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Music Post-Westernism: 
From Tonal and Post-Tonal 
Hegemony to Multipolar 
Decolonization 

Mark Jericho Y. Pacia
University of Santo Tomas
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Post-Westernism is a transformation in which the West is no longer the 
hegemonic center but rather projects a new era of music. This research 
proposes Post-Westernism as the fundamental shift after the post-tonal 
(contemporary) era in art (classical) music. While the post-tonal era emerged 
from the rebellion toward tonality, Post-Westernism calls for critiquing 
the Western nature of both tonality and post-tonality. Through this, Post-
Westernism investigates the current musical hegemony and proposes a 
multipolar system via the decolonization and transculturation of music and 
scholarship. It answers the question: How will composers innovate when 
innovation is institutionalized and the avant-garde is categorized as post-
tonal? This research answers this problem of homogeneity in composition 
through the expansion toward the mystified and unexplored cultures of the 
non-West, hence the multipolarity of musical cultures. This research draws its 
theoretical framework from Foucault’s power dynamics in his work Discipline 
and Punish (1995), Said’s “Orientalism”, and postcolonial (decolonial and 
transcultural) theory, specifically in Ortiz’s Cuban Counterpoint (1995). It 
evaluates the current global trends that demonstrate Post-Westernism, its 
tangible developments and the issues faced in the status quo.
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In a musical landscape shaped by the expansion of the avant-
garde and the dissolution of traditional harmonic boundaries, 
composers continue to pursue aesthetic distinctiveness. However, 
when uniqueness is institutionalized, difference itself risks being 
conventionalized. Under such conditions, the pursuit of novelty 
no longer guarantees rupture. What then might constitute the 
next paradigm of art music?

The West dominates industries and fields in the contemporary 
world, including educational systems, modern science, and 
philosophy. Because Western thought often becomes the basis 
on which standardization is founded, the outcome is a global 
community in which institutional metrics are assembled through 
Euro-American practice, culture, philosophy, and structure, 
rather than through metrics grounded in local institutions. 
Through standardization and ongoing Euro-American centricity, 
Western standards heavily shape development and innovation, 
especially in the Global South. The music field as a whole is  
no different.

As Nettl (1986, 361) accounts, “Western culture increased 
its influence on non-Western musics to become the principal 
force.” This process of intercultural mixing is a byproduct 
of the West’s influence and control in which the West has 
often exercised structural dominance over many non-Western 
societies, especially in modern colonial and global contexts. 
Since the roots of the art music that this paper diagnoses is 
Western (i.e., tonality with composers such as Bach, Mozart, 
and Beethoven; and post-tonality with composers such as Cage 
and Schoenberg), then to radically shift into a new era demands 
the restructuring of the West as the central authority of art music 
to multipolarity. 

Through globalization, the Western dominance of music is 
shattered because of the increased consciousness that there is 
much more culture outside the Western paradigm (Dr. Ramon 
Santos, interview with author, April 21, 2026). This is the idea 
of Post-Westernism; it celebrates multipolarity and transcends 
music into a new paradigm. In this sense, the gradual search 
for something new is not confined to reordering harmony and 
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formal structure but to the emergence of unexplored musical 
cultures beyond the West. Similar to the birth of atonality 
through Schoenberg’s renunciation of tonality that resulted in 
his twelve-tone method (Hyde 1985),1 Post-Westernism is the 
rebellion against the Western-centric premise of art music. 

Music education standards across the globe are primarily 
guided and influenced by Western-centric music theory. In the 
Philippine context, most standards of formal music education 
revolve around Western music theory.2 We must reimagine 
music education in the Philippines so that it is rooted in local 
traditions such as gangsa3 and kulintang.4 Prioritizing these 
traditions can strengthen the distinct identity of Filipino art 
music while still allowing Western influence to remain part of the 
musical language. If similar priorities were adopted elsewhere, 
the result would be a more multipolar musical world in which 
national traditions develop more visibly differentiated identities 
under conditions of ongoing global exchange.  

