industry over
time, we can glimpse cosmopolitans’ gradual shift in thinking of music
making as a social activity to music as an object. In the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, the major forms of popular-music-industry product
were sheet music (the ‘software’) and musical instruments such as pianos,
guitars, banjos, accordions, and mandolins (the ‘hardware’), often sold
through catalogs to be played in the home after dinner or during times of
leisure. These products required and were the basis of active participation
in music making among average people. Recordings and the radio began
to change people’s conceptions, but not entirely. Radio broadcasts began
by airing live performances, largely to be replaced by recordings later. By
the mid-twentieth century the phrase high fidelity was used by the industry
to refer to recordings. At that time the understanding of music as an activ-
ity involving live people performing with or for other live people was still
predominant, and recordings were marketed as a faithful (high fidelity)
representation of such performances. Even in the late twentieth century
there was a commercial to sell cassette tapes that used the slogan “Is it live
or is it Memorex?” suggesting that the sound recording was not the whole
ball of wax but rather was capturing, representing, something else (e.g.,
see Mowitt 1987).

North Americans still attend live performances in the early twenty-first
century, but in the popular music realm at least, such performances are
often closely linked to recordings and other merchandise. Either we at-
tend a concert because we have heard an artist’s recordings, or once we
are there the band wants to sell us their CDs. Many clubs in North Amer-
ica no longer even bother with live acts that sing or play musical instru-
ments and instead hire DJs who use recordings and playback devices as
their instruments for performance. One of the most popular nightclubs
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in my town would sometimes feature live bands before the DJ, but the
musicians, regardless of their international stature, had to vacate the stage
promptly at 10:00 so the main entertainment—playing and manipulating
recordings—could begin on time! For the club manager in question, no
disrespect to the bands was intended. It was simply an economic reality
that in 2006 more young people came for the scene DJs created than for
live bands. Yet this illustrates a strange reversal among these young people
in their very conception of what music is as compared to an era when
recordings were considered a representation of live music and would have
been considered a poor substitute to a live band.

The cultural conception of music has shifted toward recordings—the
form in which most cosmopolitans experience music—as the ‘real thing,
not as a representation of something else. In capitalist societies, ‘real’ or at
least successful musicians and music are largely conceptualized in relation
to professional presentations, recordings (both video and audio), or (usu-
ally) some combination of the two. Even for local bar bands it has become
requisite to make CDs for promo and sale at gigs if they are to be taken,
and are to take themselves, seriously.

Yet in the United States, as throughout the rest of the world, there are
a multitude of music-dance activities that do not involve formal presenta-
tions, the star system, or recording and concert ticket sales. These other
activities are more about the doing and social interaction than about creat-
ing an artistic product or commodity. Singing in church and playing rhusic
at home with friends “just for fun” are common examples of the latter type
in North America, but there are many other pockets of participatory music
making and dance ranging from contra, salsa, hip hop, and swing dancing
to drum circles, garage rock bands, bluegrass or old-time jams, and com-
munity singing that take place in bars, coffeehouses, community centers,
and private homes on a weekly basis. Regardless of how important these
activities are to the participants, I have frequently heard such people say,
“But I am not really a musician,” because of the broader system of value
that holds professionalism as the standard. In what follows I want to argue
that these situations of participatory music making are not just informal
or amateur, that is, lesser versions of the ‘real music’ made by the pros but
that, in fact, they are something else—a difterent form of art and activity
entirely—and that they should be conceptualized and valued as such.

Thus, rather than thinking about music as a single art form subdivided
into various style and status categories, I have found it useful to concep-
tualize music making in relation to different realms or fields of artistic
practice. Pierre Bourdieu’s idea of social field (e.g., 1984; 1985) refers to a
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specific domain of activity defined by the purpose and goals of the activity
as well as the values, power relations, and types of *capital (e.g., money,
academic degrees, a hit song, athletic prowess, the ability to play a guitar)
determining the role relationships, social positioning, and status of actors
and activities within the field. Over the next two chapters I describe four
musical fields in turn. In this chapter I discuss fields involving real time
musical performance— participatory and presentational music making. In
the following chapter I introduce the high fidelity field and studio audio art,
both of which involve the making of recorded music.!

