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Abstract 

Music education and education through music are critical in addressing understandings of 

the human condition and learning. Musical expression connotes felt knowing and experiencing 

that reveal self in the confrontation of other. Using arts-based educational research (ABER), I 

establish cognition as a gestalt entanglement of reason and emotion, elevating the role of music 

in education. My research unfolds analytically and creatively though a constellation of inquiries 

intertwined thematically. 

I first engage in a theoretical inquiry of my experience as a composer-educator-

researcher, working in music education and community as a composer and producer. Herein, the 

principles of phenomenology (Heidegger, 1949; Levinas, 1969; Merleau-Ponty, 2012), 

hermeneutics (Gadamer, 2013), gestalt theory (von Ehrenfels, 1988; Werthheimer, 1944) are 

explored and supported by neuroscience (Scherer, 2013). 

Second, I conduct a systematic mapping review, scoping the literature targeting music 

composition (music and words) as an act of performative inquiry (PI). A void in the literature 

was found that addresses music education, composition, PI, or performativity as a phenomenon 

of doing and experience or enactment. The outcome calls for further research and development 

of creative practices in music education which are performative, intellectually disruptive, 

aesthetic, and generative. 

My central inquiry augments understandings of human experience employing a genre of 

ABER—music composition as PI. The outcome is an original composition—Nostos: A Journey 

of Others, consisting of a 186-page orchestral/choral/soloist score (music and lyrics) exploring 

notions of otherness, destructive discrimination, and hope for a humane world. 
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Finally, I present an auto-ethnographic account of Nostos as PI that is an irreducible first-

person perspectival reading of composing as PI and in-depth account of my creative process. The 

unique perspective of me as researcher/observer provides insights that invites readers to walk a 

vicarious path. 

In conclusion, I posit becoming a person in a transcultural world of difference and 

différance (Derrida, 1995) recognizes knowledge of the particularity of a person as much more 

than a handmaiden for generalizing people, for its constitution is of the universal. The 

phenomenology of our actions as persons being and becoming brilliantly corresponds and relates 

to the phenomenology of music composition as PI. 
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Chapter One: Introduction and Overview 

This chapter will introduce the overall structure and philosophical scope of my arts-based 

educational research, scholarship, and artistic creativity as experienced and theorized through my 

creation (music and lyrics) of Nostos, a large scale modern oratorio scored for symphonic 

orchestra, chorus, and soloists. Composing Nostos is an artistic and pedagogical claim that 

presents music composition as a powerfully effective and meaningful form of performative 

inquiry that decisively enacts events concerning critical arts pedagogy, social justice, and the 

confrontation of otherness. The overview provided in this introduction will acquaint the reader 

with a gestalt perception of teaching, learning, and curriculum, as found within the 

phenomenology and performativity of music composition. Learning within most educational 

contexts is generally understood to be a cognitive act of intellectualization that requires thought, 

experience, and sensory input directed towards the acquisition of knowledge, commonly 

accepted as factual, measurable, and packaged outcomes. I hold that music composition as 

performative inquiry deepens and broadens understandings of cognition, learning, and 

knowledge generation as it accepts and attends to the sublime materiality of emotion, 

inextricably intertwined with thinking and reason, as it pervasively underscores the 

phenomenology of human experience. Knowledge and understanding are thus presented as 

emergent, dynamic, personal, and social in the confrontation and address of others and otherness. 

As well, my function and performance as a composer-educator-researcher is synthesized 

philosophically and historically as an irreducible whole. Auditing my identity for purposes that 

conveniently serve and contain categorical measures is an artifice that serves to hide the 

profoundly interconnected complexity of my being and becoming over space and time. My 

actions as a composer-educator-researcher clearly acknowledge the gestalt and emergent nature 
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of knowledge from which derived parts are in conversation with the wholeness of learning 

events. More so, as an artist, I create with the understanding that emotion is elemental and omni-

present in human experience, and operates as a system of appraisal informed intuitively and 

experientially, which can discreetly betray or uphold reason in our decision making processes. 

Composing music is a complex recursive act of creativity that brings into existence not only the 

original artistic work, but engenders rich and equally complex research, learning, and teaching 

experiences that are  multivariate in meaning, dynamic, humane, whole, and generative of broad 

and deep understandings of the human condition that reach beyond categorical measures and 

computations.  

Sitzprobe 

 In opera, musical theater, or other narrative works expressed with words and music, the 

sitzprobe is the first rehearsal of singers and instrumentalists coming together to read and 

perform the musical score to experience an overview of the composer’s work, artistic direction, 

and to rouse the imagination of the performers. A sitzprobe is not an explanation or description; 

rather, it is a type of encounter (Bollnow et al., 1972), an event of singularity as understood by 

Lyotard (Palumbo-Liu, 2001). The character and nature of an encounter will be discussed later in 

this paper. Other than the scheduled time of the rehearsal and the work to be rehearsed, the 

artistic experiences, feelings, and thoughts of each individual performer and participant afforded 

by a sitzprobe are unplanned, unpredictable, unqualified, unlimited, and uneven. More so, the 

first rehearsal is an event of inviting and inciting the participants to experience, explore, 

consider, wonder, think, feel, question, and attempt to grasp a glimpse of the wholeness or gestalt 

(Wertheimer, 1944) of the work from a first-person perspective. Sitzprobes do not always start 

with the first movement of the musical work, instead, a movement is chosen by the conductor 
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that will establish the tone or spirit of the composition at the outset of the rehearsal; effective 

sequencing is contingent on context and circumstances, it is not always linear. Beyond the 

imperative of an introduction, this chapter is a sitzprobe, an event of invitation and consideration 

to garner a probing glimpse into this study, my artistic/pedagogical life (composer-educator-

researcher), arts-based educational research (ABER), and performative inquiry (PI), realized in 

the composition (music and lyrics) and performance of Nostos: A Journey of Others; a 

contemporary oratorio for humanity scored for symphony orchestra, chorus, and soloists.   

Thus, I begin by introducing my professional self as a composer-educator-researcher, 

each form of my character intensely dependent and contingent on the other; an inalienable gestalt 

(von Ehrenfels, 1988; Wertheimer, 1944). Each form of character historically and expressly  

contributes  to the entanglement of my understandings, actions, and anticipations (Berger, 2009) 

that gird my inquiries and practices in ABER and PI. As an arts-based educational researcher 

who composes music under the banner of performative inquiry, my creative processes and 

original artistic works are not representations of autonomous entities that reflect notions of 

Cartesian duality. Rather, I conceive my compositions to be phenomenological presentations, 

aesthetic experiences that lay a world of otherness before others. It is an attempt to enact, 

confront, and examine the multivariate qualities of human life with and within artistic experience 

as realized through composing music and lyrics. My act of composing is neither a creative 

representation of research nor an affective appendage to complement the utility of instrumental 

research. Instead, composing is my vehicle for and of research, expression, and communication 

with which I iteratively and discursively move about intertwined spectrums of feeling and 

thinking. In composing Nostos as performative inquiry, I sought to generate creative 

opportunities for possibilities of transformative aesthetic encounters in the confrontation of 
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other’s worlds and worlds of otherness. Consequently, understanding is not prescribed, 

categorical, or measurable, but emergent, felt, reasoned, humane, personal, unpredictable, 

uneven, and most importantly ontological, as the confrontation of otherness engenders a 

confrontation of self in an act of becoming. Epistemologically, knowledge and understanding 

imparted and received through the efforts and creations of ABER and PI, are characterized not 

by answers, but by questions that reveal our beliefs and values about ourselves, others, and the 

world we live with and in. It is a knowledge and understanding that is dynamically vigorous and 

relational. 

My praxis as a composer-educator-researcher, and this study, are embodied by and 

theorized using critical arts-based research and theory (Bagley & Castro-Salazar, 2012; Finley, 

2017); arts-based research (Blumenfeld-Jones 2016b); research methods  in contexts of artistry, 

artistic inquiry, and opportunities afforded by arts-based research (Barone & Eisner, 2012; 

Cahnmann-Taylor & Siegesmund, 2008; Leavy, 2009; J. H. Rolling, 2013); theories of music as 

performative utterance (Chung, 2019); pedagogical and performative inquiry (Fels, 2012, 2015; 

Gasparatou, 2018); performative research paradigms (Bolt, 2016; Haseman, 2006); performative 

theory and performance (Austin, 1962; Cobussen, 2003; Derrida 2001; Fischer-Lichte, 2008; 

Miller, 2007; Schechner & Brady, 2013); and phenomenology (Biesta, 2016; Heidegger, 1949; 

Levinas, 1969; Merleau-Ponty, 2012; Stein, 1989).   

As a practicing composer-educator-researcher, I recognize and acknowledge that 

education and schooling, though inextricably linked, are distinct realms of intention; 

consequently, “any school curriculum has a responsibility to equip young people with 

knowledge, capacities, qualities, skills and dispositions that reach beyond the purely intellectual 

or the cognitive to the social, moral, emotional and practical” (Carr, 2003, p. 136). How best this 



COMPOSING MUSIC AS ABER AND PI: NOSTOS-A JOURNEY OF OTHERS 
 5 

is to be done is debatable and not the aim of this study; rather, I propose that music composition 

as ABER (Barone & Eisner, 2012; D. Blumenfeld-Jones, 2014) and more specifically, PI 

(Gasparatou, 2018; Miller, 2007) are legitimate and powerful forms of inquiry that acknowledge 

artistic creativity, the phenomenology of experience, and emotion as affective appraisal (Scherer, 

2013) as essential and indispensable research elements to confronting, revealing, and 

understanding the common world (Arendt, 1958) of social injustice, moral equivocation, and 

otherness (Jourdan, 2012).  My position is not to supplant scientific methodology; instead, I 

claim that ABER and PI contribute in significant and different ways to the pursuit of knowledge 

and understanding when confronting the entangled particular and social world of human 

experience. Artistic experience engages the totality of our humanness as, “we encounter the 

qualitative elements and processes of human meaning-making in ways that show us fuller 

possibilities for significance and growth” (Johnson, 2015, p. 36). Moreover, in this study, I 

conceive ABER and PI as critical arts pedagogy (CAP) whose reach and grasp lay beyond the 

purely intellectual as I consider the human condition as subjectively complex, individual, and 

socially mediated thus requiring multiple modes of inquiry to gain more effective, meaningful, 

and possibly transformational knowledge, understandings, and connections to the inner world of 

others (Stein, 1989; Zhao, 2016).   

ABER and PI, as instantiated through my composing of original large scale oratorios, 

Nostos, presented in this dissertation, and its predecessor I Believe (Zalis, 2019a), are creative 

research responses to the prevailing impulse in education for increased numerical accountability, 

instrumental utility, excellence via standardization, and certainty. Teaching and learning, as 

artistic creative inquiry, composing, and performing through the multi-modal discourses of 

ABER and PI, are understood as disruptions and provocations to morally and ethically engage 
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with the Other. It is important to contextualize and theorize an understanding of Other as it 

pertains to the focus of my work within ABER and PI. Other is constituted in the presentation 

and experience of another person’s being and becoming, be it actual, mediated, or imagined, 

whose being human requires an immediate and necessary response. The response is not a 

reaction predicated on resemblance, affinity, accord, discord, language, or culture, rather, the 

response is ethical and humane, “as it attests the presence of the third party, the whole of 

humanity, in the eyes that look at me” (Levinas, 1969, p. 213). There is an elemental 

responsibility for our response to recognize, attend to, and respect the individuality of the Other, 

their being and becoming. The diversity of the qualities of life practiced and valued by the Other, 

be they distinctly different than one’s own practices, beliefs, and values, do not preclude our 

ethical responsibility to galvanize human kinship. However, respecting the irreducible and 

indispensable humanity that exists in every person does not correspond to unquestioned 

acceptance of all human beliefs, practices, and actions. Rather, it is an acknowledgment that 

humans are qua human, individuals and social beings, and that the compass of human diversity is 

very deep and broad as it can grasp either hatred or kindness in equal measure.  

My arts-based research (music composition) is borne of empathic dialogue that finds and 

examines one’s ‘self’ through the compassionate responsibility and sincere interaction with 

otherness (Buber, 1970; Levinas, 1969). Building on Biesta (2016), education in this manner 

does not ‘circle around the human being’ and is not quantitatively driven or possessed of a 

distancing objectivity; instead it addresses humans ‘being’  and becoming as they move 

deliberately and extemporaneously with and in their  personal and social worlds, and the larger 

global human mosaic. Education in this manner is experienced as encounters with knotty 

entanglements of reason (Arendt, 1958) and emotion (Kristjansson, 2007).  Hence, ABER and PI, 
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as occasioned in composing Nostos, a large scale orchestral/choral work, can be regarded as 

transformative critical arts pedagogy.  

ABER and PI in this way not only challenge the growing positivistic turn to education as 

utility and traditional notions of research and knowledge generation, they also question the 

firmly rooted traditions and practices of music education while suggesting a different and 

broader interpretation of ‘music educator’ as composer and scholar. Consequently, the author’s 

tri-identity, composer-educator-researcher, is regarded as non-divisible as each part informs the 

whole but the whole cannot be derived from its parts; it is a gestalt (Wertheimer, 1944). 

Cognition and Emotion 

 Critically important and foundational to my creativity, artistic work, pedagogy, and this 

study is an enlarged understanding and conceptualization of knowledge, knowledge generation, 

and understanding that confers greater weight and authority to the place and substance of 

emotion in processes of decision-making, judgment, and appraisal (Damasio, 1994, 2003, 2018; 

Nussbaum, 2001; Shuman & Scherer, 2015). The notion of separating one’s emotional self from 

decision-making processes–be they research, policy development, business, or personal 

contexts–to achieve well-reasoned and non-biased resolutions or outcomes is at best 

misinformed and unrealistic. Human existence and experience are inherently and naturally 

emotional, reflective, and reasoned; consciously and unconsciously. Our existential means of 

engaging, experiencing, feeling, thinking, appraising, and responding to the world about us is 

dynamic, fluid, conditional, contextual, tangible, and intangible; it is a whole experience from 

which we derive the parts of our existence; a gestalt (von Ehrenfels, 1988). More so, when the 

parts are re-summed quantitatively, their measure cannot accurately explain our “being and 

becoming” or offer generalizable theories that possess profound predictive value. If the object of 
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research can talk back, feel, or reason, during the research process, it is contingent on the 

researcher to understand and afford meaningful place to the particularity and role of emotion 

regarding research outcomes and findings. To deny or ignore the role of emotion in human 

experience and judgment is essentially to compromise our insights into and understandings of the 

human condition. The presence of emotion and affect in human experience is saliently powerful, 

for according to LeDoux (1996), an emotional response or reaction can replace a reasoned 

position or stance quite easily, however, it is much more difficult for a reasoned response or 

stance to dislodge an emotionally held perspective.   

 A cognitive view of emotion possesses a historical foundation in Aristotelian philosophy 

(Kristjansson, 2007). In effect, “most contemporary emotion theories convey the message that 

emotional disengagement is tantamount to moral impoverishment…moral education becomes 

largely a process of sensitization to proper feelings” (Kristjansson, 2007, p. 2). Exactly what 

defines “proper feelings” is an argument of disposition, context, and condition on a very wide 

spectrum of human emotional response. Nonetheless, my argument in this study is not one of 

specificity of response; rather it is the acknowledgement and acceptance that emotion is innate 

and inextricably constitutive of human cognition. Consequently, my work as a composer whose 

research is processed and actualized through the creation of original works that confront and 

present human experience in the contexts of social justice and human development, keenly and 

thoughtfully embraces emotion as constitutive of knowing and understanding, and music as an 

exceptional and inimitable artistic interface or modality with sizable capacity to access and 

reveal emotional perception and feelings. Much of the problem in traditional empirical research 

practice with assigning meaning and strength to emotional valence in music is a definitional 

matter–utilitarian versus aesthetic notions of emotion (Zentner, 2010).     
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Utilitarian perspectives to research seek explanation which is correspondent to cause and 

effect, generalizability, and predictive value. Subsequently, emotion that does not possess 

adaptive, generalizable, or predictive value and is not readily measurable, offers little or no 

utility to research. However, an aesthetic perspective to research is correspondent to the 

particularity and phenomenology of an encounter (Bollnow et al., 1972) that understands the 

emotional and feelingful nature of an artistic experience. Moreover, Goldie (2002) in his 

philosophical exploration of emotion affirms, “our emotional responses can reveal to us what we 

value, and what we value might not be epistemically accessible to us if we did not have such 

responses” (pp. 48-49). Additionally, emotional and feelingful responses are potential gateways 

for possibilities of transformative change, essentially an enactment of a performative nature. 

Scruton (2017) artfully states that music in the classical tradition, as opposed to popular music, 

finds its meaning in melodies and harmonies that are developed beyond simple repetition and in 

this action, “instead of repeating what it has found, works on it, extracting its implications, 

building a life story around it and, in doing so, exploring emotional possibilities that we might 

not otherwise have guessed at” (Kindle location, 114). In this recursive and iterative manner, 

deductive and inductive processes of inquiry co-exist within the artistic experience of an 

encounter; a dialogue between the variegated particularities of individual responses and the 

negotiated sense of one’s self in the social space of performance. Indeed, the ability of music to 

induce emotive states, negatively and positively, “prompts physiological changes in several 

sectors of the body” (Habibi & Damasio, 2014, p. 99). Consequently, music may have a long 

historical association with the human condition because it played an indisputable role in 

homeostasis-related neural systems thus impacting personal and social areas of human existence.  

Critical Arts Pedagogy 
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 In this study, I do not lean on neurodeterminism to validate the affective agency of music 

for generating critical understandings of the human condition. Reducing the gestalt character of 

an artistic experience or encounter to solely measurable factors as per neuroscience, renders the 

history of human experiences absurdly absent; it is an excessive and ironically, an ill-reasoned 

approach. Nonetheless, neuroscience research aids wonderfully in helping to understand and 

support the indispensable phenomenology of the human body as a site of critical praxis, action, 

experience, and learning. The body is inextricably tied to symbolic processes of understanding 

human experience despite progressive abstractions of reasoning that theoretically advocate a 

mind/body dyad. Gallese (2017), a cognitive neuroscientist and co-discoverer of mirror neurons, 

in his study of visual art concerning the empathic body and experimental aesthetics claims:   

Symbolic expression is tied to the body not only because the body is the symbol making 

instrument, but also because it is the main medium enabling symbolic experience. 

Today, we are able to look at the aesthetic-symbolic dimension of human existence not 

only from a semiotic-hermeneutic perspective, but starting from the dimension of bodily 

presence.  (p. 194) 

Our body provides multimodal perceptions of the world about us; therefore, it is reasonable to 

extend the neuroscience of Gallese (2017) towards our auditory perception of human experience 

within the critical praxis of music and its agency for generating understandings of the human 

condition. In so doing, critical arts pedagogy (CAP) as embodied teaching and learning, as 

practiced and theorized within my work as a composer-educator-researcher, builds aesthetically, 

epistemologically, and empathically upon critical theory (Adorno, 2002; Counts, 1969; Freire, 

1985, 1998, 2000; Kincheloe, 2008), phenomenology (Heidegger, 1949; Levinas, 1969; 

Merleau-Ponty, 2012; Stein, 1989), arts-based research/performative inquiry (Austin, 1962; 
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Barone & Eisner, 2012; Blumenfeld-Jones, 2013; Derrida, 2001; Fels, 2012; Leavy, 2009; 

Miller, 2007; Schechner & Brady, 2013; Sinner et al., 2006), gestalt theory (von Ehrenfels, 1988; 

Wertheimer [Max], 1944; Wertheimer [Michael], 2014), and is infused with the support of 

neuroscience (Frühholz et al., 2016; Gallese, 2017; Habibi & Damasio, 2014; LeDoux, 1996; 

Sachs et al., 2015; Shuman & Scherer, 2015). Through a broad and deep interdisciplinary and 

artistic approach (philosophy, education, music composition/performance, creativity, and 

neuroscience), I seek to establish the valuable affordances of music as an artistic modality that is 

emotively resonant with entangled cognition, thus enlarging its import and valence for learning 

and teaching as CAP within the practices of ABER and PI.  

Moving forward in referencing neuroscientific research, emotional cues from “music may 

predominantly relate to regulatory processes and enrichment by memory-associated emotional 

processes” (Frühholz et al., 2016, p. 104). In examining complex affective sound locations in an 

extended brain network, music was found to be placed in a host of brain regions that variously 

process movement, pleasure, sadness, chills, arousal, and time among other affective responses.    

Musical sadness can also be found to be pleasurable if it is perceived as non-threatening, 

aesthetically pleasing, and produces benefits such as empathy (Sachs et al., 2015). While speech 

produces many different emotional signs, musical expressions of emotions, with some 

exceptions to sudden, forceful and unanticipated basic sounds as signals (crashing cymbals and 

drums for example), “mainly adhere to conventional rules of emotional and aesthetic expressions 

and therefore may be considered as a “symbol”  (Frühholz et al., 2016, p. 98). Furthermore, in 

consideration of an enlarged presence for music composition and performance in ABER and PI 

is the consistent activation of the orbitofrontal cortex (OFC) for musical emotions. The OFC is 

found in the prefrontal cortex area of the brain, which is involved in decision making, thus 
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underscoring the critical nature of emotion in cognitive processes and music as an important 

performative modality uniquely positioned for arousing emotional responses and understandings 

for teaching and learning. Furthermore, the OFC notably encodes values, learned and secondary, 

of which learned values may be particularly prized in music for their social and cultural symbolic 

character.   

 The distinction between signs as speech and symbols as music, for the purposes of this 

study, is important for understanding the particular and social nature of our engagement with the 

world about us. A sign is essentially a specific logical relation bound to a context between itself 

and its object; a paired association in a one-to-one interrelationship. For every sign, “there 

corresponds one definite item which is its object, the thing (or event, or condition) signified” 

(Langer, 1957, Kindle locations 768-769 ). For example, an audience that regularly attends 

symphony concerts will perceive the dimming of the concert hall lights a few minutes before the 

scheduled time of performance, as a sign that the concert will begin shortly and they will prepare 

themselves accordingly; it is a singular event of signification that is definite and correlative. The 

possibility of associating multiple meanings to the act of dimming lights in this context is 

minimized because of a logical association borne of experience; perception is unitary.   

 A symbol is different than a sign in that it does not elicit a correspondent action relative 

to the presence of its object. Symbols are, “vehicles for the conception of objects” (Langer, 1957, 

Kindle location 809- 810). Symbols present an idea, form, or belief of things, experiences, or 

events. An encounter with a symbol perceived as a significant presentation of an idea, form, 

belief of a thing, experience, or event can enact emergent meaning through emotional response 

and subsequent reflection, conjoined as entangled cognition. Emotions can be evoked from 

imagined or actual experiences and importantly are characterized by possessing an event focus; 
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in other words, emotions are about something relevant to the perceiver, be it needs, values, or 

well-being (Scherer, 2013; Shuman & Scherer, 2015). A distinction has been drawn between 

utilitarian emotions associated with adaptation and aesthetic emotions, “which are generally 

desired and sought out through engagement with cultural practices such as music, art, or 

literature” (Scherer, 2013, p. 107). Although uncommon and exceptional, aesthetic emotions can 

disrupt a person’s stance or plans and subsequently redirect behaviors or practices. Emotion in 

general, and specifically aesthetic emotion as it pertains to artistic experiences, is intertwined in 

the processes of mediating human communication. Borrowing from the component process 

model of emotion and its extension, dynamic tripartite emotion expression and perception model 

(Scherer, 2013), music’s aesthetic emotion symbol orientation is established in the scripted score 

of the composer’s artistic intentions which may produce possibilities of affective responses in 

listeners. It is very important to keep in mind that the phenomenology of composing, 

symbolization, artistic event, and affective responses are recursively tethered to context, 

circumstances, and constant reappraisals by the composer and listeners that unfold over time and 

space.  

Nostos as CAP, through musical symbolization presents an artistic vehicle for the 

conception of a journey of others: migrants, survivors of hate, trafficked people, and the unjustly 

diminished. Unlike the definitive nature of a sign, Nostos does not offer a one-to-one correlation 

with meaning. The meaning of a symbol is logically and psychologically intertwined with the 

historical particularity of each individual person who experiences or encounters the symbol; 

therefore, meaning is not centrally located, perceived, formed, and valued. Meaning is 

synchronically conscious/subconscious and social/particular: Meaning is a complex riddle 

wrapped within the multiple folds of a blanket of conundrums. Our empathic ability to unravel 
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the understandings and emotions of others is associated with, “the brain’s capacity to directly 

link the first and third person experiences of these phenomena (i.e., link ‘I do and I feel’ with ‘he 

does and he feels’)” (Gallese, 2017, p. 396).   

 The performative character of composing and performing Nostos enacts empathic actions 

and meanings among performers and percipients that are at once particularly and socially 

negotiated. Research in the neurochemistry and social flow of singing (Keeler et al., 2015) has 

suggested “that various music-related tasks such as music listening, composition, and performing 

are conducive to facilitating solitary and social flow” (p. 3). Rehearsing and performing within a 

music ensemble structure that is inescapably social and individual, provocatively frames the 

experience of meaning-making and understanding as simultaneously present yet always moving 

towards otherness on a spectrum of reciprocation and interpretation, a “mutually tuning in” 

according to Schutz (1951). When the idea of mutually tuning in is conjoined with the concept of 

flow (Keeler et al., 2015) and systems of creativity as understood in the work of 

Csikszentmihalyi (2009, 2014), it becomes possible to understand the non-linear coalescing flow 

of understanding and meaning-making over time and space in social settings (Mensch, 2017; 

Schutz, 1951) as equivalent to artistic creation. In this manner, it is conceivable to perceive 

meaning-making as the art of understanding, rather than singularly relying on the testimony of 

quantitative measures. The art of understanding, emotion, and reason as entangled cognition, is 

the substance and ethos of critical arts pedagogy as occasioned in Nostos. The social nature of 

shared space and the phenomenology of the body (Merleau-Ponty, 2012) in the acts of 

composing, rehearsing, and performing Nostos are paralleled in the intertwining processes of 

socially and individually generating understandings of others and meaning-making. Siu (2016), 

commenting on Schutz’s (1951) concept of mutually tuning in, effectively reveals the implicit 
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social character of body and space as, “the ways that the composer(s), listener(s), and co-

performers (sic) intertwine in overlapping dimensions of time” (Sui, 2016, p. 544). 

 Critical arts pedagogy as instantiated in Nostos is a gestalt that irreducibly binds aesthetic 

experience, critical theory, narrative content, phenomenology of composing/performance, and 

the fluid entanglement of cognition as emotion/reason/social/particular experienced over time 

and space that are historical, present, and anticipated. Moreover, time, bound by aesthetic 

experience within CAP is experienced differently than the chronology of daily life that exists in 

an exterior perception of the world as spatial-temporal (the world outside of us). Our inner world 

of consciousness and/or unconsciousness defies simple chronology, as the linearity of metrical 

time is absent in aesthetic experience, allowing for creative, imaginative, and empathic 

connections that can transcend historical time and space (Mensch, 2010; Schutz, 1951).   

The wholeness of CAP, including interior and exterior flows of time, cannot be parsed, 

for if it was parsed it would no longer be CAP and its epistemological impact and effect would 

be nullified. CAP only remains meaningful as a whole experience that is radically different than 

the sum of its parts (Wertheimer, 2014), for its totality imparts a dimension that is absent from 

simply summing its constitutive elements, and that undefinable dimension is art as experience 

(Dewey, 2005), which cannot be definitively and comprehensively parsed and measured. The 

artistic experience as a whole, “determines the nature of its parts, on the basis of each part’s 

place, role, and function within that whole” (Wertheimer, 2014, p.133) . CAP as an artistic 

experience is not more than the sum of its parts; it is simply different than the sum of its parts; 

much like attempting to categorically describe love. An artistic experience or encounter is pre-

reflective; its phenomenology is prior to its parts. Consequently, CAP cannot be abstracted for 

generalizations or provide predictive value; it is wholly experiential, immediate, provocative, 
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social, particular, and possibly transformative. CAP, as presented in this study, conceives and 

composes knowledge and understanding as a dialogical phenomenon of experience in motion 

towards theory, followed by theory in motion towards experience, to be continuously iterated in 

a recursive relationship with the intent of broadening and deepening understandings of the 

complexity of human experience. The recursive and iterative character of CAP, ABER, and PI is 

a gestalt experience constitutive of artistic inquiry which is further examined, expanded, and 

fully outlined in chapter three: methodology and research design.   

The Structure of the Dissertation 

This study is informed analytically and creatively by a constellation of inquiries that are 

intertwined thematically and experientially. I first engaged in a philosophical and theoretical 

inquiry of my work as a composer-educator-researcher, working in the field of education and the 

broader public enterprise of professional music composition and production. Second, I conducted 

a systematic mapping review intended to scope the literature concerning music composition 

(music and words) as an act of performative inquiry. My central inquiry is situated within the 

realm of qualitative methodology with aims to augment understandings of human experience, but 

more specifically it employs a genre of arts-based educational research (ABER)—music 

composition as performative inquiry (PI). The outcome of this inquiry is an original 

composition—Nostos: A Journey of Others; a 186 page orchestral/choral/soloist score (music 

and lyrics) exploration of migration, immigration, oppression, discrimination, hate, and 

reclamation of place, dignity, and hope for a humane world. And finally, I present an auto-

ethnographic account of Nostos as performative inquiry, after the act of composing.  

The components of the study are fitting, for they present a collection of research and 

writing that presents and addresses the philosophical underpinning of my work as 
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phenomenological and whole, supported by a systematic mapping/literature review, the 

particular character and nature of an autoethnographic perspective, theorizing and expanding the 

role of composer-educator-researcher within the practices of ABER and PI, and the creation of 

Nostos (musical artistry within the practice of ABER). Although my studies and research have 

been extensive and thick, the focus and intention of my academic and creative output have been 

persistently particular. That is, the inseparable nature of my being a composer-educator-

researcher is wholly examined, reviewed, and analyzed, in and through the creation of papers 

and artistic works that are wholly and inextricably nested in and theorized onto-

epistemologically through the unifying processes of ABER and PI. My study contributes a 

functionally important structure that consolidates and merges, purposefully, a broad and telling 

narrative that coheres and harmonizes my work as a composer-educator-researcher in ABER and 

PI. Each inquiry in the study critically informs and announces the succeeding work in an 

episodic manner; however, the movement is constantly recursive. The component parts of the 

study are whole works unto themselves, but carry significantly different meaning when presented 

as a constellation, very much like the eleven movements of Nostos–the whole is much different 

than the sum of its parts (Wertheimer, 2014). In particular, the three inquiries within the larger 

whole study are pivotal concerning my creative practice as a composer-educator-researcher.  

Chapter Two offers the conceptual and theoretical frameworks underpinning the study.  

Knowledge, within humanistic studies, is addressed as relational, a fluid negotiation that is 

historical, present, and anticipated. As an arts-based educational researcher, I recognize emotion 

as a natural and constitutive component of the learning process (LeDoux, 1996) that vigorously 

insinuates itself in perceptions and understandings of morality, empathy, and aesthetic 

experience. Furthermore, meaning, understanding, and valuing are elementally underscored by 
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emotion within human social experience, and are in a constant state of fluidity and negotiation in 

the creation of our individual worlds, communities, and in the collective realization of large-

scale artistic works as typified in Nostos. Critical arts pedagogy as housed within ABER and PI, 

is situated phenomenologically (Merleau-Ponty, 2012) to address the emotional and reasoning 

substance of the human condition, especially in the presentation of the Other. Through artistic 

expression, emotion, and imagination, time and space are disrupted in the service of confronting 

the historical through meaningful aesthetic face-to-face encounters with otherness; we are 

offered a glimpse of the constancy of the human condition over time. More so, our self is 

revealed through experiences of Other.  

I undertook a systematic mapping review to survey the literature regarding music 

composition as performative inquiry within the ABER paradigm. The results of the mapping 

review become the focus of Chapter Three. Music is acutely under-represented in ABER and the 

assumption, by extension, is that music composition is under-represented in PI. The systematic 

mapping study provides a necessary perspective concerning the design, quality, and quantity of 

research undertaken in the field. The architecture of my thinking in framing Nostos as an 

enactment of doing through the catalytic arousal of emotions, phenomenology of artistic 

experience/encounter, and understanding was notably informed by Austin (1962) from a lexical 

perspective, Derrida's (2001) concept of iterative différance, and Schechner and Brady (2013) 

from a performance perspective. The abstraction of music and the processes of composing and 

performing resist ready conceptual meanings and representations which may explain the 

conspicuous absence of music in ABER. During the systematic mapping review, I sought, 

examined, and made clearer the presence and character of music composition in past and current 

qualitative research practice concerning performative and artistic inquiry. I was guided by two 
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questions: What new forms of research exist in the field of music education and what new forms 

of research include artistic products such as music composition? What are the breadth, purpose, 

and extent of music education research activity within the field of performative inquiry?   

The creation of Nostos is written under the umbrella of PI, a genre of ABER which is 

discussed in Chapter Four. During the act of composition, I explore two research questions. 

What is the relationship of Nostos as ABER to research, teaching, and learning? How do music 

and words generate understanding within the context of Nostos? More so, this chapter examines 

and seeks to generate understandings of creativity within the contexts of ABER and PI. I present 

artistic intuition as an appraisal of ideas, conditions, resources, and circumstances borne of 

emotion, historical experience, reflection, practice, and study. Intuition, as per neuroscientific 

research, is manifested as a rapid response with quantum-like effects; yet, its substance is infused 

with the values of long-term training, practice, and experience. The emotional quality associated 

with intuition delivers responses and conclusions that present as unaffected by reason or logic, 

however, it is, “only that emotion delivers the conclusion so directly and rapidly that not much 

knowledge need come to mind” (Damasio, 1994, p. xii). The give and take between intuition, 

feeling, and thinking functions is elemental to artistic creativity, as well, such interplay is 

iterative and recursive. Research has shown that intuitive perception of an anticipated event, 

possibly the foreseen reception of a creative musical idea, “is related to the degree of emotional 

significance of that event…Intuition may guide specific actions, and at the end, may provide the 

feelings about how successful the creative outcome is” (Gallate & Keen, 2011, p, 686). More so, 

intuition as appraisal is present at the outset of the artistic creative process and continuous 

throughout as artistic creativity is densely and generally more informed by chance, recursivity, 

and divergent thinking followed by reflection. Hence, the creative and discursive methods of 
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music composition as performative inquiry are jointly informed by intuition and reflection, both 

of which involve critical thinking and judgment in the creation of an original artistic work. 