1. ON WESTERN ART MUSIC  
AND ONTOLOGICAL HEGEMONY

A significant shift in musical theories emerged during the 
modernist and post-modernist eras (1900s to 2000s) due to 
resistance against the structures and theories of tonality,5 hence 
the birth of post-tonality. In this age, musical styles have 
expanded to include experimental works, and the avant-garde 
has been absorbed into the established category of “experimental 
music” as exemplified by John Cage’s 4’33” (1952) (Sun 2012). 
In this sense, innovation becomes normalized and the avant-
garde becomes standard practice. With that, a ceiling for musical 
innovation is approached as composers’ innovations are often 
categorized within an existing style or substyle, regardless of 
how radical.6

Post-tonal music emerged as a break from common-practice 
tonality, yet it remained within the broader Western art music 
tradition, preserving a concern with internal structure, coherence, 
and systematic organization.7 This study therefore frames  
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post-tonality as a paradigm that is parallel to the exhaustion 
of tonality that precipitated Schoenberg’s structural ruptures. 
It is precisely this fluidity—manifested in the proliferation of 
substyles from serialism to spectralism—that substantiates the 
condition of stylistic saturation diagnosed here. 

This paper thereby proposes Post-Westernism as a new 
theoretical framework that envisions a multipolar global musical 
landscape by challenging the dominance of Western musical 
norms and recognizing diverse non-Western traditions as equal 
centers of innovation and authority. Authority, in this sense, 
refers to how Western music has long dictated the global schema 
of art music. In this proposal, Post-Westernism allows the non-
West to challenge this very authority. Post-Westernism, then, 
does not aim to establish a new stylistic chronology. Rather, 
it interrogates the ontological hegemony embedded within 
Western art music paradigms. Non-Western systems, such as 
the kulintang musical notation8 developed by kulintang master 
Aga Mayo Butocan, are thus positioned not as supplementary 
colorations but as epistemic equals to the Western musical 
tradition (e.g., the standard use of Western notation that 
contains the G, F, and Alto clefs; use of key and time signatures; 
etc.). 

1.1 FROM TONALITY TO  
POST-WESTERNISM IN ART MUSIC

Western art music has undergone profound transformations 
from the tonal era to the post-tonal era. Yet, the current 
paradigm faces a saturation of innovation that limits creative 
possibilities within its own framework.  This paper advances three 
rationales for what is here termed the Post-Western shift: First, 
the present condition does not indicate an immediate crisis but 
reflects a long historical trajectory in which musical paradigms 
evolve across extended temporal regions—from Tonality 
to Post-Tonality, and potentially toward a Post-Western 
configuration. Rather than positing an “innovation ceiling” as 
evidence of exhaustion, this study interprets stylistic saturation 
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as symptomatic of a paradigm transition. Second, processes 
of decolonization, de-westernization, and transculturation 
increasingly foreground non-Western musical ontologies. The 
institutionalization of systems such as kulintang music notation 
within academic discourse exemplifies a broader reconfiguration 
of epistemic authority in art music. Third, while the notion of an 
innovation ceiling resists empirical verification, this paper takes 
a philosophical perspective in understanding music composition 
innovation. As Theodor W. Adorno (2006, 50) observed in his 
critique of serialism, “Variation, the instrument of compositional 
dynamism, becomes total, and is as a result annulled. . . . 
Everything and nothing is variation.” What appears as infinite 
differentiation may signal not expansion but exhaustion.

Post-Westernism emerges through two processes: 
(1) decolonization, which gradually re-establishes pre-
colonial musical cultures of non-Western societies; and (2) 
transculturation, wherein Western musical cultures are localized 
within non-Western societies, producing new musical cultures. 
Through “Post-Westernism,” this paper argues the likelihood 
of a paradigm shift toward a new musical era that can only 
happen through establishing a multipolar system—abandoning 
the Euro-American core and the hegemonic nature of art music 
internationally. Though this abandonment does not need to be 
absolute, it is enough to allow non-Western musical traditions 
to penetrate the global composition community: multipolarity. 
Through the theoretical frameworks of Said’s “Orientalism”, 
Foucault’s power dynamics, and postcolonial theory, specifically 
in Ortiz’s Cuban Counterpoint (1995), this paper advances its 
position in problematizing the status-quo (having the West as 
the center for art music), the current institutional structures that 
exist in art music, and proving why Post-Westernism is likely  
to happen.  

