
Democracy, open source and music education?
A Deweyan investigation of music education in digital domains.

Music has not been solely temporal for more than a century, and musical performance has not 
been created exclusively in real time by humans since the piano roll entered the stage in the 
late 19th century (Brown, 2007). The mechanical, and later the digital, music industry has 
changed music as a social phenomena, increasing the availability of music to listen to, tools to 
create music with as well as distributional and communicational aspects of music. Music 
consummation happens either through live music as it always has, or through a recordings 
which today are mostly digital.

Music education exists and is defined in relation to music as social, cultural and personal 
pheneomena. Digitalization of music distribution, production and consummation has a great 
influence on what is going on in the intentional learning setting in music classrooms but even 
more so in all the more informal settings were people learn music (Ericsson & Lindgren, 
2010) In a recent article in British Journal of Music Education, the theories of formalized 
informal learning strategies developed by Lucy Green (2002, 2008) are discussed. Lauri 
Vakäva (2010) brings up an important issue in his article when he points to the fact that the 
popular music learning strategies are far more diverse than the now fairly established view of 
a garage band of friends learning as peers. The advent of digital technology has not only 
changed the way music is distributed, produced and consumed as already mentioned, but has 
also changed the possible ways of approaching musical learning. 

This paper departs from a view that computers and other digital technology in general, and 
software in particular, have a place in formal music teaching and learning in all aspects of 
musical learning, be performing, listening, composing, emancipation or thinking (Thorgersen, 
2009). However, digital tools for creation, evaluation, distribution and consummation imply 
particular challenges regarding ownership and intellectual property which influence and have 
consequences for music education both as practice and philosophically. The purpose of this 
paper is to discuss how licensing of music software and music can be understood in relation to 
democracy in music education. A deweyan pragmatism is used as a lens through which to 
discuss this purpose. In this paper, the focus is on software licensing, only slightly touching 
upon the similar discussions regarding music licensing and availability of research. The paper 
should be regarded as the beginning of an ongoing quest to understand licensing of music, 
tools, text and other “intellectual property” in relation to teaching and learning of music in a 
communicative democratic setting. 

In Dewey's writings, democracy is more than a political system. Democracy is a desirable 
way of social interaction in “conjoint communicated experience” (Dewey, 1916, p. 130). 
Experience is seen as shared, and education is seen in the light of a pragmatist meaning of 
truth, where meaning is created and recreated through social interaction. For education to be 
good in a Deweyan democratic sense, it would have to facilitate free speech, respect, free 
access to knowledge and multiple ways of accessing and producing knowledge. Since 
democracy is regarded a necessity for good education, communication regarded as “the 
greatest of human goods” (Dewey, 1958, p. 202) and art “the most effective mode of 
communication that exists” (Dewey, 2005, p. 298), I consider it urgent to explore the role of 
the tools for the kind of communication that is music. 

Music education is considered as aesthetic communication in this paper (Ferm & Thorgersen, 
2007; Ferm Thorgersen & Thorgersen, 2008), and when software is considered tools for 



aesthetic communication, the control and power to define the tool is of importance. To regard 
music education as aesthetic communication, involves to choose to consider music from the 
perspective of its roles in communication, where experience, reflection and awareness are 
central aspects in the educational process. Musical communication are always dependent on 
tools, be it a piano, the voice, loudspeakers or other means of expressions and the last thirty 
years a resistance has been growing against the lack of democracy and problems of ownership 
in the software industry. The open source movement aims to offer freedom over digital tools, 
much like the open access movement aims to guarantee freedom of speech.

Digital tools have, despite the overall increased accessibility to knowledge, forums for 
expressions and expressional tools, brought new challenges into the music educational 
domain. How to deal with music being available in the digital domain, and as such being 
eternally reproducible without any degradation of sonic quality is one such challenge where 
not only the availability increases, but where also music can be, and is, tailored to our 
personal modes and needs as a soundtrack to our life (e.g. Jones, 2007). Pupils have all the 
music in the world at the reach of a mouse click, while teachers are are entering a gray zone if 
they redistribute the music in a classroom setting (Skolverket 2009). Another related 
challenge concerns the software used in music classrooms. 

Software on the two major operative systems, Microsoft Windows and Apple OsX are usually 
close sourced as the operative systems themselves1. and having end user license agreements 
(EULAs) which prohibit any modification of the software. Additionally, it is common that the 
EULA allows the company to change the end user agreement as in the case for Cubase, one of 
the most widespread programs on the market: “Steinberg is entitled to modify or supplement 
these terms and conditions at any time subject to an appropriate term of notification” 
(Steinberg, 2008).