Briefly defined, participatory performance is a special type of artistic
practice in which there are no artist-audience distinctions, only partici-
pants and potential participants performing different roles, and the pri-
mary goal is to involve the maximum number of people in some perfor-
mance role. Presentational performance, in contrast, refers to situations
where one group of people, the artists, prepare and provide music for an-
other group, the audience, who do not participate in making the music or
dancing. High fidelity refers to the making of recordings that are intended
to index or be iconic of live performance. While high fidelity recordings
are connected to live performance in a variety of ways, special recording
techniques and practices are necessary to make this connection evident
in the sound of the recording, and additional artistic roles—including the
recordist, producers, and engineers—also help delineate high fidelity as

1. Although I believe I coined the term studio audio art, the symbols I have chosen
for the other three fields are not new in scholarly literature. Most famously, ethnomu-
sicologist Charles Keil developed a theory of “participatory discrepancies” in a body
of work that was inspirational for the framework I am developing here (1987; 1995;
also Progler 1995). Keil identified a series of textural, timbral, and timing features in
music that enhance participation. His work was the point of departure for my think-
ing about participatory performance as a separate artistic field, which, in turn, led
to conceptualizing the other three fields. James Bau Graves juxtaposed the concepts
of participatory and presentational music in his discussion of ‘folk’ festivals and “folk
arts’ organizations (2005). I took the term high fidelity from the music industry, but it
is used much as I do here by Edward Kealy in his discussion of the changing practices
of recording engineers (1990). I briefly outlined the four fields in my book on Zim-
babwean popular music (2000:47-51), and by now some of my students have begun
to use these concepts as set forth below (e.g., Scales 2004; Livingston and Caracas
Garcia 2005). Sparked by Keil, the development of this framework is the result of
various collaborative efforts in classes and seminars at the University of Illinois since
the mid-1990s and from comparing my own musical experiences in Peru, Zimbabwe,
and at home with the work of other scholars and students.
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a separate field of practice. Studio audio art involves the creation and ma-
nipulation of sounds in a studio or on a computer to create a recorded art
object (a “sound sculpture”) that is not intended to represent real-time
performance. Whereas in high fidelity recordings studio techniques are
masked or downplayed, in studio audio art processes of electronic sound
generation and manipulation are often celebrated and are overtly repre-
sented in the ultimate recording or sound files.

Because this framework requires shifts in the very conception of what
‘music’ is, it is worth emphasizing that the four fields do not refer to mu-
sical genres or style categories such as jazz, rock, or classical, although
issues of style will come into it. Rather, the four fields of practice and
conceptualization often crosscut our received genre categories and even
the work of single artists and bands. In their live performances, one jazz
ensemble might largely pertain to the participatory field by emphasizing
its role as a dance band (e.g., Duke Ellington during the swing era, Big
Voodoo Daddy), while other jazz artists might primarily be geared toward
formal concerts and club presentations (e.g., Coltrane, Monk). The same
band might switch fields from one performance situation to another or
at different points in its career. Ellington’s orchestra played for dancing
and gave concerts. The Beatles began as a participatory club dance band
in their Hamburg days, changed to a presentational and high fidelity ap-
proach in their early days of fame, and created studio audio art in their
later period—their musical style, modes of practice, and conceptializa-
tion of themselves as artists changing as they shifted fields.

The focus here is on the types of activity, artistic roles, values, goals,
and people involved in specific instances of music making and dance. Yet
the goals, values, practices, and styles of actors within a given field are
shaped by their conceptions of the ideologies and contexts of reception and
the purposes of music within that field. Thus, the manner of preparing
for and playing music or dancing in participatory events will vary in a
number of predictable ways from presentational preparation and perfor-
mance. When the goal is a high fidelity recording, new artistic roles in
making the music are added (recordist, or producer and engineers), as are
new sound-shaping processes such as microphone placement, mixing, and
editing. The basic manner of performing is often distinct for high fidelity
recordings made in a studio, and new concerns about reception, for ex-
ample how the recording will sound on different types of playback equip-
ment and how it will work for repeated hearings, shape the music-making
processes in fundamental ways.

The recorded music produced by one artist on a computer in a studio
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will also differ in predictable ways if it is intended to be used in a disco or
club dance scene as opposed to being heard at an electro-acoustic compos-
ers’ forum or conference. In the first instance, the sound is shaped for its
intended use for participatory dancing and thus represents a mixing of
fields; the second instance is a “textbook case” of studio audio art. If the
sounds produced on the computer for participatory dancing are intended
to iconically represent what performers do live, then it is a mix of high
fidelity + participatory; if the recording is not intended to represent a
‘live music sound,’ then it is a mix of studio audio art + participatory; if
the recording combines a presentational style of singing with electronic
sounds for participatory dancing, then it may be intended as a combina-
tion of high fidelity + studio audio art + participatory. In all these in-
stances, the requirements for participatory club dance music (e.g., long,
consistent, compelling musical grooves) will be evident as sonic signs. As
these examples suggest, there are a variety of traditions such as karaoke,
raves, disco, and DJing that combine aspects of the different fields. But
these combinations, as well as historical shifts in the social emphasis on
different fields, can be more clearly understood after the fields are delin-
eated as separate types.