Solely focusing on forms of art music, this paper 
understands art music as Western classical music, that is, music 
institutionalized in the West and formalized from the medieval 
period to the post-tonal era. This rules out popular music, jazz, 
and folk music. To clarify how “art music” has historically been 
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framed, Becker (1986, 341–342) notes that Western art music 
has often been perceived as superior on three grounds: (1) its 
claimed basis in “natural acoustic laws” (e.g., overtone-series 
logic linking culture and nature); (2) its structural complexity 
(hierarchies, tonal relations, and elaborated harmonic syntax); 
and (3) its perceived expressive range and profundity. These 
assumptions help explain how Western norms came to function 
as the default schema of art music.

2. TRANSITION FROM TONALITY  
TO POST-TONALITY

Tonality is “a system in which pitches are organized hierarchically 
around a tonal center, or tonic” (Roig-Francolí 2021, 1). Today, 
the standards of music composition are grounded on the 
contemporary era (also known as the post-modern and post-
tonal eras). In this paper, “contemporary” is used broadly for late 
twentieth to twenty-first century art music practice within which 
post-modern and post-tonal tendencies overlap. Post-tonality 
abandons the triad, the foundation of harmony used in the tonal 
era, as the most significant authority of consonance, abandoning 
any distinction between consonance, dissonance, and tonal 
centers (Straus 1987, 4). This blurs any form of chordal harmony, 
shifting how we understand musical structures today beyond 
the harmony of centuries of musical tradition. Furthermore, 
this deviation from tonality is rooted in the rebellion against 
centuries-old structures of music composition that accelerated 
music innovation in the form of ambiguity.9

To further understand post-tonal music, Maler (2022) 
analyzes early twentieth century non-tonal works by composers 
like Anton Webern, Edgard Varèse, and Luigi Dallapiccola 
as featuring listener-centered phrase structures emergent 
from parametric relations and the absence of tonal syntax. 
Furthermore, Maler identifies the structure of post-tonal 
composition as “a) adhering to guiding principles of logic and 
coherence; b) possessing forms of punctuation akin to cadences 
in tonal music; and c) tied to the resources of a listener’s working 
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memory” (48). In this sense, post-tonality lost its reliance on 
functional harmony, replaced by new structures that go beyond 
established norms from the tonal era. As per Touizrar, Knoll, and 
Siedenburg (2021), this nature of post-tonality features novel, 
non-tonal elements post-1970 that challenge tonal habituation, 
using repetition to build mnemonic salience.

The post-modern era in status quo gave birth to new forms 
that became substyles under post-tonality (e.g., atonality,10 
microtonality,11 neotonality,12 experimental,13 aleatory,14 etc.). 
Thus, the influx of innovation has created the post-tonal era—
an umbrella of these new musical movements or styles. This 
then categorizes any innovation in music composition under 
the substyles that they are aligned to in the contemporary era. 
Additionally, technology has paved the way for acousmatic 
and electronic music (both are sub-categories of contemporary 
music). This entails that every technological advancement in 
music will always be placed under post-tonal/contemporary 
music, no matter how new.

Going back. When everything is already music and can be 
categorized under the sub-categories of contemporary music, 
we are approaching the ceiling of this musical era as no new 
significant innovations (that define new categories or sub-
categories of music) are left available in the current paradigm. In 
the contemporary era, where innovation is normalized and seen 
as the standard practice, every composer is held to a standard of 
being different and being an innovator in music composition. 
This is not necessarily a bad thing. However, the culmination 
dictates that avant-garde composition or providing something 
new becomes increasingly challenging. When innovation is the 
standard, it no longer becomes innovative but a requirement 
hence a typical practice. It is normalized, pushing innovation 
into the ordinary as a trend for composers to follow.15  Eventually, 
trends evolve into standards when enough people practice them 
until they become institutionalized—this is the key to shifting 
toward another era. 