Additionally, criteria for evaluating ABER and PI that demonstrate valid benchmarks for 

assessing the artistic quality, validity, and integrity of research will be considered. The chapter 

closes with the presentation, discussion, and creation of new qualitative codes for analyzing and 

interpreting interview data as they pertain to generating artistic themes and meaning, which 

critically informed the creation of Nostos. The creation of the new codes was considered 

expedient as an examination of coding practices in qualitative research (Saldana, 2009) revealed 

scant consideration for the practices, creative processes, and concerns associated with music 

composition and its abstractions.  

The Nostos score is the response or result of my performative inquiry and is presented in 

Chapter Five. The work is approximately 186 pages in length and is composed for symphonic 

orchestra, chorus, and soloists. The structure is based on eleven movements expressing and 

presenting a dramatic narrative that addresses the human condition from the stance of otherness, 

difference, and social dissonance that reveals the taut apprehension and hostility towards people 

and conditions that threaten the privilege, history, and comfort of particular communities. Each 

movement shares a different story told from the perspective of those whose lives have been 

ravaged by political dissension, virulent hate, violence, human trafficking, emigration, or 

immigration and by those whose settled and peaceful lives appear to be threatened by 

immigration. Music composition and lyrics as experienced in Nostos are the modality for a 

performative inquiry that recognizes the phenomenology of artistry and its correspondence to 

acknowledging, presenting, and understanding the human condition as complex interconnections 

of particularity and social existence.   
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In Chapter Six, the performative autoethnography critically locates my first-person 

perspective as the composer/lyricist of Nostos. As an artist working within the practice of ABER, 

a position of neutrality or the distance perceived to be afforded to a third person stance cannot 

exist as the creative act nullifies any notion of objective separation. The act of composing in my 

practice of ABER and PI is not a representation of data collected from interviews and historical 

inquiry; rather, composing shapes the inquiry process, findings, and presentation (Blumenfeld-

Jones, 2016b). The vignettes in the autoethnographic chapter provide an insider’s perspective on 

the experiences, tensions, research, and creative processes that provoked and informed the 

content and artistic expression of the human condition as presented in Nostos and I Believe, my 

first major ABER and PI composition. The paper is not a solipsistic indulgence; instead it seeks 

to foreground my identity as a composer-educator-researcher as an inseparable unified whole 

inextricably woven into the research processes of ABER.  Nostos could not have been 

meaningfully and effectively created from a presumed detached third person perspective as 

emotion, as per first person perspectives, is elemental to the particularity of human experience 

and the social complexity of the human condition. An emotion is essentially an act of appraisal 

(Scherer, 2013) that is experientially and historically informed, thus reminding us that every 

feelingful response to an encounter with difference and otherness has particular priming 

antecedents. The autoethnographic chapter explores the priming antecedents of my experiences 

as a composer-educator-researcher as they relate to confronting otherness and difference as an 

ethical and humane response that attends to, regards, and respects the resident humanity within 

every person. I propose that it is the particularity of my “self” housed within the intentionality of 

empathy that mobilizes my emotional and reasoned responses to others’ “self”. The 

autoethnographic exploration of the experiences of composing two major works, I Believe and 
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Nostos, as performative inquiry addresses the following questions: As an episode of performative 

inquiry and critical arts pedagogy, how is music composition a purposeful, effective, and 

meaningful form of ABER? How do critical experiences inform and shape my performative 

inquiry in the creation of Nostos? 

Chapter Seven will conclude the dissertation and present implications for practice and 

recommendations for further research. Together, the constellation of inquiries that make up this 

study reveal a relevant and compelling agency for  ABER and PI to generate opportunities and 

possibilities for transformative learning experiences that are characterized by onto-

epistemological understandings, as instantiated in the creation and performance of Nostos. I now 

turn, in Chapter Two, to a discussion of the theories that underpin my study. 
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Chapter Two: Theoretical Insights and Underpinnings 

Introduction 

The principles and assumptions guiding my study are informed philosophically and 

theoretically by the following beliefs and understandings: 1) the spirit, intra-active processes, and 

ways of thinking and feeling when composing Nostos as performative inquiry, are attentively 

relatable and akin to experiences of encountering the Other (Barad, 2003; Chung, 2019; Levinas, 

1969); 2) relational knowledge, the intertwining of self in and with the larger community of 

humanity, is critically important for understanding the emergent locations and connections of our 

responses to otherness, and is necessarily different than the concrete knowledge of cause and 

effect (Heidegger, 1949; Palmer, 1969); and 3) morality, empathy, aesthetic experience, and 

social interaction function robustly in the affective realm of human experience and should be 

conspicuously present and confronted in education.  

Rationale  

Education and social responsibility. Morality is not a fact founded on empirical 

methods and quantitatively verifiable, it is grounded in human judgement based on values that 

acknowledge and affirm the social nature of our human existence and being. As such, it is fair-

minded and justifiable to consider morality as a social phenomenon, for it cannot exist without 

others and otherness, especially when accepting impartiality as an aspect of common morality. If 

then, morality is a social phenomenon, in whole or in part, and there is recognition of and general 

acceptance of the social agency of education, then it behooves educational leaders, curriculum 

designers, researchers, and educators to make space and time for formal and informal learning 

experiences that address morality (Ayeni, 2012).   
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Building upon Dewey (1922), any actions that separate our nature(s), perceived and 

habituated, as objectivity for the purposes of teaching and learning, artificially sever morality not 

only from the wholeness of our natural existence, but also from the sphere of public engagement 

and dialogue that an elementally deep and broad education should possess. To be educated 

should pre-suppose teaching and learning experiences that reach beyond the obligatory 

transmission of content knowledge in the attempt to recognize and understand the intertwined 

interiority and exteriority of human existence as individuals and members of the social world.  

More so, it is impossible to claim one’s individuality without the existence of otherness, as 

otherness confirms difference, and difference confirms the ‘individual’.   

Education should be about the development of self as ‘individual’ and ‘social,’ and 

people should be venerated as ‘ends unto themselves,’ not means to an end. How we balance and 

reconcile such natural contrasts of human existence is foundational to how we think, feel, act, 

engage, and exist as individuals and communities, and morality is necessary as a system of 

guiding and regulating principles. The journey of learning is and always has been a seeking of 

the inner by engaging outwardly, and a seeking of the outer by engaging inwardly. Such 

epistemological travels should not be akin to casual sightseeing; rather, they should be 

immersive experiences that enlarge, possibly transform, knowledge of oneself, others, and 

otherness. Each such excursion is unique for every learner. Learning about the complexity of our 

engagement with the social world is not solely a matter of prescribed and articulated subject 

content and anticipated correct responses. Instead, it is a recursive journey of feeling, thinking, 

incubating ideas, creating perspectives, formulating a stance, evaluating the stance, and then 

turning in on the process once more in a non-sequential manner as experience and insight grow 

and evolve. Most interesting, and tellingly so, the aforementioned process of learning mirrors the 
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ways and means of artistic inquiry and creativity: purposefully focused with opened arms, not a 

pointed finger, and it continually turns in on itself as it spirals up and out towards understandings 

of one’s self and otherness.   

To approximate and improvise upon Carr (2003), it is the responsibility of education to 

provide students with affordances that sufficiently equip them to address and engage with the 

social and moral worlds of human experience; it is practical, and it requires reason and emotion. 

Nostos, my original large-scale contemporary oratorio, composed as an occasion of ABER and 

PI, is an ample analog for confronting, teaching, and learning about the layered and formidably 

involved world of human social interaction, social justice, and the (im)moral underpinnings of 

human activity. There is much commonality in ethos, approach, and process between artistic 

inquiry and encountering otherness. Thinking and feeling in this regard are rational agents for 

deep and broad learning. 

The fading face of face-to-face: Alienation.  Hannah Arendt (1958), writing before the 

advent of the Internet and social media, wrote insightfully and presciently: 

One of the most persistent trends in modern philosophy since Descartes and perhaps its 

most original contribution to philosophy has been an exclusive concern with the self, as 

distinguished from the soul or person or man in general, an attempt to reduce all 

experiences, with the world as well as with other human beings, to experiences between 

man and himself. (p. 254) 

It was an astute observation that unfortunately has become more discernable and conspicuous 

today with people radically withdrawing from the immediate face-to-face social world of human 

beings to intensely and pervasively engaging with the hyper-realized and psychologically 
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distanced world of technology via mobile communications, social media, and the alluring 

novelty of apps.   

 There is undoubtedly a large aggregate of benefits attributable to advancements in 

technology that have contributed positively to human existence and welfare. However, the blade 

of bits and bytes has two sharp edges and the corollary consequence is digitally manufactured 

alienation, both from the world and from the ‘self’; for if one withdraws from the world of 

embodied social interaction, they essentially withdraw from fully realizing themselves. The 

deluge and flood of visual images that dominate social media and consequently contribute to 

one’s social perspective essentially creates a world of others without the reality, immediacy, and 

tangibility of face-to-face encounters with otherness, in all its potentially threatening strangeness 

(Kryshtaleva, 2017). However, strangeness is critical for deeply rich teaching and learning 

experiences for it can create discomfort as opportunity and possibilities to enlarge knowledge, 

understanding, perspective, and ‘being’ in the world (Zhao, 2016). Teaching and learning as 

encounters of disruption that don’t separate our interior and exterior worlds of being, but rather 

totalize our interior and exterior being in the world as inseparable and entangled, acknowledge 

and affirm the irreducible plurality of human existence and meaning (Barad, 2007). Separation of 

our interior and exterior being, our emotional and thinking worlds, as objects of and for 

measurement, assessment, and classification, for reasons historical, sociological, educational, or 

scientific, do not express the individual as ‘totalized me’, instead it masks and dissimulates the 

person (Levinas, 1969). Broadly removing discomforting emotion and strangeness, without 

thoughtful exception, from educational experiences under notions of objectivity or caring 

requires, ironically, more careful and thoughtful evaluation and appraisal of the remarkable 

educative value of ‘the strange and different.’ 
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The reality of meeting someone via audio-visual technology is radically different from 

live body encounters. The intricate, subtle, and complex embodied signs and signifiers of bodily 

face-to-face communication are absent and encountering otherness in this manner is 

substantively transformed into a controlled context, perceivably safer, and less threatening 

experience; it is conveniently individualized, objectified, navigable, and somewhat manageable 

(Goleman, 2006). It is a deceptive and for the most part a self-centered practice, for when a deep-

rooted community experiences fundamental socio-cultural change as a result of steadily growing 

migration and immigration, whatever the causes may be, otherness becomes physically present 

and tangible as face-to-face and immediate, not as an image on a cell phone (Linker, 2015). 

Otherness and others can no longer be mediated or managed digitally and difference may be 

welcome or it may be perceived as threatening; either way, it is a bodily phenomenon. What is 

necessary and essential in this realm of experience is self-knowledge (emotional and 

perspectival), understanding difference as relational in the recognition of an I-Thou  moment 

(Buber, 1970) that transcends the posture of a self-centered ‘Me’ into notions of ‘We,’ and the 

ability to empathize and understand the challenges, adversity, complexity, and opportunities that 

are present. It is a place of feeling and reflection, emotion and reason, and responsibility to the 

other. Goleman (2006) asserted tersely and precisely in consideration of the distancing and 

isolating effect of modern technology and by extension, rashly termed ‘social media,’ “In short, 

self-absorption in all its forms kills empathy, let alone compassion” (Kindle location 1011). 

Moreover, focusing on ourselves contracts our world and enlarges our problems; conversely, 

focusing on others enlarges our world and contracts our problems, or at the very least it provides 

a sobering perspective. It is at this junction of difference and empathic exchange that the ethical 

and educative value of ABER and PI as critical arts pedagogy finds its rationale and justification 
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in addressing the inseparable relation of ‘self’ with the Other. Consequently, the purposes of 

music in education, music education, and education per se are enlarged thoughtfully and 

reasonably, subsequently locating the affective value of music strategically alongside traditional 

core subjects and the utility of technology. Thus, it is conceivable to consider performative 

inquiry, as instantiated in the composing of Nostos and I Believe, to possess an emotional or 

affective utility for generating understandings of humans being and becoming. Such a sense of 

affective utility is not akin to ‘bricks and mortar’ tangibility, rather, the usefulness of composing 

music as and for performative inquiry finds its agency in the anticipation of empathetically 

feeling then critically reflecting on a presentation of Other that can humanely serve humanity and 

humanistic studies.     

Our present crises of migration and immigration effected by globalization, climate crisis, 

economic disparity, poverty, greed, violence, discrimination, hatred, and genocide are deplorably 

resident in the daily news cycle, with no indication of waning. It is maddeningly clear that 

sustainably peaceful and collaborative communities are necessary for broad and inclusive human 

flourishing, understood as spiritual, physical, aesthetic, familial, social, individual, political, 

cultural, and economic endeavors. Advances in technology are not solely sufficient to the 

demanding task of comprehensive human development, and the unintended negative 

consequences of technology, self-absorption, egregious individualism, and psychological 

distancing from responsible action towards others, is willfully dismissed or discounted. To 

ignore or disregard the pressingly important humane and educational benefits of ABER and PI as 

a meaningful analog and counter-measure to the objectifying and psychological distancing 

character of technology because they do not adhere to exclusively narrow notions of research, or 

because their processes and products do not present as politically or economically instrumental 



COMPOSING MUSIC AS ABER AND PI: NOSTOS-A JOURNEY OF OTHERS 
 29 

and quantifiably assessable to education policy makers, is outrageously myopic, imprudent, and 

unwise. What is advisable is a gestalt or communion of scientific knowledge with knowledge 

from the humanities and by meaningful extension, knowledge from artistic inquiry (Wilson, 

1998). There is no one way to know ourselves and our social world.   

Phenomenology and Hermeneutics: Experience – Theory – Experience 

The music and lyrics of Nostos afford opportunities and possibilities of  encounters of 

connectedness and attunement with others and otherness whose existence or experiences were of 

a different time and space (Schutz, 1951). The effect of such an encounter through artistic 

presentation is the immediacy of feeling towards an “other” coupled with post-experiential 

reflection; an experience of an experience. Derived understanding is dynamic and recursive, not 

fixed as a right or wrong answer to a question of concrete expectation. Instead, “Teaching and 

learning are about encountering the new and strange, about being interrupted and called into 

responsibility to the Other” (Zhao, 2016, p.324). Furthermore, education as an ethical encounter 

(Jourdan, 2012; Lévinas & Hand, 1989) of understanding and responsibility is not only towards 

the other but also towards oneself as a historical being and to “understanding” as dynamically 

affective, reasoned, and temporal. Understanding is motion, always active, therefore requiring 

the learner to be constantly attuned to and moving with the processes of experience, 

interpretation, and understanding  (Baker Jr., 2002; Gadamer, 2013; Whitehead, 1929). The 

active processes and cycles of Whitehead, phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty, art as experience 

as per Dewey, and the hermeneutics of Gadamer are foregrounded in Tyler’s comment, “The 

essential means of education are the experiences provided, not the things to which the student is 

exposed” (as cited in Wraga, 2017, p. 64). The educative value of research and learning 

experiences afforded by ABER and PI is wholly different than that associated with common 
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conceptions of research or schooling. Building on Derrida (2001), the essential means of learning 

and inquiring through music composition as ABER and PI, are to be found in the formative 

ruptures afforded by feeling the difference of otherness through aesthetic experiences that reach 

and grasp our humanity beyond the conceptualizations and constraints of language.   

It is in the nuanced movements of a face-to-face encounter of otherness, via the agency of 

the over-arching artistic encounter of Nostos that enables the possibility of a transformative 

learning experience. Transformation in this sense is understood as, “a transformation into the 

true” (Gadamer, 2013, Kindle location 3045). It is a retrieval of meaning presented in the 

creative play  (Huizinga, 1949) of the artistic work that emerges as a revelation that can radically 

change an individual’s perspective, creating important and necessary educative value for the 

learner. Learning performatively through Nostos as critical arts pedagogy is charged with 

unanticipated encounters, de-centering revelations, and unanswerable provocations. 

Additionally, a performance of Nostos enacts in performers a sense of aesthetic play and skill 

development through rehearsal and repetition (Huizinga, 1949). As performers engage or play 

with the work, a truth may be effectively expressed and revealed through the recursive activities 

of artistic creation and performative inquiry, without the intention or purpose on the part of the 

performer to seek a revealing of truth. It is an experience of understanding revealed through the 

“playing into art”; losing oneself in the music and words. It is by way of losing oneself in an 

aesthetic experience while confronting the lyrical content of Nostos, that one can find what is 

true about oneself. It is a conversation with one’s historical self, meaning, and truth while in the 

act of artistic play, a felt and reflexive dialogue with otherness and beauty, not a conscious act of 

calculation or attainment. The composer and performers are keenly aware that they are 

practicing, repeating, and rehearsing, but the suddenness and jarring surprise of a revelatory 
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moment cannot be anticipated or prepared for by the performers or the composer (Bollnow et al., 

1972). The jarring experience agitates or destabilizes, if for a seismic moment, the historically 

situated understandings, beliefs, and values of the composer or performer who then recursively 

attends to old perceptions intertwined with new understandings. It is an experience within an 

experience, within an experience, where motion is constant when directed towards learning and 

understanding. Indeed, Heidegger (1949) asserts that understanding ourselves and others is 

profoundly historically situated and that this historical situatedness of our being gives power and 

means to learning about ourselves and others, or makes allowances for a self-indulgent 

uncompassionate resolve to maintain present practices and beliefs. Hence, the process of gaining 

“genuine historical understanding must be understood as repetition, (Wiederholung), as a kind of 

struggle with the past aimed ultimately at liberating the meaning of the past for a new future” 

(Crowe, 2019, p. 211).   

Understanding requires imagination, pliancy, and recursive repetition when confronting 

the vexing issues of social justice and the human condition, for the context and circumstances of 

history and culture are brazenly indifferent to the logical calculations of positivism. Therefore, 

teaching and learning experiences that present knowledge as replicable and precisely 

generalizable are not sufficient for meaningful learning regarding humanistic studies. The 

faceless nature of facts, statistics, and third person observation and analysis most definitely have 

an important educative value, but the appeal of their measure is theoretical not the particularity 

of being a child who experiences a horrific and traumatizing event of human trafficking as 

presented in movement VIII of Nostos. The dispassionate and detached nature afforded by 

quantitative measures and theory as prime movers of understanding human experience, 

effectively renders absent the movement, reality, and dynamism of an individual life as a unique 
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social being. The consequential labels of identity associated with categorical thinking and 

measures can become more or less appendages of identification; they emerge as cultural 

appraisals laden with implicit value judgements and class distinction. Learning qua 

understanding becomes a second tier proposition for many students as it is supplanted by the 

incessant messaging of learning as fixed knowledge and the reproduction of facts.   

Contrarily, understanding requires learners to perceive knowing as movement within a 

designated domain of study and within learners themselves. Learning as dynamic understanding 

moves from whole to parts and then from parts to whole, continuously. It is an open conversation 

that is sensitive to the historical nature of knowledge, present context, and the circumstances of 

an individual’s perspective mediated by social experience. The dialogue is characterized by a 

constantly shifting perspective, experienced when the learner moves between their particular 

inner world and the art of living in a social world (Whitehead, 1929). Life is experienced in the 

complexity of the moments of meaning revealed in the face-to-face confrontation of otherness, 

the world out there, and the dialogue of our being human–the world within (Levinas, 1969; 

Palmer, 1969). Understanding is founded on knowledge of the whole as a phenomenon, a 

totalizing experience before acquiring knowledge of the parts, yet, there is an awareness that the 

parts do exist in reference to the whole. Learning in this way can be understood as a “dialectical 

interaction between the whole and the part, each gives the other meaning; understanding is 

circular…” (Palmer, 1969, Kindle location 1523). Mensch (2015) succinctly and insightfully 

adds, “What I do and what I am is at the same time that from which I live” (p. 76). Experience 

begets theory and theory supports practice within a dynamic dialogue of understanding.     

 Nostos and its predecessor, I Believe, are works of ABER that create occasions of 

experiential learning that enable acts of understanding. Acts of understanding can in turn, unite 
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the inner and outer world of humans’ “being.” The action of unifying the inner and outer worlds 

of human beings as a singularity of the human condition is a recursive return to experience as the 

prime mover for learning and our becoming. Within each episode of experience, understanding, 

unifying, or synthesizing, a dialogue or conversation unique to that particular episode transpires, 

thus adding to the complexity and motility of learning as a gestalt event. The layered referential 

character of learning as a processual chain of entangled relations can best be conceptualized as a 

continuously moving spiral over time and in unanticipated directions–very much an 

unreckonable path of revelation and self-discovery. Though such conditions for teaching and 

learning may not be amenable to the sciences or material world of facts and numbers, the 

experiential approach of Nostos as critical arts pedagogy is commensurate with the unavoidable 

historicality of human experience (Palmer, 1969). To wit, it is unlikely that the experience of 

sitting in a convertible car with the top down along a coastal road with a heart-stirring spectacle 

of an expansive ocean view and wind rolling about one’s body can be meaningfully deduced 

from examining the parts of a car in an auto manufacturing facility. Framed as an event of 

learning, the question that will determine the nature, content, processes, assessments, and ethos 

of the learning event will be: “At which end of the spectrum will the foundation of teaching and 

learning emerge, from the assembling of a car in a factory with precision and concrete 

expectation, or from experiencing the possible thrill of a convertible car ride on a coastal 

highway rife with wonder and awe that transcends the modality of transportation?”   

 Each experience is undoubtedly valuable and contributory to learning but the formative 

character of teaching and learning is radically different if it is initiated from a notion of building 

skills and technical knowledge first, before wonder, via the factory experience, or from the 

notion of experiencing wonder first as a totalizing and numinous experience of ineffable 
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inspiration that may initiate the desire to acquire skills and technical knowledge. The motivation 

to learn is radically different between the two approaches. The difference in pedagogical 

viewpoint and philosophical stance between the approaches is unquestionably constitutive of the 

habitus of thinking, perceptions, valuations, morals, and ethics of teachers, learners, educational 

policymakers, and the greater political and economic communities. We become what we 

repetitively do, and what is repeated continuously in schools is adherence to sequential linear 

reasoning and rubrics that engender prescriptive outcomes as normalized expectations. The 

intellectual and emotional freedom of wonder, curiosity, imagination, and creativity, as realized 

in ABER and PI, are replaced with nonchalance, concreteness, and normalized answers. 

However, in stark contrast to the linearity of rubrics and scaffolding, humanity is not only thrust 

upon the world, it is simultaneously thrust upon itself which begets a gestalt experience that 

requires an understanding of the relation of the whole to the parts and the parts to the whole that 

is coherent and cohesive. Students are not only thrown into a world of content and facts with 

general anticipated learning outcomes, essentially an inert process of data reproduction, but their 

historical being is thrown upon themselves and others in a quagmire of social interactions. This 

narrative is mirrored in the action of being thrown into the greater world of diversity, otherness, 

and cultural difference, be it local, regional, or international.    

An effective theoretical framework for research, teaching, and learning in humanistic 

studies must recognize the simultaneity of the intertwined relationships of particular/general, 

emotion/reason, facts/truth, data/meaning, imaginative/concrete, and experience/theory as 

entanglements of learning. Pre-ordained outcomes or answers would not be privileged in such an 

approach to teaching and learning, although there would be a commensurate expectation of skill 

development to accompany advances in understanding and knowledge. The rationality of rubrics 
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and linear sequential thinking are insufficient to address the “thrownness” of the human 

condition (Bolt, 2011; Heidegger, 1949). ABER and PI, by the very nature of artistic inquiry and 

creativity, is felicitously poised, positioned, and conspicuously capable of providing the means to 

support a theoretical framework for teaching and learning that acknowledges the entanglement 

and emergent qualities of learning as whole, yet simultaneously constituted of parts derived from 

the whole. Human experience is temporal, in other words it is meaningfully historical, movable, 

and variable; it is not a fixed answer or response that is easily replicated and assessed as correct 

or incorrect. Notwithstanding the critical import of content, the privileging of content over 

experience as the prime mover of educational theory and practice in humanistic studies is 

unreasonable, for it not only dismisses or diminishes the human condition and experience as 

critical processes for understanding and knowledge generation, it ironically devalues content as 

reproducible factual objects abjectly devoid of experiential meaning and relational value.   

 Referring once again to the convertible car experience on a coastal road, a cogent 

argument follows, that one cannot have the experience of riding in the convertible without first 

building the car. This is a true and factual position, an observation of cause and effect and a 

linear perspective of scaffolding. However, from a curricular and pedagogical perspective, the 

concern is not centered on the need to first build the car as a precondition to another experience; 

rather, it is the “other” experience that is the incentivizing precondition of meaning that actuates 

the building of the car. The other experience that motivates and inspires the thirst to build a 

convertible car can arrive from a host of disparate sources; for example, a person may be riding a 

bike along the coastal road and simultaneously wondering what the experience may be like 

riding in a car with no top, just open space above their heads. This is especially meaningful and 

impacting if at the moment of imagining, convertibles do not yet exist. The primary concern for 
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curriculum development, teaching, and learning in the aforementioned scenario is not 

establishing sequences of lessons to address the predetermined content and assessments 

necessary for building the convertible car to realize an experience of riding along a coastal 

highway; rather, it is how is the imagination, creativity, and relational understanding of learners 

activated via a priming experience that inspires, motivates, and incentivizes the learner to want to 

build a car or whatever else they might imagine. It is a simple case of establishing a process of 

realization that looks ahead and sideways from the perspective of imagination and creativity that 

is non-linear, unconfined, and generous, in order to look back at skill development, precision, 

and technique with personal meaning. In this manner, one does not need to first build a 

convertible to arrive at the possibility of imagining a convertible experience. What is needed is a 

priming experience that may not appear to be related initially, but harbors within it a kernel of 

meaning, that when revealed by means of emotion and reasoning, “unconceals” the 

interconnectedness of human experience, knowledge, and understanding that was obfuscated by 

the facticity and rubrics of sequential linearity. Learning in this way can become self-aware and 

self-motivating. And most importantly, learning how to learn and re-establishing the primacy of 

wonder, imagination, curiosity, and creativity as first causes in teaching and learning are the 

foundational tenets of Nostos as process and experience with the practices of ABER and PI.  

Priming Experiences as Transformative Learning 

 Priming experiences galvanize and invigorate learning; they are the emotional powder or 

propellant that ignites the charge of learning and understanding. And, it is the emotional agency 

of priming experiences through artistic encounters that afford inspiration, imagination, curiosity, 

and creativity the possibility of transformative force (Mezirow, 2000). Emotion is critically 

important in the realm of humanistic studies and learning experiences that establish the 
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relatedness, interconnectedness, and empathic character of understanding human experience as a 

conversation between our particular and social natures. Moreover, “inspiration, empathy, and 

transcendence are central to self-knowledge and to drawing attention to the affective quality and 

poetry of human experience” (Mezirow, 2000, Kindle location 247-248). Contrarily, when third 

person objectivity and skill development are first causes of and central to learning experiences, 

the immediacy of feeling and the nonconscious capacity of people to acquire insight and 

understanding are diminished. More so, the sophisticated processes of nonconscious learning 

cannot be accessed consciously by human beings, therefore learning experiences that are 

fundamentally essential to human existence are eliminated by the very notion of learning as 

solely reasoned cognition. Indeed, concerning the processes of nonconscious learning and 

understanding, “People cannot describe them; they are conscious only of the results of their 

nonconscious conscious mental activities” (Weiss as cited in Mezirow, 2000, Kindle location 

245-246). 

 According to Mezirow (2000), there are four particularly salient conditions, among 

others, that are necessary for a transformative experience: “the presence of the other, reflective 

discourse, a mentoring community, and opportunities for committed action” (Kindle location 

1374-1376). Of the four conditions listed by Mezirow, three conditions for transformative 

learning are powerfully located in the priming experience of Nostos: presence of the other, 

reflective discourse, and a mentoring community. The fourth condition, opportunities for 

committed action, is a contingent possibility viewed as a highly plausible response; however it is 

a post-experiential event after the artistic encounter of Nostos as ABER and PI, and therefore not 

within the purview of my study. The three remaining conditions, as stated by Mezirow, that are 

manifest in Nostos correspond fittingly with the work of Levinas (1969) and Heidegger (1949) 
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regarding presence of the other; Gadamer (2013), reflective discourse and integrative processes 

that expand horizons of understanding found within experience as Erfahrung; and Schutz (1951, 

1967), mentoring community and non-conceptual meaning structure of social experience and 

relations connected with the music-making process. Additionally, the totalizing experience of 

composing, rehearsing, and performing Nostos and I Believe is girded by the gestalt of historical 

and pre-reflective immediate experience, not the realm of consciously scaffolded ideas, for it is 

out of life and the immediacy of living from which we as individuals and social beings develop 

our thinking, our “selves”, and our humanistic understandings. Con-joined with the unanticipated 

rush of feelings induced by music (Juslin & Västfjäll, 2008), the critical history and complexity 

of our unconscious selves become foregrounded in the emotional life of an artistic encounter. 

Life is artistically placed before us via the priming experience of words and music as created in 

Nostos; the need to find articulated meaning behind an intuitive response to the artistic encounter 

is not necessary in the moment of revelatory feeling for, “Behind life itself our thinking cannot 

go” (Dilthey as cited in Palmer, 1969, location 1679). Rather than seeking meaning through a 

defined sequential process of searching for conceptual abstractions behind the immediacy of 

experience, Nostos offers a continuous conversation with otherness that is not conceptually fixed 

in time or place for the composer, performers, or audience members; the past is not a rigid and 

stable event, it is constantly moving and (re)interpreted. Borrowing from hermeneutics (Palmer, 

1969), Nostos and I Believe are encounters (Bollnow et al., 1972) with otherness and self through 

artistic creation and presentation that locates meaning in the immediacy of unconscious intuitive 

responses in subsequent conversation with conscious reflection that juxtaposes the truths of 

feeling and reason. Thus, understanding oneself within the phenomenology of social interaction 

is a dialogical process of questioning and seeking over time. The critical arts pedagogy of 
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composing Nostos is not to put aside my bias; instead it is to be thrust upon my bias, resulting in 

an understanding that understanding is inherently subjective and particular, located in my 

historical individuality and social being (Mesle, 2008).  

 The critical pedagogical character of Nostos for learners, including myself, is grounded in 

the belief that emotionally primed learning experiences are preconditions for understanding the 

emotional stance of others.  The constant conversation or dialogue between the emotional 

responses to the artistic encounter of Nostos and personal reflection is a recursive exercise in 

hermeneutic activity without the formal awareness by learners that such activity is 

hermeneutical. The experience of nonconscious learning precedes the conscious activity of 

reflection and analysis. This particular process of freedom to experience and wonder, followed 

by analysis and the precision of language, and then the recursive return to an enlarged gestalt of 

experience and wonder, is the natural course of events for artists and artistic creation. Such a 

process of wonder-analysis-wonder is the priming experience and processual structure of deep 

and broad learning through critical arts pedagogy generated through ABER, PI, and artistic 

creativity (Whitehead, 1929). It is a learning journey that recognizes the expanded simplicity or 

natural gestalt of understanding that resides on the far side of complexity, aware of its parts but 

radically whole. The messy non-linear and recursive character of artistic creativity 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 2009, 2014) is naturally hermeneutical and inquiry based. Importantly, the 

process of artistic inquiry within the practice of ABER and PI is different than the processes of 

scientific inquiry (Botella & Lubart, 2016) and qualitative research methods found in grounded 

theory, ethnography, and case study. As a result, ABER and PI render knowledge and 

understanding differently than traditional positivistic research methods and aforementioned 

qualitative research methods, thus extending the scholarly reach of research. 
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Encounter and Arts Educational Experience 

An encounter is an existential event, a gestalt experience that is whole, embodied, and 

impossible to discern from its constitutive parts—more substantial than an epiphany. An 

encounter is an event of singularity that is exclusive to a moment in a particular place (Bollnow 

et al., 1972). Encounters in education are unpredictable, something within a context or situation 

confronts the subject, or the subject confronts the something. In either scenario, the confrontation 

is sensed, felt, and acknowledged without being reasoned. The narrow perception and privileging 

of pure reason and intellectualization found in traditional approaches to schooling and education 

effectively renders the occurrence of a transformative encounter as a remote possibility. It has 

been argued that an encounter can emerge between a person and their relation with concrete 

inanimate objects; a unique situation requiring conscious reasoning and comprehension, 

therefore negating the phenomenological immediacy of experience. It is better to understand the 

dynamics of working with inanimate objects as a rational action, a third person perspective of 

comprehension. My stance as a researcher is that an encounter is a pre-reflective first person 

experience that is predicated on the presence and active resistance of the Other, which 

subsequently may be reciprocated inversely by the Other in becoming the subject and the 

original confronter becoming the object; it is dialogical in character (Gadamer, 2013; Merleau-

Ponty, 2012). Consequently, encounters, possessed of transformative agency, can only emerge 

between people or artistic presentations of historical characters.   

