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Community And Nation in Folk, Country And Multicultural Music In Australia

Graeme Smith 

The musical scenes of Folk, Country and Multicultural or World musics in Australia have consolidated and expanded since the 1980s. These scenes overlap in audiences and performers and in the musical genres and styles they present, but most importantly, they all imagine their social place in similar ways. They claim a distance from a mainstream and a national significance. One of the ways they do so is through mobilising the idea of community.

Community is a complex term with high levels of use but a low level of agreed meaning.
 It is, in the terms of political philosopher William Connolly, an ”essentially contested concept”; where the disagreement and argument about its meaning is used to structure broader political arguments. (1983:10-11)  When ‘essentially contested concepts’ are differently deployed by political adversaries, all actors are aware that their meaning is subject to dispute. This in fact is their major purpose -  to enable and direct debate.

How then do our musical scenes use the term and the idea of community to describe themselves and think about their wider significance? The folk and the country movement talk of themselves  as ‘the folk community’ and  ’the country community’.  Multicultural music makers often claim a special relationship to ‘ethnic communities’, whether as performers from such social groups, or as artists working to express the significance of such social groupings for all of Australia. Each of these musical scenes assert in various ways that they might represent or even constitute a community. 
But my argument here extends beyond the in-group bonding and self identification which music social groups might practice: for with ‘community’ these scenes all claim forms of national authenticity .
They make important and ambitious claims to model the forms of social relations which would underpin an ideal national community. And here, we invoke Anderson’s famous concept of the nation as “imagined community” where the modern nation-state enables strangers to bond and to set their boundaries of affect (1983).
Australians in the past couple of decades have engaged in a widespread debate as to how to imagine their nation, (Turner 1994, Carter 1994, Hage 1998,  Moran  2005). This process is never closed nor completed, for the nation is  according to political theorist Ernest Renan “a daily plebescite” (1996:52). What then is the ‘community of the nation’ which these scenes ‘imagine’?
Folk Scene and Folk Community
The folk movement’s idea of community is central to its self awareness. The concept of ‘the folk’ developed in the nineteenth century as part of romantic cultural nationalism and has been frequently criticised as an invention of bourgeois ideology (Harker 1985, Keil 1978, Gammon 1980). Even after the ideology of folk passed through the radicalisation of left populism in the mid twentieth century, it carried its history with it.  The folk were still imagined as the bearers of the proper cultural foundations of an authentic nation (Smith 2005: 6-15).

Cecil Sharp, the English folk song collector and founding theorist of the English Folk Song movement, articulated the definitions of folk which dominated folk song scholarship internationally in the 20th century. His influential 1907 book English folksong, some conclusions defines folk music as the active expression of a community of performance, which through selection of an active and modification of a repertoire becomes a creative agent in its own right (Sharp, 1954[1907]). Sharp’s conception stresses that it is community which gives folk music its distinctive character, explains its creative genesis, enables it to be distinguished from other popular music, and determines its identity. Only ‘a community’ can  transform music, which may have been originally created by an individual, into ‘folk music’. 

The cultural theory implicit in ‘folk’ has been widely criticised as ahistorical, utopian and romantic by  scholars of popular culture, but that does not concern most folk enthusiasts. For the folk movement the ideas of ‘folk community’ and the ‘folk process’ are ideals active within the present as the movement attempts to reproduce such socially situated creativity. This aspiration has underpinned and continues to underpin its institutions and organizations: from folk clubs to current festival organisations. But to become a ‘folk community’, the folk movement needs to behave like one culturally, creating according to ‘the folk process’. 
We may look at the way the folk singer-songwriter Eric Bogle talked about the international popularisation of his song “And the Band Played Waltzing Matilda”. An Australian folk performer sang it at a UK Folk festival in 1974. English singer June Tabor, heard it, and subsequently included it in her repertoire and ultimately recorded it. Its popularity eventually reached the ear of the Pogues, who made it a minor alterative hit, and a national chart topper in Ireland. What in other musical genres would be described as a series of covers, Bogle explained as “all part of that bush telegraph known as the folk process” (Humphries, 1995: 210, Dodsworth, 2000: 68ff).  For the folk movement this is more than just a description of the way repertoire and styles move around and develop. It is essential to the folk movement's understanding of itself as a community creatively carrying on ‘the folk process’.