This naturalization of practice through an institutionalized 
trend, however, created the primary problem that this paper 
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solves: How can a new age be founded through a musical 
metamorphosis when music composition innovations have 
reached ambiguity—and all new concepts for emerging 
composers of the twenty-first century are labeled under post-
tonal/contemporary music?

Seen this way, the constraint is not simply that styles 
proliferate, but that the frameworks that validate what counts as 
“new” remain structurally fixed. This paper identifies a recurring 
structural condition within the historical lineage of Western art 
music: Musical innovation depends on the location of legitimacy. 
Across tonal, post-tonal, and post-modern practices, the criteria 
by which new music is validated remain largely centralized 
within Western epistemic frameworks. Rather than proposing 
a new style, this paper argues that significant musical change 
emerges when that legitimacy becomes decentralized—a process 
observable in the increasing engagement with non-Western 
compositional epistemologies.

3. POST-WESTERNISM IN MUSIC

For centuries, the West has established music and its standards 
in education globally. As Glück (2018, 6) writes: “Western 
geographically denotes generally the ‘old’ industrialized 
countries of Europe and the ‘new’ English-language states of 
North America together with Australia and New Zealand. 
Epistemologically, it is understood as following premises 
of positivism, rationalism, detachment, self-interest, and 
individualism, which are closely tied to the invention of Western 
science.” Additionally, Glück (2018, 7) argues that academic 
culture was shaped into a Western paradigm, “If we look at it 
historically, then a number of countries in Europe are considered 
the birthplace of modern science, which shapes some of the core 
evaluative principles of how to perceive, classify, and evaluate 
knowledge. These countries created the social and intellectual 
foundations of modern educational systems and academic 
cultures, which shape today’s academic landscape in teaching 
and research worldwide.”  
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Post-Westernism is a paradigm wherein music composition 
and philosophy no longer rely solely on the Western foundations 
of art music. Instead, it arises from multipolar cultural systems 
that coexist as equals in the global scene. It goes beyond the mere 
incorporation of non-Western epistemologies and traditions 
into frameworks defined by the West. Post-Westernism 
proposes that both Western and non-Western cultures stand as 
institutions in their own right, each with its own epistemological 
authorities. Additionally, it is the product of cumulative efforts 
in de-westernization, decolonization, and transculturation.

Post-Westernism arises from a condition in which each 
culture is allowed to develop its own standards and be respected 
within its own institutions without being evaluated by Western 
metrics, unlike today. It shifts the prevailing Western paradigm 
by allowing these cultures to enter the global scene on their own 
terms. This means that the power imbalance created by Western 
hegemony is neutralized, allowing a multicultural approach to 
establishing a global music industry. In practice, this would 
mean that Indian classical music, Chinese court music, and 
Indonesian gamelan can occupy the same footing in the global 
scene as the Western standard orchestra.

One could argue that Post-Westernism only replaces one 
hegemony (Western music) with another (e.g., Chinese court 
music). Along these lines, there are two possible outcomes. 
First, if Western music were successfully replaced by another 
musical culture that becomes hegemonic, then a form of Post-
Westernism would still be achieved. Although radical, it still 
replaces the paradigm and the approach to innovation, since 
the grounding epistemology has shifted. Second is the less 
radical outcome, wherein multipolarity is established. In this 
case, even if one non-Western culture happens to dominate 
others, Post-Westernism still pushes for multipolarity through 
decolonization and transculturation such that other cultures 
are still given a premium. In the worst case, even if the new 
hegemony overshadows the rest, innovation saturation will 
eventually occur, similarly to the status quo, and this would 
direct another shift.
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Post-Westernism stands as a framework that treats Western 
and non-Western epistemologies as equal, each culture having 
equal footing and institutional presence in the global scene. It 
does not demand the merging of non-Western cultures into 
existing Western frameworks.16 Rather, it allows non-Western 
cultures to stand on their own, creating multipolar musical 
cultures that develop whether Western influence is present  
or absent.