There are music software for lots of different needs such as listening, analyzing, organizing, 
structuring or producing. Cubase is an example of a program that falls into a category of 
trying to be a jack of all traits along with other widespread software such as Logic and its 
little brother Garageband by Apple or Pro Tools by Avid2. To understand how such a program 
work, it can be compared to a complete sound studio which brings together instruments, 
cables, mixing desks, monitoring, effects, note books, and even paper for sheet notation. Put 
the word “virtual” or “emulated” in front of each of the aforementioned words, and Cubase, 
Logic, Pro Tools and the like are pretty accurately described. As all musicians, sound 
producers and sound engineers know, it takes years of practice to master an instrument or a 
sound studio, and it is often necessary to make small adjustments and tweaks in the process of 
optimizing the individual style of playing and working. However, sf these softwares are 
compared to other musical instruments such as a violin or hardware like a mixing desk, the 
softwares are not owned solely by the musician, since the software, unlike other instruments, 
cannot be modified, repaired or improved by the owner. The problem is twofold: For once, the 
buyer cannot acquire the exact specifications and tools needed to maintain and improve the 
instrument, and second, even if the buyer should be able to work out how the instrument/tool 
works, she would be juridically prevented from fixing her own instrument. 

Open source can be understood as a set of ways of licensing software in a way that ensures 
the user the right and possibility to view the code underlying the software and change it in any 
way that the user seems fit. There are different open source licenses which are more or less 
strict regarding; to what extent the code can be used commercially, how the license can be 
changed in spin off products, to which extent any software modifications must be brought 

1 It should be noted that Apple's OsX is built open Darwin which is an open sourced BSD variant. 
2 Formerly Digidesign which was bought by Avid.



back into the original software and so forth, but the general overlying principle is condensed 
through the slogan “free as in speech, not as in beer”. The open source principle for software 
development is used by large companies such as IBM, Sun Microsystems, Mozilla and 
Google to mention a few because they believe that it is an efficient way of developing 
software which secures that the users can influence the direction the software development 
takes, and can help fix errors almost immediately. Projects like Firefox, OpenOffice.org, Java 
and Apache3 are all lead y paid developers, but with large voluntary developer bases helping. 
The large majority of open source software is however not backed by any large company, and 
is often lead by only a handful of people making a tool that fit their own needs or visions.  

Open source music softwares are not backed by any large company, but instead developed by 
small groups of developers, who on their spare time, code, translate and document the 
software they wish to see, communicating with the community of users with regards to bugs 
that need fixing or features that need to be developed. There are programs of any kind from 
very complex pieces of graphical programs like Rosegarden and Ardour which are 
comparable to Cubase and Pro Tools, to very small specific programs. The area where open 
source software excels is within programs for electro-acoustic composition. There is in other 
words no lack of software for all kinds of music educational activities where software could 
play a role. However, the software might not have the same level of stability and general 
usability for beginners. Nor can the school demand a certain level of support as a part of the 
price. This might be a problem in schools when neither the teacher nor the pupil has neither 
the time, the competence or the interest in helping the development of the tool. As in any 
relation with a tool, there is always a choice between adapting the tool to a certain work flow 
or need, and the choice of adapting the work style to the tool. The earlier argument that might 
suggest that open source software provides a more democratic choice in educational 
enterprise, is therefore questioned: If a tool is stable and works reasonably well for the task at 
hand but you have no influence over the development, the file format or the future usability of 
the tool, should you rather choose a tool which you can help shape yourself, but which might 
be less stable and perhaps even provide fewer options? Even in cases where the former cost 
money and the second are free, the choice is not obvious. The choice between proprietary and 
open sourced solution to music educational needs can only be made where features and 
stability are comparable. 

Open source is adapted in more and more sectors, because the stability, availability and choice 
quickly develop and expand. Munich is an example of a big city that has decided that all 
software used in the public sector should be based on open file formats and open sourced 
software, and the effects in movies like Lord of the Rings and Avatar are made on Linux, and 
several sound studios and composers use linux based systems. The features of a good deal of 
open sourced software should in other words be comparable with the quality of  proprietary 
software. A challenge is for someone to package useful open source music tools in an easily 
accessible way tailored for school usage. This should offer (coming) music teachers didactic 
tools to be used and developed in a communicative, recreative and reflexive manner. That way 
pupils would not only be introduced to a free way of utilizing computers in aesthetic 
communication, but also be offered a possibility to understand how software is a part of the 
communicative process through both the development of music and the development of 
software in becoming parts of and forming learning and developing communities which, like 
Dewey proposes, create meaning through experience and communication. 

3 Apache is the world's most used webserver (Nosko, Garcia-Swartz, & Layne-Farrar, 2004) .
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