A true encounter precedes the educational experience; it is emotional, transformative, 

catalytic, and it enacts the doing of something through the perlocutionary arousal of feelings as a 

performative utterance (Austin, 1962; Cavell, 2005; Gasparatou, 2018). Encounters begin as 

deeply internalized, felt responses to experiences that de-center and destabilize a person’s 
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fundamental perception of otherness, generating the desire for a reconfigured centering of 

perception. It is a revelatory awakening opened in a moment of intuited clarity primed by the 

emotional content of an artistic encounter as possibly realized in Nostos. An encounter is very 

specific, clearly defined by the emotional moment of transformative awareness. It is not a 

process of reflection and reason which succeeds the moment of a transformative encounter. In 

terms of learning, an encounter is the wonder that precedes precision (Allan, 2012; Whitehead, 

1929), without which, deep and abiding transformative change is not possible. However, to 

incorporate and accommodate the wonder of transformative change and new meanings into a life 

perspective, reflection and deep consideration are necessary post-encounter actions. The specific 

moments of artistic encounter in Nostos and I Believe, which are unique in location and meaning 

for every person, cannot be anticipated or intentionally created. The indefinable sense and 

immediacy of attraction, connection, and relation afforded an encounter is particular for every 

person. 

Although a generalized and replicable lesson plan for an artistic encounter cannot be 

intentionally designed (Bollnow et al., 1972), content, conditions, circumstances, and context can 

be created, prepared, staged, and sowed with possibilities of emotional engagement, necessary 

for an encounter to materialize. Nostos, as an original large scale symphonic/choral narrative 

work, presented as research, is impossible to accurately replicate and generalize from the 

composer’s or performer’s perspective. Its original artistic content is copyright protected and any 

duplicitous content changes negate its status as Nostos. Additionally, for those people who have 

had multiple performance experiences of Nostos, each performance is a unique performative 

inquiry and artistic experience with contingent meaning by virtue of the variability of context, 

circumstances, time, space, and interpretative distinctions of performers (Schechner & Brady, 
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2013). By these very facts, the creative products of performative inquiry contravene the research 

tenet of controlling variables, fundamental to scientific methods and statistical reasoning. Such a 

research process should not invalidate ABER or PI methods; rather, it is a legitimate and rational 

call to the academy to understand that not all knowledge is measurable in quantifiable ways with 

the purpose of solving a problem. The mode of performative inquiry as experienced through 

Nostos thinks and feels the world of particulars, of groups of individuals, not individual groups. 

It addresses the human face of the world through the concept of an encounter and weighs the 

experiences of others as instructive measures of telling insight, and if allowed, glimpses of 

wisdom. 

Understanding others requires grasping phenomena that meaningfully reveals the inner 

processes and perceptions of human experience. Human beings’ particular lives and experiences 

are phenomenologically historical, expressed in a fluid and dynamic experience of a present that 

anticipates a future, but, with the arrival of the next moment, the present is quickly displaced as 

the past, still relatable though less so as time and distance “thicken” (Merleau-Ponty, 2012). 

Existence is movement. We move to live, externally and internally. Understanding human 

experience requires an acumen that recognizes and acknowledges the human condition as 

constant recursive movement that at any moment is at once historical, present, anticipated, and 

relational. Hence, understanding otherness should not be bound by inert or static knowledge 

calculated from a third person account of observation, for such positionality is ill-fit and 

contrived for methodological reasons. Objectivity in the ABER or PI sense is founded on the 

particularity of the lived experiences of an individual whose existence is in constant flux 

(Bollnow, 1974). An ABER or PI encounter provides a way to reveal or bring into “being” the 

movement of relational understanding required to grasp the face-to-face experience of otherness. 
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The fluid movement and perspectival affordances of history, place, emotion, reason, and 

situation (individual/social) in the confrontation of otherness, calls for a research methodology 

whose grasp, expressions, and presentations offer unified understandings that foreground human 

experience as concurrently historical, relational, unique, social, emotional, and reasoned. The 

resistance and irreducibility of the Other (Levinas, 1969; Zhao, 2016), in a reciprocated 

subject/object relationship, is inescapably bound to the unique historicality of otherness and the 

denial of sameness. Our narrative, essentially our life story, is simultaneously observed from a 

historical and psychological perspective that is felt in the immediacy of a transported moment, a 

mental transference to a previous time. Historical moments of personal and narrative impact are 

not reasoned moments of clarity, rather, they are moments of great and pivotal emotion bounded 

by the phenomena of an encounter. The unifying agency of ABER and PI in its capability to 

present the narrative of Other and otherness as whole within the event of an artistic encounter, 

proffers a profound enabling experience for transformative change. 

Recursive practices at the outset of artistic creativity are fundamentally constant 

displacements of the subject (composer) from the center of their world (Mensch, 2017) in an 

attempt to enter the world of otherness in search of revelation that shapes creations capable of 

generating encounters of emotional clarity. The action of de-centering is for the most part a 

provocation or disturbance which calls for a new position of understanding of the subject and 

object; essentially one’s stance is dependent on where one sits. The recursive process is not the 

same as repetition which is an action focused upon a specific skill for a specific purpose. 

Repetition possesses a quality of sameness related to execution and anticipation, appropriate for 

learning how to play scales on a piano for advancing technique, for example. Recursive practice 

is analogous to a dialogue between the composer and the creative work; the work is not 
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repetitious, although there are appearances of repeated actions, more readily, it is a dialogue of 

sensitivity to the object of intention and musical expression that is constantly moving and 

changing. The displacement or decentering process found in recursive creative practice is the 

result of the subject (composer) turning in on themselves through an encounter with otherness 

that generates possibilities of imagining “me” or “I” as located on the periphery of my being and 

intention while the self appraises one’s self, thus the subject becomes the object through 

reflexivity. The vitality and compelling nature of the constant recursive dynamic of transference 

from subject to object to subject and so on is for all intents and purposes, the process of empathy 

within the practice of music composition and lyrics as ABER and PI. As importantly, any self-

disapproval resulting from the decentering recursive process regarding artistic expression and 

presentation of content is considered a matter of processual fact; this is the give and take of 

making art.   

Performance and Inquiry 

Nostos is irreducibly an artistic expression, presentation, and a possible encounter of 

others’ lived experience; it is a unique and self-contained entity that transcends the substance of 

its creation. The composer (researches, grasps at, perceives, struggles to understand, creates, and 

meaningfully presents), performers (interpret and make sensible the composer’s imagination, 

embody the understandings, perform empathically with artistic integrity), and audience (listen, 

witness, perceive, engage and appraise unconsciously and consciously) are in a state of “event,” 

a disruptive experience that synchronically dissolves story, place, and emotion into a singular 

phenomenon that can form human conduct (Schutz, 1951; Stone & Stone, 1981). Creating, 

performing music, and meaning making is a non-linear, fiercely complex dialogical act of 

seeking, interpreting, understanding, and presenting without the pretense of precision and the 



COMPOSING MUSIC AS ABER AND PI: NOSTOS-A JOURNEY OF OTHERS 
 45 

privilege of commonplace utility. Making music or musicking (Small, 1998) is an 

incontrovertibly defining act of humans expressly being human. 

Musical knowledge is fundamentally socially derived, appraised, and approved. Music or 

the idea of music may have been present for thousands of years in the pre-history of human 

existence (Mithen, 2011), but the particularity of its regional development and differences is 

culturally determined. Much music-making requires groups of people bringing together their 

skills and talents in an effort to bind life with feeling whether it is ordinary or extraordinary. The 

very act of making music together with others is a venture into face-to-face encounters with 

otherness. The exchange of recognition of otherness is immanent in the process of making music 

within groups and is made more complex in the confrontation of historical otherness afforded by 

the artistic content of Nostos. It is a confrontation of otherness within a confrontation of 

otherness. The ABER and PI (Schechner & Brady, 2013)  processes of generating learning 

opportunities and understandings, resident to Nostos, move from the individual creative 

experiences of the composer as learner and meaning-maker, towards individual and group 

experiences of performers as learners and meaning-makers, and then return once more to 

informing the individual creative experiences of the composer as learner and meaning-maker, 

though in an enriched and expanded form (Allan, 2012). It is a recursive process that recognizes 

and acknowledges the multivarious character of human understanding over time and space.  

By proxy of aesthetic experience and artistic encounter, confronting the Other while 

feeling one’s self being simultaneously confronted, provides the possibility of being together 

with the humanity of the Other that transcends historical time and space. It is effectively an 

affective bridge over time and space that allows the universality of human feeling to transcend 

our temporality, it is a moment of recognition and clarity while traversing the musical bridge that 
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those before us, those with us, and those yet to come, felt and will feel the world in similar ways 

despite differences of time, place, and context (Mensch, 2017). It is in a sense projected time 

travel, as experienced through the evocative character of human emotion and feeling; the power 

of existence as feeling and reason expressed and transported through music and words. Notions 

of self, otherness, and difference become blurred, not captive to a specific time and place; they 

become vividly universal and historical, and therefore accessible in a derived form of present 

(Schutz, 1951). Such is the communicative temper of Nostos and I Believe. This is not to say that 

all listeners or performers will have similar experiences, but the possibility of such an encounter 

is more likely to happen through an emotionally intense first person artistic experience than 

through a reasoned and distanced third person analytical experience of a specific historical 

epoch, notwithstanding its import. 

The perceptions, experiences, and actions of composers, performers, and audiences are 

constitutive differences that define and present the complex nature of humanity through and as a 

performative musical event. Difference (Cobussen, 2003) does not distinguish one identity from 

another, it is not necessarily categorical in this manner; difference can be more effectively 

framed as constitutive and catalytic of and for understanding. The narrative content and “musical 

event” nature of Nostos and I Believe can be perceived as categorically different, therefore 

separable into two observable events for empirical clarity. However, such an action is a fanciful 

chimera that does not recognize the intangible and indissoluble performative connectedness of I 

Believe and Nostos regarding artistic expression, narrative content, composer, performer, and 

audience functioning as a single dynamic unit of event; simultaneously single and plural, 

personal and social. In other words, singularity is always plural. This is not to say that difference 

can be assigned a categorical quality of identification, but an attribution of constitutive or 
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categorical quality to any notion of “difference” is itself a matter of difference in the space and 

time of the perceiver (Mensch, 2017). Thus, I Believe and Nostos as occasions of ABER and PI 

exist as presentations of constitutive and categorical difference from both macro and micro 

perspectives of individuality, social cognition, encounter, and event. Music composition and 

performance as inquiry are well placed to examine otherness as it is “always already open to the 

other” through their inherent ambiguity and constitutive and categorical cultural differences 

(Cobussen, 2003). Pedagogy as representation and measured outcomes do not incite action or 

enact meaning for social justice that accounts for multiple perspectives derived from social and 

personal experience (Gould, 2012). There is a community of being and existence in a single 

person, as there are particular persons in the constitution and existence of a community, 

inseparable and irreducible. 

Contribution to Knowledge 

How we define knowledge defines what is considered a contribution to knowledge. 

Philosophical debate is ubiquitous concerning the substance, structure, and justification of what 

can be determined as knowledge (Steup & Neta, 2020). Among epistemologists, consensus does 

not exist respecting clearly articulated descriptions or interpretations of what are the necessary 

and sufficient conditions of knowledge. Is justified true belief (Sosa, 2011) an object of 

exteriority or interiority, or both? What are the limits of knowledge as defined by a specific field 

of inquiry? By all appearances there seems to be an understanding of knowledge similar to an 

understanding of friendship; we recognize it when we experience it and both knowledge and 

friendship exist well beyond the limitations of definitions, rules, and measurements. There are 

qualities of knowledge as there are qualities of friendship, and understandings of the 
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characteristic qualities of types of knowledge or friendships make possible meaningful relations 

with either.   

For the most part, contributions of knowledge through scientific research and philosophy 

have been understood as propositional knowledge, essentially knowledge of facts that are apt, 

true, repeatable, and most importantly, generalizable. Propositional knowledge attempts to 

provide predictability and a sense of certainty to human perception of the world and is valuable 

for manipulating the material world of nature for the benefit of human existence and experience, 

be it for noble, contemptible, scientific, or commercial reasons. It is knowledge that typifies 

precision, measurement, statistics, and clearly assessable goals of achievement as exemplified by 

profit/loss statements or standardized testing and grades. Propositional knowledge of this order 

possesses a quality of general transference understood as meaningful beyond the location of its 

source. To wit, a straight “A” student is understood to be smart regardless of location or 

circumstances. However, propositional knowledge, when applied to the particularities of human 

experience is left wanting, its capacity for meaningful precision and predictability is 

compromised by the objective subjectivity or subjective objectivity of humans’ “being.” This 

causes an organizational dilemma for institutions whose systems, resources, and fundamental 

tenets of engagement are not designed to meaningfully address the particular nature of 

individuals as they move through personal experiences of being employees, customers, citizens, 

patients, or students in school environments. Teaching, despite its recognition of the unique 

nature of every student, is for the most part an affair of propositional knowledge. It is a fact that 

a specific body of knowledge is to be taught in an effective manner within a defined time that 

will result in specific outcomes for reasons mostly associated with power, politics, or economics 

(Freire, 1985). If the results of standardized testing indicate a deficit of learning, the system and 
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the teacher will be held accountable to varying degrees of responsibility. Notwithstanding noble 

efforts to effect meaningful systemic change, most classroom experiences for students and 

teachers are bounded by a looped system of predictable inputs with anticipated outputs. 

Unfortunately, this is a result of education being an agent for and of a greater political system 

accountable to broad and practical concerns of the economy and employability. In spite of such 

circumstances, there is opportunity to provide learning experiences for students and communities 

to engage with knowledge and experiences that are wholly different than propositional 

knowledge. In this regard, ABER provides the ways and means to different knowledge 

experiences that are important for arriving at critical and meaningful understandings of the 

particular nature of human experience (Bagley & Castro-Salazar, 2012; Cahnmann-Taylor & 

Siegesmund, 2008; Leavy, 2009).   

 The very framing and condition of an inquiry or problem shapes the character and 

quality of the response “without reason” in the Whiteheadian sense. This idea is not to mean that 

reason is removed from understanding, “but in the sense in which every reason is a solution to a 

problem and cannot therefore transcend the “fact” that the problem was raised in this way and 

not otherwise” (Stengers, 2011, p. 253). ABER raises problems and inquiries in different ways 

than positivism and therefore its reasonable solutions or revelations present reason differently. 

Ultimately, it communicates reasonably without the determinate designation of a scientific 

inquiry; thus the Whiteheadian sense of, without reason. From this standpoint, it is not necessary 

to justify the contribution to knowledge of Nostos or the methods and processes of ABER from a 

singular propositional location based on external notions of reliability, repeatability, and 

generalizability.   
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ABER summons a phenomenological justification of belief based on the evidence of a 

face-to-face encounter with otherness through the interface of an artistic presentation (Nostos) 

that is reciprocated with a recognition of “I” in the sense of Levinas (1969) and Buber (1970). It 

is knowledge of self through the evocative and provocative character of confronting otherness; it 

is personal knowledge. However, personal knowledge does possess a trace of propositional 

knowledge in the sense that the artistic encounter is a fact of a particular experience; though not 

generalizable, it is apt, competent, and true in its objective particularity as it engages with the 

paradoxical simultaneity of objective/subjective being as a natural human condition (Bollnow, 

1974). The problems presented by otherness and difference are not problems of generalization, 

statistics, and reason; instead, they are emotional challenges that confront our particular nature, 

fears, anticipations, and personal histories. As such, if the noble and humane aim of education is 

self-development (Whitehead, 1929) coupled at least equally with the instrumentality of skill 

development, then there is a contingent need to expand our notions of value and knowledge 

beyond the sclerotic character of material gain and self-absorption to include qualities of 

empathy, compassion, and social responsibility grounded in the substance of human feeling and 

emotion (Lux, 2017).   

As stated earlier, a powerful emotional response can easily displace a position of reason, 

however, a position of reason cannot easily displace a position of deeply seated emotion 

(LeDoux, 1996). It would take another and different emotional position to replace the present 

and established emotionally-based perspective. As a result, emotion becomes integral to 

educational experiences that address emotional issues as realized by otherness, self-awareness, 

and social experience. Comprehensive humanistic understanding requires genuine encounters 

and struggles with emotion and feeling (Bollnow, Vandenberg, & Smith, 1972), which are 
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constitutive natural elements of the human condition that reside in the phenomenological realm 

of experience. Thus, a critical contribution of Nostos to knowledge and understanding is the 

provision of an original aesthetic experience characterized by empathic processes (Allesch, 

2017) that generate the possibility of an encounter of and with otherness.   

Acknowledging experience as intelligible and capable of generating truth fundamentally 

challenges the prevailing privilege of propositional knowledge in educational settings. This is not 

to suggest a diminished value for propositional logic rather a realization and elevation of art as 

critical experience for teaching and learning, and Nostos (music and lyrics) as a contribution of 

original art and a contributor to knowledge of the human condition through the practices of 

ABER. Experience is the sine qua non of humans “being and becoming.” It is absurd to think 

that a human life can be determined solely by rational reason and theory with precision and 

certainty, for that would imply a cosmological omniscience that belies the character of human 

decisions and actions. For the sake of human development that is deeply and broadly humane, 

teaching and learning processes need to be informed, guided, and realized by experience and 

theory as inseparable agents of education. Experience is a reality; it need not be validated by 

analytic reflection or statistical reasoning. It can be mediated, enriched, or reframed but such 

processes or procedures cannot attenuate or dissolve the existential substance of a particular 

original experience. Original experiences are prime movers for and of human development, not 

embodied simulacrums of truth. Experiences, especially emotional confrontations of otherness, 

are whole moments of revelation and truth that may need the clarifying and enriching power of 

reflection, dialogue, and appraisal (Gallagher & Zahavi, 2010). However, post-experiential 

reflection, dialogue, and appraisal are situated and directed from a position of individual 

consciousness of phenomenological wholeness towards the parts of subconscious experience and 



COMPOSING MUSIC AS ABER AND PI: NOSTOS-A JOURNEY OF OTHERS 
 52 

understanding, hence, the motion of learning is from experience to reasoning, not the inverse. It 

is a critical shift in locating, typifying, and valuing knowledge in the educative process, 

especially when framing ABER and PI as an important generator of knowledge and 

understanding. Kohak (1978) in his phenomenological examination of experience offers: 

If individual consciousness were indeed false or unintelligible as lived, covertly ordered 

by the hidden dynamics of the psyche or the economic determinism of History, then the 

Western commitment to the value, verity, and freedom of the human individual would 

be an elaborate self-deception.  (p. 176) 

 The contribution to knowledge of ABER, PI, and Nostos is not only the creation of a 

large scale original artistic work that addresses the human condition through the processes of 

empathic aesthetic experience and critical arts pedagogy, it is an act of creating space for 

composers-educators-researchers and music composition as a mode of inquiry within ABER and 

PI. More so, music composition and performative inquiry within ABER and PI provides 

possibilities for reframing the role of music education and music in the educative process. A 

question of paramount importance for education, teaching, and learning is “whether knowledge 

is grounded in the living of experience or only in thinking and speaking about it” (Kohak, 1978 

p. 176). ABER and PI provide possibilities for both perspectives to co-exist in meaningful 

dialogue, although it is the stance of this researcher that experience is the emotional priming 

force for inciting deep and broad learning in reference to humanistic studies and encounters with 

otherness. 

Contribution to Curriculum, Teaching, and Learning  
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 Curriculum is everything we do in schools, formally and informally; it is an experiential 

journey of critical human development and formation at a time of great personal plasticity for 

students. The what and why of which processes and materials should fill the activities of students 

have always been a matter of great contention for policy-makers, but for the purposes of this 

paper the present actions of education and concomitant curricula are understood as, “a matter of 

normative initiation into socially constructed and/or constituted rules, principles, and values that 

no statistically conceived processes could even begin to explain” (Carr, 2003, p. 132). 

Furthermore, knowledge that is socially constructed and constituted within educational practice 

runs the risk of becoming ideological and exclusively dominant, thus, challenging prevailing 

curricular practices in schools is equivalent to battling the mythological Hydra; each challenge or 

refutation anticipates two or more forestalling or opposing arguments to maintain the status quo. 

The call for change and alternatives in educational research and curriculum development toward 

the import of direct experience and phenomenology has been present since the late 1970s. The 

field of curriculum studies was invested with an, “inveterate and unexamined reliance on theory 

in an area where theory is partly inappropriate in the first place and where the theories extant, 

even where appropriate, are in-adequate to the tasks which the curriculum field sets them” 

(Schwab as cited in Pinar & Irwin, 2004, Kindle location 2434). Consequently, there was a move 

by curriculum theorists to reframe curricula as a strategic means to instigate and promote better 

understanding of individual existence and experience in a dialogical social world through self-

reflection and understanding (Barrett, 2007; Pinar, 2019). 

 Nostos, as ABER and PI, is predicated on the phenomenology of an artistic encounter of 

otherness (Bollnow et al., 1972; Levinas, 1969). The experience of creating Nostos finds the 

composer-educator-researcher adopting the role of a curriculum developer. Having the work 
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performed by demographically diverse adult and school choruses situates performers as 

inquirers, interpreters, presenters, and actuators that bring to life the inert signs and symbols of 

the Nostos score. Moreover, as performers in choruses, each person moves with care and 

intention among others as the tools and materials of music are conjoined with lyrics in 

addressing the unyielding challenge of interpreting and expressing humans’ being and becoming 

in a mixed-up messy world of social-political culture. Every performer contributes to the 

existential experience of Nostos as curriculum. The composer-educator-researcher and the 

performers bring the curriculum to life, an experience of inquiry and learning that does not 

categorize or schedule when skills or concepts are to be addressed as independent entities. Space 

and time is personal and social as well as historical and synchronic. The lyrical content is 

powerfully relatable, meaningful, and deserving of attention in its expedient contemporary 

import, as well as historical antecedents and anticipations. The music raises the learning 

experience to possibilities of encounter in recognizing that affect and emotion are irreducible 

constitutive components of cognition. Combining the personal character of aesthetic music 

experience with the conceptual knowledge inherent to language, Nostos presents the learning 

experience as broad/specific, emotional/reasoned, personal/social, coherent, cohesive, and 

relatable. Knowledge in this manner is not propositional, demanding correct answers; yet, skill 

development is exacting, precise, repetitive, and recursive. Experience and understandings are 

individually harbored within an ample sea of social interaction. Nostos presents a constant and 

collaborative learning experience that seizes the interpreter (Gadamer, 2013; Palmer, 1969) in 

the midst of untangling the texts of the human condition (Greene, 1993; Peters & Biesta, 2009). 

The act of untangling resides in the alterity of the imagination of the composer and performers 

brought about and sustained by the recursive nature of making music. The untangling process is 
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felt through the encounter of otherness via the interface of artistic aesthetic experience and 

reflected upon through the dialogical processes of rehearsals.   

 Nostos as curriculum is an apostasy of sorts in its departure in form, breadth, progression, 

evaluation, and organization from traditional conceptions of curriculum (Carr, 2003; Tyler, 2013; 

Wraga, 2017), although the inclusion of teachers in curriculum development as per Tyler is 

acknowledged. Creating Nostos, in part, is a refusal to accept the linear objectification of 

learning and human experience to a sequence of rubrics, facts, historical terms, and measurable 

outcomes (Greene, 1977). The development of skills through rehearsals in the performance of 

Nostos is wholly in the service of revealing possible meanings, not the echoing of facts 

(Stenhouse, 1983). Ideas and meaning developed and tested through artistic practice are attuned 

to the inextricable relationship of form to expression, and expression to form. More so and 

critically important for understanding Nostos and curriculum as processes is the fluid nature of 

exploration, interpretation, and revision as ideas and meanings evolve over multiple rehearsals 

and performances. The teacher as artist, artist as teacher, and the fusion of ideas and action in PI 

consider curriculum development as an artistic process of aspiration: “There is no mastery, 

always aspiration” (Stenhouse, 1983, p. 159). Furthermore, the creation and performances of 

Nostos are not curricular additions to music education, as might be the common perception; 

rather, they present a challenge to how we originate, create, organize, and include content in the 

general curriculum and locate the value of affect in the learning process. Additionally, Nostos 

suggests a broader and more salient role for the composer-educator-researcher as a curriculum 

designer situated within the uniqueness of an individual school setting and actuated by its “local 

character” (Whitehead, 1929; Wraga, 2017). 
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 If we conceive of human development as a constant conversation that is historical and 

anticipatory as we dialogue within our present experiences, it is then reasonable to propose that 

the archetypical theme of education is simply, “Life.” However, such a theme is not simple by  

any means, as it is a recursive simplicity that resides on the far side of complexity, an abiding 

knowing and cohesive experience that is felt and reasoned as it is related and interconnected to 

the wholeness of life. Simplicity on the near side of complexity is naiveté. Framing naiveté as 

innocence is evident in the nascent learning of students, unfortunately, naiveté framed as wooden 

adherence to notions of linearity in conceptions of cause and effect and behaviorism is not 

uncommon. Complexity is an acute awareness and understanding of the incalculable number of 

parts that weave the interconnected and related nature of existence and life as we know it, be it 

cosmological, earthly, animate, inanimate, social, or uniquely individual. In the phenomenology 

of education and processes of learning, simplicity on the far side of complexity recognizes the 

interconnectedness of knowledge and understanding as a constant dialogue of relating whole to 

parts. This dialogue is fundamentally central in humanistic studies as well as in Nostos and 

ABER. If knowledge is grasped as non-relational and objectively inert, learning can become 

nothing more than memorizing dates, place names, and scripted answers; essentially the bits and 

pieces of knowing that are observable and measurable (Whitehead, 1929). The premise is much 

the same when music students spend years studying music theory with the anticipation that they 

are now readily equipped to become creators of music. It is an egregious educational and 

pedagogical error in understanding and process as music theory and creating music are not 

independent parts of a developing musical imagination, rather they are inseparably simultaneous, 

recursive, and reciprocal, whether notated or aurally acquired. You cannot schedule or parse 

human imagination; it is a gestalt. Likewise, “You cannot put life into any schedule of general 
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education unless you succeed in exhibiting its relation to some essential characteristic of all 

intelligent or emotional perception” (Whitehead, 1929, p. 12). 

 Nostos presents learning as a gestalt experience, as it recognizes the form and agency of 

artistic creation and performance as inherently whole, enfolding affect with reason as 

constitutive of cognition, thus blurring lines of disciplinary distinction. The evolution of 

academic disciplines and corresponding theoretical developments are creations of the human 

imagination intended to help us better understand ourselves, others, and the world that sustains 

life. The terms sociology, history, anthropology, psychology, linguistics, law, and politics are but 

some of the ways that we have come to understand and organize ourselves as individuals and 

communities; they are not determinants of us. In other words, Bach did not study Bach to write 

like Bach, music theorists analyzed his music to create a system of how to write like Bach, and 

we have been studying his contrapuntal practice ever since. The theoretical study of Bach’s 

compositional technique was, and continues to be, enlightening and valuable for enlarging 

understandings of composers and their ways of creating. Unfortunately, much of Western 

musical training is predicated on the theoretical methods of writing like Bach, or others of his ilk, 

thus partially rendering educational excellence in music theory as categorical processes of 

replication and mass production. The partial list of humanities disciplines and the case of music 

analysis regarding Bach, despite the sizable contributions to knowledge, also suggest that the 

constraints of domain and sequence silo knowledge, thus demonstrating an acute absence of 

relatedness to the wholeness and intertwined complexity of human experience and expression as 

imaginative individuals and creative social beings. Nostos as curriculum suggests an alternative 

path to organizing knowledge and learning experiences as comprehensive transdisciplinary 

events, extending and weaving music into “other fields of human endeavor” (Barrett, 2007). 
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 The creation of Nostos as critical arts pedagogy within the ABER paradigm essentially 

creates a unity of knowledge and learning frameworks, not an interdisciplinary approach of 

integrating disciplines while maintaining the separateness of disciplinary integrity. ABER and 

Nostos as critical arts pedagogy within the framework of curriculum development, foresees 

learning as a vector from whole to parts to whole, aligning strategically with Whitehead’s path to 

a meaningful education as freedom (romance) to discipline (precision) to freedom 

(generalization) (Allan, 2012). Neither of the vectors is truly sequential, as each has a 

phenomenological recursivity inherent in the process. There is continuous movement between 

whole and parts, and, freedom and discipline with very little predictability when, where, and how 

movement will occur, for the learning experience is individuated yet deliverable in a social 

setting, including classroom environments. More so, learning experiences within a curricular 

framework of aesthetics and artistic encounter are founded on the interconnectedness and 

relatability of human experience as critically constitutive of the human condition; we are not 

objects to be observed and measured in the reductionist sense (Greene, 2013). Nostos as an 

occasion of ABER presents the possibilities of judicious and discerning change in the processes 

of curriculum design, development, teaching, and learning.   

 Conventional methods of educational research and curriculum development are not 

sufficient in recognizing and supporting the import of affect, wholeness of experience, and the 

historical and social nature of our being. The dominance of traditional research methods also 

misrepresents new and different possibilities in curriculum research (Pinar & Irwin, 2004), for 

there is a perceived need to reconcile new ways to old ways. Nostos and ABER offer a 

thoughtful and reasonable approach to curriculum research and thinking that breaks through “the 

crust of conventionalized and routine consciousness” (Dewey as cited in Greene, 1997, p. 15). 
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Curriculum designers, like composers, need to ask themselves: If a curriculum was a musical 

score, what is brought to life through its performance?   

Coda 

 When considering the underlying themes of critical arts pedagogy within ABER, it is 

clear that they reflect advocacy for the fulfilment of three basic psychological needs: autonomy, 

competency, and social interconnectedness actuated through the intentional, temporal, and 

spatial phenomenology of experience (Gallagher & Zahavi, 2010). What shines forth from an 

experience of Nostos or I Believe is a call or summons upon the performer or listener to respond 

in a manner that is commensurate with their personal history, present perspective or stance, and 

context. Each dimension of the total experience, as a whole, will speak to a truth of self that 

conditions a truthful response. There exists no correct or incorrect response to artistic encounters, 

only a revelation of understanding—not necessarily of the work, but certainly of one’s self.   

 Truth is not fact, for truth is shrouded in perception. In our "being" lies our unique 

perception and experience of our world and the world of others, essentially "my truth," and it is 

not a universal or categorical truth associated with empirical science and technocracy (Mensch, 

2017). Therefore, it is understandable why it is impossible to legislate or compute ethical 

responsibility for the other through empathy and compassion for it lies outside the realms of 

numerical computation and universal laws; it is personal. Moreover the question remains, can 

ethical responsibility only be accessed in personal ways, emotionally and reasonably. 

According to Levinas (1969), human being-in-the-world is automatically a position of 

transcendence. We find our justification for being in the presence of others and otherness. A 

person has no say in their conception, arrival into the world, or how they are nurtured in early 
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childhood. The essential “I” of our autonomy is found in the essential ‘We’ of human 

experience, for “to be born is to be simultaneously born of the world and to be born into the 

world” (Merleau-Ponty, 2012, p. 479). Humans are not consciously involved with the world at a 

micro or atomistic level; rather, involvement with the world is from a totalizing level of 

understanding and freedom found in the complex simplicity of related wholeness, not in the 

component parts of reduction. And, the grist of our involvement is undoubtedly emotional and 

sensory.   

 How we perceive the world through our senses, intentionality, and experiential history is 

telling, not only concerning that which is perceived but also of ourselves as perceivers. 

Consequently, how we learn about others and otherness informs what we learn about ourselves 

and the social world that surrounds us. Experiencing and interacting wholly and meaningfully 

with the world about us requires the curiosity and focus of a phenomenological intention to 

become keenly aware of the wonder of our being and the being of others, as well as the 

connectedness of our inner and outer worlds. Notwithstanding their comforting character, the 

desensitizing effect of daily routines, whether they be the pressing needs of work, home, or 

school effectively dilute the remarkable  phenomena of everyday life and learning (Allan, 2012). 

The beauty and wonder of others and otherness, as obvious as the nose on our face, becomes 

gradually imperceptible, taken for granted in part as a result of the general routines of schooling 

and learning that have constrained and transposed the wonder and curiosity of learning into a 

new key of academic exactitude and measurable outcomes. ABER, and Nostos as an occasion of 

PI, offers the possibility of deposing the isolating habits of a reductionist perspective and 

relearning how to look at the world as a relatable, coherent, and interconnected whole, 

constituted of parts (Merleau-Ponty, 2002). ABER and critical arts pedagogy offer a process for 
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learning that can establish different habits of learning that are commensurate with the dynamic 

and complex interpretive needs of humanistic studies and human development, as autonomous 

individuals and social beings.   

  It has been suggested that we need to develop imaginations that “look at things large” 

(Greene et al., 1998), beyond the fixed version we have created for ourselves and others; a 

necessity to continuously renew interpretations of the world about us through recursive thinking 

and creativity. To this effect, the arts, “the highest form of human expression that conveys 

experience”  (Kliebard as cited in Slattery, 2012, p. 245), are powerfully located to activate the 

imagination, thus enabling possibilities of looking at things large. Without the priming character 

of emotion, wonder, and imagination, the learner approaches content as an object to be observed, 

analyzed, measured, classified, and buttoned-down in packages in preparation for the unpacking 

experience of testing and assessment. Within such a particular learning experience, the learner 

essentially approaches content as something “out there”; a suitcase of prescribed processes and 

answers to take hold of, open and examine, and then selectively unpack as necessary to achieve 

expected outcomes that are framed and understood as successful achievement. The philosophical 

position of ABER as manifested in Nostos is that content as a performative inquiry seizes the 

learner as performer and audience as witness through the emotive experiences of wonder and 

imagination, which in turn can encourage empathic understanding. Learning is entangled with 

the inner motion and historical nature of human experience and perception; it is dynamic and 

successively (re)interpreted with each iteration or performance. Essentially, learning through the 

processes of ABER and Nostos “is a hermeneutical phenomenon which is largely ignored by a 

technological approach to literature; one wrongly interprets the hermeneutical situation if one 

sees himself as the master and manipulator of the situation” (Palmer, 1969, Kindle location 
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4224). To be masters and manipulators of knowledge assumes that the object (knowledge) 

possesses replicable and generalizable attributes so that the same conclusions can be derived 

from the same premises (Smeyers & Depaepe, 2006). It is an illusory position for pedagogy and 

learning in general and especially in the realm of humanistic studies, for the historical nature of 

humans’ being renders the linearity of simple cause and effect moot. 

