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DEFINITIONS OF “COMPARATIVE MUSICOLOGY™
AND “ETHNOMUSICOLOGY™:
AN HISTORICAL-THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE'

Alan P. Merriam

eaders of this, and other, journals hardly need be reminded of my

persistent interest over the years in definitions of what ethnomusicology
is and what it ought to be (e.g., Merriam 1960; 1969, 1975), It is now more
than 25 years since, according to common belief, Jaap Kunst first put
“ethno-musicology” into print (Kunst 1950), and we thus ought to be able
now to look back with some objectivity at what has since happened to that
word, and what happened to its predecessor—*“comparative musicology”—
before it. In other words, the points are now historic, though the end result is
far from settled, and it is in this spirit that 1 wish to treat the materials to be
discussed herein. While 1 have not gone through the literature with a
fine-toothed comb in an attempt to find @/l definitions, 1 have located a
substantial number of them, enough, 1 trust, to indicate fairly the overall
trends and changes. Neither have 1 gone outside the United States for the
most part, though some such definitions are included where they seemed
especially pertinent. My major purpose, then, is to discuss what happened over
time to these two terms in the United States, and what consequences occurred
because of the changes that took place.

Problems of definition can, of course, be extremely sticky. When we
define a concept, are we attempting to deal with what it is or with what it
ought to be? The former, of course, is based upon the premise that a
definition—in this case of ethnomusicology—can be based upon what it is that
ethnomusicologists do; in other words, it is essentially descriptive and is drawn
from observation of normative activity. The difficulty with this approach is
that it is essentially uninformative, both because it is only descriptive, and
because it is circular., That is, in order to know what ethnomusicology is, we
must be able to identify the ethnomusicologist, but the latter is only definable
in terms of the former.

On the other hand, if we are concerned with a definition which tells us
what ethnomusicology ought to be, we enter into the debatable realm of
advocacy. My own bias, however, is toward the latter type of definition since
it attempts to set the standard for the field.

Another difficulty centers on the problem of whether the item to be
defined is, in fact, definable. The answer of the strict positivist, of course, is
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that it is, and that any phenomenon is susceptible of definition “by means of
symbolic logic in empirical terms” (Ladd 1973:418). The answer of the
Ordinary Language philosopher is different, however, in that his approach
“gives full recognition to the fact that there are some valid, rational concepts
that are not strictly definable in scientific terms ...,” these being “inexact,
fuzzy concepts that are quite different from scientific concepts. ...” Thus, for
example:
Aesthetic and ethical concepts are distinct from purely descriptive,
empirical concepts in that they a) are open-textured, b) are multi-functional,

¢) involve criteria, d) are essentially contestable, and e) employ persuasive
definitions, (loe, cit.)

While examination of some definitions of ethnomusicology might well
persuade the reader that they meet these criteria, and that, indeed, the term is
not definable, 1 do not believe this to be true. By the very nature of the word
itself, ethnomusicology is linked to science: “logy™ as a root is a combining
form which names sciences or bodies of knowledge. If our definitions
frequently seem primarily persuasive, it is not the fault of the word form, but
that of the definers!

We can also, in definition, find ourselves struggling with the very words
we use, Thus, for example, Hood, in the Introduction to The Ethnomusicolo-
gist, writes that “One point is clear: The subject of study in the field of
ethnomusicology is music” (1971:3). While surely almost all of us would agree
that this is so, we have only to stop to wonder how to define “music” to
discover ourselves in difficulty again. That is, il ethnomusicology is cross-
cultural in its approach, which it certainly is, the problem of identifying the
phenomenon “music” becomes crucial. Ethnomusicologists need hardly be
told that people in some societies simply have no concept “music,” and that
others who do, view it in a sharply different light from what is implied in
Hood’s statement. The point here is not that the statement is incorrect, in the
cofiventional seise of the word, but rather, that it is not cross-cultural, and
that the difficulties inherent in making it cross-cultural are almost overwhelm-
ing in their magnitude. Perhaps in this case, we are dealing with a concept
which does not lend itself to definition in the scientific sense, but this, in
turn, leads us still further afield and is not of central concern to the present
discussion. .

Despite these, and other, problems, ethnomusicologists have defined

their field of study over and over again, and rightly so, since definition is of

primary importance, and for a number of reasons. In the first place, because
we are professionals in a field of study, we wish to understand all we can
about ethnomusicology; this is at the root both of intellectual curiosity and
professional responsibility. Second, the most cursory examination of the
content of our publications reveals an extraordinarily mixed bag of interests,
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and this becomes a puzzle in itself, for what kind of field is it that can
encompass such variety, and how can it possibly be defined?

More important are two further reasons for secking definition of the
field. The first is that theory, method, and data are inextricably intertwined:
one simply does not exist without the others, and all three constantly interact
in any intellectual enterprise. Without theory we can hardly have significant
method, not only in the sense that no method ean be theory-free, but also
that no method should be theory-free. And without method, no significant
gathering of data can occur, for the results will inevitably be random. Finally,
both in inductive and deductive procedures, theory is based upon data. The
point is not only that the three are interrelated, but that if one cannot define
his field of study, he can have no theory in respect to it, for he is dealing
with it as an amorphous area of concern which he can only treat in the most
general terms.

Thus definition is of vital concern because we can face no other
questions until this one has been faced; and once it has been faced. then we
arrive at the absolutely necessary position of having to face all questions. In
short, all disciplines must question all assumptions; all assumptions derive in
one way or another from what its practitioners claim their field, or discipline,
to be. Definition is crucial because it forces us to face the bases of our
intellectual activities; lacking such honest confrontation, we can have little
hope of changing ethnomusicology from the status of a variegated field of
study to that of a real discipline. Such status in no way implies uniformity of
view, study, or approach, but it does imply commonality of purposes and
goals.

The earliest definition of “comparative musicology” per se was that
proposed by Guido Adler in 1885 (see Appendix for definitional quotations),
and his emphasis was laid upon “folksongs . ..of the various people of the
earth,” both for “ethnographical” and classificatory purposes. Hornbostel
seems never to have put forward a definition as such, and perhaps the earlier
days of the field were less marked by definitional concerns than the later, as,
for example, those of Lachmann in 1935, and Roberts a year later. However,
the summary definition of comparative musicology in the United States was
made by Glen Haydon in 1941 in his Introduction to Musicology. Thus:

Non-European musical systems and folk music constitute the chiel
subjects of study; the songs of birds and phylogenetic-ontogenetic parallels
are subordinate topics, (p. 218)

It comparative musicology means the study of extra-European musical
systems, it is natural that the study of Chinese, Indian, Arabian, and other
musical systems should fall to the lot of comparative musicology. (p. 235)