This leads to what music would look like. For instance, 
notation may vary across countries. In the Philippines, there are 
notations and writing styles pioneered by Filipino composers, 
such as Jose Maceda (1917–2004), that have institutionalized 
local culture including oral musical traditions. This creates the 
possibility of developing new forms of notation that strengthen 
the institutionalization and standardization of a local culture’s 
practice.17 For instance, the kulintang music notation has 
been developed to notate kulintang repertoire (Butocan and  
Prudente 1987).

Beyond notation, Post-Westernism shifts paradigms of 
music pedagogies, performances, and institutional recognitions. 
It allows the non-West to define, reshape, and create its own 
models and standards as culture. This can look like adapting 
notation, playing styles, and even improvisation from local 
traditions. These may range from pitch and tuning, to social 
aspects of music in context, including local philosophy and religion  
(e.g., the communal aspect of oral traditions in Philippine 
indigenous music). This can occur without intent to absorb these 
frameworks under Western metrics of what music is.

Former colonies may never be able to remove Western 
influences from local culture. However, Post-Westernism 
acknowledges that it does not demand removal. Instead, it 
empowers local cultures based on how they define themselves, 
whether influenced by the West or not. This will be elaborated 
later through transculturation.

Post-Westernist ideology, therefore, is both a movement 
and a state. It exists as a movement when there is continuous 
resistance to Western dominance as it grows and expands. It 
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develops into a state when the principles carried by the movement 
become established and institutionalized. It is a direction taken 
by the global community, especially by composers. It is a new 
age of exploration in which the goal is not to conquer but to 
discover.

Post-Westernism as such manifests through two significant 
phenomena: (1) de-westernization and decolonization; and 
(2) transculturation. For a long time, these processes have 
contradicted each other in efforts to rediscover local identities 
of former colonial states. However, they share the same goal: to 
empower local culture. This paper uses these two processes as 
dialectical materials (mechanisms) to define Post-Westernism. 
This means that regardless of the principles each upholds, and 
even where they contradict each other, both remain pointed 
toward a Post-Western society. 

3.1 DE-WESTERNIZATION AND DECOLONIZATION

De-Westernization is the process of challenging and revising 
the dominant influence of Western (Euro-American) culture, 
mainly Western Europe and North America, over industries and 
fields such as politics, philosophy, media, journalism, and art. 
This re-shifting of the existing Western paradigm through de-
Westernization creates better opportunities for non-Western 
cultures and thought to flourish and contribute equally to global 
understanding. Glück (2018, 2) explains this as “the criticism 
of scholars for a predominantly Euro-American ethnocentrism 
in academic knowledge production.” For the sake of this paper, 
decolonization can be treated as aligned with de-Westernization, 
though it is more focused on the relationship of former colonial 
states to the influence of their Western colonizers.

Historically, de-Westernization in art music includes the 
gradual expansion of non-Western concepts and materials in 
musical works. This may manifest through the inclusion of non-
Western instruments in compositions, producing new sound 
“flavors.” Evidence of this can be seen in the works of Philippine 
National Artist for Music Lucrecia Kasilag (1918–2008) who is 
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known for combining Philippine gongs and instruments with 
standard Western instruments such as the piano and members 
of the symphony orchestra. This can be demonstrated in works 
such as Orientalia (1981), written for piano chamber and native 
Philippine percussion, and Divertissement (1960), written for 
piano and orchestra with the Philippine kulintang, which are 
based on Filipino folk themes.18

Maceda’s works are the same. For instance, his work 
Pagasamba (1968) is a Tagalog mass with “a total of 241 
performers divided as : 116 instrumentalists playing on gongs, 
bamboo scrapers, buzzers, clappers, sticks, and whistle flutes; 100 
voices pronouncing high and low pitched words in dense and thin 
combinations; and 5 men’s choruses, each with 5 persons” (Tan 
2017, 128). This composition radically reconfigures the Western 
domination in art music through instrumentation (use of Filipino 
instruments), philosophy (ritualism and communalism), and 
the creation of a non-Western style of notation. Ugma-Ugma 
(1963), Maceda’s first work, is no different in de-Westernizing 
music. It was inspired by his ongoing studies of many Asian 
musical genres in the 1950s. It was an attempt to convey his 
concept of Pan-Asian music and was written for a variety of 
instruments from the Philippines, Indonesia, Japan, and China 
(Onda 2019).   