 Human life and experience, which is correspondent to the artistic performative inquiry of 

ABER, is a gestalt that converses or sings as a unified whole. Neither life nor learning speak 

with greater clarity by being cut into disconnected portions of impersonal data; rather, 

understanding is better achieved by learning how to listen from a con-joined position of 

difference/sameness and particular/general to what is spoken or performed, and to what is not 

said or performed but is historically and contextually present. ABER, as instantiated in Nostos, 

provides a cohering process of an aesthetic encounter that presents human experience as whole, a 

phenomenon which can then reveal its constituent parts. ABER is not built upon the scaffolding 

of parts which come together to realize a unified whole, for the whole is wholly different and 

non-deducible from its parts; such is the nature and character of human experience and artistic 

encounters. When meaning or relatedness is separated or dismissed from the act of formalized 

learning, learners learn to respond in part; that is, they compartmentalize their thoughts in an act 

of reduction to provide the anticipated correct answers. Scaffolding is effective in sustaining 

compartmentalized thinking for its linearity builds on what came before. If meaning is explicated 

or grasped, it is in reference to the immediacy of the previous learning experience; 

connectedness becomes constrained by linear proximity. Of course there is a need for scaffolding 

and logical progression in acquiring skills, but in the act of reaching beyond skills to meaning, is 

not sideways or lateral thinking also a form of scaffolding that has an inherent and powerful 
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logic concerning the historical, complex, and unpredictable connections that inform humanistic 

studies? Consequently, the underlying belief and philosophical tenet that underscores my 

creative work within ABER and its value for critical arts pedagogy for understanding the 

entangled interconnections of human experience is artistic creation is a transcendent event of 

opportunity and possibility that reveals, lays bare, and invites encounters with the intertwined 

cords of self, Other, and humanity. Within my acts of composing, creative opportunities become 

my possibilities, and my possibilities become opportunities for others who then may realize 

different possibilities.  
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Chapter Three: The Practice of Performative Inquiry in Music Education: A Systematic 

Mapping Review 

Introduction 

Performative inquiry has been customarily associated with theatre/drama, dance, multi-

media, literary, and visual arts practices (Schechner & Brady, 2013). There is a nascent and 

growing practice of performative inquiry in music education but its footprint in the literature is 

minimal concerning music composition as performative inquiry for creating and developing 

artistic events that address the socio-political nature and particularity of the human condition. 

Consequently, there is a paucity of research material that examines the potential of music 

composition as performative inquiry in the context of content development (Haseman, 2006) for 

teaching and learning concerning the social and moral complexity of the human condition 

(Arendt, 1958) through musical aesthetic experience. I composed (lyrics and music) Nostos and I 

Believe—contemporary oratorios written for symphony orchestra, adult/children chorus, and 

soloists—with the educative intention to confront and interrogate social justice, discrimination, 

racism, destructive hate, and violent oppression through the persuasive force of an artistic 

encounter which enlarges the value of music and music education beyond traditional notions of 

skill development and performance for performance’s sake. The composer and performers 

grapple with the persuasive emotional power of music and words to dislocate previously held 

understandings of the experiences of others and otherness. Rodriguez-Quiles (2017), in his 

advocacy for performative music education, believes that aesthetic musical activities are 

powerful events of energy exchanges and facilitation of diverse change among groups, “where 

group cohesion is strengthened over time thanks to an array of socio-educational music 

activities” (p. 31). Borrowing from Woodford (2019), my role as a composer-educator-
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researcher, in part, can be understood as a humane and compassionate aspiration, “to socialize 

children into their humanity as it is to teach music” (p. 7). 

Composing music as a performative utterance of opportunity and possibility for enacting 

encounters with the Other and otherness, testifies to and attempts to make known the complex 

existential entanglements of humans’ being and becoming over time and space. A performative 

utterance (Austin, 1962), is neither descriptive nor declarative, nor true or false, rather an event 

of “doing”; an indulgence. Performativity, initially is about an encounter with transformative 

potential, “It is about force and effect” (Bolt, 2016, p. 139). Meaning is derived from the iterative 

character of creating, rehearsing, and performing  generating contexts of différance (Derrida, 

2001; Miller, 2007) in a living presence that is non-linear and synchronously constituted of pasts, 

presents, and futures in constant interplay. As meaning emerges, so can binary notions of 

similarity and difference, conceptual oppositions that narrow and constrain meanings to 

“either/or” propositions. However, the iterative character, force, and effect of ABER and PI as 

located in the creation and experiences of Nostos and I Believe, shift meaning-making towards 

movements of difference and deferral, understood as revisions of meaning or understanding to 

better fit with new experiences or insights, rather than fixed notions of binary opposition. 

Différance is a hinge [brisure], an (en)folding joint whose fracturing motions of entangling 

difference and deferral make manifest the insufficiency of a singular sign to determine a 

correspondent singular meaning (Derrida, 1995). 

To compose, sing, or play an instrument is an artistic utterance, it brings into being that 

which is named through the action of making, and can be a performing action of inquiry; a 

phenomenological event designed and created with intention to encourage discovery and 

revelation at the intersection of conscious and nonconscious knowing. The experience of 
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knowledge building and understanding through emotion and reason is a hallmark of performative 

inquiry, as is musical performance, especially when music and words are conjoined. Fusing 

narrative content with the connotative and emotional force of music conjoined with the 

denotative, yet fluid, nature of words generates multi-variate possibilities for teaching, learning, 

and meaning. Emotion and reason become intertwined—entangled cognition. The compelling 

effect of knowledge building and understanding by way of entangled cognition makes it difficult 

to assign a hierarchical independent value to either emotion or reason; the experience is whole, a 

gestalt from which particulars of the experience are derived (von Ehrenfels, 1988; Wertheimer, 

1984). The totality of composing, rehearsing, and performing is a self-contained unit of ABER 

and PI. Gouzouasis (2007), a professional musician, educator, and researcher states insightfully, 

“research, rehearsal, and performance may be considered as an ever changing, contiguous 

whole” (p. 43). Contrarily, a constructivist approach and structure that would reduce each 

constitutive element–composing (research), rehearsing, and performing–as isolated and 

independent events, negates the entangled historical, present, and anticipated intentionality of the 

moment to moment processes and productions of bringing Nostos and I Believe into existence. 

As well, music and lyrical composition can be simultaneously didactic—in its original 

understanding of “leading to”—and Socratic. Composers, performers, and audience become 

primary agents in the learning process. Music for education and music education as performative 

inquiry for the composer, performers, and audience has tremendous capacity for addressing 

pressing issues in a multi-cultural and densely networked world.  

The density and diversity of multi-cultural human experience illustrates and calls for rich 

understandings of the breadth, depth, and capacity of human existence and expression that 

sustain the plurality and complex wholeness of the human condition. Difference and différance 
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(Derrida, 1995) are necessary conditions of and for diversity that sustain the heterogeneous 

mixture of human experience, expression, and understanding–much like the complex dynamics 

of bio-diversity. As well, learning, teaching, and educational research require diverse approaches 

and methods that acknowledge, respond to, and sustain the complex diversity of multi-cultural 

experience and expression that shape communities, schools, teachers, and students. 

The visual offered in Figure 1 illustrates how music as performative inquiry and the 

resultant cognitive entanglement, presents an opportunity to examine diverse and complex socio-

cultural-political issues in a manner that acknowledges the complicated reasoning and emotional 

pathways of humanness (Damasio, 2018). Although isolated and important efforts have been 

made, music composition as ABER and PI within education and music education has not 

generated extensive systematic and coordinated practices to examine the compelling and critical 

issues of our time (Jorgensen, 2008). This literature review seeks to confirm, not speculate, the 

initial impression that there is a very modest amount of literature that addresses music 

composition for and as performative inquiry. What research then has been undertaken in this 

regard?  
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Figure 1.  Performative Inquiry (PI) – Entangled Cognition  

This systematic mapping/literature review is galvanized and framed by the following 

research questions: 

1. What new forms of research exist in the field of music education and what new forms 

of research include artistic products such as music composition?   

2. What are the breadth, purpose, and extent of music education research activity within 

the field of performative inquiry? 

The course of my lengthy teaching career has been powerfully characterized by creativity 

realized through composing music and developing pedagogical approaches for fostering 

creativity and inquiry through music composition. My experiences as a composer/music director 
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functioning within professional music enterprise and secondary/post-secondary educational 

settings, revealed to me the broad and impacting scope of affective agency to generate meanings 

and understandings situated within the “doing” of composing and creating original music for and 

with specific narrative intention. The research questions are motivated by locating my creative 

work as artistic inquiry within the practices of ABER and PI, and the expressed purpose of 

broadening and deepening my awareness and understanding of the relevant extant literature. 

Methodology 

The systematic review (Davies et al., 2013) is a scientific process—quantitative and 

qualitative—driven by rigorous and explicit rules that exhibit transparency, clarity, 

comprehensiveness, and critical awareness of bias. Systematic reviews (Gough et al., 2017) vary 

in approach and data type: heterogeneous or homogeneous. These reviews can be aggregate or 

configurative, have inferential variation, and different conceptualizations. Systematic mapping 

reviews are a specific subset of systematic reviews; they are a type of review common across 

disciplines that practice evidence-based principles but are different than systematic reviews.  

Systematic mapping reviews, sometimes termed “scoping reviews,” are designed to 

examine the nature or academic personality of a research field; they do not possess the analytical 

depth of a full-fledged systematic review. Essentially, the mapping review seeks to determine 

what issues and questions have been researched, and what methodologies and methods were used 

to do the research, or, as importantly, what has not been researched. The anticipated findings of 

the mapping review will provide some clarity to the scope of research addressing the relevant 

research question(s). Systematic mapping reviews are actions of strategic reconnaissance, 

fashioned to maximize limited resources in determining whether further research is warranted, 

whether a redirection of resources is necessary because of inadequate evidence for synthesis, or 
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if the field is saturated requiring revitalization. Systematic mapping reviews do not ask “why” 

the literature is characterized one way or another, and the synthesis of research of evidentiary 

findings is not its primary goal. 

Systematic reviews are rigorous and explicit reviews of existing research. They are large 

in scope, grand in resources, analytical, descriptive, and designed to effectively provide broad 

and detailed information regarding research questions. Systematic reviews can aid in the 

development of public policy for associated fields of human endeavor. It is common to have 

teams of researchers working on a single systematic review, hence the need for significant 

resources, financial and otherwise.  

Despite differences in focus, research problem, design, and epistemology, systematic 

mapping reviews can be as robust and rigorous as systematic reviews concerning the search 

process. The depth and breadth of analysis and synthesis of evidentiary findings are much less 

demanding of systematic mapping reviews. Another difference between the two types of reviews 

can be found in the appraisal process for quality of study. Researchers conducting systematic 

reviews appraise study quality for inclusion or exclusion in the review process while those 

undertaking mapping reviews tend to address issues of study quality and methodology during the 

analysis component of the process, suggesting the need for further research (Grant & Booth, 

2009).  

Systematic mapping reviews are undertaken to frame and categorise the breadth, depth, 

and type of extant relevant research concerning the targeted research problem and question(s). 

Using the frameworks of Gough et al., (2017), Davies et al., (2012), and Petersen, Mujtaba, and 

Mattsson (2008), the protocol for this systematic mapping review is as follows: 
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1. Clarifying and defining the research question(s); what is the nature of the landscape? 

a. Scope, explore, read; 

b. Breadth of question; and 

c. Depth of detail required to address the question.  

2. Develop search strategy and conduct search:   

a. Iterative search;   

b. Develop theories/concepts; and 

c. Refine research question(s) as required. 

3. Identify all broadly relevant research papers from the initial review 

4. Develop inclusion criteria 

5. Screen papers for inclusion criteria 

6. Identify relevant papers 

7. Develop categorization scheme and link to research question 

8. Analyze content of the papers 

9. Synthesize findings 

10. Conclusion 

Inclusion Criteria 

A systematic mapping review requires a system for directing, focusing, examining, and 

deciding what is to be included or excluded from the review. The inclusion criteria for this study 

required a structure that could accommodate a broad reach with an unambiguous specific grasp 

in its search and examination of research material addressing music composition as performative 

inquiry. Consequently, eight inclusion criteria were developed to facilitate a meaningful and 

effective mapping review of research literature pertaining to music composition as performative 
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inquiry. By adhering to the inclusion criteria, issues of consistency, transparency, and bias are 

addressed fairly and equitably.   

Criteria #1. Research in music education examining music composition, and other 

creative/artistic products from 2000–2018. Arriving at a notion of what is new in modes of 

research implies that there is an “old.” Concepts of new and old are understood in terms of 

qualitative and chronological measurements. The initial plan for the mapping study was to 

chronologically frame new research as research undertaken between the years 2000 – 2018. The 

study of performativity, which is indelibly linked to performance studies (Miller, 2009) and 

phenomenology (Heidegger, 1949; Merleau-Ponty, 2012), has a lengthy and broad history of 

scholarship which evolved and expanded to generate and embrace the study of performative 

inquiry. Deciding on a historical point in time to ascribe the term “new research” was 

challenging. Consequently, it was determined that the 19-year inclusive study (2000 – 2018), 

needed to be expanded to be meaningful, contemporary, and directional in suggesting the course 

of future research. Hence, the mapping review examined research material from 1922 – 2018.  

Criteria #2. Peer reviewed: journal articles, books, book chapters, symposium/conference 

presentations. As a matter of quality control, peer reviewed material is an inclusion criterion. 

Symposium/conference papers are included if they have been accepted (peer reviewed) and 

presented at academic scholarly forums. 

Criteria #3. Research documents must have an abstract stating research design and 

foundational theory. One researcher, limited by time, completed this mapping study. Documents 

including abstracts that clearly state the focus, design, and foundational theory of the research 

project, decidedly aided in expeditiously moving the mapping study forward.  
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Criteria #4. Performative inquiry and music education research. Research documents, as 

the primary focus, must address performative inquiry and its conception, presence, location, and 

practice in music education.    

Criteria #5. Topics and issues addressed by music education researchers within the field 

of performative inquiry. The primary focus is the examination of the type and substance of issues 

confronted and addressed by music education researchers related to their conceptions and 

understandings of practices in the field of performative inquiry. 

Criteria #6. Topics and issues addressed by music education researchers within the field 

of performative inquiry and music composition. The primary focus is the examination of the type 

and substance of issues confronted and addressed by music education researchers related to their 

conceptions and understandings of practices in the field of performative inquiry and music 

composition. 

Criteria #7. Formal K-12, post-secondary, studio-based, and informal community-based 

music education. An initial cursory search of performative inquiry within practices of music 

education and general education produced a minimal number of pertinent research materials. 

Similar to expanding the date range of the mapping study, a decision was made to locate and 

examine practices of performative inquiry across divisions of age, institution, private, and public 

realms of music education. It was anticipated that this decision would increase the probability of 

finding more research material relevant to the mapping study.   

Criteria #8. Works for review must be written in English. My language of academic 

competency is English, in addition to my professional competency in multivarious practices of 

music and music notation.                   
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Search Process 

 As the only researcher conducting this systematic mapping review, it was critical to 

maximize limited resources of time and labour. In this regard, a meeting was arranged with 

research librarians with expertise in Education, Philosophy, and Music. A second meeting with 

the Education librarian was scheduled to assist in refining and organizing the search process. A 

course of action was suggested and explored regarding: 

1. Examining databases;  

2. Keyword searches and search strategies; 

3. Reviewing authors and scholars; and 

4. Data collection methods. 

 Upon a perfunctory search of terms involving music education research, music 

composition, and performativity, it was expeditiously concluded that the polarized results—from 

thousands of articles to zero articles—required a list of search terms that either enlarged or 

distilled the scrutiny of the databases. After considerable time searching and reflecting, the 

following search terms were established for the mapping review. Three databases were searched 

using all 26 search terms each time: Academic Search Complete, ERIC, and Scopus. 

1. Music education + performative inquiry 

2. Music education + music composition 

3. Music composition + performative inquiry 

4. Music education + performative theory 

5. Music education + composition + performativity 

6. Performative inquiry 
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7. Performative inquiry + music 

8. Performative + music 

9. Performative inquiry + composer 

10. Performative inquiry + music composition 

11. Performative inquiry + music composer 

12. Performativity theory 

13. Performativity theory + music 

14. Performativity + music composition 

15. Music composition + inquiry-based learning 

16. Research methods in music education 

17. Music education + research methods 

18. Music education research 

19. Music education research + performative inquiry 

20. Music education research + performative inquiry + music composition 

21. Music education research + performative inquiry + composition 

22. Music education research + artistic products 

23. Performative inquiry + artistic research 

24. New forms of research in music education 

25. Research methods used in music education 

26. Performative + music composition 

Regarding corroboration, additional databases were searched but were not catalogued, 

including Psych Info and Brill's Companions in Classical Studies Online III. The findings were 

commensurate with the search results of the primary databases. The inclusion criteria, “research 
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in music education examining music composition, and other creative/artistic products from 2000 

– 2018,” was expanded to include all date ranges afforded by the databases presented in Tables 

1-3 on pages 77-82. This modification was the result of a paucity of research in music 

composition for and as performative inquiry. The expanded date range for inclusion in the 

mapping study was subsequently applied to all searches in all databases. I keenly understood that 

using search terms to scope a field is but one way of engaging with the literature and as a result 

there may be a number of research studies/papers that were not identified. Despite my search 

efforts, the findings of the systematic mapping review clearly demonstrates that the literature is 

very thin and limited in addressing the research questions pertaining to the educative value of 

music composition as and for performative inquiry in addressing the social and particular 

phenomenology of humanity. Thus, by extension, it is speculated that there could be studies that 

were not identified, but they would likely be small in number.   

Search Results 

  The initial search of the databases (in search order) produced the following results for 

review: 

1. 586 items in Academic Search Complete (Table 1); 

2. 610 items in ERIC (Table 2); and 

3. 1120 items in Scopus (Table 3). 

 Items are defined as journal articles, books, book chapters, and symposium or conference 

papers. All items needed to be peer reviewed. A three-step process was used to screen the 2,316 

items. 
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1. Examination of title, key words, and emergent terms that may indicate relevancy, for 

example: “Critical Arts-Based Inquiry: Performances of Resistance Politics” (Finley, 

2017); 

2. Examination of abstracts; and 

3. A reading of the item with an aim to search for meaningful correspondence to the 

research questions. 

The following three tables, successive searches of Academic Search Complete, ERIC, and 

Scopus, provide numerical data representing search term findings regarding date range, number 

of listings, number of listed findings reviewed, and number of relevant articles addressing music 

composition as performative inquiry. 
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Table 1 

Systematic Mapping Review Search Results: Academic Search Complete EBSCO 

Search Term  
Peer Reviewed - all results date range 

# of 
listings 

# 
reviewed 

Relevancy 
from  
first 50 listings 

Music Education (Mus Ed) +  
Performative Inquiry (reverse terms  
same results) 2005-2013 4 4 0 

Mus Ed + composition  1954-2018 1585 50 2 
Music composition + Performative 
inquiry           2013 1 1 1 
Music Ed + Performative Theory 2003-2016 9 9 3 

Mus Ed + composition 
+ performativity 2013-2016 2 2 1 
Performative Inquiry 1980-2018 237 50 2 
Performative Inquiry + music 1998-2016 13 13 1 
Performative + music 1996-2018 306 50 0 
Performative inquiry + composer  0 0 
Performative inquiry + music  
composition          2013 1 1 1 
Performative inquiry + music 
composer 0 0 
Performativity theory 1993-2018 736 50 2 
Performativity theory + music 1998-2017 26 26 4 
Performativity + music composition 2006-2017 12 12 0 

Music Composition +  
Inquiry based learning 2008-2010 2 2 0 
Research methods in music education 1979-2018 992 50 13 

Music education + research methods 1979-2018 992 50 13 

Music Education research 1941-2018 4356 50 7 
Music Education research + 
performative inquiry  2005-2013 4 4 1 
 
Music Education research + 
performative inquiry + 
music composition         2013 1 1 1 

Table continues     
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Music Education research +  
performative inquiry +  
composition          2013 1 1 1 

Music Education research + 
artistic products 2008-2011 3 3 0 

Performative inquiry +  
Artistic research 2005-2016 16 16 2 
New forms of research in Music 
Education 1988-2018 96 50 0 

Research methods used in Mus Ed 1992-2018 307 50 3 

Performative + music composition 1997-2018 41 41 2 

TOTALS 9743 586 60 
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Table 2 

Systematic Mapping Review Search Results: ERIC 

Search Term  
Peer Reviewed - all results date range 

# of 
listings 

# 
reviewed  

Relevancy 
from  
first 50 
listings 

Music Education (Mus Ed) +  
Performative Inquiry (reverse 
terms,  
same results)         2008 1 1 0 

Mus Ed + composition  1922-2018 686 50 0 
Music composition + 
Performative inquiry 0 0 

Music Ed + Performative Theory 2005-2016 10 10 1 
Mus Ed + composition 
+ performativity 0 0 
Performative Inquiry 1998-2017 61 50 0 

Performative Inquiry + music         2008 1 1 0 
Performative + music 2004-2016 24 24 0 
Performative inquiry + composer  0 0 

Performative inquiry + music  
composition 0 0 
Performative inquiry + music 
composer 0 0 
Performativity theory 1985-2018 190 50 0 
Performativity theory + music 2005-2016 10 10 0 
Performativity + music 
composition         2007 1 1 0 
Music Composition +  
Inquiry based learning 2005-2017 5 5 0 
Research methods in music 
education 1996- 2018 1202 100 8 
Music education + research 
methods 1966-2018 1236 100 6 
Music Education research 1966-2018 3962 100 6 

Music Education research + 
performative inquiry          2008 1 1 1 

Table continues     
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Music Education research + 
performative inquiry + 
music composition 0 0 
Music Education research +  
performative inquiry +  
composition 0 0 

Music Education research + 
artistic products 2016-2017 2 2 0 

Performative inquiry +  
Artistic research 2008-2009 2 2 1 
New forms of research in Music 
Education 2002-2017 50 50 2 
Research methods used in Mus 
Ed 1971-2018 285 50 2 
Performative + music 
composition 2011-2014 3 3 1 

TOTALS 7732 610 28 
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Table 3 

Systematic Mapping Review Search Results: SCOPUS  

 
 

Search Term  
Peer Reviewed - all results date range 

# of 
listings 

# 
reviewed  

Relevancy 
from  
first 100-200 
listings 

Music Education (Mus Ed) +  
Performative Inquiry (reverse terms  
same results)         2014 1 1 0 
Mus Ed + composition  1967-2018 399 100 3 
Music composition + Performative 
inquiry 0 0 
Music Ed + Performative Theory 2004-2016 6 6 1 
Mus Ed + composition 
+ performativity         2016 2 2 2 
Performative Inquiry 1990-2018 190 100 0 
Performative Inquiry + music 1990-2014 7 7 0 
Performative + music 1990-2018 387 100 3 
Performative inquiry + composer          1990 1 1 0 
Performative inquiry + music  
composition 0 0 
Performative inquiry + music 
composer 0 0 
Performativity theory 1990-2018 955 100 0 
Performativity theory + music 2006-2017 21 21 0 
Performativity + music composition 2006-2018 14 14 3 
Music Composition +  
Inquiry based learning 2014-2015 2 2 1 
Research methods in music 
education 1914-2018 608 100 0 
Music education + research methods 1914-2018 624 120 0 
Music Education research 1914-2018 3031 200 1 
Music Education research + 
performative inquiry          2014 1 1 0 
Music Education research + 
performative inquiry + 
music composition 0 0 

Table continues     
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Music Education research +  
performative inquiry +  
composition 0 0 
Music Education research + 
artistic products 1987-2017 12 12 0 
Performative inquiry +  
Artistic research 2009-2018 6 6 1 
New forms of research in Music 
Education 1991-2017 68 1 

Research methods used in Mus Ed 1914-2018 608 200 0 

Performative + music composition 2005-2018 27 27 3 

TOTALS 6970 1120 19 
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 The quality appraisal process associated with the search results presented in Tables 1-3 

was guided by the ensuing protocol gauging the content integrity of the items relative to the 

research questions. The criteria are listed from broadest to more explicit alignment: 

1. Include discussion of performative(s) or performativity in the arts or music education; 

2. Include discussion of performative(s) or performativity in music; 

3. Include discussion of performative(s) or performativity in music composition; 

4. Include discussion of performative(s) or performativity in music education and music 

composition; 

5. Explicit focus on performative(s) or performativity in music composition; 

6. Explicit focus on performative(s) or performativity in music education; and 

7. Explicit focus on performative(s) or performativity in music education and music 

composition. 

 Several of the same relevant articles were found using multiple search terms in all three 

databases. In particular, Embodiment of Musical Creativity: The Cognitive and Performative 

Causality of Musical Composition (Zvonimir, 2017) listed prominently. Of the 2,316 items 

examined in the initial search process, 107 were selected as having possible relevance, or broadly 

aligned with the research questions. After a second read, the elimination of duplicate items, and 

an analysis for relevance of 102 items, decisions were made to exclude an item or assign it to one 

of four categories: 1) Music education research and music composition, 2) Performative 

concepts, 3) Performativity and music composition, or 4) Performative and social justice. 

Twenty-six (26) items were deemed relevant and critically aligned with the research questions 

for inclusion in the systematic mapping review. Interestingly, and noted, only two items 

addressed performative inquiry and music composition from the composer’s perspective, 
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“Charles Mingus and Performative Composing” (Dunkel, 2011) and Embodiment of Musical 

Creativity: The Cognitive and Performative Causality of Musical Composition (Zvonimir, 2017).   

 The original work for the mapping review was completed in 2018 to scope and confirm 

the volume of studies concerning music composition as performative inquiry or more generally, 

music as a performative utterance (Austin, 1962; Derrida 2001). A second round of reviews was 

completed in February 2020 to update and get a sense of the volume and type of research work 

undertaken post 2018 in the areas of music composition as performative inquiry. Although it was 

concluded that very little new work was completed in music composition as performative 

inquiry, or music as performativity, there were some notable studies to consider. In particular 

and impressively, Chung's (2019) study, “What is Music Meaning? Theorizing Music as 

Performative Utterance,” presents a persuasive and cogent argument to understand musical 

meaning as more than representation by placing Austin's (1962) theory of the “performative 

utterance” and phenomenological perspectives upon the act of creating music, physically or 

imagined. Musical meaning is underwritten by praxis according to Chung (2019); more than the 

sum of a theoretical analysis, musical or otherwise, it is, “how we use music to do things and 

how we comport ourselves to the pressures that musical meaning applies to our goals, concerns, 

and activities” (p. 5). 

 Hollingworth (2019), despite not overtly discussing the performative nature of music as 

per Chung, nonetheless proceeds to insightfully and eloquently share her story as a growing 

composer through creative autobiography and the creation of a string quartet. Essentially, her 

personal study is deeply reflective of the tenets of performativity that far exceed notions of 

performance. Although not a study of music composition as performative inquiry, Deo and 

Gouzouasis (2020) compassionately write about social and emotional development through a 
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painful memory of a former student; in doing so, they suggest musical meaning is implicated to 

“do things,” a praxis that deeply stirs and incites our thoughts, responses, and actions.    

 There appears to be a common practice of using the terms performative and performance 

in an interchangeable manner that belies any distinction of important and meaningful difference 

between the terms. In many studies, “performative and performativity” are directly 

correspondent to embodiment, which can be an associative relationship, but not exclusively so.  

The widely blurred or uneven understandings of performative theory, in its historical and 

developmental context, have been a challenge in finding research that is relevant to the focus and 

direction of this study. Nonetheless, there are appearances and indications that the praxis of 

“doing things” and the phenomenology of experience as modes of engaging with the world in 

meaningfully generative ways are gainfully recognized and growing, as is music’s place in the 

performative journey.    

Findings 

Question 1. What new forms of research exist in the field of music education and what new forms 

of research include artistic products such as music composition?   

 A representative sampling of research methodologies reviewed in this systematic 

mapping study include: arts-based research (Bakan, 2013; Daykin, 2004); performative inquiry 

(Douglas & Carless, 2013; Gould, 2011; Kartomi, 2014; Kielian-Gilbert, 2011; Vogels, 2018; 

Weston & Lenette, 2016), case study (Barrett, 2014; Bolden, 2009;  Viig, 2017), historical 

(Folkestad, 2005; Fulcher, 1998), narrative inquiry (Bresler, 2006; Randles & Sullivan, 2013), 

critical methodologies (Elliott, 2012; Finley, 2017), and autoethnography (Gouzouasis & 

Ihnatovych, 2016; Wiley, 2019). The range of methodologies cited above demonstrates a broad 

and robust scope of qualitative research activity in music education. The issues and topics 
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addressed were interesting and embracing as the research material probed and expanded 

understandings of music, music composition, performative inquiry through performance, music 

education for social justice, and their value for vital learning and engagement with the greater 

world of humanity. In particular, there were some studies that were distinctly different and 

noteworthy for their creative approach to music education research. 

 Davidson (2014), a music psychologist, used idiographic and nomothetic research 

paradigms in her examination of an analysis of a performance of Liszt’s Liebestraum (Dream of 

Love) and Nocturne no. 3 by concert pianist, Lang Lang. Purves (2017), in “Music Technology, 

Education and Maps: The Use of Geospatial Technology and Data to Inform Music Education 

Research,” provides a fascinating introduction to notions of geospatial statistical techniques 

being applied to music education research. Composer practices of “sound maps” and “sound 

walks” are illustrative of applications of geospatial technology, arousing an interest to explore 

such creative work on many levels, not the least being performative inquiry. A study by Seddon 

and O’Neill (2004) used Q methodology to study criteria used by 32 young composers (ages 13-

14) to self-assess their creative work. Essentially a study of assessment jointly framed by 

psychology and education, the focus on composition with youth and the novel application of Q 

methodology in music education research warranted including this item in the mapping study, 

notwithstanding the absence of discussion about performativity.   

Critical to music education research is the quality of observation and description 

constituted by the skill of the researcher, purpose of the study, research questions, research 

design, and operational definitions (Miksza & Elpus, 2018). The items addressing question one, 

what new forms of “research” exist in the field of music education addressing music 

composition, were generally of a high quality in design and content. There are new intriguing 
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forms of research as exemplified by geospatial technology that address music composition, but 

most of the research embracing music composition in music education is of the “how to” or 

“need to” variety—essentially rubrics, suggestions, or guidelines regarding teacher training, 

pedagogical methods, technology, popular music, or skill development. As such, these are 

important issues and concerns to confront and research; however, to advance and enlarge music 

for its performative and educative value in developing the whole person, it will take new 

thinking to replace the old thinking attired as new research. Most of the items included in the 

study that address music composition and performative inquiry arise from the fields of 

musicology, ethnomusicology, and word and music studies. Unfortunately, there appears to be a 

constrained understanding and sense of place for music composition as performative inquiry for 

the development and presentation of artistic content with the intention of creating possibilities of 

transformative encounters with otherness that challenge our sense of self in a complex social 

world. The findings addressing question one suggest a sizeable gap in the literature referencing 

music education, music composition, and performative inquiry or performativity as a 

phenomenon of doing and experience or enactment as per Austin’s sense of praxis and Derrida’s 

sense of différance and iteration. Advancing and establishing music composition as a viable and 

integral site of inquiry, performative and aesthetic, and concomitant rehearsals and performances 

as sites of iterative tension, différance, and meaning provides a wholly different epistemological 

experience than empiricism and an opportunity for expanding place and value for music in 

education. 

Question 2. What is the breadth, purpose, and extent of music education research activity within 

the field of performative inquiry? 
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 Much of the discussion in music education and performative inquiry is opaque and needs 

disambiguation regarding a clearer understanding of the term performativity. Many items were 

excluded from the mapping review for this very reason. Mostly, “performative” was used as a 

surrogate for conceptions of artistic performance in the aesthetic sense. Miller (2009) mentions 

that “performativity” is a neologism and then suggests that the link between Austin’s speech act 

theory and artistic performance as performativity is tenuous at best. Miller goes on further to 

insinuate a lineage where performance studies, first institutionalized at New York University and 

Northwestern University, predate the development of performativity by Butler, Foucault, and 

Derrida. Critical to understanding the direction of my study is Miller`s (2009) sense of the 

capacity of a performative act to summon a response or call to action from a percipient: 

My response to the call made on me is essentially a reciprocal performative saying 

“yes” to a performative demand issued initially by the wholly other. My “yes” is a 

performative countersigning or the validating of a performative command that comes 

from outside me.  (p.231) 

Miller`s understanding of Derrida`s performative call is similar to a phenomenological 

encounter as examined in “Education and Encounter” (Bollnow et al., 1972). In both cases, there 

is a principle of uncertainty in being called or encountered, for it is not possible to predict or 

generalize the context for such outcomes. However, at the core of a performative call or 

encounter is an acute awareness of self through the confrontation of other, often leading to some 

form of insight, illumination, or transformation. Such a foundational understanding of 

performativity appears to be conspicuously absent in the music education literature, 

notwithstanding pockets of research, for example Chung (2019), that brilliantly point the way for 

further study. There were some scholars that did possess a keen understanding of performativity, 
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as read in Rolling (2010), but these authors did not mention music as a medium or modality of 

artistic expression. Furthermore, Kartomi (2014) noted that composers generally have not written 

on the subject of performatives. Most researchers addressing music performativity are 

“performers, performer-scholars, musicologists, ethnomusicologists, popular music specialists, 

music psychologists, and music theorists” (p.193). What emerged from the mapping study was 

an acute awareness that music education researchers have not explored performative inquiry in a 

deep and broad manner for its pedagogical, intersectional, and educative value, especially 

through the act of composing and performing music. As already mentioned, most of the 

insightful research addressing music and performativity, especially through the act of composing 

music, was undertaken by musicologists and ethnomusicologists. Accordingly, the inclusion 

criteria were amended to include items beyond the parameters of music education research.   