Participatory Performance as a Separate Art

There are many forms of musical participation. Sitting in silent contem-
plation of sounds emanating from a concert stage is certainly a type of
musical participation, as is walking in the woods or down a city street to
the soundtrack of music coming through the headphones of an iPod. Here,
however, I am using the idea of participation in the restricted sense of
actively contributing to the sound and motion of a musical event through
dancing, singing, clapping, and playing musical instruments when each
of these activities is considered integral to the performance. In fully par-
ticipatory occasions there are no artist-audience distinctions, only par-
ticipants and potential participants. Attention is on the sonic and kinesic
interaction among participants. Participatory performance is a particular
field of activity in which stylized sound and motion are conceptualized
most importantly as heightened social interaction. In participatory music
making one’s primary attention is on the activity, on the doing, and on the
other participants, rather than on an end product that results from the
activity.

Although the quality of sound and motion is very important for the
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success of a participatory performance, it is important because it inspires
greater participation among those present, and the quality of the perfor-
mance is ultimately judged on the level of participation achieved. Qual-
ity is also gauged by how participants feel during the activity, with little
thought to how the music and dance might sound or look apart from the
act of doing and those involved. That is, the focus is primarily inward,
among participants in the moment, in contrast to the presentational and
recorded fields, where artists’ attention involves varying degrees of con-
cern with listeners not involved in the actual doing. The result is that par-
ticipatory music making leads to a special kind of concentration on the
other people one is interacting with through sound and motion and on the
activity in itself and for itself. This heightened concentration on the other
participants is one reason that participatory music-dance is such a strong
force for social bonding. It also leads to diminished self-consciousness,
because (ideally) everyone present is similarly engaged.

The Participatory Frame

A primary distinguishing feature of participatory performance is that
there are no artist-audience distinctions. Deeply participatory events are
founded on an ethos that holds that everyone present can, and in fact
should, participate in the sound and motion of the performance. Such
events are framed as interactive social occasions; people attending know
in advance that music and dance will be central activities and that they
will be expected to join in if they attend. Most people go to participatory
events because they want to make music and/or dance. This is like attend-
ing a party in the United States where people know in advance that conver-
sation will be the central social activity and that if they attend they will be
expected to chat. Most people go to parties because they want to socialize.
In some societies, and in certain cultural cohorts within North American
society, music making and dancing are the central activities during social
gatherings, and in such places people grow up making music and dancing
as a normal part of social life. For people in the capitalist-cosmopolitan
formation where music and dance have become more specialized activi-
ties, it might be hard to imagine that music making and dancing are as
basic to being social as the ability to take part in friendly conversation, but
such is the case in places I have visited such as Zimbabwe and Peru.
During participatory music and dance occasions there is a subtle and
sometimes not so subtle pressure to participate. While not everyone has
to be playing or dancing all the time, a general sense is created that people
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who do not participate at all are somehow shirking their social responsi-
bility by not being sociable. Imagine attending a small party among close
friends where everyone is playing charades with the exception of one
friend who refuses to play and sits alone in the corner. A similar range of
reactions to such a person might be experienced in a participatory music
setting—everything from direct invitations to join in, to teasing and cajol-
ing, to ignoring him, to worrying that something might be wrong. Typi-
cally people do not want to stand out in this way and so might join in, even
if with token gestures, even when they don’t really feel like taking part. As
with any party, people attend participatory music occasions for a variety
of reasons, and in a variety of moods, and engage with what is going on as
suits them.

Performance Roles in Participatory Performance

Typically, the members of ensembles specializing in presentational per-
formance will be relatively similar in their level of musical competence.
The responsibility of providing a good performance for an audience in-
spires presentational performers to seek out the best possible ensemble
mates. Musical-dance skill is primary; other aspects such as personality,
the ability to work together, and, depending on the tradition, features such
as appearance and stage presence also become key criteria for selecting
individuals for the ensemble. Participatory traditions differ fundamentally
in that anyone and everyone is welcomed to perform. The inclusion of
people with a wide range of musical investment and abilities within the
same performance creates a unique dynamic as well as a series of con-
straints on what can or should be done musically.