This ideal of the folk community sets up the primary way in which the folk movement imagines its broader social significance. In as much as folk is an ideal of social cohesion, it also provides a model for society as a whole. The presidential opening speech to a conference of the Folk Alliance of Australia, by Jamie McKew the organiser of the massive Port Fairy Folk Festival, expresses this: 


Why are we here? I suppose we all have an essential passion about folk culture. Folk music and dance is an integral part of our lives. ..comes out of the roots of our history and defines our identity....The community is suffering from division, social stress, many hardships. As a society we have lost much of the sense of a real, creative and vibrant community. Yet we have all seen the great sense of community created at a concert or folk festival...the challenge is there for us to be part of the process which reminds the world how to live as a sustaining community (McKew, 1997)
Country and Community
The country music movement also calls itself a community, but its ideas of community carry less historical baggage than the folk movement's. Community here first of all means the assemblage of small-time music industry individuals, promoters, agents and broadcasters which make up the cooperatively conceived country music industry. Yet the ideal is extended in usage beyond the industry organisation to encompass the consumers and fans of country music who have little to do with its production (Smith, 2005:98-105). Unlike folk, however, country music has no ambivalence about its relationship to commercial entertainment. 
The music operates in the economic and social space of small business, and its small music enterprises and its aspiring talent resonate well with its identification with the family run businesses of the agricultural sector. But Country music makes larger claims for its social inclusiveness, for the scope of the community it creates beyond the country music industry, and beyond rural Australia to include “ordinary people” everywhere. Country performers and audiences frequently speak of the music as appealing to “everyday people”, “people from all walks of life”, “all ages”; it is a music that “that everyone can relate to”. The universalism of this language should not distract us from the essential status division which defines the country music audience. Country music is not in fact a music “which all can relate to” at all.
 In fact in surveys of musical taste, it is found to be a musical form which is widely disliked alongside of its strong following (Bennett et al 1999: 183-4). For its fans to say “all people can relate to it” recognises that other musical genres are linked to elite groups and their processes of self-definition and exclusion. Everyone is welcome in country music, because it is recognised that many people won't want to come, and we wouldn't  want them, anyway.
The ways in which country music expresses and enacts its ideas of community resonate with the political themes of the 1990s and 2000s: its economic base in small business and the aspiring entrepreneur; its faith in the mechanisms of the market to serve individuals’ cultural needs; its depiction of locality and of lives strongly rooted in their relationship to place and in locally-based historical experience rather than in grand national narratives; its celebration of rural life, its populist appeal to the ordinary, familiar and everyday and its implicit anti-elitism. All these set it against the urban-based, internationally-oriented elites which have typically been invoked against these ideals. Country's populist social inclusiveness also sets it against the abandonment of the ideal of social unity emerging from shared social experience and the entrenchment of difference celebrated in multicultural music, the third music scene which will now be discussed.
World Music, National and Transnational Communities
Public multicultural music refers to music which has been produced and understood within the policy framework and popular understandings of multiculturalism in Australia (Smith, 2005: xii, 143-62). Its development was partly justified through appeals to ideas of community, although the nature of these appeals changed as commitment to multiculturalism developed
. There were several stages in this, from the ethnic rights movement of the late 1970s to the 1980s community arts movement, which saw the fostering of cultural activity as a prime way of building confident, self-sustaining `communities' amongst groups deemed marginal  (Blonski, A 1992).

In the 1980s government arts policy picked up and opened a space for Anglo-Australian musicians performing musical fusions which were strongly promoted as an expression of a multicultural nation which celebrates and grows through difference. This ideal national community conceived within multiculturalism is overseen by the state; we have been regularly told we are multicultural: ‘the most multicultural nation in the world’ (National Multicultural Advisory Council 1999: 11,66).
Multicultural music groups, in the main composed of musicians with few links to cultural heritages represented in the musics they adapted were vigorously promoted by the Australia Council and other arts funding bodies in the 1980s and early 1990s (Smith 2005: 148-150). In this environment, the work of a global world music act like Mara! was typically presented as if it emanated from interaction between the different `communities' of contemporary Australia. The Australian Council web site proclaimed in 2005:

Cross-cultural musical performances tap into the diverse nature of contemporary Australian life bringing alive the experiences of migrant communities - vocalist Mara Kiek's unique blend of Bulgarian folk music and jazz influences in performances with her Mara! band.

The Australian Bulgarian community is minuscule, and has shown no real interest in the musical explorations of such groups as Mara!