Although performative inquiry or performativity was not mentioned in Viig's (2015) 

laudable review of composition in music education, the concept of “authoring self” discussed in 

his work  can be reasonably perceived as a performative act. Similarly, though not explicitly 

addressed within contexts of performativity, soundscape research in music education (Abramo, 

2015), especially within the practice of music composition, holds promise for its potentially 

performative turn. The idea of recognizing sound as a critical agent in the formation of identity, 

politically and geographically, merits further research as a mode of performative inquiry. 

Discussion addressing issues of social justice and citizenship in music education as found in 

Elliott (2012), have a tacit skeletal structure of performative inquiry embedded in their 

arguments, but explicit mention of performativity in any sense is absent. Viig's (2017) exemplary 

music education study of creative music practice in Norway through a sociocultural lens, 

examines the mediation of composing through social relations and interactions, effectively 
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diminishing the traditional musicological practice of objectifying creative musical work. Kielian-

Gilbert (2011) in “Musical Bordering, Connecting Histories, Becoming Performative,” states, 

“Music’s performative values shift sonic and analytical theoretical foci to music as act and 

action and to doing things with music” [emphasis original] (p. 206). Her research examined 

performativity and its transgressive nature through the work of composers Gabriela Ortiz and 

Igor Stravinsky. There appears to be a nascent shift towards and growing recognition of music 

composition as a performative act, albeit small and located on the periphery of music education 

research. Chung’s (2019), “What is music meaning? Theorizing music as performative 

utterance,” may be a bellwether in its examination and claims for imagined music sound as he 

states, “What I do maintain is that any occurrence of real or imagined musical sound considered 

as such, however defined, is a doing (rather than, strictly, a thing) that interfaces with the goals, 

concerns, and activities of its practitioners” (p. 3). For Chung, musical meaning emerges from an 

act of doing music, imagined or a real occurrence of listening or performing. As a composer, I 

am profoundly drawn to associate imagined music with the act of composing music, and 

composing music as a performative act of doing from which meaning emerges as per Derrida’s 

(1995) idea of différance.   

Vogels (2018) too, in “Performative Sounds: The Threatening Touch of Timbre,” 

examined performativity in music by way of Austin’s work with speech act theory. The article 

examines timbre as commensurate with Austin’s idea of a speech act. Vogels, a musicologist, 

focuses his work on the intersection between politics and music. In “Performativity and the 

Musical Work of Art,” Janz (2011) challenges the ontological dyad of composition and 

performance. He incisively and persuasively argues for an integrative approach to music 

composition considering performativity and aesthetics. Janz counters, quite effectively, the 
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philosophy of regarding the “work” of art versus performance as two distinct ontological events, 

as does Fischer-Lichte (2008) in The Transformative Power of Performance: A New Aesthetics. 

The work of Carless and Douglas (2011) examines performativity through the act of song-

writing and audience responses. Their research is not framed by music education; nonetheless, 

their article, “What's in a song? How songs contribute to the communication of social science 

research” sparkles with insights and affirmations of the “realisation that traditional scientific 

methodologies are not well suited to generating and communicating insights into an individual’s 

subjectivities, meanings, and embodied experiences” (p. 441). Their work appears to reflect the 

relational concepts of entangled cognition modeled in Figure 1.  

The breadth, purpose, and extent of music education research activity within the field of 

performative inquiry, as per question two, presents as not prolific, broad, or deep. It should not 

be surprising then that any notion of purpose regarding question two, is moot, for the music 

education research community, generally speaking, does not abundantly or robustly engage with 

the field of performative inquiry. Still, there are pockets of interesting and provoking research 

critically establishing compelling arguments for further study of performativity in music and 

music education. Less so, but crucial for music education, creative development, and an 

epistemology of humanness (Hess, 2019), research in music composition as performative inquiry 

has begun, be it modest but provokingly meaningful.  

Strengths and Limitations of the Systematic Mapping Review 

 The review strongly brought into focus the nominal quantity of research undertaken 

within the field of music concerning performativity, especially within the practices of music 

education. Distilled further, considering the voluminous vat and magnitude of music education 

research, only a trickle of research in music education addresses music composition and 
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performative inquiry. The search results are confirming in this regard although the limited 

research work done to date on performativity is thoughtful, insightful, and provoking. 

Philosophically, the writing of Janz (2011) is particularly invigorating for his position on the 

integration of aesthetics and performativity relative to music composition. Even more so, 

Chung’s (2019) treatise on music as a performative utterance and his recognition of the musical 

imagination as a material reality is encouraging and animating to me as a composer and 

performative inquirer. Both Janz (2011) and Chung (2019) support a robust view of the 

performative character of music that invigorates my stance that all music composition is 

simultaneously aesthetic and performative. As a result, it is hasty to adopt an exclusive position 

of “either/or” that polarizes the act of composing music. Rather, music composition resides on a 

sliding spectrum of performativity and aesthetics. The saturation level of either mode of 

understanding is a processual flux, determined by the specificity of the context, exceptional 

circumstances, or moment in question.   

 An additional perceived strength of the study is that I conducted this mapping/literature 

study as a composer-educator-researcher. I have composed for symphony orchestras, choruses, 

concert bands, jazz bands, and soloists in a host of artistic styles including, classical concert 

music, jazz, pop, and electronic within the media fields of radio, studio production, television, 

and concert stage. As a performer and music producer, I have abundant experience in 

improvisation, creating with intense constraints and outcomes (artistic/commercial), and creating 

with nominal constraints, highly discretionary, and unpredictable outcomes (artistic/non-

commercial). Critically important as a consequence of my role as an educator for many years, I 

have researched, experimented, and developed a unique program of study for music composition, 

creative development, and performative inquiry. Correlatively, referral to broad and deep 
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experiences in music composition and education informed the review process in conceptual, 

theoretical, philosophical, and pragmatic ways. This by no means implies that the search was 

unconditionally comprehensive, exhaustive, or precise; rather, the search was informed by a 

phenomenology and epistemology that are diverse, broadly perceptive, and performative. 

Reasonably, girding the search of the databases with such lenses is advantageous to the selection 

of items chosen for inclusion in the review; the perspective is multi-dimensional.   

 The limitations of this review are clearly salient—one researcher and limited resources. A 

fully developed systematic literature review is not within the scope of my study nor is it possible 

to be completed by a single researcher. The systematic review methodology requires a team of 

researchers. Nonetheless, the systematic mapping review is a critical first step, producing 

meaningful findings and a sense and scope of the literature concerning music composition as 

performative inquiry.   

An Understanding of Performativity for Music Composition 

 As a result of the systematic mapping/literature review, it has become evident to me that 

the term performativity does not ascribe itself to a singular definitive meaning. For music 

education researchers Davidson (2014) and Kartomi (2014), performativity is wholly associated 

with staged music performance. Any notion of text—read composer or composition—as an 

utterance (Austin, 1962) is not considered, resulting in utterances understood solely as physical 

performances by musicians: 

The concept of music performativity, on the other hand, includes not only the 

artist’s/artists’ production of sounds and movements, persona (stage presence), 

competence, approach, and style, but also influential factors such as the acoustics and 

style of the venue, the arrangement of the stage or arena, audience seating, the lighting, 
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and the contributions of the director, technicians, back-up artists, make-up artists, event 

organizers, entrepreneurs, audience, and patrons; indeed everyone involved in the process 

of bringing a performance to fruition.  (Kartomi, 2014, p. 189) 

The absence of the composer and composition in Kartomi’s concept of performativity 

seems to me to miss the mark somewhat regarding perceptions of enactment or actions of doing. 

Referring to Chung’s (2019) work in theorizing music as performative utterance, music, “will be 

considered in terms of real instances of its taking place, or real acts of its being imagined to take 

place” (p. 3). Imagining music is a real act, a conscious act of doing–especially for composers–

an utterance that far exceeds any notion that imagining music is equivalent to a thought. My 

imagination clearly hears the string section performing as a performance, albeit a private 

performance, as I imagine it into reality by the evidence of a score. My imaginings are the 

utterances that bring into being original music and its shared materiality through a score which in 

turn is brought into multivariate realities through the interpretation of performance. 

Performances of my creative work, as per Kartomi (2014), did not bring my compositions into 

existence per se; rather the concert performances of Nostos and I Believe by an orchestra and 

singers were a shift in presentational form and performative modality, bringing into being a 

different experience of the work that foregrounds the gestalt character of composing and 

performing as a contiguous whole. Nostos and I Believe would exist regardless of the materiality 

of a public performance, for it was fashioned through the reality of my imagination and 

evidenced by a notated score. Understandably, withholding the scores from public performance 

would forfeit a different performativity and validation of the works, but Nostos and I Believe 

would continue to exist, nonetheless. The composer’s utterances are performative as are the 

utterances of performers and each successive performance of I Believe and Nostos thereafter. 
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More so, rehearsals are intensely performative for their iterative quality to disrupt understandings 

and incite negotiations of doing and meaning with the artistic work and fellow performers. In 

other words, music-making as performativity or performative inquiry is not a categorical event of 

singularity, an outcome or product; it is a gestalt whose processes are inextricably linked, 

possibly as interconnected episodic experiences.   

In advancing composing as performative inquiry, Gould (as cited in Pollock, 1998), 

suggests that performativity accommodates performative writing, that is “writing as doing 

replaces writing as meaning; writing becomes meaningful in the material, dis/continuous act of 

writing” (p. 75). As a composer this perspective is attractive as it further suggests the act of 

composing, creating the work, as an act of doing, not an act of description or representation. 

Composing as a performative act may engender a host of aroused arguments on both sides of the 

galley of reason, but assuredly, composing is not constative or representative (Austin, 1962). The 

only objective and constative nature of a notated score is its inherent material tangibility. 

Furthermore, citing conditions and appropriate circumstances for an utterance to be performative 

as per Austin (1962), “the speaker himself or other persons should also perform certain other 

actions, whether 'physical' or 'mental' actions or even acts of uttering further words” (p. 8). The 

performative utterances of a composer, the composition, rely on other people and actions, 

namely musicians, audiences, and performances, and the relationship of the composer to the 

work, to enlarge and enrich the processual character of a performative act. The performative act 

in music does not find its locus exclusively in performance with musicians and performers. 

Composing and performing music are acts of communion, writ large and small, between 

personal and collective, transitory yet eternally human, and performative and aesthetic, for it is 

of us and for us.  
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Meaning-making within the act of composing music as performative inquiry, is not 

derived from fixed linear associations of cause and effect or binary oppositions of ‘either/or’. 

There is a constitutional recursive character to performativity in music composition, a procedure 

of repetition framed by the rupturing or fracturing motion of différance (Derrida, 2001; Miller, 

2007), that seeks to experience, identify, or understand the “other”; and in doing so, arrives at an 

enlarged understanding of self. This action is not mindless repetition in the name of homogeneity 

or skill development. Rather, it is a performative act characteristic of works that address social 

justice issues (Hess, 2019; Woodford, 2019). In this recursive sense, music composition as 

performative inquiry appeals to ideals and iterative concepts of creating that are disruptive, 

coherent, and continuous (Butler, 1990).  

A “tug on the sleeve,” suggests Fels (2012), is akin to an acute moment of awareness, of 

attention, a “stop” so to speak, similar to a disruptive moment as per Derrida, where an 

opportunity of performative inquiry presents itself serendipitously. If the receiver of such an 

opportunity is attuned and in accord with the experiential moment, an action site of inquiry can 

take place. Fels states: 

Performative inquiry may be engaged in any of the arts—dance, music, multimedia, 

visual and performing arts—and indeed, as a way to consider the stops in our everyday 

lives, in terms of how we perform and are performed by our environment, our roles, our 

contexts, our relationships with others and the “scripts” that we create, and what is 

revealed in those stop moments, the embodied data, that call us to attention. (p.51) 

 The phrase “call us to attention” by Fels, redirects thinking towards Jacques Derrida’s 

“special theory of performativity” (Miller, 2009). Expanding on Austin’s work, Derrida sees 

performativity, “as a response made to a demand made on me by the “wholly other” [le tout 
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autre]” (Derrida as cited in Miller, p. 231). This response can be framed as a “calling,” 

unforeseen, perhaps surprising, most certainly not glib, nor facile. This sense of a calling is a 

rupture of sorts, possibly transgressive, for sure disruptive. It initiates a break with what was 

(past), what is (present), and what might be (future). Derrida’s sense of performativity is not 

linear; it is a lateral move with no evidence of what is to come, somewhat like a Greek ring 

composition. The rupture or calling, initiates a quest, a performative inquiry, with respectful 

disregard for the rules, context, and outcomes; it creates “self,” its own context, its own rules of 

engagement and outcome. This type of performative inquiry renders all social experience and 

knowledge as plastic through the relations and interactions with the wholly other. This sense of 

performativity resonates excitedly with my composing practices, becoming a powerful 

collaborator with aesthetic theory in the act of creation that is directional yet uncertain of 

purpose, outcome, or validation. Composing is a response to a tug on my sleeve–a calling. 

 Austin (1962), Butler (1990), and Derrida (2001) are different in their conceptions of 

performativity. Still, each contributes to a meaningful theory of performative inquiry in music 

composition: 

1. Austin’s speech act as an utterance of doing, of action, with others, is ripe with 

application to the art of composition and the practices of composers; 

2. Butler’s concept of repetition and recursive practice applied to composing, rehearsing, 

and performing generates tensions of difference and confrontation that forge spaces for 

creating identity; a recognition of the inherent plasticity of the human condition; and 

3. Derrida’s special theory of performativity frames the raison d’etre of performative 

inquiry in music composition; an ineffable, yet articulate tug on the sleeve of humanness 

and a creative quest that responds to the wholly “other.” 
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There exists an intertwined relationship between the works of Austin, Butler, and 

Derrida, that enlarges the character and capacity of performative theory to make space for and 

receive music composition as a performative act of inquiry. Austin’s speech act theory, perhaps 

unanticipated, has allowed interpretive space for variegated notions of performativity that 

include performance and text. Derrida’s idea of a “calling,” that is a response to some sort of 

demand, has lineage with the Austinian concept of performatives as an act of “doing” or 

“bringing into being.” Butler’s theory of performativity, essentially repetitive performances of 

doing and becoming, entangled with the complexity of social and cultural forces, effectively 

established the subjectivity of identity creation, in addition to the empirical arguments of biology 

and innateness. Notwithstanding that categorical consistency in the definition of performativity is 

moot; the genealogy of performativity from Austin through Butler to Derrida is palpable. The 

contribution of each has tilled the ground for a legitimate and sensible theory of music 

composition as performative inquiry.   

Coda 

Borrowing from Butler’s (1990) comments on regulation and social forces, generally, 

normative practice in music education is understood as skill development and performance, not 

creative development and performative inquiry. Socially instituted, and established through 

repetition, the norms of music education practice are perceived as correct and intelligible, and 

apparently beyond reproach. The findings of the systematic mapping/literature review irrefutably 

strengthen this longstanding position in music education research, despite the fact that some 

studies on music and performativity do acknowledge a thin relationship with music composition. 

There is a calling for further research and hopefully development of creative practices in 

music education, for educators and students, which are performative, intellectually disruptive, 
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aesthetic, and generative. Research in this regard is not singular in its advocacy for the arts, 

particularly music, but is cloaked in an appeal for an augmented understanding of research and 

the benefits of a mode of inquiry wholly different than scientific inquiry or other forms of 

qualitative research. Not all kinds of knowledge are atomistically reducible in meaningful ways. 

The recursive nature of performative inquiry renders meaning as processual and referential, in 

whole and in part, social, and personal. Coupled with Derrida’s sense of a calling and a rupture 

between the present and past, resulting in unpredictable outcomes and consequences, 

performative inquiry is well suited for examining humanness.  

There are important burgeoning signs within curriculum development that acknowledge 

the importance of creative practice in music education as a generative process concerning 

knowledge and understanding of self, the larger social world, and the environment. For example, 

Manitoba Education and Advanced Learning (2015), and its music education curriculum 

development team, designed and published a forward-thinking curriculum framework that 

locates the development of creative, critical, and ethical thinking as essential areas of learning in 

music education. The essential learning area of creating in the Manitoba Education document 

suggests, “The learner experiments with, develops, and uses ideas for creating music 

by…selecting, synthesising, and organizing promising ideas, motifs, themes, and music elements 

to arrange, improvise, and compose, and for music production and creation” (Manitoba 

Education and Advanced Learning, 2015, p. 32). Such an approach to music education 

functioning within an ethics of care and empathy for others and the environment, clearly enlarges 

the import and performative agency of music and creative expression to effectively and 

meaningfully educate people within complex networks of experience, emotion, and reason 

realized in personal and social worlds.   
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Whether incremental or seismic, expanding the foci of music education and music 

education research to examine the benefits of music composition as performative inquiry for 

teaching and learning concerning issues of social justice, humanness, and human development is 

compelling for the well-being of persons and communities.    
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Chapter Four: Performative Inquiry: An Arts-Based Education Research Methodology 

Introduction 

As an artist, I compose music and lyrics to inquire about, interpret, and present the human 

condition artistically. The art of arts-based educational research (ABER), for me, is not the 

representative outcome of academic research, be it quantitative or qualitative, as demonstrated in 

a study of an interdisciplinary project-based experience of fifth grade students researching 

birdsong and music composition (Younker & Bracken, 2015). Instead, the process of creating the 

score and performing Nostos is the method for seeking ideas, themes, connections, and 

understandings of human experience (Blumenfeld-Jones, 2016b). The act of choosing words and 

notes to create the Nostos score is predicated on an interconnected history that envelopes content, 

culture, otherness, and artistry in the anticipation of an original musical work. The provocation 

of a single word or melody issues a challenge of meaning and nuance regarding the fit of the 

word for a particular moment in the score. The sound of the consonants and vowels and the 

current meaning(s) associated with the word kindles reflections that question interpretation, thus 

demanding a recursive turn in the creative process. The turning back is necessary for 

understanding the content of Nostos through the artistic creative process, for the right words with 

the right notes, rhythm, timbre, and harmony create a gestalt, a unified understanding that 

concedes the rationality of emotion and feeling in thinking towards the human condition (Goldie, 

2002; Nussbaum, 2001). Nostos does not represent, rather it presents an imagined world, wholly 

new yet inextricably and historically interconnected to understandings of otherness. Nostos is a 

produced imaginary that is simultaneously historical, present, and anticipated that also invites the 

co-production of those directing, performing, or listening–an embodied experience.        
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It has been said that the terrible misfortune of a single person is a tragedy, but the terrible 

misfortune of a thousand people is a statistic. A single person is noted by a face, a thousand 

people are noted by a number. Nostos as ABER addresses the particularity of others to better 

understand the social character of the human condition. Within the experiences of a single person 

is a distilled expression of the human condition infused with a particular cipher, which when 

unraveled and interpreted can reveal understandings of the larger social dimensions of human 

experience (Smeyers & Depaepe, 2006). With a clear understanding of the limits of artistic 

interpretation and creation, ABER’s contribution to knowledge of the human condition is but one 

response, but a necessary one, for it notices and accepts particularity, emotion, and the non-

conceptual elements of human experience as constitutive of the human condition. Anything less 

than studying the social experience of the human condition as an interconnected unified whole, 

whose parts can be examined in context, impoverishes understandings and misappropriates 

knowledge. Nostos as an occasion of ABER is a steadfast commitment to humans becoming and 

being fully formed as emotional, feeling, and reasoning persons who are shaped by experience, 

who in turn can shape their larger social world. The emotional, feeling, and reasoning 

experiences of artistic inquiry and creativity afforded through Nostos are correspondently attuned 

to the human condition, thus providing a fitting and purposeful translator or interpreter for 

communicating the layered particularity of human experience.    

Emotions are said to possess a narrative structure (Nussbaum, 2001). Any emotional 

response to an event or experience is replete with a history of connections to other events and 

experiences. To understand present emotions, feelings, and actions of others requires a grasp of 

the narrative history of those to be understood. And, narrative history is laden with the subtext of 

emotion as a state of being and a system of appraisal and judgement (Shuman & Scherer, 2015). 
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There is a need in humanistic studies for researchers to understand that, “Humans are inevitably 

caught inside the machinery of affect and its accommodations with reason. There is no exit from 

that condition” (Damasio, 2018, p. 224). Narrative artworks, such as Nostos, provide insights and 

revelations via the emotional substance and content of an artistic encounter and the subtext of the 

story of others as presented in the artwork. In creating Nostos as an artistic act of inquiry that can 

engender phenomenological understandings of Other (Buber, 1970; Levinas, 1969; Stein, 1989) 

the relationship between the researched and researcher is effectively supported and meaningfully 

advanced through the processes and products of ABER.  

Artistic Intuition 

I suggest that artistic intuition manifests qualities similar to the quantum effects of 

entanglement, uncertainty, and wave-particle duality (Barad, 2007). Artistic actions or decisions 

based on intuition can appear to non-artistic observers as random, non-linear, and unrelated 

puzzling leaps of association across space and time. Yet, to the artist, there is a manifest relation 

between seemingly isolated and disparate ideas that generates understandings of entangled 

meaning and existence. Uncertainty is comfortably resident within artistic inquiry, for to do art is 

not to move from cause to effect in search of discreteness, rather, it is to move and dialogue with 

the immeasurable within an “unresolved interpretive structure” (Barad, 2007, p. 250). 

Furthermore, the binary opposition of reason/emotion found in many theories of cognition is 

non-existent in intuitive acts of artistic creation. Within artistic intuition, reason and emotion 

exist in a complex relation of intertwining that is generative of both qualities; reason moves in 

and for emotion, emotion moves in and for reason. Neither reason nor emotions are discrete 

autonomous qualities of engagement with self or the world; rather, reason and emotion are 

irrevocably intertwined. As a composer working within ABER and PI, my intuitive process does 
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not privilege either reason or emotion, instead, the fluid conditions and circumstances of creating 

music make manifest the mix and balance of emotion and reason that generate effects and 

understandings necessary to express, communicate, and realize my original work. The fluid and 

complex action of balancing the intertwined nature of emotion and reason can be somewhat 

paralleled in balancing the treble and bass functions of a sound system. One particular and static 

setting or mix of treble and bass is insufficient to create a transportable listening experience that 

is satisfactory or suitable for every person or physical environment. Artistic intuition is the sine 

qua non of inquiry in ABER and PI, without which, artistic inquiry would not exist.  

According to Damasio (1994), intuition is essentially “rapid cognition,” knowledge that 

is concealed by emotion and lengthy practice. Our ability to function within complex social 

systems as we interact with others through a wide spectrum of human experience is possible in 

great part to the nature of intuition. Human social interaction is vastly different than our 

perceptions of the inanimate world, for we observe and engage with the feelings and emotions of 

other human beings in the process of interacting as they observe and engage with our feelings 

and emotions. There is a constant alternating and shared subject/object or first person/third 

person positionality (Gallese et al., 2004). Our brains are “endowed with structures that are 

active both during the first-and third-person experience of actions and emotions” (p. 400). As we 

witness the emotions of others our own emotional networks pertaining to similar circumstances 

or actions are activated, essentially a bridge is created between ourselves and many others. Such 

an implicit grasp of otherness is elemental to intuition, not only in the realm of human social 

interaction, but also in the processes of artistic inquiry and creativity.   

To be intuitive is to appraise issues in a historical manner that is befittingly informed by 

experience, practice, study, and emotion; it is reflexive, for long-term training, practice, and 
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experience is unconsciously embedded in the quick response (Wan et al., 2012). Artistic inquiry 

and creativity as occasioned in ABER is not void of critical thinking; rather the criticality of the 

rapid response is situated in the phenomenology of past events, training, practice, experiences, 

and a readiness to act (Scruton, 2017). Undoubtedly, the quality of an artistic intuitive response 

is directly aligned with the substance and quality of thinking, ability, and experience of the artist. 

Just as statistical reasoning can be misplaced, misguided, and misinterpreted, so can intuition, 

but neither approach should be wholly invalidated because of contextual deficiencies. My 

professional and scholarly responses in creating the content of Nostos are artistically intuitive 

and consciously reasoned, thus broadening the effectiveness and credibility of ABER 

methodology in its approach to the entangled objectivity and subjectivity of human experience. 

Additionally, search procedures for researching and creating Nostos were dramatically expanded 

in quantity and quality by partnering artistic intuition with conscious reasoning (Wan et al., 

2012). The aesthetic ethos of composing Nostos provoked the need to reach beyond the 

limitations of language and theoretical conceptualization, in attending to the affective and 

ineffable phenomena of confronting otherness. Words pale in the face of the experiential; 

moments of awe and wonder, or fear and hate are realized in whole terms of emotion, feeling, 

and intuition. To attempt to understand the depth of such experiences requires a proxy that places 

percipients as best as possible in the midst of a first-person perspective concerning the event or 

issue. This requires the irreplaceable and irreducible character of emotion and feeling in the 

research process, best represented by ABER.   

Unfortunately, through the path and experiences of schooling and formalized education, 

it was made very clear to me that positivism and the scientific method were the privileged paths 

to knowledge and understanding. I don’t doubt that the contributions to knowledge via 
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positivism have been vast, significant, and impacting on the human condition. However, I do 

doubt that the privilege and ideological sanctity of the methods of positivism and concomitant 

understandings are beyond reproach, especially in confronting the particularity of human 

experience. The unexamined respect and deference for positivism engenders a willfully educated 

blindness towards the wholeness of human experience inclusive of emotion, intuition, and 

subjectivity (D’Alembert, 1963). Any acceptable theory that addresses human social experience 

must be grounded in the idea that society exists as an inextricable entanglement of objectivity 

and subjectivity (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). There is a pungent irony present in the knowledge 

that formal education and research in developed countries, designed to broaden and deepen 

critical thinking, is in some ways complicit in contracting and constraining understanding by 

privileging positivism and its by-products. ABER and its by-products are very capable of 

contributing impactfully to better understandings of human experience, but they resist easy 

replication and commodification; therefore, their economic value is dubious, resulting in an 

inevitable general disregard. It is doctrinaire to think that every human experience can be 

meaningfully reduced to parts, reassembled, and then generalized to be placed upon persons as 

one puts on a coat. Human experiences may possess similar attributes or qualities but each 

experience is uniquely owned by the person, for each human experience is immersed in a 

complex and rich setting that is interpreted in addition to being experienced (Moran, 2002). By 

virtue of the interpretive process, similar experiences can be perceived radically different. The 

distance of a third person perspective cannot eliminate the presence of feeling, thinking, and 

interpretation in the human condition, which renders the multiple perspectives and responses 

from persons as particular, not general. Composing music as ABER and PI is a means and way 

to afford meanings that are particular to persons, rather than the generalizing nature of 
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conceptual language or the categorical measurement of science. The “being” of a situation or 

experience should not be amended or contrived to fit a system of research or expression; the 

method of research or expression should fit the contextual circumstances. In this sense 

objectivity is viewed from the inside-out rather than the outside-in; it is a matter of fit, not blind 

allegiance (Gadamer, 2013; Palmer, 1969). 

Arts-Based Education Research and Creativity  

If method is to be understood as a definite plan that has embedded procedures, systems, 

practices, or a way of doing things, then certainly the work of creative artists producing art that 

expresses meanings does have a method. The pioneering work of Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi 

(2009) established distinct and durable insights into the working habits and practices of creative 

people. Csikszentmihalyi’s research revealed a commonality of methodical practice amongst 

creative people staged as: 

1. Preparation – immersion in a set of problematic issues that arouse curiosity;  

2. Incubation – churning of ideas below the threshold of consciousness;  

3. Insight – the Aha moment when pieces fall together;  

4. Evaluation – value and worthiness of insight; and  

5. Elaboration – the perspiration of creating that follows inspiration.  

These same stages or embedded procedures can be found in the work of Barone and Eisner 

(2012): 

1. Empty canvas – open to possibilities and a state of anxiousness and confusion; 

2. Themes – relationships between phenomena emerge;  

3. Crystallization – a new gestalt;  

4. Creation - actual artistic work; and 
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5. Completion – public presentation. 

The processes of creativity and artistic inquiry are capacious with the potential and 

intentionality for generating new ideas and creating original products (Bröckling, 2006). 

Creativity is synonymous with the power of imagination and the contingency to transmute the 

imagined into tangible reality. The complexity and subjectivity of creativity have made it 

challenging to arrive at a precise definition of creativity (Hennessey & Watson, 2015; Smith & 

Smith, 2016) or the development of a concise system or theory of creativity (Csikszentmihalyi, 

2014). Additionally, the creative process appears to manifest itself distinctly different between 

scientific and artistic inquiry. Differentiation is rooted in the location of recursive practice which 

is located nearer to the end of a scientific inquiry, whereas, recursive action in artistic inquiry is 

located at the outset of research which informs and shapes the discursive character of ABER and 

PI (Botella & Lubart, 2016). The creative act of recursive and widely discursive probing and 

searching in artistic inquiry may suggest a practice of blind variance and selective retention 

according to Smith and Smith (2016). It is a contentious proposition for blindness in this context 

that implies an inability to perceive a connection or relatedness from the viewpoint of a 

researcher, who may not be an artist and is logically attempting to conceptualize the “creative 

leap” within the categorical domain and language of a scientific approach. Thinking as a 

composer, everything I perceive and intuit in the moment of creation is connected and relatable. 

It may appear to be a blind reaching, but only to those who stand on the other side of the fence of 

artistic creation and narrowly adhere to a sequential logic of linearity, cause and effect, or the 

explication of language. As a creative artist my question is, “How can’t you see the relatedness 

of events or issues, notwithstanding the distancing and detaching effects of time and space?” 

From a creative perspective, especially within the artistic realm, all of life is connected; it is only 
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a matter of opening one’s mind to possibilities. Creative method in this manner is not linear; 

rather it is shaped somewhat similarly to a Christmas tree.   

If on one hand the trunk of the Christmas tree is imagined as the linear path of step-by-

step methodology, the branches that extend from the tree trunk may appear as diversions that 

diminish focus. On the other hand, the branches are embraced as invitations to creative artists to 

search sideways for meaningful and important focal associations that rigorously inform an 

eventual return to the tree trunk. As the artist moves up the tree trunk, another branch calls out 

for investigating, what the artist finds may incite a leap to another branch of a different tree, or 

the artist may once more return to the tree trunk. Each experience of exploring a branch and then 

returning to the tree trunk, or leaping away, is a unique experiential event. The cumulative nature 

of insights and understandings resulting from traveling out on a branch and up the tree trunk is 

wholly different from climbing directly up the tree trunk or nesting oneself on a branch. 

Furthermore, it is possible that after returning to the tree trunk from an excursion on to a branch, 

the searcher will choose to go down the tree trunk to re-examine previous experiences in light of 

new knowledge or understandings, effectively re-assessing and re-visioning earlier findings. 

Alternatively, the searcher may descend to the bottom of the tree and re-start the journey but 

with a different stance or perspective, a consequence of looking upwards and sideways. 

Eventually, the performative inquiry succeeds in reaching the top of a tree or a perch of 

significant meaning somewhere in a forest of inquiry that is realized in the creation of an original 

work of art. The process is quantum-like, uncertain, entangled, and purposeful; as addressed 

earlier in this study regarding artistic intuition. There is a sense of hierarchy embedded within 

purposeful intuitive artistic choices as the artist pursues an unknown yet anticipated original 

artistic creation. This sense of artistic attainment is an event of pivotal understanding and the 
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creation of an artistic interface that can perform as a gateway of common ground or shared 

experience for further inquiry into otherness. Common ground in this sense is the notice and 

recognition of the self, immanent in the act of noticing and recognizing the other. Fundamentally 

and simply, we come to know ourselves by gateway acts of emotional and reasoned interaction 

with others.   

The Christmas tree description of performative inquiry is a recursive practice within 

ABER and is particularly relevant and well suited to researching the discursive entanglement of 

human relations and interactions, as its rationality is aptly different from the logic of reductionist 

linearity. More so, the creative artistic expressions of ABER and PI can be effective in appealing 

to and revealing the human capacity for mutual caring and trust which is “the hallmark of the 

evolution of our social behavior as a species and of our development as individuals” (Whybrow, 

2015, p. 151). Additionally, PI is powerfully effective in contextualizing, attuning (Schutz, 

1951), and personalizing knowledge which counters notions of knowledge as theoretically self-

contained.   

Critically important, creative development for teaching is different from creative 

development for composing. The difference lies in the distinction of domain; teaching 

composing is not composing. Nonetheless, the listed characteristic traits for creative pedagogy 

(Abramo & Reynolds, 2015)  are equally important for the establishment and development of 

music composition as performative inquiry: 

1. Responsiveness – flexible and improvisatory; 

2. Comfort with ambiguity – acceptance of tension, unformed thoughts, incongruent 

concepts; 
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3. Combination of disparate ideas – juxtaposing different or opposing ideas in new ways; 

comfortable with paradox; and 

4. Fluid and flexible identities – ‘I am a educator composer’ (irreducibly whole), not, ‘I am 

an educator and composer’ separable and categorical.  

It should be noted that the listed traits of creativity correspond strongly with Guilford’s (1970) 

list of traits as distinguishing and lasting means to determine ‘difference’ between individuals. 

There is ample consensus among researchers concerning the practices, character, and thought 

processes of creative people: freedom/responsibility/ample time to create (Rogers, 1970); 

curious, inventive (Csikszentmihalyi, 2009); create original products/domain specificity (Baer, 

2016); exemplars and mentors (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014; Root-Bernstein & Root-Bernstein, 

2016); convergent/divergent thinkers (Kelly, 2016); flexible and fluid idea generation (Abramo 

& Reynolds, 2015), and above average intelligence, perspective taking, self-confidence, 

openness to difference, and internally motivated (Karwowski, 2016). Simultaneously, 

researchers recognize that an irrevocably articulated, precise, and bounded list of traits that 

define creative people is not possible. Defining traits, characteristics, and processes associated 

with creative originality is at best an ironic challenge. Regardless, the core traits of creative 

people are propitious when operationalized as a composer-educator-researcher engaged in 

performative inquiry and critical arts pedagogy. 