Non-Western scales and tonal structures are also practiced 
in music composition as a form of de-Westernization. One such 
scale is the pentatonic scale defined by Maceda (1990, 192) as 
“a plurality of scale intervals contrary to a cycle-of-fifths system 
which produces a unity of scale intervals related to each other by 
the fifth degree.” In this sense, the loosening of strict adherence 
to pitch sets or scales produced by the cycle-of-fifths system, 
which is standard in Western tuning, becomes an avenue for 
incorporating non-Western “flavor” in composition. These 
scales also provide diversity because their implementations differ 
across regions and cultures. Furthermore, in Southeast Asia 
alone, tuning systems of gongs and solo instruments emerge 
from “local concepts of five-tone scales,” passed down through 
written and/or oral traditions (192–193). Having said so, there 
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is no single centralized universal tuning comparable to the West 
as tuning is grounded in local culture and tradition.

Parker (2012) discusses this practice through a study 
of Claude Debussy’s engagement with gamelan influences 
analyzing Pagodes (1903), which is inspired by Indonesian 
gamelan music. Parker argues that Debussy explores different 
pentatonic scales as compositional motifs and supplements these 
with piano techniques that recreate the timbre and percussive 
feel of gamelan. These include blurring notes across registers, 
using pedals to emphasize overtone resonance akin to gongs, 
and maximizing articulation through how individual keys are 
struck and released. Debussy did not necessarily de-westernize 
his music in an institutional sense. However, this subscription to  
non-Western influence helped generate a trend for pentatonic 
music in the West that later became a subcategory of  
post-tonal music. Reiterating trends remain prerequisites for 
institutionalization.

3.2 TRANSCULTURATION

Transculturation is “a form of historical and cultural translation 
that ingeniously fashions a poetics of historical understanding.” 
Furthermore, it is “a practice of cultural creativity, a performative 
philosophical reasoning, and an act of social resistance,” 
frequently occurring in contexts of grave historical adversity 
(West 2005, 967). When we analyze the current situation of 
many former colonies from the colonization era, transculturation 
often occurs through the blending of local culture with that of 
colonizers. In the Philippines, art music developed through the 
blending of local musical practices with Spanish traditions such 
as the kundiman, a romantic art-song form with roots in Filipino 
poetry (Anderson 2015), and the rondalla, a string ensemble 
from the Philippines that shapes a sound world distinct from 
Spanish and Mexican guitar ensembles (Rockell 2013).19

Philippine art music has continuously evolved through 
layered influences, including the Spanish colonial legacy, 
Western classical systems, and indigenous forms. This evolution 
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unfolds alongside a hegemonic trend of knowledge in Western 
classical and orchestral composition and theory, including the 
standardization of instruments, forms, and ideologies in music 
education and performance. During the eras of Kasilag and 
Maceda, their acts of elevating indigenous musical cultures, 
especially from tribes and communities of the North and South, 
contributed to a new form of Philippine art music that reshaped 
cultural practice in their time. This resistance to a Western-
centric paradigm prompted significant innovation from both 
composers. In this sense, transculturation occurs through 
continuous cultural blending that resists a dominant culture 
until it penetrates the mainstream and produces metamorphosis.

However, even before Kasilag and Maceda, a gradual 
transformation of local sound in the Philippines had already 
begun. Even when music was Western-centric in training 
and materials, local compositional practice transformed sound 
into a new identity. For instance, Chua (2019) analyzes Julio 
Nakpil (1867–1960), a nineteenth-century Filipino composer, 
as representing early forms of transculturation through the 
localization of Western music. Chua’s discussion of Pahimakas 
(1897) frames it as a politically charged funeral march composed 
after the execution of Jose Rizal in Bagumbayan dedicated to his 
memory. The work begins within a tonal framework yet departs 
from conventional Western idioms through its expressive 
choices and symbolic gestures. It later incorporates a kundiman 
melody associated with Rizal, allowing local musical meaning to 
shape the work’s identity and closure (Chua 2019, 3). However, 
the elements of Pahimakas (1897) do not remain confined to a 
Western idiom. They transform toward local kundiman “flavors” 
and locally inflected compositional elements.

