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is ultimately a denial of the fundamental premises of the eth-
nomusicological project itself. Ethnomusicologists, he pro-
poses, instead of carrying the celebration of difference to
ever higher levels or refining their methodologies—such as
becoming more fluent in African languages, devising better
systems of notation, staying in the field longer or becoming
ever more sensitive to local forms of knowledge, and so on—
should commit something like disciplinary suicide and unre-
servedly adopt western-style structural analysis and what
Agawu describes as an epistemology of “sameness.” They
should treat African music as though “there is ultimately no
difference between European knowledge and African knowl-
edge” (180). |

At a time when interest in ethnomusicology seems to be
growing among musicologists and a handful of music theo-
rists, such an assertion and what looks like a complete
reshuffling of the cards in the intradisciplinary game might
easily be dismissed as petulant. Yet whatever one may think
of the author’s provocative stance, Representing African Music
should not be taken lightly for two reasons. First, the book is
without any doubt the most powerful theoretical interven-
tion in African musicology in a decade or more. And it is, by
a long stretch, one of the most edgy and stylish pieces of
writing on the politics of culture in postcolonial Africa to
have appeared of late. Most importantly, though, Agawu’s
coupling of music theory and African music carries particu-
lar significance not just for readers of this journal and music
theorists in general, but for anyone interested in the conun-
drums of postcolonial Africa, because the author’s credibility
is enhanced by the fact that he is speaking from a subject po-
sition as an African intellectual in Western academe and has
published authoritatively on both Western traditions and the
music of his native Ghana.

Another reason why neither ethnomusicologists nor
music theorists are likely to set aside Agawu’s book easily is
because there’s nothing inherently wrong with wanting to
get rid of a failed discipline. Just as it is not all that incon-
ceivable to appropriate discursive strategies and analytical

methods with the aim of widening the comparative frame-
work in which music may became a subject in its own right.
What is problematic is the assumption that one can supplant
one discipline’s representational dilemmas—in this case eth-
nomusicology’'s—with the methodology of another without
also interrogating its own epistemological premises. Thus, T
worry little about Agawu’s desire to “advocate the eventual
disappearance of the ethnomusicologist” (166); nor do I find
it ludicrous to want to draw Aftican and Western music to-
gether within the framework of a set of shared characteristics
to be delineated by the conceptual parameters of one disci-
pline, be it music theory or any other field. In other words, it
1s fine~—at least at this level of generality—to “universalize”
African music and to base this move on the assertion of hav-
ing at one’s finger tips the right method to represent it as
such. (After all, what is wrong with saying that plants and
humans are living beings and suggesting therefore that both
might as well be studied by one discipline?} But [ do wonder
about the terms of Agawu's reclaiming of African music
when his recuperative labor largely passes over in silence the
peculiar will-to-power of the chosen master discourse, in this
case music theory. I beg to differ when it comes to accepting
wheolesale music theory’s supposedly superior claims to ob-
Jectivity and grounding the new African musicology in the
rather doubtful notion of music theory as Agawu advances it
—as a set of unexamined a priori assumptions about how best
to answer questions raised by musics from South Africa to
Siberia. If a critique of ethnomusicology’s Orientalist legacy
is to succeed and if Agawu’s goal of re-orienting African-
music studies from a rhetoric of difference toward a dis-
course of sameness is to be taken seriously, it would appear
that music theory, too, is in need of scrutiny for many of its
ready-made ideological foundations and tacit assumptions,

I equally part company with Agawu on another set of
tacit assumptions. These are in many ways the exact mirror-
image of Agawu’s music-theoretical claims and appear po-
tentially to undermine the poignancy and indeed entire ra-
tionale of his arpument in favor of a will-to-sameness. This
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