Despite findings that have shown that composers are the most creative musicians 

(Garrido et al., 2013), research has determined that composers cannot be rigidly characterized as 

they can be introverted, extroverted, or possibly both pending context. Most creative individuals 

are happy, productive, and emotionally well-adjusted people (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). A 

disruption arises in teaching and learning when the formalized and compartmentalized 
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expediency of systemized curricula, classrooms, linear methods of knowledge transmission, and 

timetables, intervene with the fluid, internally motivated, discursively curious, and defiant nature 

(Sternberg, 2018) of creative teachers and learners. Notwithstanding discontiguous pockets of 

success in curriculum and implementation design regarding creative pedagogy and original 

products, contemporary expectations of outcomes-based practices and measures of learning are 

insufficient to the task of meaningfully engaging with the characteristics and traits of artistically 

creative teachers and learners, and the promising possibilities of performative inquiry.   

Further to creativity and performative inquiry, Freire's (1998) powerful explanation and 

endorsement of curiosity is critically important for creative persons. He envisions curiosity as 

restless questioning, a move toward revelation, a search for clarity, vigilance, a moment of 

attention, and a constitutive element of being alive. The confronting moment of otherness and 

emergent artistic expression within the performative inquiry process cannot exist without the 

motivating intentionality of a caring curiosity, affect, tension, and internal motivation (Beghetto 

& Sriraman, 2016; Rogers, 1970). On this point the literature is abundantly supportive. 

Criteria for Evaluating Arts-Based Educational Research and Performative Inquiry 

 Fundamentally, the issue of determining what can be called art or artistic is a distinction 

between the attempt to create art and its realization. Enfolded in the realization of art are the 

cultural values associated with normative notions of art and the thorough attainment of the 

artistic intention as interpreted and understood by those who attend and witness artistic events. 

Creating a criteria or method for evaluating the quality of art within ABER “is an effort to 

measure and control from the side of the interpreter; it is the opposite of letting the phenomenon 

lead” (Palmer, 1969, p. 247). As the composer of Nostos, I can assure the reader that a clear set 

of rubrics, evaluative tools, or qualitative controls were not present or even imagined during acts 
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of artistic creation. Furthermore, any contrivance of a standardized technical checklist 

concerning musical or lyrical content would be immediately and woefully specious, and 

ineffective, for artistry and artistic creations are unique presentations of a world presented before 

us; their powerful particularity negates any notion of standardization and replication. Hence, 

unlike the categorical and evaluative methods of traditional research approaches (Creswell, 

2012)  that examine design, sampling, data collection, and data analysis, art and artistic methods 

of inquiry require a wholly different perspective and criteria for meaningful evaluation to address 

integrity and validity. Furthermore, works of art are appraised by experts and the general public 

which modifies the appraisal process as compared to works of science which are appraised 

exclusively by experts (Csikszentmihalyi, 2009). Added to the complexity of evaluating art 

within ABER methodology is the indisputably important role of episodic emotional appraisal, 

resident to the subjectivity and particularity of artistic encounters (Scherer, 2013).   

 The aesthetic characteristics of performative inquiry (Schechner & Brady, 2013), its 

nature of revealing the particular, phenomenological accounts of perception, and its recognition 

of the radical plurality of human experience, are ill-fitted to the traditional quality control 

mechanisms of quantitative methods and deductive reasoning. More so, any notion of shaping 

performative inquiry to ensure a convenient fit with traditional research methodology is 

nonsensical and counter-intuitive to an ethos of knowing well, broadly, and deeply. There is little 

benefit to constraining and homogenizing opportunities and possibilities for research that would 

expand knowledge and understandings of humanity, human relations, others, and self. Instead, it 

would be immensely sensible and productive for seeking knowledge and understandings of a 

different character and import by advancing new criteria for evaluating the quality and integrity 

of creative performative inquiry.  
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The following criteria for appraising quality in ABER (Barone & Eisner, 2012), readily and 

capably addresses the artistic validity and integrity of Nostos as an event of performative inquiry: 

1. Incisiveness – research gets to the heart of the social issue; 

2. Concision – says more with less; 

3. Coherence – flow and fit of components; 

4. Generativity – has “legs” - takes you to places vicariously; 

5. Social significance – character, meaning, and import of the work; and 

6. Evocation and illumination – sheds light on and evokes the “feel” of and meanings of 

the work.   

I further suggest the following guiding precepts for building upon and augmenting the 

work of Barone and Eisner (2012) concerning the assessment of Nostos as an event of ABER and 

PI: 

1. Examine and address the human condition as synchronically and simultaneously, 

particular and social: Commonly but not exclusively, confront issues of socio-political 

and cultural difference, identity, and social justice particularly those on the margins of 

society and human rights; 

2. Exacting, conscientious, and ethical methods of data collection;  

3. Develop a narrative/story that focuses on revealing and presenting the complex of 

perspectives and meanings associated with the research topic; 

4. Create an original artistic work that embodies research and intentionally places before 

percipients a world that may provoke an encounter of Other whose difference and 

resistance calls for an empathic response; and 

5. Perform or display the work for an enlarged audience of academe and the public.  
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Is the expression and presentation of Nostos a true representation or an idea of an idea; an 

experience of the event itself or an experience of the human condition presented newly in an 

artistic manner which allows authenticity to come forward in finding and realizing the “I” 

(Levinas, 1969) of a historical phenomenon as expressed in the present moment? The 

phenomenology of the specific experience can only be available to those who were present in the 

historical moment; however, the phenomenology of being human galvanizes our response to 

artistic encounters and expressions of historical events and characters, and it can render the 

possibility of empathy and compassion (Bollnow et al., 1972). Our moments of empathy are 

located in the imaginative experiences of emotional transference as we confront the historical 

and visceral coarseness of heinous events and rancorous depravity. Essentially, it is an act of 

attempting to walk in the shoes of others. However, this is not a simple act of re-presenting a 

historical moment in terms of, “what if that was me, or my family?” ABER provides the 

possibility of a universal understanding when the empathic moment enlarges itself beyond the 

“me” of temporal existence and being, to locate itself in the “I” of Levinas’ understanding of 

infinity. In this regard, ABER addresses the most fundamental notion of universality, the sacred 

and sublime nature of the gift of life itself. I use the word gift with great intention, as life itself is 

a givenness not asked for. Evaluation in the realm of ABER justifiably needs uncompromisingly 

to fend off any attempt to be categorical. Nonetheless, there is a concomitant need to address and 

justify the design and quality of ABER projects for their artistic merit and the depth of 

understanding and expression they present concerning the human social condition.  

Data Collection and Analytic Coding 

Collecting data for Nostos was a multi-pronged process with a historical character based 

on the research, experience, and creation of I Believe coupled with the anticipation of creating an 



COMPOSING MUSIC AS ABER AND PI: NOSTOS-A JOURNEY OF OTHERS 
 117 

original concert stage work. Nostos (85-90 minutes in performance) was duly informed by the 

five years of research, writing, and composing of its forerunner, I Believe (85-90 minutes in 

performance). Despite the independence of Nostos as an artistic work, it is a thematic 

continuation of I Believe. As such, the data collected and synthesized for I Believe was relevant, 

applicable, and directional for acquiring new data regarding Nostos. The positionality of I 

Believe pivoted to become a point of departure for creating Nostos in the examination of post-

Holocaust survival and the renewal of life and identity. As a result of examining post-Holocaust 

renewal, my research expanded to include and examine experiences of immigration, emigration, 

and the confrontation of Other and otherness that reached beyond post-Holocaust experience.  

In addition to the voluminous amount of interview data available through the creation of I 

Believe, I secured ethics approval to interview two specific people who had witnessed and 

suffered oppression, discrimination, and deploring social injustices as immigrants and/or as 

members of a perceived subordinate social community. Both interview subjects granted consent 

to proceed with the interviews. I conducted hours of unstructured interviews that were recorded 

and promptly imported into a digital audio workstation for transcription. During the interviews I 

wrote observational notes, links, and questions to evoke, recall, or promote new or nascent ideas. 

Additionally, the interview data were augmented by examining the following historical 

government documents: Canadian Indian Act 1876; Canadian Parliamentary Historical 

Resources – Hansard May 4, 1885 (Chinese immigration); Canadian Immigration Act 1906, 

1919, 1977; and, Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada Report 2015. The Canadian 

Museum of Immigration at Pier 21 research resources were extensively used regarding the 

material, processual, and narrative experiences of immigrants and immigration officers. 

Numerous journal and news articles covering the European and USA/Mexican border migrant 
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crisis critically informed the narrative of Nostos. In particular, Michael Brenner's (1997) After 

the Holocaust: Rebuilding Jewish Lives in Postwar Germany vividly and powerfully revealed the 

hope and psychological challenges of rebuilding lives behind barbed wire fences once more in 

displaced persons camps. The opening movement of Nostos is a direct response to Brenner’s 

book. As well, Benjamin Perrin's (2010) Invisible Chains: Canada's Underground World of 

Human Trafficking, disturbingly, yet importantly informed the creation of movement VIII 

entitled Fallen Angel, in recognition of the vulnerability of youth and children to human 

trafficking; a particularly heinous migratory experience. Furthermore, unstructured and deeply 

revealing discussions as an educator with immigrant and international high school students 

concerning their experiences of displacement, family separation, and challenges of adapting to 

new cultural practices, language, and social values were invaluable to the narrative and creative 

processes of composing Nostos. 

The process of coding the data presented a particular challenge concerning the abstract 

and aesthetic connotative character of music and its meaningful relation to the narratives of the 

interviews. Coding needed to assist in creating and presenting a world of otherness, rather than 

represent data in artistic ways. Saldana's (2009, 2011) dramaturgical codes and approach to 

ABER were examined and determined to be firmly rooted in the conventions of drama, focusing 

on character, script, and dramatic stage production. Although these dramaturgical codes offered 

some insight and alignment with my ABER music composition work, they did not possess the 

capacity to resonate meaningfully with the creation and presentation of Nostos.  

 After an extensive search, Novak's (1997) use of Barthes’s narrative codes to analyze 

Janacek's, The Fiddler's Child, a programmatic music composition, offered a foundation for 

developing my own codes to analyze the Nostos interviews. The newly created codes needed to 
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acknowledge the referential, affective, and narrative content of human experience and its 

synthesis with the referential, affective, and narrative musical character of the anticipated Nostos 

score (Eitan, 2008; Meyer, 1956). The abstraction of music and its ability to reach beyond words 

requires a coding system that organizes the unstated feelings that are inherent to conversations as 

they are embodied in interviews and veiled in word choice and phrasing. The sound of the 

interview is equally critical to meaning as is language. The following codes were then 

purposefully created for Nostos: 

 Hermeneutical Code (HC) – the umbrella narrative elements and development; 

 Semic Code (SC) – sub-textual meaning, the numerous smaller elements and meanings 

that constitute the larger narrative; 

 Creative Code (CC) – highlighting musical ideas (MI) or lyrical ideas (LI); 

 Symbolic and Cultural Codes (SCC) – associated with oppositional themes and conflict; 

 Attribute Code (AC) – associated with people, places, dates, things, or qualities that can 

be ascribed as defining features/descriptors of the narrative; and 

 Red – colour used to highlight illuminating thoughts, questions, and digressions. 

 A code for construing a nuanced emotional arc was effectively diminished in significance 

and subsequently dismissed as it became apparent that the interviewees’ emotional range was 

quite narrow, intense, and targeted. The coding and composing processes were interwoven; not 

sequentially but dialogically. Coding informed and provoked creative responses which in turn 

provoked a recursive return to coding with a refined perspective that refocused the inquiry which 

recursively returned to creating once more. The back and forth of examining data and creating 

the score was a continuous unpredictable discursive process of the ABER method. It was at once: 

precise, inarticulate, conceptual/theoretical, real/experiential, emotional, and reasoned. To a third 
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person observer, the act of searching was at times sequential and at other times palpably random, 

irregular, and accidental. From the first-person perspective of the composer and artistic 

researcher, all aspects of searching and creating were interconnected and related in deeply 

meaningful ways. Linearity and proximity, understood as traditional scaffolding, are not a 

priority for the reach and grasp of ABER and artistic creativity. Instead, it is better to think of 

artistic creativity, ideas, and responses, as quanta; self-contained packages of intention, 

interpretation, motivation, curiosity, form, perception, intuition, and understanding that at any 

given moment can be independent or attracted and connected to other ideas in close proximity or 

over great conceptual distance. The ability to make meaningful association–that is artistic leaps 

of connectedness–over great conceptual distance and divergent content is enabled by the depth of 

artistry of the researcher. It is irrelevant whether the connection is sequential or outstandingly 

non-sequential, the process of connecting in different and meaningful ways reaches beyond the 

immediately observable and the common logic of proximity. Non-proximal connections are still 

sequences that require a different depth and breadth of perception and are sensibly responsive to 

the variegated character of human emotion and experience. In this regard, the Creative Code was 

effective in highlighting dramatically pivotal moments of the interviews that foregrounded the 

paradox of the universality of particularity present in the human condition–connections borne of 

correspondence within an agreement of understanding. 

 The irreducible wholeness of ABER and PI in the composition of original music and 

lyrics for Nostos is a gestalt that enfolds reason, emotion, and artistic inquiry. The gestalt 

character and process of composing Nostos is informed by its derived parts including interviews, 

note-taking, coding, historical research, and dialogic analysis which will be discussed in Chapter 

Five.   
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Chapter Five: Original Music Composition–Nostos: A Journey of Others 

Composing the Music for Nostos: Process and Emotion 

Musical ideas seize my creative attention for reasons of contextual meaning, drama, 

timbre, melody, rhythm, and harmony. I prefer to create music initially then write a lyric that 

aligns with the created melody, understanding that when a “perfect” lyric emerges that does not 

fit the given shape of the music, an incidental change to the music may be aesthetically essential 

and possibly inspiring. For although I foremost believe that music without lyrical content, must 

capture the feeling and drama of the narrative intention, the intertwined relationship of music and 

words in Nostos and I Believe is dialogical as it informs, revises, or generates ideas in discursive 

and unpredictable ways. Composing my oratorios is a process of feeling, artistic intuition, and 

reasoning that is conversant with personal experience, skill, theory, and the narrative substance 

of the work. Creating Nostos and I Believe was a hermeneutic conversation flowing between 

myself and music, words, and the stories of others. Composing in this manner is a creative 

wandering or an improvised roaming with a directional purpose that is at once salient and 

concealed (Benson, 2003).   

The creative purpose of composing Nostos as ABER and PI is to present a possible 

experience of ‘unconcealing’ (Heidegger, 1949) or revealing, that meaningfully aligns with an 

indefinable intuitive sense of rightness of fit. The artistic idea of fitness of sound, space, and time 

corresponds with the movement of the story as perceived by me via the confrontation of 

otherness. It is not problematic for me to create musical motifs, harmonic motion, or engaging 

rhythms that are musically apt in supporting the Nostos narrative, but musical felicity alone is 

insufficient as a determinant in composing Nostos. There needed to be an artistic attunement of 

the composition with a dramatic unconcealing of otherness that reveals the human condition as 
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emotional as well as reasoned; this was my pivotal challenge when creating Nostos. The stories 

of Nostos required music that sounds, symbolizes, and signifies a wordless narrative, thus 

positioning music as an epistemological collaborator with lyrics; equal partners, whom together 

create an experience intensely different than just the sum of supportive roles (Scruton, 2016). 

Consequently, music and lyrics together as ABER and PI afford a gestalt stance that believes, 

“feelings can be properly thoughtful, just as thoughts can be properly felt” (Kristjansson, 2007, 

p. 18). More so, in a series of experiments exploring the role of music and lyrics in songs (Ali & 

Peynircioglu, 2006), “melodies, rather than the lyrics, emerged as the more dominant component 

in conveying the intended emotion …” (p. 527). Furthermore, viewing pictures supported by 

music elicited more emotions than pictures without music (Ali & Peynircioglu, 2006); movies 

may be perceived as the present-day king of artistic modalities, but music may be considered the 

kingmaker. All told, music is impressively competent and accomplished at accessing and 

evoking emotion. 

Although emotional responses to music cannot be precisely calculated or anticipated, 

there is a general aesthetic perception, with cultural variance, that music can incite certain types 

of emotional responses . Finding, revealing, or falling upon a fitting sense of artistic attunement 

in creating Nostos was a personal creative journey, neither right nor wrong, but rather an 

intuitive perception of what must be artistically present at a particular moment and time for a 

particular reason as appraised from my stance as the composer and artistic researcher. The power 

of music to connote emotively is readily acknowledged by most people (Mithen, 2011), as is its 

inability to denote specific emotions or concepts with precision. Nonetheless, Scruton (2016) 

insightfully submits that:   
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Music is meaningful, in something like the way that a gesture, a face or a sigh is 

meaningful–not because it embodies some truth-directed proposition but because we 

sense the peculiar flow of human life that is expressed in it.  (p. 145) 

It is the sublimely intangible character of musical meaning (Schopenhauer, 1909) that is 

emotionally well-equipped to communicate the ineffable moments of human experience when 

words are poorly equipped to do so. Learning through the emotional intensity of musical 

meaning and perception conjoined with the conceptualizing quality of lyrics as occasioned in 

Nostos, requires learners as performative inquirers to reorganize their learning expectations 

beyond methods of problem solving and prescribed answers. The existential qualities of emotion 

and reason that constitute the human condition are inescapably intertwined in a constantly 

moving balancing act of engaging with and understanding the world about us (Damasio, 2018).  

 The history of human existence is a history of feeling and thinking about difference, 

otherness, oppression, injustice, and the subsequent struggle, reach, and grasp towards hope and 

change; a perpetual presence of indecency confronted by decency, found everywhere where 

humans gather (Frankl, 2006). There are no easy answers or solutions, quantitatively or 

qualitatively, to the problems of historical and unmitigated hate, discrimination, racism, and 

violent oppression. Learning, in this regard, is best served as understanding the range of belief 

and experience that inform, shape, and describe the human condition. It is a world of feeling and 

reasoning that is simultaneously rational and irrational pending the moral and ethical stance of 

the perceiver. Moreover, it will require educational experiences that provide the means to feel 

and reflect upon the issues that confront humans’ being and becoming, an enlargement of the 

role of feeling together with thinking to deepen learners’ understandings of human experience. In 

this regard, the purposeful aesthetic quality of music located in Nostos was created to 
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dramatically and emotionally present and foster engagement with a world of others; a 

performative calling, inviting and pressing for an ethical compassionate response (Blumenfeld-

Jones, 2013; Blumenfeld-Jones, 2016a). The response is akin to a hermeneutical conversation, a 

recursive confrontation, imagining, and reimagining of the Other by the composer in acts of 

writing and by performers as they interpret and artistically present the various movements of 

Nostos, each with its own story to share. Learning and understanding in this manner views 

interpretation as a performative act of doing (Benson, 2003) in search of meaning, not the 

retrieval of pre-determined answers to set problems. Learning, through the agency of an artistic 

aesthetic encounter of Nostos, presents feeling and reasoning as rationally and wholly entangled 

in onto-epistemological communion.  

The music of Nostos presents a world that is emotionally engaged with stance, value, 

belief, and appraisal without concrete articulation (Scherer, 2013), the feelings are noticeable 

effects much like watching tree limbs swaying in the wind; though the wind cannot be seen, its 

force is manifest in the response to another’s existence. Our visual sense is dominant in our 

perception of the world about us and our predilection for concrete references dissimulates our 

perception of wind. As a result, when we say “Look at the wind,” it means look at the effects of 

the wind on the trees as it engulfs them. Its sonic effects and affect, similarly, reveal the 

character of music, as we experience music through the agential-proxy of our bodily responses, 

but we cannot concretely see, hold, touch, or taste music (barring synaesthesia). Music is heard, 

felt, and then historicized in memory.  

Music can reach beyond the temporal nature of a felt audible experience to affectively 

bind ‘what was, to ‘what is,’ and to ‘what might be’ in a collective or communal sense (Bower, 

2015). Our personal experiences of and with music are discourses of meaning-making that are 
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emergent and constantly changing, “depending on the social structures and power relationships 

they help to define” (Erlmann, 2015. p. 150). More so, music and sound can surreptitiously 

reveal what is occluded by the dominating presence of visual tangibility and awareness. Music 

can reach out with a subconscious tap on the shoulder of awareness that can beckon a person to 

redirect their attention to someone or something for unclear or ambiguous reasons. 

 When composing the music for Nostos and I Believe, I would at times perform on the 

piano particular movements or excerpts of movements, without singing the lyrics, in settings that 

were brimming with music colleagues or students busy with various activities. My aim was to 

perform in a manner that would not draw overt attention to me while performing the movement; 

my piano playing was background music to whatever was happening in the present moment. If 

by chance the music attracted and called to the busily occupied crowd of people, and their 

response was to amble towards the piano and ask about the music that attracted their attention, 

my response was to ask back, “How does the music make you feel?” At other times, I would play 

demo recordings of excerpts in a nonchalant manner and if there was an inquisitive response, I 

would once again ask, “How does the music make you feel?” After a small number of such 

performances, and a significant number of responses (over one hundred), it was surprising to find 

that the highest percentage of responses were similar in their emotional and imaginary content. 

The music alone, performed as background sound, without the conceptual tangibility of lyrics, 

expressed connotative meaning to many listeners that was strongly referential or directly aligned 

with the conceptual narrative of the performed movement. The lyrics contextually focused the 

movement’s narrative; however, the broad sweep of emotion incited by the music elevated the 

narrative, intensity, and depth of the meaning-making process, thus reaching beyond the 

conceptualizing effect of words. Meaning in this manner is an intelligible feeling towards 
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“thinking of” (Goldie, 2002) the Nostos story. Nussbaum (2001) has suggested that emotions 

have a narrative. Hence, the pain, suffering, and hope found in the lyrics of Nostos, are also 

found in the music, without lyrics. Nostos then, could be considered to possess agency for an 

augmented narrative realized through the individual expressive autonomy of music and lyrics. 

Music and lyrics could be created that work together in concert to intensify a particular intended 

emotional state or narrative, or music and lyrics could be created that are perceived to be in 

direct conflict with each other, intended to present a narrative that carries forward the layered 

complexity of individual human experience within a larger social structure. It was a 

compositional intention to create Nostos and I Believe in this fashion; every phrase was part of a 

story, emotionally and meaningfully, and every note in a phrase needed to be the right note, at 

the right time, for the right reason. If a note was not “angry enough,” it was changed. 

 The emotional and referential character of music (Langer, 1957; Meyer, 1956) is clearly a 

quality that affords music significant connotative and educative value. Similar to positioning 

music as a critical collaborator with words, in creating Nostos, emotion is positioned as a critical 

collaborator with reason in the practice of PI, provoking knowledge and understanding 

collectively and particularly (Damasio, 1994). Hence, composing the music of Nostos demanded 

that the narrative content of the work be woven into the melodies, harmonies, rhythms, and 

orchestrations of the score, thus constituting inseparable and equal the intertwined presence and 

value of music and lyrics, and emotion and reason in my practice of music composition as ABER 

and PI. 

 It is not my aim in this study to offer an in-depth musical analysis of Nostos. I do believe 

that such a task may be advanced more interestingly by other musicians or theoreticians whose 

analyses could offer unanticipated insights. My concern is that offering a comprehensive musical 
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analysis of Nostos from the composer’s perspective would require resources of time that warrant 

a wholly new proposal and paper of substantial length. Additionally, as a composer, my analysis 

would be a post-creative process of reduction, and would not provide much illumination 

concerning the substance and specificity of my artistic choices in the context of intuitive 

moments of creation, which are informed immeasurably and magnificently by factors that reach 

beyond theoretical analysis. If asked, “why did you choose that chord,” my answer very likely 

might be, “because it felt right.” However, it is accurate and passionately truthful that as a 

composer I am grievously attuned to writing tunes; melodies.  

Aesthetically, I am drawn to all elements of music, but it is always a melody that lingers 

(Levitin, 2006) within my memory and imagination, for it is a phenomena of beauty and 

emotional transport; a sublime gestalt (von Ehrenfels, 1988). A melody cannot be deduced from 

a single note and it requires the listener to sustain within memory the notes that came before 

while imagining with anticipation the notes yet to come. Removing a single note from a touching 

and gripping melody effectively negates its self-containment. It is no longer a unique form unto 

itself, and it is no longer the melody that was before. Creating a melody is a process of creating a 

gestalt, a composition of pitch and rhythm relations that transcends keys and timbre while 

infused with a particular indefinable and intuitive artistic sensibility. Much like the particularity 

of person who is a member of a larger social world yet stands apart, a melody has a life of its 

own, even as it is a part of a larger artistic event.    

Composing Lyrics  

Words seize my attention for reasons of meaning, nuance, rhythm, and aesthetic timbre. 

For me, creating lyrics is a language event of wordplay and distillation. Creating lyrics is an act 

of seeking and playing with words and phrases in search of the right meaning, the right sound, 
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and the right rhythm necessary for a seamless artistic marriage to the melody I composed. 

Although my creative inclination is to first create melodies before I write lyrics, the process is 

fluid and open to change if the change presents itself as a revelation and better than the previous 

revelation. There is a clear sense of direction and ideation regarding the content but precise 

articulation is absent. An indescribably obscure yet present intuitive artistic sense (Damasio, 

1994) guides and connects the search and word play until a fitting moment arrives in the form of 

an inspiring word or phrase, or a lyrical provocation that reshapes the inquiry. My acts of 

shaping and refining word choices and phrases in the lyric writing process are intended to 

express “more with less.” A single word can possess the agency to intensify attention, instigate 

an emotional response, or jar complacency. A single word or phrase wedded to music can 

exponentially enlarge possibilities for greater depth of expression and meaning concerning the 

narratives of Nostos.   

Notwithstanding the narrative intention of Nostos, as a composer I understand that the 

lyrics of Nostos will be received and interpreted in multivarious ways. Unlike the requirement 

for precision and clarity in traditional academic writing, the expansive ambiguity and provoking 

aesthetic of many artistic texts (lyrics) affectively appeal and relate to felt understandings of 

experiences harbored within a person’s unique hermeneutical circle. Texts in this context follow 

an askew path of textuality, that embraces (mis)understanding as an anticipation of dialogical 

engagement, a recursive experience of seeking meaning and understanding rather than providing 

an answer (Derrida, 1995). To understand understanding, it is constructive to understand 

misunderstanding as essential and a “necessary risk of all understanding” (Peters & Biesta, 

2009). The lack of perceived articulated precision in artistic texts is an intentional expression that 

invites encounters of otherness and difference from an open and multiple relational perspective. 
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The lyrics of Nostos are not intended to constrain and specify meaning, that is, point to 

categorical definitions bounded by an instrumental or transactional calculus of language 

(Neilsen, 2008). Instead, building on Levinas (1969), the lyrical language of Nostos may have 

the power, “to break the continuity of being or of history” (p. 195). It is the essential plurality of 

meanings and messages of lyrics, the textuality of texts as per Derrida (1995), which engenders 

and accommodates multiple interpretations, understandings, and further questioning of one’s 

personal stance and knowledge as it relates to the manifold experiences of others. The lyrics of 

Nostos are not suggestions or answers to uncomfortable but necessary questions. Instead, Nostos 

as experience is the critical research question that called the lyrics and music into being (Palmer, 

1969). In turn, the artistic modality of Nostos invites or calls people to engage with the expansive 

ambiguity and plurality of meanings located in the textuality of the lyrics.  

In ABER, art is the modality, source, condition, and phenomenology of research. The 

underscoring theoretical position is driven by sensory and experiential dimensions of knowing 

(Wesseling, 2017). To primarily anticipate or assume reality from a theoretical position puts the 

cart before the horse, so to speak. Thus the lyrics of Nostos, framed as research questions or 

queries, must display a sensible connectedness between the phenomenology of non-propositional 

artistic experiences and theory. Wesseling suggests that this may be achieved by having artist-

researchers distance themselves from their practice. I disagree, for as a composer the 

phenomenology of composing as research is not a third person action of distancing objectivity 

guided by an intentionality of replicability and generalizability, rather, it is a first person position 

intertwined with others’ first person positions that is historical, temporal, immersive, creative, 

discursive, recursive, and revelatory.   
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The lyrics of Nostos present first person stories of a single theme; that of the challenge of 

otherness made manifest as humankind loves, hates, pushes, pulls, shoves, and jostles with itself 

within entangled relations of being and becoming. Composing the lyrics of Nostos is filled with 

the silence and noise of imagined journeys that others confronted, suffered, endured, survived, or 

succumbed to. The lyrical narrative is not to entertain, though it may, rather it is to implicate 

questions: Why are we so afraid of others and otherness? Why should skin colour matter? Why 

do we hate? Why do we build walls and fences between nations; between communities; between 

others and ourselves? Why do we like sameness? Who creates the rules by which we live? Who 

am I? Who do they want me to be? How should I see? How should I speak? How do you 

describe a living hell? Will you listen?   

Each question is implicit or directly stated in the Nostos lyrics. The phenomenology of 

creating the lyrics, replete with multiple perspectives, ambiguity, vivid sensory immersion, 

disturbing questions of morality and ethics, disgust, sympathy, empathy, compassion, anger, and 

hope aims to have a similar effect on the performers and audiences of Nostos (Neilsen, 2008). 

Nostos as an occurrence of ABER and PI is at once a process and artistic response that attempts 

to lyrically examine, search, question, and reveal the ineradicable complexity of human 

interaction with the Other and otherness. Furthermore, there is an expansion of questioning and 

revelation when a phenomenological return to the work is underscored by the aesthetic 

personality of Nostos in its address of the social and particular character of humans’ being and 

becoming (Bolt, 2011). Creating and experiencing Nostos is a recursive cycle of feeling, 

reflection, discovery, and understanding; Nostos is not an answer to a specific research question, 

it is a perpetual questioning. Unlike the role of a guiding essential question found in traditional 

modes of inquiry that offers limitation, clarification, and deeper understanding at the outset of 
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research (Wesseling, 2017), the lyrics of Nostos (ABER) remain open to uncertainty and 

multiple meanings as they provoke relentless questioning. It is through the agency of textuality 

that the lyrics of Nostos attempt to kindle awareness, clarity, and deeper understanding of the 

gestalt complexity of humans’ being and becoming. ABER and PI in this manner push and pull 

on the circumference of the hermeneutic circle to expand notions of knowledge and 

understanding beyond cause and effect. Nostos as performative inquiry is not bounded by the 

reductive character and limiting effect of a singular essential research question. Rather, the lyrics 

of Nostos present experiences of grievous inequity, iniquity, and hope that are in constant 

intertwining movements of shifting perceptions. As per Heidegger, it is a world in which we are 

thrown into (Bolt, 2011) and regretfully, it is a world rife with historical injustice and willful 

darkness, continuous and constant, in need of confrontation and understanding (Koerrenz, 2017).   

The following lyric excerpts from Nostos demonstrate the complex narrative of the 

human condition and the challenge of shifting perspectives, proffering implicit and disturbing 

questions of otherness that can elicit emotional responses understood as appraisals (Nussbaum, 

2001; Scherer, 2013). The first illustration is drawn from “Fences,” the third movement.  

Other: 

We keep on walking, keep walking 

Walking for days and for days, but your fences, fences, screaming fences 

Say stay out, stay on, your side, 

You’re not our kind… 

Community: 
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Ev’rybody knows, it’s time to build a wall and knows it’s time to build a fence 

And knows it’s time to pass a law 

And the law will say, stay out of sight 

For the law is ours and always right 

Politician: 

I’ll build the wall, I’ll build it high, I’ll build it with the fear I’ll find 

So deep inside the colour blind 

They’ll change the colour of their peace of mind 

…it doesn’t matter the final cost, I’ll tax their fear, imaginary loss 

Security’s a drug to pacify 

They think it works, the numbers tell us otherwise 

The second illustration are lyrics excerpted from the fifth movement, “The Lost, The Found”. 

…they made it very clear,  

We cause them too much fear 

…cast out we’ve been fenced in, don’t fit their economic system 

Case of no time, no place, wrong shade, wrong face 

Nothing’s right and nothing’s good and we’re not to be understood 

We’re just a burden, just a cost 
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To their bottom line for the low unwashed, 

We waited  

Synopsis of Movements, Full Orchestral Score, and Lyrics 

 My music composition, Nostos: A Journey of Others is comprised of 11 distinct 

movements. I begin by offering a summary of each movement and then on pages 137-322 the 

full orchestral score of this major work is presented. 

1. A journey of others (p. 137). A Journey of Others is a musical dialogue between the 

various competing feelings, thoughts, and characters of Nostos. Whatever the hardships 

may be that confront the protagonists (loss, violence, humiliation, separation, and/or 

displacement) decisions need to be made concerning their lives, hopes, and vision for the 

future. Decisions will be made by them and for them by others; we are all “others” in 

some way. The overture insinuates characters, conflicts, and resolutions to move forward 

in an anxious journey of hopeful uncertainty. 

2. Second chance (p. 155) Second chances can speak of forgiveness, redemption, 

reclamation, recovery, re-building of one’s heart, mind, and community. Nevertheless, 

second chances are not only internal challenges for people but are framed by external 

challenges beyond their control. How do others witness those who are attempting to 

rebuild their lives and communities? How much “difference” can resident communities 

absorb before difference devolves to fear, to resentment, to disruption, to conflict? 

Second chances beseech all of us to examine ourselves, not only those seeking new lives, 

this is a difficult task, but necessary. 
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3. Fences (p. 171) Fences are barriers we build to keep safe those things we value by 

keeping others out, or by keeping others in. The most powerful fences we build are built 

within our minds. We build them to separate, categorize, or judge others. How we come 

to define ourselves, define others, and choose to live our lives are reflected in the fences 

we build. Fear is the great architect of fence building and fear is in ready supply. It is 

terribly difficult to tear down the fences we build, especially those we build within 

ourselves.  