To better understand how transculturation happens, Ortiz 
(1995) explains that transculturation involves more than 
acquiring another culture (acculturation) or losing a previous 
one (deculturation). It also includes the consequent creation of 
new cultural phenomena (neoculturation). This process reflects 
the blending and merging of cultures, resulting in new cultural 
expressions.
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How does this contribute as a mechanism for Post-
Westernism? This can be approached by investigating revival 
trends, particularly how cultures (especially non-Western ones) 
are taken up or institutionalized as compositional innovation 
and cultural preservation. Such processes can also demystify the 
“mystic” framing of less familiar musical cultures, at least within 
mass media and institutional discourse. This is why this research, 
under de-westernism and decolonization, emphasizes how 
composers of different nationalities adopt and fuse non-Western 
cultures in their works, whether or not it is appropriation. This 
signals a gradual shift over a long period toward broader inclusion 
of non-Western musical cultures.

Transculturation revives local and indigenous musical 
cultures, even if not entirely, through institutional merging with 
an existing dominant musical culture. Even the dominant culture 
in former colonies such as the Philippines is often a mixture of 
Western and local musical cultures.

Going back to the context of composers, as Western 
epistemologies of art music composition approach saturation 
and as the ceiling of innovation becomes more perceptible within 
existing paradigms, more composers may begin leaning toward 
less explored compositional epistemologies of the non-West.

3.3 THE POWER DYNAMICS OF POST-WESTERNISM

De-Westernizing music is more expansive than instrumentation, 
scales, and playing style. Non-Western ideologies and 
philosophies have also been adapted by composers as a form of 
innovation in composition. The conceptual and philosophical 
grounding of John Cage’s 4’33’’, rooted in Zen Buddhism as an 
Eastern thought, contributed to how composers approached new 
ways of composing and listening. “By the fascinating sublimities 
of Cage’s ‘Buddhist-informed aesthetics,’ 4’33” presents the 
continuous unfolding of everyday life and the authenticity of the 
world” (Woodward 2024, 553).

Now, the problem emerges. The reason for de-Westernizing 
art music stems from the issue of hegemony. Beyond broader 
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cultural domination against the Global South, this hegemony 
has, to an extent, produced a homogenizing effect in art music 
norms. This pushes composers to look outward to non-Western 
traditions as an avenue for innovation. Hence, composers started 
to adopt elements from non-Western musical cultures.

However, another problem arises from this outward search. 
Existing forms of de-Westernization in art music do not fully 
de-westernize it. They often produce a form of collaboration in 
which the West remains the dominant collaborator or at least 
the dominant set of principles. It becomes easy for Western 
foundations of art music composition to treat non-Western 
influences as embellishments within a Western-dominated 
structure. Since classical music’s institutional foundations 
are Euro-American, additions from non-Euro-American 
cultures can be framed as ornaments layered on top to enhance  
musical “flavor.”

To understand this better, Edward Said analyzes how the 
West treats Eastern cultures in Orientalism. Said explains how 
power relationships between the West and the East manifested 
through the objectification of the Orient (the East), along with 
its diverse cultures and traditions. In this account, Orientalism 
becomes a politically motivated doctrine imposed on the 
Orient. Historically, the Orient was viewed as “weaker than 
the West,” and its differences were obscured by an emphasis on 
its supposed frailty (Said 1979, 204). This contributed to how 
Western Orientalism developed as a social, political, and cultural 
framework that positions the Orient as devalued and as an object 
of study (96). This Euro-American centricity can be extended to 
the Global South as a whole, which was subjected to centuries of 
colonial occupation led by the West. The link to this claim is the 
West’s self-perception as the superpower that attained the most 
“advanced” civilization, casting non-Western cultures as objects 
to conquer and modernize.