There is a common idea in the United States that participatory music
must be uniformly simple so that everyone can join in, as, for example, with
the singing of campfire songs. In places where participatory music making
is the mainstay this is not the case. If there were only simple roles, people
who are deeply engaged with music and dance would likely become bored
and not want to participate. If everyone is to be attracted, a participatory
tradition will have a variety of roles that differ in difficulty and degrees of
specialization required. This can be understood in relation to Csikszent-
mihalyi’s flow theory, discussed in chapter 1. As was suggested, the most
important condition for flow is that the activity must include the proper
balance between inherent challenges and the skill level of the actor. If the
challenges are too low, the activity becomes boring and the mind wanders
elsewhere; if the challenges are too high, the activity leads to frustration
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and the actor cannot engage fully. When the balance is just right, it en-
hances concentration and a sense of being “in the groove,” at one with
the activity and the other people involved. Participatory traditions usually
include a variety of roles demanding different degrees of specialization,
so that people can join in at a level that offers the right balance of chal-
lenge and acquired skills. Csikszentmihalyi has observed that because flow
experiences are pleasurable, people return to the activities that provide
them again and again. As they do so, their skills for the activity increase,
requiring ever higher challenges. In places where participatory music and
dance are at the center of social occasions, opportunities to improve one’s
skills are common.

The inclusion of people with a wide range of abilities within the same
performance is important for inspiring participation. The presence of
other people with similar abilities as oneself makes joining in comfort-
able. If only virtuosic performers were present, the gap between them and
neophytes would be too great, and inexperienced performers would be
discouraged. When rank beginners, people with some limited skill, inter-
mediates, and experts all perform together, however, people at each level
can realistically aspire to and practically follow the example of people at
the next level above them. In participatory contexts, the full range of the
learning curve is audibly and visually present and provides reachable goals
for people at all skill levels. .

To keep everyone engaged, participatory musical and dance roles must
have an ever expanding ceiling of challenges, or a range of activities that
can provide continuing challenges, while, at the same time, there must be
an easy place for young people to begin and for others who, for whatever
reason, do not become dedicated to performing but still want to partici-
pate at some level. Thus some roles are quite simple, such as clapping the
basic beat or singing a chorus melody, while others may require a good
deal of practice and specialization, such as playing core instrumental parts
or improvising a lead vocal in relation to a chorus response. Some roles,
such as dancing, singing, or playing elaboration percussion parts, may
allow for a wide range of expertise where beginners and highly advanced
performers alike can take part at their own level of ability.

I use the terms core and elaboration to refer to different musical roles
in relation to their relative necessity to the overall event. In a rock n’ roll
dance, for instance, the rock band’s rhythm section (drums, bass, rhythm
guitar) provides core parts that allow the lead guitarist and singer to pro-
vide elaboration and that allow everyone else to dance. The rhythm sec-
tion is core relative to the singer and lead guitarist, and the entire band
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has a core role in relation to the dancers. Core and elaboration roles may
or may not correspond with levels of expertise. While crucial core parts
are typically taken or guided by experts, they may include less skilled per-
formers (as in the singing of a basic chorus melody); elaboration parts
typically encompass the full range of skill levels, e.g., from the most basic
to the most advanced singers and dancers. There is more room in elabora-
tion parts for the different skill levels because while skillful elaboration
certainly enhances the spirit of a performance, the people who take these
parts are not responsible for keeping the entire performance going, as is
true for core players.

Some performance roles inherently offer an expanding ceiling of chal-
lenges (you can always become a better dancer, lead singer, or lead guitar-
ist), whereas others are more restricted regarding what is appropriate to
play in support of other roles and activities. For example, the core hosho
(gourd shaker) part in Shona mbira® music (chapter 5; also figure 2.1) must
be played in a straightforward and relatively simple manner if the rhyth-
mic groove required for dancing and the other musical parts is to remain
intact, and the same is true for a rhythm guitarist, bassist, or drummer in
a rock, zydeco, or reggae band. Artistic freedom and experimentation in
these core roles are restricted by the responsibility of providing the musi-
cal foundation that allows others to participate comfortably.