4. The gatekeepers (p. 197) Admission into an organization, group, or community, always 

has some form of doorway or gateway, literally or figuratively, by which we must pass 

through to gain acceptance. Correspondingly, there are people who are tasked as 

gatekeepers, those who possess the power and authority to accept or reject those who are 

seeking admission. The rules of admission can be myriad and serpentine, onerous and 

deflating, narrow-minded and singular, often designed to make acceptance an uncommon 

victory; waiting for years to receive government approval for immigration is a common 

experience. And as they wait, the rules can be changed mid-process, for they are written 

from the perspective of those who govern the gates; also, governments change too.  

5. The lost, the found (p. 222) Cast out, fenced in, not wanted, and not admissible, where 

do the troublesome and unwelcome go? They are found in camps, emergent stopgap sites 

of human suffering and longing. Tens of millions of refugees, asylum seekers, displaced 

people, presently and historically, have been lost and found. Abused, mistreated, denied 

fundamental human rights, they are observed by the world vicariously from the other side 

of the fence, through the lens of media communications. They do not fit or comply with 

the rules of governance: politically, culturally, racially, or religiously, despite being 
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vetted, screened, scrutinized, and systematized. Today they are here, tomorrow no one 

knows. 

6. Endure (p. 238) To sustain hope when desperation and heartache lies with you daily; to 

bend but not break; to cry but not drown in sorrow; to believe in oneself when it is 

difficult to do so; with faith, and a deep abiding love, we can endure.   

7. Will you listen? (p. 241) If I tell you my story, will you listen? Will you hear; will you 

feel the unthinkable hate? Are you prepared for what you will hear? Will you believe me? 

We have lived lives of incredible proportions, not of our choosing. There are many faces 

of hate, many voices of hate, words and deeds that scrape away at our sense of humanity.  

Will you truly listen; listen to our story? 

8. Fallen angel (p. 257) Children should be loved and nurtured. They are gifts, beautiful 

mysteries of life that grace our lives in the most sublime and transcendent of ways. As 

well, sadly, children are victimized, persecuted, defiled, and damaged by those who 

actions are incomprehensible. A very disturbing consequence of the migration crisis is 

the targeting of thousands of children by human traffickers to be sold and bought for 

various nefarious and shameful reasons. A story of a fallen angel; will you listen? 

9. The quiet (p. 271)  Sometimes there is need for solemn reflection, void of words. Such 

reflection is a necessary respite from the clamour of contemptible disdainful human 

action. We turn inward searching and asking: How can such things be? Why? 

10. Who am I? (p. 285) Why am I here? Where is my place? What does my life mean? 

Everything and everyone around me tells me, at times shouts at me, what I should do, 

when I should stay, when I should go, where I belong, where I don’t belong, how I 

should look, how I should pray, and what I should think. Thrown about, inside and out, 
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what makes me, me?  I have lost my home, but “I Am”. All that was, that is, and what 

will be, walks with me. Are we not all human? Who are we? 

11. Spero pacem spero lucem (p. 305) Hope for peace, hope for light. Millions of people 

suffer at the hands of greed, hate, racism, sectarianism, and discrimination designed to 

diminish those different than ourselves; particularly the vulnerable. It has been thus for 

thousands of years. Yet, we have moved forward as people, communities, and nations in 

journeys of hope and faith, searching for ways and means of recognizing and accepting 

the rectitude of human dignity and virtue in every person. Such work is never complete. 

The comprehensive and staggering nature of human behaviour ensures that we will 

always need hope and faith as we confront and continue the work of building peace, 

understanding, and respect for others.   
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Chapter Six: Autoethnography 

Introduction 

 In this chapter, taking on the identity of autoethnographer, I present an extensive 

description of a personal culture (Ellis et al., 2011) of composing as performative inquiry, not a 

theoretical systematized reduction of art as research to be generalized and replicated. In doing 

this autoethnographic account of Nostos and its predecessor I Believe, I present an irreducible 

first-person perspectival reading of composing as performative inquiry and an in-depth personal 

account of a creative process. In this personal inquiry, I address the following research questions: 

1. As an episode of performative inquiry, how is music composition a purposeful, effective, 

and meaningful form of Arts-Based Educational Research?  

2. How do critical experiences inform and shape my performative inquiry in the creation of 

Nostos?  

Going to New Places Using Autoethnography 

Autoethnography is a methodology found within the qualitative research paradigm. The 

etymology of the word, auto (self), ethno (culture), and graphy (to write) locates 

autoethnographic research in the relationship of self-experience with and within a larger cultural 

milieu (Waterston, 2013). Carolyn Ellis (2004) instructively adds, “As a part of ethnography, 

autoethnography overlaps art and science; it is part auto or self and part culture or ethno. It also 

is something different than both of them, greater than its parts” (p. 31-32). I do take issue with 

Ellis’ notion of “greater than its parts” which implies an additive process rather than a distinction 

of kind, nonetheless, she clearly states autoethnography communes with science and art in its 
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search to describe and reveal. Autoethnographers, as per Adams, Holman Jones, and Ellis 

(2015): 

Often foreground the ways in which social identities influence the research process, 

particularly in terms of what, who, and how we study; what and how we interpret what 

we observe and experience; and how we represent our observations and experiences of 

cultural life.  (p. 19) 

As a research method, autoethnography addresses the intertwined and fluid movements of 

a person being and becoming through personal experiences and perspectives of living in a social 

world with and of otherness, difference, and change. To achieve meaningful findings in 

autoethnography (Adams et al., 2015; Chang, 2016; Ellis, 2004; Sudnow & Dreyfus, 2001; 

Webber, 2010), I make use of the following tenets. The autoethnographer: 

1. Uses personal experience to describe and examine cultural practices and beliefs; 

2. Recognizes others as critical to experience and understanding; 

3. Understands knowledge as a tension and negotiation between personal and social 

being; 

4. Reveals the processes and struggles of people in the acts of doing, making, and 

becoming; 

5. Avoids descending into solipsism; and 

6. Acknowledges and includes the rationality of emotion and reason in a balanced 

attempt to provide broad and deep understandings of personal experience within a 

larger cultural sphere.  
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All of the above items are understandably underscored by a sensitive and well-informed practice 

of reflection. Without a practice of sincere and purposeful reflection, the value and integrity of 

autoethnography is nullified; “That’s the point of it, observing what you are doing and how you 

are doing it, constantly evaluating, critiquing, comparing to others…” (Webber, 2010, p.268). 

Furthermore, a compassionate reflective disposition is a continuance of its location in field work 

and the creation of an artistic work. Reflection is omnipresent from the outset of a performative 

inquiry. As a composer of music and lyrics, I cannot recall a single creative enterprise that was 

not immanently infused with reflection; it is autonomic, like breathing. From the moment an idea 

is seized as valuable and promising to my composing of a musical work, to its culminating 

performance on stage, reflection is a relentless partner in performative inquiry and artistic 

creativity. Sincere and deep reflection never ceases to be present, even in post-performance, it is 

a matter of degree of presence; resting at times, but always present and active. Consequently, the 

resident practice of reflection inherent in my artistic creativity unconditionally moves with me to 

my practice of autoethnography.    

Critics of autoethnography suggest that research undertaken through the perspectival lens 

of “self” is incapable of escaping familiarity with the context and content of the research, thus 

suggesting its objective integrity is invalid. Webber (2010) counters this stance convincingly: 

But without that familiarity, there is no validity at all. One cannot “situate” without 

intimate self-knowledge. One cannot analyse ethnographic material, auto or not, if the 

“subject” is unfamiliar or unconnected with their own experience. Ethnography of any 

name is about situating the individual experience within culture. Comparison is 

inevitable and necessary.  (p. 268) 
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 As the autoethnographer and composer of Nostos, situating my “self” in the midst of 

familiarity is not only sensible, it is a necessary condition to provide a primary source 

perspective that reveals in part, the creative struggle and process of my performative inquiry. 

Arguments noting the presence of subjectivity in autoethnography are misplaced, as any research 

involving human social interaction, culture, or creative endeavor is laden with entangled 

subjective elements; subjectivity is an unwavering condition of humans’ being and becoming.  

Autoethnography, framed as a primary source perspective, should be valued for the rich and 

intimate information and insight it can provide because of subjectivity, for multiple and varied 

sources of information contribute insights and understandings that can either affirm or challenge 

prevailing research. Important and impacting knowledge for the betterment of humankind need 

not be exclusively propositional or objective. Drawing from Levinas (1969), non-propositional 

knowledge of “knowing of” and “knowing how,” found in autoethnography, is radically 

important for promoting and advancing a weltanschauung that is compassionate and ethical, in 

its responsibility to others. My stance as a researcher attempting to describe and interpret the 

texts of my personal, cultural, and expressive life (Berger, 2009), acknowledges my situated 

individuality and perspective as bounded by others (Matsunobu & Bresler, 2014). This 

autoethnographic study is not a ‘me-search’, drunk with self-absorption, it is rather a critical 

“knowing of” others and socio-cultural influences, and an incisive “knowing how” my creative 

and musical upbringing shaped the creation of Nostos. 

Interestingly, autoethnography emerged from a realization by some ethnographers that 

they were not detached observers processing data from a position of neutrality but were critically 

involved in shaping the fieldwork and its presentations. Paul Atkinson, Amanda Coffey, and Sara 

Delamont wrote (as cited in Adams et al., 2015), that it was, “necessary and desirable to 
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recognize that we are part of what we study…shaped and affected by our fieldwork experiences.  

To deny the self an active and situated place in the field…is only fooling ourselves” (p. 10).  

Purposefully and with deliberate consideration, autobiography became wedded with ethnography 

hence autoethnography, to better understand the complexity of “being” in the common yet 

manifold world of human culture and social relations. The intersectional impact of society with 

personal experience provokes negotiated and constitutive understandings of our lives within 

socio-cultural contexts. Importantly, the social/personal interface is mutually constitutive; we are 

shaped by social-cultural contexts and we shape social-cultural contexts (Anderson, 2006; 

Denzin, 2014). My autoethnography, as it addresses the creation of Nostos as performative 

inquiry, preserves and extends the notion of a constitutive and intertwined relationship of our 

personal being and becoming with and in a world of the Other and otherness. 

To compose Nostos was a comprehensive act of doing, an action of creative passivity 

(Buber, 1970). Not a passivity borne of apathy or indifference, rather a passivity of a poised, 

persistent, and patient openness. It was a defining action of feeling, thinking, and sentient 

reception as a composer-educator-researcher. An inquiry by me into the creative actions and 

experiences of myself as the composer of Nostos is rich with potential for a first-person account 

and description that could be uniquely comprehensive, penetrating, revealing, and instructive 

concerning ABER and performative inquiry. It is a unique perspective because the 

autoethnographic researcher is the composer who researches the human condition of being Other 

and otherness through composing; a researcher examining the artistic research of a creative 

researcher, all the same person (Anderson, 2006). There is tremendous compass in this context 

for an intimate artistic perspective: 
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This is the eternal origin of art that a human being confronts a form that wants to 

become a work through him. Not a figment of his soul but something that appears to the 

soul and demands the soul’s creative power. What is required is a deed that a man does 

with his whole being: if he commits it and speaks with his being the basic word to the 

form that appears, then the creative power is released and the work comes into being.  

(Buber, 1970, p.60) 

On the other hand, autoethnography is rife with the possibility of solipsism. Using the personal 

voice poorly as an observer and failing to make integral and respectable linkages with the 

observed, renders autoethnography impotent as effective and meaningful research. It can become 

a self-absorbed “me-search”. It is critical that the self as observer, “has to take us somewhere we 

couldn’t otherwise get to. It has to be essential to the argument, not a decorative flourish, not 

exposure for its own sake” (Behar, 1996, p.13). The unique perspective of me as 

researcher/observer, observing the experiences of composing Nostos can provide findings and 

understandings that may take readers to places they could not get otherwise.  

Composing Music, Words, and Worlds: A Performative Autoethnography 

It is the humanizing rejoinder of the arts to all things technical that underscores my 

creative work and its location within research and education. In this component of my 

dissertation, I ask, as an episode of performative inquiry (Kielian-Gilbert, 2011), how is music 

composition a purposeful, effective, and meaningful form of Arts-Based Educational Research 

(ABER)? How do critical experiences inform and shape my performative inquiry in the creation 

of my contemporary oratorios, I Believe (premiered in 2009) and Nostos (premiered in 2018)? 
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In this autoethnography, I build upon the work of Gouzouasis (2018, 2019) and 

Gouzouasis and Leggo, 2016) to enlarge the presence of music composition as performative 

autoethnography and seek to add to the practice of creative performative inquiry as a form of 

research for transformative critical arts pedagogy. Music and words as multi-modal 

communication and catalysts for disruption are powerful means to enact and influence 

transformative learning experiences (Laros, 2017; Rousseau, 1997). 

This discussion draws upon the impact and influence of my past, including: early 

experiences of religious tension while I intensely disagreed with and challenged the teachings of 

our church (that only Christians will be saved); the harmonic and melodic qualities of Eastern 

European music that infused my accordion lessons; the absence of rigid classical music training 

until my later teens; my activities in composing music since childhood; composing as inquiry for 

teaching and learning; and walking away from post-graduate studies years ago as a result of the 

university rejecting any consideration of music composition as a vehicle for developing creative 

thinking and enlarging understanding. Perhaps my experience explains in part why ‘sound 

studies’ (Abramo, 2015) and contemporary forms of qualitative research are underrepresented in 

both arts and music education research (Gouzouasis et al., 2014). Years later, I returned to the 

university, now a (s)p(l)ace (De Cosson & Irwin, 2004) accepting of my research work as a 

composer, and always conspicuously present in my teaching, scholarship, and the scores and 

performances of I Believe and Nostos (Gouzouasis & Ihnatovych, 2016). Thematically, my 

performative autoethnography is located as an exploration of my tripartite identity as composer-

educator-researcher (i.e., a/r/tographer; see Gouzouasis, 2018) and offers a respectful challenge 

to the accepted and habituated beliefs and practices of academic research (Bourdieu, 1977) 

concerning inquiry through music composition and the function of emotion in learning. 
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Nostos and I Believe are large-scale contemporary oratorios that use music and lyrics to 

address humanness, through stories of dismissive and destructive hate, harrowing discrimination, 

and the strength of abiding faith, compassion, and hope in the poignant journey of rebuilding a 

life. Nostos and I Believe are scored for symphonic orchestra, choruses, and soloists.1 The five 

short stories, the first of which is the longest followed by four vignettes, presented in this chapter 

are factual but modified to respect privacy. Collectively, they situate and enlarge the presence of 

music composition in ABER and performative inquiry (PI) (Kartomi, 2014), notably, as episodes 

of composing or creating that lead to those of performing and artistic encounter. Performative 

inquiry when creating music physically or imaginatively (Chung, 2019), underscores musical 

meaning as more than the sum of theoretical analysis, it is a praxis of how music is used to do 

things, enact responses that confront and address issues that concern us. Together, the narratives 

share personal professional experiences and responses to my music/lyric composition processes 

and creations in ABER and PI regarding social justice and critical arts pedagogy (Bagley & 

Castro-Salazar, 2012; Rankin, 2014); music composition as performative inquiry (Gouzouasis, 

2007); the expressive import and gestalt character of melody (Szabados, 2014; von Ehrenfels, 

1988); textuality of lyrics and (mis)interpretation (Gadamer, 1975); music as a profound 

revelatory force for awareness and understanding, and a co-factor in deep learning of Others 

(Langer, 1957; Schopenhauer, 1909); the benefit and usefulness of the processes and products of 

music composition—Nostos and I Believe—as ABER and performative inquiry for enlarging 

inquiry for students (Hess, 2019); and the complex unity of being a composer-educator-

                                                           
1      Collectively, they have been performed before large audiences in various cities including New York (Lincoln 

Center), Toronto (Roy Thomson Hall), Winnipeg (Centennial Concert hall), Lodz (Opera House), Murau 
(International Music Festival), Stuttgart (Liederhalle, Beethovensaal), Wuppertal (Großen Saal der Historische 
Stadthalle) and Leverkusen (Erholungshaus). Additionally, I Believe has been recorded by the Winnipeg 
Symphony Orchestra (Canada) and the Bayer-Philharmoniker (Germany—Ars Produktion), including adult and 
youth choruses. 
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researcher (Wertheimer, 1944). The stories continue to speak to me tacitly and are critically 

present in the abstractions of my creative practice, teaching, and identity.  

Though it is counterintuitive to narrative writing or storytelling, bibliographic references 

from multiple disciplines (Jorgensen, 2008), which have situated, guided, troubled, and sculpted 

my scholarly work, have been sporadically and purposefully placed parenthetically within the 

text.  

Story 1: Composer/Educator/Researcher: Movements for a symphony of arts-based 

educational research. I was lost in reverie as I was improvising at the piano, hands skimming 

the keys. My hands seemed to have an intentionality of their own, disconnected from any 

deliberate thought. Quietly and unknowing to me, three people entered the room and stood 

behind me, listening as I musically wandered about. I played how I felt, with no purpose other 

than to play; it was autotelic, there was no outward utility, I was in an inner world of swimming 

and floating upon the sounds of music. It would not be accurate to say I was lost in reverie, for 

being lost suggests a need to find something, or to be found. No, not lost at all, rather I was just 

visiting a place that many people have attempted to reveal and explain through words and 

measures. Although, I have read some interesting and apt descriptions that come close to 

understanding that place (Csikszentmihalyi, 2009; Zvonimir, 2017), it is still not the same as 

having been there. I suppose empathy, words, and metaphor can come very close, but it is still 

not on the other side of the fence of experience. As I see it, the only way to grasp the ungraspable 

nature of music is to immerse oneself in playing with music (Huizinga, 1949), making it, 

creating it, or listening with one’s entire being; not only as background to some other action. 

Music is a wordless dialogue for me, no script, no right or wrong, just awash with feelings, 
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knowable, knowing, and critically human; beyond language and most definitely, beyond 

numbers. When I create and improvise, my life creates and improvises. 

I stopped playing. Something saddled me – a sound, or possibly a movement. 

Nonetheless, I turned to see three of my former students—John, Grace, and Nolan—standing 

side by side. I bounced out of my chair and hugged each one joyfully. We chatted and caught up 

on recent events in each of their busy post-graduate lives.  

“Have you written anything new since I Believe? We will never forget that experience,” 

Grace asked. 

I placed my hands back on the keys and played an excerpt from the fourth movement of I 

Believe, “The Children” (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2: Measures 88-116 from “The Children”, the fourth movement of I Believe (Zalis, 

2019b). 

 I swivelled my chair to face them, “Remember that?” 

They all stood still in silence, listening, as if the music was still playing within each of 

them. We looked at each other with a quiet understanding, and in that moment, that face-to-face 
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of a knowing silence with others, we saw ourselves.2 There was not a spoken word or need to 

spell out what had just happened. In our hearts and minds we simultaneously visited a past 

experience, slightly different for each of us; nonetheless, it was with us in the present moment, a 

mutually tuning-in relationship through an encounter with inner time and social space.3 It was 

not merely a memory of some special event, an archived moment; instead, it was awareness that 

the event was powerfully different, it threw all of us into a world of Others, it wove new threads 

of perception that intertwined our worlds.4 The music and lyrics of the excerpt nudged our 

humanity and made us feel and care for other people’s worlds.  

When I try to explain to friends, whose lives and thinking are illustrated by business or 

science practices, that knowledge is not of a single type that is measured, generalized, and 

predictive, they seem baffled and puzzled. The room was still quiet as I imagined what my 

friends’ thoughts might be. 

“But how do we measure it, package it?” 

“What good is it if we can’t use it or test it for effectiveness to see if it works?” 

“Warm and fuzzy is nice and entertaining, but not serious or very helpful.”  

Grace gently broke the silence, “You know, it just sticks with us, not just the tune and 

words, but,” you could hear her breath race through her nose as she pursed her lips, “I don’t 

know, it’s hard to explain, it just happens.” 

I leaned forward in my chair and posed a question to the three of them. “What do you 

think it might be, what is moving about inside of you?’  
                                                           
2  See Jourdan, 2012, p. 386; Levinas, 1969, pp. 194-201  

3  See Schutz, 1951, pp. 88-92; Mensch, 2017, pp. 253-256. 
4  See Bolt, 2011, p. 19. 
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“It felt as if we were with them somehow,” the soft pensive voice of Nolan was heard. 

I stood up and walked over to the recording studio computer and opened a file.  

“Let me read something to you,” I paused, “you may find it interesting.” 

I have read many books on the Holocaust. And as you read those accounts of what 

they did to us physically and spiritually, it does impact you. But the music and the 

lyrics give it life. It takes you back... Even non-survivors can get a reasonably good 

feeling as to the fear. The fear was always there. This feeling that you’re nobody, 

you’re doomed, you’re finished. You can feel it, both from the music and the lyrics. 

(Glinter, 2009) 

“That was said by a Holocaust survivor about I Believe5 to a reporter for The Jerusalem 

Post. I recall meeting the survivor after an excerpt performance. We stood close, eye-to-eye, he 

lifted his right arm toward me, was about to speak, then suddenly he began to cry, turned and 

walked away. It was an unforgettable moment; it completely moved me then and continues to 

deeply move me to this day.” 

“What do you mean?” Grace spoke softly.  John and Nolan asked the same question, 

intuitively, with their eyes.  

I paused and looked upward, took a slow deep breath, then replied.  

 “A while back, around 2004, I surveyed approximately one hundred students: All were 

thoughtful and intelligent. Of the one hundred surveyed, five felt comfortable saying that they 

were well aware of the Holocaust. Some had knowledge based on their history courses, however, 

                                                           
5  See Borowski, 1976; Brenner, 1997. 
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most of the students, 80 to 90 of them, knew very little or nothing at all about it. To them, it was 

as if the Holocaust had never happened, yet it did, and continues to exist in the memories of 

survivors, as was painfully clear when the Holocaust survivor approached me after the excerpt 

performance of I Believe. The Holocaust was a state sanctioned event. Let that sink in for a 

moment ... it was the law, it was okay to kill, to annihilate people who were deemed different. 

And, by the powers that be in education, for whatever political or cultural reasons, it was decided 

that it did not merit study of any substantial sort. But of course, we all need to know calculus and 

software coding, because we need more engineers and technology developers, to morally save us 

from ourselves.”  

Those words are words borne out of frustration with the pervasively narrow and 

imprudent march of the teaching profession toward STEM education. 

I stopped and could feel my heart rate rise slightly; John, Nolan, and Grace grabbed 

chairs and sat down in front of me. 

“You seem upset,” John noted.  

“I am, because I care, not so much about your grades or jobs, you’ll do just fine, but 

about the world you will be thrown into.”6  I spoke with consideration and conviction. 

“In my mind, it’s important for students and people in general to be aware, feel, reflect 

upon, and understand a social world of difference, of Others, not only from a scientific or 

categorical perspective, but even more so, from a recognition of the Other as every bit human as 

                                                           
6  See Heidegger, 1949.  The concept of Geworfenheit, literally meaning “thrownness”, suggests that we are in part 

thrust upon the world with no say regarding our throwness; cast on a shore of experience and being.  
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oneself.7 Think about it, how can we have a sense of self without having a sense of Other, we 

need each other, like up needs down, or left needs right. And, depending where one stands, left 

can be right, and right can be left. People, like us, as we sit in this room, who are thought to be 

different than us in some ways, still feel, laugh, think, dream, fear, and have relationships, like 

us; and shape and are shaped by their worlds, like us. We are many small differences that exist in 

a common world.8 This kind of understanding is not normally expressed in classrooms, 

textbooks, on tests, or policy documents; it’s something beyond letter grades and percentages, 

it’s different, it is an attempt to feel, to ‘apprehend’9  the lived experiences of Others. And, I may 

add, in doing so, you might just learn a great deal about yourself.” 

They shifted in their seats, still listening. I reflected for a short moment as they looked at 

me intently. Then I shared an ‘epiphony’ (Gouzouasis & Ryu, 2015, p. 403). 

“What better way to deal with the messy and inexact emotional, social, and cultural 

worlds of human beings than using the messy, scattered, and inexact world of art, in my case 

music, as an emotional gateway,10  or an interface, so to speak, to peel away layers of imaginary 

fences, walls, and categories we have created based on our fear of Others who are different from 

us, who might change our ways, dismantle our comfort and our worlds as we think they should 

be.”  As I finished, I heard the Nostos chorus singing in my mind, “and our life comes tumbling 

down” (see Figure 3).

                                                           
7  See Levinas, 1969; Zhao, 2016. 
8  See Rousseau, 1913, p. 17 
9  See Mesle, 2008, pp. 98-107; Whitehead, 1978, p. 23. 
10  See Svenaeus, 2018.    
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Figure 3: Measures 94-102 from “Fences”, Nostos (Zalis, in press).  

In a slow and measured tone, I continued. 

“I think music and words together can be a powerful emotional vehicle with which to 

access the inner feeling world of people and what it means to be human, as individuals and social 
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beings.11 It makes sense to me to use art, music, and words, to attempt to understand the life of 

Others, the particular and peculiar world of human emotion and feeling. It doesn’t seem right to 

examine human experience using only numerical data or clinical research. We are much more 

complex than numbers and objects to be counted, studied, and labelled for pervasive notions of 

efficiency, effectiveness, accountability, or scientific fact.”  

I continued, bothered by the senselessness of it all, yet held by the sincerity and care of 

their gaze. 

“We are more than check boxes, grades, employee numbers, profit margins, data points, 

or appearances.12 You being you and me being me, the totality of being a ‘feeling and reasoning’ 

human as an individual and part of a larger community is not easily measured. And, it is not a 

case of creating a better tool to measure us; rather, we should more fully recognize and 

acknowledge the value of the arts in helping us understand the human condition as diverse, 

varied, and complex. Somehow, it seems to me that I have felt this way for a long time, different, 

since I was a young accordion player while living in the 1960’s and 70’s world of guitars, drums, 

and rock music.” 

“So, what does this all mean?” Nolan looked slightly puzzled but curious. 

“I am truly bothered by the default application of the scientific method to every issue, 

concern, and challenge that confronts our world. Disturbingly, there is a growing and 

unquestioning adherence to the scientific method as the single remedy for all things pertaining to 

knowledge and understanding. Art has been effectively sidelined in the knowledge game. I don’t 

understand how a single approach of seeking and generating knowledge, especially in education, 

                                                           
11  See Habibi & Damasio, 2014, pp. 93-94; Mooney, 2015, p. 425; Damasio, 2018, p. 178. 
12  See Heidegger, 1949; Eisner, 1971; Grelling & Oppenheim, 1988; Smith, 1988. 
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could render comprehensively deep and broad understandings of our infinitely complex world of 

human existence and interaction.” 

I stopped all at once, stood up, and leaned on the piano; the casual conversation was long 

gone.  

“To be fair, logic and utility have their important purposes in coming to know our natural 

world in theoretical and practical ways. However, our conscious thinking about the world, 

measured, objectified, and categorized is but the ‘tip of the iceberg’ of lived human experience 

as the unconscious world of emotion inhabits all of human experience.13 To understand Others 

means that we should understand the inner ‘feeling world’ of Others and such a task requires a 

method or instrument of research that is sensibly aligned to accessing and providing 

opportunities to deepen our understanding of people, as individuals and communities. It is why, 

as a composer-educator-researcher I chose to use music and words as a form of performative 

inquiry14 within the practice of arts-based educational research; ABER for short.”15  

I slowed the tempo and relaxed my tone.  

“In a nutshell; I think about, examine, research, ask questions, visit places, interview 

people, try to understand the worlds of Others, funnel and assemble-using music and words, the 

unique and individual entities of human experience into a complex multi-layered presentation of 

humanity which is then re-presented through public performance.16 I do not believe my work 

‘represents’ a world of Others, rather, I attempt to create a non-prescriptive ‘presentation,’ a 

                                                           
13  See Damasio, 1994; LeDoux, 1996; Damasio, 2003. 
14 See Barad, 2003; Miller, 2007; Finley, 2008; Schechner & Brady, 2013; Fels, 2015; Chung, 2019. 
15 See Sinner et al., 2006; Cahnmann-Taylor & Siegesmund, 2008; Barone & Eisner, 2012; Rankin, 2014; Vist,       

2015. 
16  See Glesne, 2016; Clandinin, 2013.  An outgrowth of ABER is the possibility of enlarged audiences to witness, 

engage, and respond (feel/reflect/act) to research. 
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discussion for another time. That said, it is my hope that by presenting an inner world of lived 

experience  through the aesthetically evocative and provocative agency of music and words, a 

human emotional gateway or access point opens and calls you to feel and understand the human 

condition as plural, yet irreducibly singular as sublime and sacred; more than measures of 

materiality.”17   

John spoke thoughtfully, “I normally don’t associate art with research, at least not 

formally, though I’m certain some artists do some form of research when they are creating. 

Don’t you think?” 

“What is research? What does it mean to inquire? What does it mean to know? What does 

it mean to understand? How do we search for knowledge and understanding? I assume you 

normally associate research with science; why?”  

Once again, the sound of silence filled the room, the same quiet way as when the three of 

them finished listening to the excerpt I played from I Believe, however, this time the reason was 

different. Interesting, I thought, that both reason and emotion, in synergetic ways, can grab us 

and lead us to knowledge and understanding; they overlap in life experience, our mind, and in 

our brain,18 so why not in research? Why are we not bringing together reason, feeling, science 

and art, as parts of a ‘whole’ approach to knowing well?19  

“That’s a lot to think about”, once again Grace was the first to break the stillness. 

“And, there is more.”  

                                                           
17  See Schutz, 1967; Levinas, 1969; Palmer, 1969; Buber, 1970. 
18 See Damasio, 1994; Trost, Ethofer, Zentner, & Vuilleumier, 2012. 
19 See Wertheimer, 1944; Eisner, 2008. 
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I was on a roll, but they listened kindly. “Think about this, when you rehearse with others 

in a choir, making music together, you are present as an individual and part of a social group, 

negotiating the meaning of your role as a singer, person, and group member as you engage with 

the music, words, and narrative.20 This is a heady mix of aesthetics, emotions, feelings, 

reasoning, and reflection on the lives of Others while confronting issues of human rights, social 

justice, and social consonance. In addition, there is more once again, by immersing yourself in 

the artistic experience, there is a reciprocal experience of examining your ‘self,’ your feelings 

and thoughts about the world presented before you through the rehearsal and performance of the 

oratorio. You might begin to question the world about you and your stance within it.”21  

“You,” I stressed, “all of you, in some way, large or small, begin to inquire, and you 

become part of the performative inquiry, a chain of episodes that begins with a human social 

issue that affects me in powerful ways, compels me to know more, to search, examine, and 

create; a curiosity borne of caring. The inquiry is then passed on to you and to others in all 

directions, somewhat like a baton in a multi-layered relay race, through the caring acts of 

rehearsals and public performances. Then it is passed on once more to audiences, who may or 

may not continue the process. In a world that is at once magnificently large and small, learning 

to live together in peaceful and sustainable ways is every bit as important, maybe more so, than 

much of the instrumentality and utility of our modern times.” 

“It’s a whole mix of learning, making connections of some sort,” Nolan seemed taken by 

the idea; somewhat awakened.  

                                                           
20 See  Maattanen, 2003. “Dewey’s notion of “concept” is operational; concepts are definitions of operations. The 

connection of concepts to the world occurs ultimately through interaction, that is perception and action, not only 
perception” (p. 64). Singing in a choir, in a Deweyian sense, is an operational concept of music making through 
individual perception and social experience. 

21 See Berger (2009) for an insightful exploration of phenomenology, expressive culture, and experience as a 
domain of inquiry. 
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“Yes, that makes sense, definitely opens your eyes—you see things differently. You feel 

things too,” Grace’s words leapt forward. 

John jumped in, “So why don’t we do more of this? I learned more from performing the 

oratorio than I did in class.” 

“Because, generally, the present practices of education and schooling tend to put you and 

your subjects into a bunch of different boxes, easily measured and accounted for, while 

overlooking the importance of emotion and subjectivity in learning.22 My concern for you lies in 

the spaces between the boxes, how we can connect your packaged knowledge in a way that is 

meaningful for you beyond getting a job, to better equip you to live with Others in a diverse 

world of beliefs, values, and human experience.” 

I turned to the piano suddenly, “Please listen for a moment to a politician’s perspective in 

Nostos, a far cry from the voices of those seeking help and a second chance,” (See Figure 4). 

                                                           
22  See (Ellis & Flaherty, 1992). 
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Figure 4: Measures 167-192 from “Fences”, Nostos (Zalis, in press).  

 “And,” I stopped playing and continued, “composing contemporary oratorios as a form 

of research is not exactly embraced quickly or easily by universities or the music education 

community.23  Music education is for the most part still seen as performance through band and 

choir ensembles, and taught as such in many universities. Remember, your parents used to call 

our music shows, band concerts, even though we also had vocal ensembles, string quintets, 

premieres of student composer original works, guitar group, and various other musical 
                                                           
23  See Gouzouasis & Lee, 2002; Cahnmann-Taylor & Siegesmund, 2008; Pace, 2016. 
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presentations on the program. I think creativity, artistic inquiry, and creative pedagogy are 

problematic for education and music education communities, and by extension, my tripartite 

identity as composer-educator-researcher is non-conformist.24 That aside, I am a very fortunate 

PhD candidate to have an advisor and committee who believe in my work, and, to have worked, 

and continue to work with, enthusiastic and thoughtful students like you.”  

I hesitated for a moment, thoughts of ABER and years of swimming upstream filling my 

mind, “it is very difficult to measure the immeasurable, yet it is exactly the immeasurable that 

vitally elevates our humanity.”  

Story 2: Melody is like a grain of mustard seed. 

“Can you hear that? Listen closely to the tone... to the attack... to the production.” 

The theatre was filled with high school students, a number of staff, and some local media.  