That this form of multicultural music has been so attractive to the Australia Council is not surprising. Within the ideology of multiculturalism the state is the crucial creator and guarantor of social cohesion and sets the limits of social diversity and the way it should be interpreted. 
The culturally decentred but administratively bound nation has become the global model of the nation state. Actors within this need cultural reference points outside of simple nationalist and even ethnic reference points: For example look at the way the Melbourne organization the Boite has reoriented itself with regard to ethnicity and multiculturalism:


...for us at The Boite the advent of the term World Music came as an enormous relief. We took it up as a sort of generalist heading for the performances we presented for years. We'd already been wrestling with and alternating between `multicultural' and `ethnic'. They're both problematic.`Ethnic' is a problem because it's exclusive...`Multicultural' is clumsy. It's an ugly word...and it's a total turn off to audiences and to artists. It sounds so bureaucratic. (Virtue 2000)
The category of world music enables social attitudes which reject national allegiances in favour of a generalised cosmopolitanism (Hannerz 1990). This outlook rejects the conceptualisation of society in which the individual is bound into nested social groups overseen and structured by the nation. Cosmopolitans are drawn to musical styles which circumvent or transcend the national identifications, because they appear to reach back to prior and hence more universal forms of experience. This process favours certain types of ethnicity, and often the exploration of individualised spirituality, or indigineity conceptualised as bearing primordial truths.  

This can be illustrated in the musical forms and meanings which are most vigorously favoured by this mode of musical accommodation. In the past few years the world music audience has turned to musical descriptors, classifications and genres which erase national influences and origins. 
For example, the description of a disparate range of traditional European musics as ‘Celtic’ gives them a claimed common origin which predates the development of the modern European state system (Smith, 2003, Stokes and Bolhman, 2003). 
Popular performance styles developed from  eastern and central European music movements are now regularly described as ‘gypsy’.  This has become a fairly open ended description and one with a long history in Australia and Popular music generally (Whiteoak 2006). It has now come to refer to virtually any European dance entertainment music with indistinct folkloric associations, with some sense of a popular professional virtuosic origins. Most of such bands have a violin or occasionally accordion driven melody lines. If the general format of ‘celtic’ music is identified with the Irish small group format popularised by the Bothy Band and Planxty in the 1980s, many ‘Gypsy’ bands work with a format which was developed in the Hungraian tanzhaus movement of the 1970s-80s (Frigyesi, 1996).

What is important here though is the relationship to these music to nations and nationalism. ‘Gypsies’ or Roma are typically nationless people, refusing the cultural demands of state defined nationhood.  Such categorisations as ‘gypsy’ or ‘celtic’ can frequently irritate dedicated followers of musical styles. Roma often consider ‘gypsy’ to be a perjorative description. But invocation of transnational and supranational categories of social affinity is powerfully persuasive for those seeking imagined global communities to contain their cosmopolitan identities (Beck, 2006: 41-4 and passim)
Each of these three musical scenes bases its cohesion and self-understanding in different idealised forms of social organisation and from this they project different models for the basis of the Australian national community. From their imagined musical communities they each project imagined nations. The claims each music puts forward to represent the nation as a whole rest on more than the provenance and character of their musical items. They are also carried by their organisational forms which embody different models of sociality and the ways they understand these forms. Each scene places its faith in different forms of social activity to provide social cohesion and foster cultural creativity. And each must negotiate the pressures on cultural production in a small, peripheral nation in an increasingly globalised world. 
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ENDNOTES



�. Hillary’s famous study of 95 sociological uses of `community' could find no single unifying feature other than that the term seemed to describe, `a positive delineation of the degree of heterogeneity: and all the definitions deal with people. Beyond this common basis there is no agreement' (1955) 


�. These comments were all taken from interviews with country fans on the ABC TV music program and video ‘Access all areas: Broken hearts and lost lovers’ (Australian Broadcasting Commission, 1997).


� See Lopez, M 2000





�.Available at http://www.ozco.gov.au/resources/snapshots/music.html.





�. There were about 2000 Bulgarian migrants recorded in the 1996 census; 755 in Victoria, 697 in NSW, and smaller numbers in other states. See Stefan Kozuharov "Bulgarians" in James Jupp (ed) The Australian People: An Encyclopedia of the Nation, its People and their Origins, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2001, p 188. 
