Within participatory traditions, however, there are a range of roles
available to individuals in any given event. Sometimes people simply prefer
one type of activity over others, such as playing a given instrument, sing-
ing, or dancing, much as individuals might prefer, and be better at, playing
different positions on a softball team. But the range of roles also offers
variety and the possibility for new challenges. The participatory contra- or
square-dancing tradition in the United States is a case in point. Experts in
this tradition might participate as musicians, dancers, and dance callers (a
person who verbally teaches and directs each dance) within a given dance
weekend (chapter 6). Often people enter this scene as beginning danc-
ers, but those who master dancing might go on to take up an instrument
used in contra dance bands or might learn dance calling so that they can
participate in other ways and find new challenges that keep them engaged
with the activity.

2. Mbira refers to an instrument with twenty-two metal keys attached to a sound
board and usually played within a calabash resonator. The keys are played with the
left thumb and right thumb and index finger. It is the type of instrument sometimes
refetred to as “thumb piano” in the United States.
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Participatory Musical Values

One key feature that differentiates participatory and presentational tradi-
tions involves issues of value. Participatory values are distinctive in that
the success of a performance is more importantly judged by the degree and
intensity of participation than by some abstracted assessment of the musi-
cal sound quality. My Zimbabwean mbira teacher, Chris Mhlanga, once
told me that the best mbira players could offer their best performance at
a ceremony but if no one joined in singing, clapping, and dancing, the
performance would be considered a failure. Shona ceremonies for the an-
cestors are deeply participatory, and the quality of the ceremony is judged
by the intensity of participation that inspires spirit possession. Although
the drummers or mbira players perform the most specialized core mu-
sical roles in ceremonies, they are not considered the stars of the event
with other contributions being secondary. Rather, they, along with hosho
(shaker) players, are more like workmen with the special responsibility to
provide a firm musical foundation that allows and in fact inspires others
to participate.

This issue of responsibility will come up again later in regard to shap-
ing the sound of participatory performance. Here I would simply say that
regardless of core players’ ability and desire to play flashy improvisations
or to play faster than people find comfortable for dancing, they have the
responsibility of performing their parts in a way that will not exclude
others. Participatory values place a priority on performing in ways that
invite participation, even if this might limit a given performer’s desire for
personal expression or experimentation. Each field has its own positive
potentials and constraints. In presentational music there is much more
room for personal innovation, and in fact innovation is often highly valued
for the interest it provides for the audience. The distinctive values and re-
sponsibilities that underpin participatory and presentational music mak-
ing are fundamental to understanding major differences between them.

In participatory events everyone’s contribution to the performance is
valued and in fact is considered essential for a performance to be deemed
successful. But this doesn’t mean that everyone in the event is necessar-
ily happy about some people’s inept or clumsy contributions to the music
and dance. In a typical contra dance, newcomers and experienced danc-
ers alike are encouraged to join in dancing. Newcomers are encouraged,
partly because people in a local scene want it to grow and remain vibrant;
they need “new blood.” More generally, contra dance scenes operate with
a participatory ethos, and it is simply considered a Good—in the spirit of
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the scene—to be welcoming and helpful to newcomers. Nonetheless, new
dancers interrupt the flow of the dance when they become confused about
what they should be doing, and it is the feeling of ‘flow’ (a word contra
dancers use themselves) that draws many experienced dancers. If there
are too many new dancers in a given event or scene, some experienced
dancers may become inwardly exasperated, comment about this among
themselves, or even, sometimes, show their impatience on the dance floor.
Shows of impatience, however, are generally considered bad manners,
because they conflict with the welcoming, communal ethos that contra
dancers usually value about the scene and themselves.

Among indigenous Aymara people of Conima, Peru, music making is
highly participatory.®* Any male community member is welcome to per-
form panpipes or flutes with his community’s ensemble, and any man or
woman is welcome to dance. The values guiding musical performance are
part of a more fundamental social style in which egalitarian relations and
conflict avoidance are typical (Turino 1993). At one fiesta [ participated
in, two men showed up to perform with our ensemble with flutes tuned at
a different pitch level from the instruments we were using. Nonetheless,
they joined in and performed with us throughout the two-day fiesta. The
result was that the overall sound was extremely out of tune. This drove me
crazy, and I tried to stand as far away from these individuals as I could in
my attempt to ignore the sounds they were making. I was surprised by the
fact that none of the other players gave any indication that anything was
wrong or suggested to these men that they might try to find flutes that
were better in tune with the ensemble. No sign of any kind that might
have discouraged their participation was given during the public perfor-
mance. [ returned home with Feliberto, a deeply dedicated musician and
the friend I was staying with. Once we were alone, he began to complain
bitterly about how terrible the sound was. He had felt the same way I had
about these musicians’ contributions to the performance. But even he, an
older and well-respected musician in the community, felt that he couldn’t
say anything to these men during the fiesta.