All were intently listening. Someone in the theatre, filled with about 150 people, had asked me 

why I chose to write for symphony orchestras and choirs rather than a more up-to-date sound 

with guitars, keys, drums, samples, and so on.  

“Listen to how different they sound. If you are aware of and familiar with pop/rock 

music, it is quite easy to tell which songs you are listening to were from the 70s and others from 

the 90s, just by focusing on the drum tracks. You can date many recordings by the timbre of 

particular instruments, especially those whose sound is manipulated through electronic means 

beyond the use of microphones. For many years, I was a studio musician, a music 

producer/composer, and I played in a band. I am quite familiar with music trends based on sonic 

                                                           
24  See Beghetto & Sriraman, 2016; Sternberg, 2018.  Sternberg proposes a triangular theory of creativity that 

includes cognitive, affective, motivational, and environmental components. 
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novelty, new sounds generated from manipulating studio gear, and software. For many years, I 

truly enjoyed doing what I did in studios as a professional musician and producer. But Nostos 

and I Believe are different. Despite knowing that my work would be labelled in some critical 

manner, I didn’t want my work categorized or easily time-stamped by the novelty of trendy 

sounds, studio-production techniques, or the quickly shifting appetites of pop music.” 

I paused to take the temperature of the audience. A woman with the media, seated in the 

front row, blurted out a question. 

“But, if you wrote Nostos to make young people aware of Others and the challenges that 

face humanity, wouldn’t you attract young people by using their music?” 

It was a thoughtful question, and the theatre full of people seemed to respond in 

agreement with the words of the reporter. I walked slowly to the piano, played and sang quietly 

(See Figure 5). 
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Figure 5: Measures 42-49 from “Fallen Angel,” Nostos (Zalis, in press).   

The theatre was quiet and still as I turned away from the piano. 

“Do you still listen to the same music that you once did when you were much younger?”  

The theatre started humming with chit-chat, teasing, and joking across the room to 

friends.  I continued.  

“I assume for the most part that your music tastes have changed, as well as your fashion 

sense among other things.”  

I looked around the room and saw head nods in quiet agreement.  

“Do you think you will be listening to the same music ten years from now?” 
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“Maybe, maybe not.”  

A shout from the back of the hall threw itself forward.  

“Probably some changes will happen.” 

“Why will you remember certain songs or compositions and not others?” 

I looked at the young man at the back of the hall. 

“Please sing something that has stuck with you over the years.” 

He hummed a tune, muttered some words, mumbled more words, and finished with a 

flourish of nonsensical syllables, because he couldn’t remember the lyrics.  

“What was the harmonic progression of the song? Were there any countermelodies, any 

interesting rhythmic permutations?” 

I waited for a response, but the room was quiet once more.  

“So, what was it that you remembered? For sure it wasn’t the lyrics,” I joked, and 

chuckles were heard throughout the room. 

“The tune, the singing part,” another voice from the other side of the room offered by 

way of insight. I continued the conversation. 

“The melody, for many people cross-culturally, is arguably that part of music that 

resonates in the deepest of ways, as it sticks in our memories more so than any other component 

part of making music.25 Rhythm, timbre, and harmony are constitutive elements of music; each 

                                                           
25  See Levitin, 2006; Mithen, 2011; Trehub et al., 2015. It is suggested that all people sing for many different 

reasons, disregarding style and aesthetic quality of singing, and the instinct to sing is as powerful as the instinct 
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has a very important role to play in making music. But it is melody, difficult to define but 

knowable, it is what we sing, hum to ourselves, or ‘hear in our head’ that is the sticky stuff of 

music for many people. Think about it, other than in specific contexts, when you ask someone 

about a song or a concert experience, how common is it to hear someone talk about the harmonic 

progression, or demonstrate a polyphonic excerpt?”  

I stepped forward and mimicked with a raised voice; excited and quick.  

“Hey, John. You should have heard the kick drum and snare drum interplay in the back 

half of bar 175 of the fifth song in the set. Those two counts were amaaazing” 

The theatre erupted with a ripple of muted laughter. 

“It’s not that it wasn’t an important moment for that particular person, rather that it is not 

likely an indelible musical moment for most people,” my voice returning to form. “What most of 

us remember and reproduce from musical experiences is melody; the tune.” 

I stopped pacing back and forth across the stage, stood still, and faced the crowd.  

“I don’t use any specific generation’s particular notions of what music should be. I have 

wide interests. However, I favour melody and create with the broadest palette of acoustic sounds 

afforded to a composer, the human voice in all styles of singing and the symphony orchestra. If I 

am writing large-scale works that examine and attempt to reveal shattering human experiences 

that live in the tattered edges of humanity, moments that need to be confronted, need to be 

remembered for myriad humane, political, social, and cultural reasons, then I need to write in a 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
to speak. Singing implies melody as a succession of notes that are a self-contained unit, be they chant-like, 
rudimentary, or florid. This does not diminish rhythm, timbre, or harmonic elements of music, rather, 
acknowledges the human voice and melody as fundamentally primal and primary in human musical experience. 
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thoughtful manner that is sensitive, ethical, and possesses a chance of provoking and residing 

within the hearts and minds of audiences, long after the performance is over. The performance 

needs to somehow continue its life inside your head, and your head, your head, and your head,” I 

said as I gestured to specific people in the audience before continuing with a gesture to another 

part of the audience.  

“And it needs to somehow live in your heart, and your heart, and your heart.”  

I paused for a moment, suspended by my feelings and thoughts.  

“The most powerful way to do so is with melody.” 

“Other composers may focus upon and use harmonic devices that are dissonant to many 

listeners to address the task. Others still, may use rhythms that distort and twist our sense of flow 

and proportion. All sorts of contemporary compositional practices have been used to represent or 

present artistically the atrocities, hate, discrimination, and violence we have expressed toward 

each other; all effective in some manner. I chose melody, for it lingers in an irrevocable manner, 

long after the drama and emotion of the total score with its harmonic devices, structures, 

developments, and rhythmic angst have been performed in concert. For those who have read the 

Biblical parable, melody is like a grain of mustard seed; its agency for remembrance can grow to 

significant proportions. And remember we must!” 

  Story 3: A rehearsal for research: Artistic (mis)interpretation. 

“So, why are you writing a piece about the Holocaust?” 
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Two men ask the question while a third observes from a short distance away by the 

dining room. One man is a Rabbi, the other a Holocaust survivor, and the third is a lawyer and 

friend. All are highly respected in the community.  

“Why am I doing this, and what exactly am I trying to do?” I thought to myself. “How do 

I do this? It’s all so different from what I know, what I saw, what I have lived. Yet, I feel 

something—something deep down that makes me move forward with my work. I cry at times 

when I write the music, staring at the words, alone in my studio. I feel something that is very 

real, very powerful, and it moves me, seismically. Don’t know why, but it does.”  

“I have to write this,” I say emphatically, “I have to say something.”  

I looked at them and felt that somehow, they knew me, beyond thoughts and words; as if 

an invisible hand, held out towards me, silently welcomed me.26   

***** 

Our conversation was mostly about explaining and describing the series of events that led 

to the creation of the oratorio and my plans for further research. I made it clear that I was raised 

within a Ukrainian culture, which implicated an awareness of historical Nazi collaboration. 

Nonetheless, the dialogue remained caring and supportive. Their questions became less about 

why I was writing the work and more about its content.  

“Would you like to hear some of the movements I’ve written so far?” 

The Rabbi quietly responded, “Yes, I’m sure we all would like to hear what you have.” 

                                                           
26 See Langer, 1957; Levinas, 1969; Buber, 1970; Merleau-Ponty, 2012. 
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Everyone leaned in closely toward the laptop, listening and looking at the score.  At times I sang 

along with the score, putting the lyrics in context and explaining the narrative arc of the 

movement. Then it happened (See Figure 6). 

Figure 6: Measures 189-202 from “Beginning/Why?” I Believe (Zalis, 2019b). 

 “Would you please say those words once more,” asked the Rabbi. 

“Why God, why did you leave?” 

“No, God never left,” the Rabbi warmly intoned, “he was always here, hiding. But he 

never left.” 

I had never imagined God as possibly hiding: From whom?  I was startled by the thought, 

the idea, and its possible meanings. According to Gadamer (1975) and Palmer (1969), words, 

interpretations, meanings, and truths are powerful and slippery things, difficult to grasp with the 

grip of a singular stance. Every word and note of the oratorio needed to be written with care and 
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deep empathy,27 knowing full well that the truthfulness of my artistic interpretations and 

understandings could only be an aspiration, not a certainty. Nonetheless, I left the meeting 

buoyed by what I had learned and by the sincere encouragement and support I received; it was a 

blessing.  

Story 4: Will is not a number, and art is not a science. The interview began in the 

friendliest manner, warm and welcoming. There was light-hearted banter, some teasing, and 

joking around. Will and I had worked together before, for that is how I perceive interviews: as a 

dialogic team.28 It is never a case, as some believe, of just recording the interview, taking field 

notes, transcribing, collating, identifying themes, coding, and then synthesising the findings. It 

was a dialogue, in the sense that through speaking we were with each other, turning toward each 

other in mutual recognition of our wanting to be together to share each other’s humanity. 

As a creative artist, I explore and investigate the human condition, how we live together 

and most disturbingly, how we come to hate others, diminish them, belittle them, persecute them, 

and sometimes obliterate them.29 As I entered my vehicle to drive home, I thought that it was in 

the private moments with Will that I felt the merits of ABER and how it valued the particular 

world of Others in the search for meanings and truths that are humane, rather than a statistical 

aggregate of facts, codes, and computations.30 Will was not a number, despite a tattoo to the 

contrary (See Figure 7). He was not a statistic, despite the validity of numbers, for numbers also 

create dehumanising distance. Will was also more than the defining and conceptualizing 

character of words. Will was much more; he is a human ‘being,’ an individual within a 

community of individuals. And it would be art, music, and words, which might reveal or allow a 
                                                           
27  See Stein, 1989; Allesch, 2017. 
28  See Bakhtin, 1986. 
29  See Arendt, 1958; Gilbert, 2006. 
30  See Gouzouasis & Ryu, 2015. 
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shattering glimpse of the shards of broken humanity that Will had experienced. ABER and 

performative inquiry, as composing music and words, can bypass reason as they directly access 

emotional empathy, creating an interface that activates gateways of recognition, opportunities to 

notice the humanity of Others, and to move towards self-reflection.31  

Figure 7: Measures 33-41 from “What Now,” I Believe (Zalis, 2019b).   

Contrary to the belief of some scholars, I thought, “Hasn’t art always done this? Is it 

necessary to legitimize my work as an artist by the tenets of traditional scholarship?32 If ABER 

                                                           
31  See Molnar-Szakacs, 2011. 
32  See Barr Jr., 2017. Picasso insightfully shares, “In my opinion to search means nothing in painting. To 

find, is the thing. Nobody is interested in following a man who, with his eyes fixed on the ground, 
spends his life looking for the pocketbook that fortune should put in his path. The one who finds 
something no matter what it might be, even if his intention were not to search for it, at least arouses 
our curiosity, if not our admiration." (p. 9) 
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and performative inquiry search differently and for different kinds of understandings and 

meanings than science, why would I even want to use their methods and validation processes? 

Haven’t I always been a researcher? I can’t think of a time when I didn’t do research when I 

was composing. Is all of this making me a better artist, a better researcher?” Turning into the 

driveway, I was home. 

  Story 5: Performative autoethnography: Simplicity on the far side of complexity. 

“Zee, can we talk about writing lyrics?”  

The class of young writers and composers, some standing, some sitting in the main room 

of the recording studio, about eighteen of them, appeared genuinely interested in words and 

music. 

“Of course we can.”  

“When you write, what do you write first, melody or lyrics?” 

“Ninety-nine percent of the time I create the melody first, and then write the lyrics.” 

“Isn’t that harder to do. I mean, don’t most people do the opposite?” Sarah, one of our 

resident singer/songwriters, seemed riveted with curiosity.    

“Every creative situation with music and words is a challenge, always a negotiation of 

sorts; music to words, words to music, back and forth. Every composer, I would suggest, has a 

preference.”   

“Why do you write that way?” asked another inquisitive artist to be. 
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“Before we begin, I need to be clear about something. My experiences as a writer, a 

composer, should not be taken as the correct way of writing just because it works for me. Don’t 

package my words as some kind of authoritative step-by-step lesson, or rubric that works for 

everybody, every time. This is not science, it is art; one size does not fit all! On the other hand 

don’t be mistaken: Just because this discussion is narrowly focused on how I write, it is shared 

from a broader perspective of creativity and composing, therefore, there is value in learning how 

a single person does things in relation to other composers and composing in general.33 It is 

essentially an insider’s story, a personal story.” 

Amused and intrigued, some students moved closer, sitting down or changing seats, 

while a few others leaned forward, elbows on their legs with hands together tucked under their 

chins; the large room seemed to become smaller. 

“At the very least, such personal experiences of ‘how and why’ can provoke you to think 

differently, try new things, or give you a degree of insight into someone else’s world of creating 

and making things.34 Remember, it is not about me per se, instead, it is about the world that 

surrounds me, creatively and otherwise. The best advice I can give is to take what interests you, 

try some of the different stuff that might bother or disturb your normal process of creating, mix it 

up, play with it, and make it your own; it can only make you better as a writer or composer. This 

is how I learned. Any thoughts, comments, or questions?” 

In response to comments and questions, I continue to explain in detail my practice of 

‘economy of words’ concerning why lyrics follow melody in the creative process, and my theory 

of ‘simplicity on the far side of complexity,’ a process of artistic distillation that derives parts 

                                                           
33  See Wiley, 2019. 
34  See Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011. 
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from an imagined whole. It is important for my students to understand the potential of a single 

word or phrase carried by the power of an expressive melody to reveal the inner ‘feeling world’ 

of those whose story is being told. More so, the melody and words need to come from a place of 

compassion and empathy. Above all, artistic quality is integral to ABER, for if the work is not 

skillful, incisive, evocative, or sufficiently expressive in its composition and performance, the 

very essence of ABER to meaningfully present and reveal the worlds of Others will be 

compromised.35 Nonetheless, my students must understand that concepts of quality are not fixed, 

especially over time in the larger sphere of public engagement, as there will always be distasteful 

noisy critics and generous dissenters, not only the insight of thoughtful critiques and slow to 

change perspectives. 

I was nearing the end of the talk but needed to add a proviso. 

“It may sound absolutely strange and unimaginable, yet while composing ‘Fallen Angel,’ 

a movement of Nostos, it was critically important for me to imagine what it might have been like 

to be a child who was trafficked, exploited, abused, and discarded like an empty coffee cup that 

had served its purpose.” 

I took a slow breath and continued. 

“Think about it. Me, a fully grown man with wholly different life experiences, imagining 

himself as a trafficked child, impossible yet essential and necessary as I tried to understand and 

emotionally grapple with the words and music of ‘Fallen Angel.’ It had to be done if I was to 

compose ethically and responsibly about the real world of Others.” 

                                                           
35  See Barone & Eisner, 2012; Lafreniere & Cox, 2012. 
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A few months later, “Fallen Angel” was played at an evening event for a national 

foundation that works to ensure the safety of women, men, and children from the manipulation, 

exploitation, and abuse of forced labour and the sex trade (See Figure 8). 

Figure 8: Measure 18-26 from “Fallen Angel”, Nostos (Zalis, in press).  

Near the end of the evening, which was powerfully moving, I was standing by a table 

with my wife when I saw the guest speaker, who was a survivor of human trafficking, walking in 

my direction towards the exit doors.  She stopped abruptly as she noticed me.  

“Are you the composer of that piece?” 
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“Yes,” I replied. 

“Don’t change a thing. You hit the nail on the head.” 

“Thank you, very much,” I replied as I watched her walk away. 

 Coda 

From the broad focal perspective of a floodlight, the five stories together, present my 

work as inseparably whole from which constituent parts are derived, “the whole breathes in 

every part” (Wertheimer, 1944, p. 78). Each story offers a personal experience of affirmation or 

transformation that is derivative of an understanding of cognition as an entanglement of emotion 

and reasoning. Undertaking ABER and PI as a composer-educator-researcher, whole and 

inseparable, grapples with continually intertwining themes of self and otherness as reciprocated 

subject/object, knowledge/understanding, meaning as experience/relational/conceptual, art as 

research, artistic intuition/computation, emotion as appraisal/knowing, music and words as 

dialog/interpretation/presentation, truths/facts, and humanity as particular and social. Each theme 

is much like a note in a melody, important but only fully understood when performed wholly as a 

self-contained musical experience (von Ehrenfels, 1988). A melody is something other than the 

sum of its parts and similarly, within the research practices of ABER and PI, human beings are 

believed to be more and different than the sum of measured and computed parts. Gouzouasis and 

Ryu (2015) state that the ‘auto’ of autoethnography is charged with multiple meanings; “fused 

with culture (i.e. ethno) and writing (i.e. graphy), to form a holistic, embodied, and relational 

perspective about and the ways the  person (e.g. the teacher and child) both enact the story and 

write the story” (p. 403). The multiple meanings of auto as such, are apt in foregrounding and 

making salient my culture and writing (words and music) as self/other embedded as composer-
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educator-researcher in the creations of Nostos and I Believe as practices of ABER and PI; 

simplicity as whole, existing on the far side of complexity.      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



COMPOSING MUSIC AS ABER AND PI: NOSTOS-A JOURNEY OF OTHERS 
 362 

Chapter Seven: Conclusion 

 The constellation of research methods and approaches that provided necessary structure 

and support for my study and practice of music composition as arts-based educational research 

(ABER) and performative inquiry (PI), is testimony to the complex recursivity and intertwined 

character of emotion with reason, artistic intuition with intellectualization, conceptual with non-

conceptual, experience with theory, and knowledge as fixed and generalizable with 

understandings as continuous movement and particular. The constellation of research methods 

that guided my thinking was necessary for a single method of research in this regard was 

insufficient to reasonably grasp the multilayered inscrutable character of meaning-making 

through experiences of composing music as performative inquiry. Thinking with and through 

phenomenology, neuroscience, artistic intuition, hermeneutics, performative inquiry, arts-based 

research, autoethnography, curriculum theory, and a systematic mapping review in the creation 

of Nostos, provided a reasonable and informed understanding of my work as a composer-

educator-researcher. However, it is still an insufficient position of understanding for it is thinking 

towards theory, description, and explanation, which cannot grasp and capture the ineffable and 

transcendent reality of musical sound in the act of composing music as research.  

My study of music composition as performative inquiry in the creation of Nostos will 

always be incomplete, for art will always remain the Other. Art as the Other, is found and 

perpetually generated in its confrontations and encounters with persons; each individual person 

also is an Other. As the composer of Nostos and I Believe, I am keenly aware that each oratorio 

has acquired an existence of multiple qualities and meanings, different for every percipient. This 

is the strength of music composition as PI, for Nostos and I Believe address and make relational 

the ineffable and felt We in I, as both oratorios artistically provoke the particularity of our 
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individual natures through the aesthetic presentation of the Other. Reason may lead us to a door 

or gateway of understanding, but it is the transcendent experience of feeling our being and 

becoming through an act of facing the Other that kicks the door or gateway open as we move 

forward in relational understandings of the human condition. The affective agency of music to 

afford transformative artistic experiences is an impoverished description to understand the power 

of being seized, emotionally upheaved, and tossed about by music resulting in transformative 

change regarding a person’s being and becoming. I have received correspondences from 

performers and audience members that attest to such or similar experiences of being moved or 

changed as they felt an encounter with the Other, through performances of Nostos or I Believe, 

that was visceral and difficult to articulate, but all too real to dismiss as artifice; an experience 

within an experience.   

Nostos as an occasion of ABER and PI is presented as a concert stage work calling for 

approximately 160 performers presenting the music and lyrics of an approximately 186-page 

orchestral score that required two years to create. The lengthy and extensive experience of 

creating Nostos was dialogical, affective, social, personal, political, principled, aesthetical, 

lexical, cultural, historical, contemporary, performative, intense, disturbing, wandering, 

digressive, recursive, messy, and extraordinary. Undoubtedly, the list of descriptive words is 

abridged. That said, the use of each word is informed, supported, justified, or validated by the 

myriad experiences of composing Nostos. The phenomenology of composing Nostos as 

performative inquiry is constituted of dense foreground and background elements that are in 

constant displacing movements. There is a fluid and intertwining dialogical exchange between 

notions of exterior and interior dimensions of my acts of composing as well as my being and 

continuously becoming a composer-educator-researcher. This particular dialogical exchange 
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agitates and churns the aesthetic materials of my performative inquiry. The consequence is an 

abrading of content, direction, and creative practice that is winnowed by artistic intuition. As the 

composer of Nostos, I could not articulate a precise description of what I was seeking, but if and 

when the “sought after” presented itself, the singular attunement and habitus of intuition 

responded quickly and definitively (Bannan, 2014, 2017) to recognize the expressive and 

generative value of the revealed musical idea; it was “right.” My creative artistic manner of 

seeking is not an act of overt construction or a decoding process to unveil a pre-existing answer 

or knowledge; there is no pre-set coded meaning or answer to be found. Rather, composing as 

performative inquiry is an act of Homo Ludens (Huizinga, 1949), the play of adults, different, 

though similar to children whose imaginations turn bowls, chairs, and blankets into helmets and 

castles; perceiving connections where others see distance or the nonsensical.   

The artistic kernel is not so much found through practices of music theory—although 

skill is a critical attribute of creativity (Baer, 2016; Sternberg, 2018)—as it is a meeting of an 

intention that is open and receptive to an unpredictable, elusive, whimsical, and spontaneous act 

of creatively connecting ideas or things that are not commonly connected. The intuitive notice 

and recognition of a musical idea by a composer is uniquely individual, a face-to-face encounter, 

roughly analogous to an empathic notice and recognition of the unique and valued humanity of 

the Other (Lévinas & Hand, 1989). Within each context there is a seeking or a calling that is 

bounded by open-minded attunement that is willingly receptive to that which is different and 

new. Of course, there is a complex of human interaction that is absent from the composer’s 

context, but the comparative analogue of being attuned to the calling of another human being or 

to the hailing presence of a musical idea is rationalized by the qualitative demand for openness, 

acute sensitivity, patience, and meaningful recognition in both contexts. More so, the 
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intentionality of each event of seeking, calling, noticing, and recognizing the Other is unique for 

every person, and paralleled in the creative experiences of composers. It is so because of the 

distinctly unpredictable dynamic interdependence and intra-action (Barad, 2007) between the 

foreground and background constitution of the composer. Consequently, the phenomenological 

and autoethnographic examination of Nostos as performative inquiry, acknowledge the unique 

stance of the composer as having critical agency for generating intimate and discerning 

understandings of original music composition as research.   

There is an implicit refusal inherently resident in music composition as performative 

inquiry to become standardized by articulated repeatable measures of methodological inputs and 

outputs (Attali, 1985). Methodological authority cannot subsume my personal world and voice as 

a composer-educator-researcher, for it is indelibly present and active in the art, artistry, and 

findings of my performative inquiry. It is impossible to standardize the processes, methods, and 

artistic presentations of my work for the web of intertwined networks that shaped, conversed 

with, and generated my creative performative inquiry is unique. Moreover, it was the 

individuality of my voice as a composer-educator-researcher that intimately confronted and felt 

the unique voice and face of the Other whose being was also constituted of intertwined networks 

of others and experience.  

Nostos as performative inquiry is an artistic response and presentation of the complexity 

of human existence found in the immeasurable entanglements of our being and becoming as we 

move with and in a world of otherness. Nostos does not suggest or offer an articulate response or 

answer on how to confront and address issues of oppression, hate, discrimination, or social 

justice. Rather, Nostos as performative inquiry affords space for the personal worlds and voices 

of performers and audience members to interpret, compose, and arrange their own(ed) responses 
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to artistic presentations and encounters of political oppression, hate, discrimination, and hope. 

Nostos, as ABER and PI, for certain, is not prescriptive in its findings, rather, its findings in the 

form of an artistic response and presentation provide space to liberate oneself from the 

prescriptions of authoritative voices and actively engage with one’s own unique voice of being 

and becoming. The notion of space in Nostos is understood as the possibility of an unpredictable 

personal encounter of the Other and self that affords an ethical recognition, relation, and 

response located in the common space of our humanity, notwithstanding cultural differences of 

time and space (Ranciére, 2009). 

As a composer-educator-researcher, I felt an obligation borne of care and concern to do 

and say something about the epistemological and ontological value of art as research and the art 

of education, learning, and understanding in relation to the greater world we live in and move 

with. It is reasonable to think that the use of different methods of inquiry may yield different 

responses to, presentations, and findings of knowledge and understandings (Peters & Biesta, 

2009). Consequently, it is reasonable to think that there is epistemological and ontological value 

in ABER and PI, as occasioned in the music and lyrics of Nostos, for they engage with the 

human condition in radically different ways than positivistic approaches, thus responses to, 

presentations, and findings of knowledge and understandings of the human condition are 

valuably different. Cogently, Street (2007), expanding upon Rousseau’s stance regarding music, 

notes, “our humanity is realised in the sounds we make and hear” (p. 327). As well, Dewey 

(2005) thought that the gestalt thinking processes of artistic creativity were, “one of the most 

exacting modes of thought” (p.47). Music composition as performative inquiry is nothing if not 

acutely imaginative, discursive, emotional, and thoughtful in feeling and ascertaining the 

intertwined connections of humans’ being and becoming. The enterprise of imaginative thinking 
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in ABER and PI is personal in its agency to open possibilities of meaning-making that emerge 

from making connections between the intertwined worlds of personal being and becoming with 

the being and becoming of the Other. 

Nostos as PI presents an artistically imagined and presented Other that confronts the 

unique imagination and history of every person. Hence, the particularity of the imagined Other 

through an artistic encounter is supremely capable of foregrounding first-person perspectives. 

More so, music composition and performance as inquiry, understanding, and learning can 

function as transducers and translators for perceiving the emotional character of human 

experience. Although music does not possess the conceptual character of language, its 

connotative agency and powerful ability to induce feelings in percipients and render a transduced 

facsimile of the unseen felt perception of others with emotional immediacy has been present in 

the human condition for thousands of years (Damasio, 2018). Imagining and composing Nostos 

as ABER and PI, was a recognition and response to the unique and whole being and becoming of 

the Other, not only in the creation of its narrative content, but also in its purpose to acknowledge 

the unique whole being and becoming of the Other as student, community member, or global 

citizen. This is the character and intention of Nostos as performative inquiry, it is whole and 

personal in its confrontation of the human condition–what is true for me may not be true for all 

(Mensch, 2017). 

In an escalating transcultural world of pressing moral and ethical issues, confronting and 

responding to the Other and otherness will require a pedagogical commitment that addresses how 

we relate to and move forward with understandings of the immeasurable and un-representable 

aspects of the human condition. It is a commitment that should make possible opportunities and 

possibilities for encounters with otherness that can generate reflection and dialogue that in turn 
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encounters and confronts personal notions of representation and readily available facts (Strong-

Wilson et al., 2020). Essentially, the learning experience is a “double encounter” (Ntelioglou & 

Skuce, 2019, p. 175), encountering one’s self through the phenomenology of encountering the 

Other. A pedagogical commitment of and for being and becoming in a world of existential 

difference as it addresses the humanity that exists and moves uniquely in every person, is a 

pedagogy rife with the risk of uncertainty, but it is a beautiful risk, worthy of pursuit (Biesta, 

2014). 

A pedagogical commitment that is not risk averse in its grasp of uncertainty regarding 

pre-determined measurable outcomes is in accord with the tenets and practices of ABER and PI 

as instantiated in Nostos. Encounters of the Other and otherness through the aesthetic agency of 

Nostos can incite de-centering double encounters of the immeasurable and un-representable 

aspects of the human condition. Composing Nostos as performative inquiry presents 

opportunities and possibilities for participants, as performers or audience members, ‘to break out 

of the limited range of ideas in which they have been brought up’(Barry as cited in Street, 2007, 

p. 323), and move towards broader and deeper humane understandings of otherness. Building on 

Street (2007), music composition as performative inquiry presents a world of otherness as it 

makes our personal world present.  

Implications and Recommendations  

 The more an object is consciously self-aware, which is inextricably linked with 

consciousness of others, and is coupled with an embodied intentionality of time and space, the 

less effective are the measures of quantitative reasoning in ascribing precise and comprehensive 

findings that are meaningful towards the affective character of human intersubjectivity and 

intercorporeality (Arendt, 1958; Heidegger, 1949; Merleau-Ponty, 2012). More so, Gallese 
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(2017) insightfully claims, “Our understanding of others as intentional agents does not depend 

exclusively on propositional competence, but also on the relational nature of action” (p. 188).  

  Accordingly, when the object of research is the experience of a single human being, a 

reductionist approach towards the irreducible entangled plurality of one person`s experience can 

be incredibly limiting and unsettling if claims of knowledge, understanding, and value are 

perceived as broadly replicable or generalizable. If we research “parts” of human experiences as 

reductions of being and becoming void of their complex and intertwined existential relations 

with the many other parts of personhood, it is reasonable to ask, “What can we fairly and 

truthfully know about a person that reaches beyond the isolated silo of observable and 

measurable facts of things done?” There is great value in understanding personhood through the 

humane and relational connective character of ABER and PI as there is in the generalizing 

character of statistics; it is a matter of research context and methodological fit. 

A gestalt learning theory is characterized by the symbiotic unification of all parts of 

something and recognizing that its totality is wholly different than the sum of its parts (Smith, 

1988; Wertheimer, 1944). My experience of recognizing a musical idea as generative and 

valuable in the course of composing an original work, is an instantiation of the totality of my 

being and becoming a composer-educator-researcher; it is a gestalt (Stevenson, 2018). It is a 

similar gestalt experience that characterizes encounters of the Other by performers or audience 

members within the musical experiences of Nostos. It is possible to assert various justifications 

to reduce the phenomenology of artistic intuition or an encounter with otherness in a deductive 

manner, isolating critical components as autonomous entities that are measurable in some 

manner and generalizable. However, a reconstruction of the examined and analyzed parts with a 

design to replicate a unique and particular experience of composing music or encountering 
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otherness is impossible by virtue of the unique ontology of a person. Every person’s ontology is 

unique, notwithstanding the commonality of our social existence (Bandura, 1999). By the very 

nature of myriad variables that constitute the unique ontology of every person, we need to be 

cautious and mindful of the meaning of statistical generalizations concerning the actions of 

humans interacting with and moving about in a transcultural world. To be blunt, we are neither 

sticks nor stones, nor exact replicable aggregates of cosmological dust. We are individuals who 

know and come to be known in and through groups of individuals, not individualized groups.  

Our oneness is plural, but it cannot be effectively or meaningfully atomized. I and We are 

irreducibly intertwined as whole primary entities, but we can derive parts as secondary entities 

that aid in informing our existence. In this context, Bandura’s (1999) insight is compelling and 

instructive, “stripped of consciousness and agentic capability of decision and action, people are 

mere automatons undergoing actions devoid of any conscious regulation, phenomenological life 

or personal identity” (p. 22).  It is in the substance and agency of my whole being and distinct 

phenomenology as a composer-educator-researcher, which legitimizes and ascribes value to my 

work as a composer-educator-researcher in the creation of Nostos as ABER and PI. Other people 

can critically analyze the score while assailing parts or render my cultural experiences in 

categorical ways that arrive at sensible findings, but no other person can possess the horizon of 

my experiences that define my creativity and original work. Its intentionality (Husserl, 2005) is 

located and signified in a gestalt of my relational experiences as a  person, husband, father, son, 

brother, friend, musician, composer, educator, and researcher; the sum total of which is a distinct 

entity with a meaning other than an aggregate of parts (Wertheimer, 2014). Each person as an 

individual learner brings to their encounter of the Other through the transformative agency of a 

musical experience afforded by Nostos, their unique gestalt of being and becoming. Martin 
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Buber’s (1970) thoughtful and eloquent wisdom captured the inadequacy of aggregating parts in 

an effort to comprehensively understand the irreducible particularity of a person: 

Even as a melody is not composed of tones, nor a verse of words, nor a statue of 

lines—one must pull and tear to turn a unity into a multiplicity—so it is with the human 

being to whom I say You. I can abstract from him the color of his hair or the color of 

his speech or the color of his graciousness; I have to do this again and again; but 

immediately he is no longer You.  (p. 59). 

It is constitutive of the human condition, that no person can possess the horizon of experience of 

another person or contain it in a reductive sense. Nonetheless, we can continue to explore the 

affordances and methods of music composition as ABER and PI  to help us learn about and 

arrive at telling understandings of the Other and otherness that are in turn, telling about 

ourselves, in ways that promote and realize a caring, compassionate, and empathetic world of 

persons.  

Music composition as ABER and PI can provide extraordinary opportunities and 

possibilities for teaching and learning that should become ordinarily present in educational 

thought, schooling, and curriculum design. Music composition as performative inquiry should 

not be a supplement to notions of core educational subjects, a supplemental experience of artistic 

creativity to round-off a student’s educational experiences. Inquiring and meaning making 

through the affective and reflective pathways of creating and performing music as a performative 

utterance, is too valuable and important to be supplemental in teaching and learning about the 

processes and experiences of being and becoming a person in a transcultural world of difference 

and différance. The phenomenology of our actions as persons being and becoming is brilliantly 

correspondent and relatable to the phenomenology of music composition as performative 
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inquiry. Despite the findings of the systematic mapping review that clearly indicate the 

insignificant presence of music composition in practices of performative inquiry, composing 

music as inquiry can be a meaningful contributor to teaching and learning by relocating the value 

of music and music composition in research and education, and by becoming a vital member, 

along with numbers and language, of a family of research methods. Each method of inquiry 

within the research family would maintain its own unique, sufficient, and justified tenets and 

principles as it informs and complements other forms of inquiry. To do so would be to know 

well; broadly and deeply. Knowledge of the particularity of a person is much more than a 

handmaiden for the generalizing of a people, for its constitution is of the universal.  
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