These stories point to a subtle but crucial point about the participa-
tory ethos. It is not that people do not make qualitative judgments about

3. The term Aymara refers to a major native American language spoken in parts of
southern Peru and Bolivia in the Andes Mountains. Conima is a rural Aymara-speaking
district in the state of Puno in southern Peru. I conducted research with Aymara musi-
cians from 1984 to 1986.
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other participants’ performance inwardly or that everyone is happy about
problematic contributions to a performance—overall, people have a bet-
ter time when the music and dance are going well. It is simply that in
participatory traditions a priority is placed on encouraging people to join
in regardless of the quality of their contributions. In highly participatory
traditions, the etiquette and quality of sociality is granted priority over
the quality of the sound per se. Put another way, participatory music and
dance is more about the social relations being realized through the perfor-
mance than about producing art that can somehow be abstracted from
those social relations.

For those of us who hail from a society where presentational and re-
corded musics are the most valued forms and where music is conceptual-
ized as Art, participatory values may be hard to grasp and accept in relation
to music making. It might be helpful to think of participatory performance
as being similar a pick-up softball game. When a group of good friends
come together to play, even the guy or gal known to be a lousy player will
be included. Like the core musicians in participatory performance, the
better softball players keep the game going and make it fun for everyone. If
no one can hit, catch, or pitch, the game goes nowhere and becomes bor-
ing, just as if no one can create a compelling rhythmic groove, no one will
want to dance. Competitive or deeply invested softball players may groan
inwardly when an inept teammate flubs an easy fly ball, but if they have
any class, they will shout encouragement, make a joke of it, or say nothi%g.
After all, it is only a game, for fun and to bring friends together. Participa-
tory performance is like this—it is about the opportunity of connecting in
special ways with others and experiencing flow.

What is important to understand is that for certain social groups
throughout the world, participatory music, dance, games, sports, and festi-
vals are not merely the informal sidelines to the “real” event—professional
athletics, music, and entertainment—but rather they are at the center of
social life. The values and practices that underpin participatory arts, sports,
festivals, and other activities are important because they inspire more
people to be involved with, and to develop skills in, these life-enriching
activities. As compared with the other musical fields, participatory music
making/dancing is the most democratic, the least formally competitive,
and the least hierarchical. As such, participatory performance does not fit
well with the broader cultural values of the capitalist-cosmopolitan forma-
tion, where competition and hierarchy are prominent and profit making
is often a primary goal (who would buy tickets to watch a pick-up softball
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game or a square dance?). For this reason, in places like the United States
participatory traditions tend to be relegated to special cultural cohorts that
stand in opposition to the broader cultural formation. Participatory activi-
ties exist beneath the radar of mainstream official and popular attention
in staunchly capitalist societies, and yet they still exist—some people seek
them out or create them because they offer special resources for individual
and social integration and experience, flow, and fun.

Sounds and Practices of Participatory Performance

It is not surprising that on the surface, indigenous Shona music of Zimba-
bwe, Peruvian Aymara music, and Midwestern contra dance music sound
nothing alike. These three traditions are geographically distant and have
not been directly influenced by common diffusion. What is surprising is
that below the surface, these three types of music making share a variety
of sound features, basic principles of organization, and performance prac-
tices. When I first started studying village music in Zimabawe after having
worked in Peru for many years, I was struck by the number of similarities
and was at a loss to explain them. Moreover, I found that the list of sound
features Charles Kiel discussed as participatory discrepancies correlated
with the parallel features I found in the cases I knew. This inspired my
students and me to undertake comparative research of the sounds and per-
formance practices of traditions meant to inspire participation in different
parts of the world.

As the result of this work, we compiled a list of sound features and
performance practices that turned up more often than not in participa-
tory traditions—the features summarized and discussed below. Our main
conclusions were that these sound features (1) functioned to inspire or
support participation; (2) functioned to enhance social bonding, a goal
that often underlies participatory traditions; and/or (3) dialectically grew
out of or were the result of participatory values and practices. I am not as-
serting that all of these sound features will always be present in traditions
guided by participatory goals, but rather that many likely will be present
in some form or other because they work to inspire and enhance participa-
tion. In his 1964 landmark study The Anthropology of Music, Alan P. Mer-
riam suggested one of the most widely accepted ideas in ethnomusicology,
that music is best understood in relation to its systemic components of
sound, behavior, and concept. Given this premise, it should not be surpris-
ing that different musical traditions that are founded on similar values
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