This sparks another issue: If the West sees the non-West as 
such, how can we justify de-Westernization as a mechanism for 
Post-Westernism?
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The answer is that it becomes inevitable when we view 
it on a timeline. Even if non-Western culture is used as an 
embellishment in music composition today, it still functions 
as a prerequisite for musical expansion toward non-Western 
traditions because it marks the start of a trend. The importance 
is that even under Western elitism toward the non-West there 
remains an act of resistance against the Western musical paradigm 
through the use of non-Western musical cultures in art-music 
composition, cultural empowerment, and the emergence of both 
decolonization and transculturation. One must imagine this as a 
precursor to adapting non-Western musical traditions into the 
global scene. It creates a trend that becomes a starting point for 
a paradigm shift, similar to the rebellion against tonality that 
eventually gave birth to the post-tonal era.

This raises the question: What if embellishments and 
ornamentations become the standard for defining Post-Westernism? 
This is necessarily dangerous as it can hinder progression toward 
multipolarity. There are several responses to this.

First, Post-Westernism is plural in nature. It roots itself in 
multiple cultures and calls for epistemic plurality and diversity 
in musical expression. Therefore, it rejects fixity in a single 
practice or style as a universal norm. Even if embellishments 
and ornamentations continue to exist, they are accompanied by 
numerous other practices and forms such that none dominate as 
a singular institutional standard.

Second, even if embellishments and ornamentations are 
standardized, the multipolar nature of Post-Westernism still 
calls for embracing multiple musical cultures and languages, 
particularly through decolonization and transculturation. 
Therefore, even if embellishments become institutionalized, 
they will not be homogeneous, since Post-Westernism calls for 
the adoption of different musical cultures on equal footing.

Lastly, embellishments and ornamentations are naturally 
part of transculturation. Post-Westernism’s call for perpetual 
critique of music’s hegemonic nature, power, and norms urges 
composers to reshape their practice toward continuous expansion 
beyond the West.
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Nevertheless, what does the Western-centric world look 
like today, and how is it reproduced? This universal standard of 
Western ethnocentrism in music is often framed as “adaptation,” 
where industries in the Global South align with Western models 
in order to prosper and compete. Glück (2018, 4) explains that 
“the imbalance in knowledge distribution goes back to colonial 
times, when countries in the Global South had little choice but 
to accept and adapt uncritically to Western epistemologies, 
models, or curricula in universities and in disciplines” across the 
academy. This interference of the hegemonic endured even after 
political independence in postcolonial societies.

This circumstance holds true even for art music. Formal 
training in the Global South often functions as preparation 
for the global industry’s standards, especially since many major 
music institutions remain centered in the West. This can be 
seen in how international standards of music education are 
rooted in Western tuning and theory systems, such as solfège20 
and conventional music theory.21 This has become an issue 
even within the United States. Mullen (2019, 47) argues that 
the “National Core Arts Standards in Music align (music) 
education with neoliberal ideologies by linking music education 
to workplace skills, thus creating human capital for a globalized 
economy, and by establishing uniform benchmarks to improve 
educational efficiency,” and expanding markets for “curricular 
materials and assessments.” Moreover, these standards “codify 
long-held Eurocentric epistemologies of musical value.” 

This suggests that to remain competitive in a global market, 
music education becomes standardized to the extent that 
hegemony structurally organizes art music around a Euro-
American epistemology. Mullen (2019, 45) adds that these 
standards are not merely arbitrary but are drawn from broader 
international art standards. Räsänen (2009) discusses a similar 
principle in teacher education in Finland, where Western-centric 
knowledge systems remain dominant. In music education, this 
results in privileging Western theories, notation, and aesthetics 
while limiting engagement with non-Western epistemologies, 
ultimately narrowing what counts as valuable musical knowledge.
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In the Philippines, the standard of music-theory education 
remains pegged to Western doctrines of music. Solfège, theory, 
and performance are largely rooted in Western paradigms. This 
is true even in prominent conservatories in the Philippines as of 
2025 (e.g., University of Santo Tomas Conservatory of Music; 
University of the Philippines Diliman College of Music, etc.). 
This is the imbalance that contemporary globalization often 
produces: a competition whose terms are defined by the Western 
paradigm in which we compete.

Relatedly, Schippers (2009, 14) notes that the history of 
international “cooperation” is often far from equal partnership 
and has been shaped by ethnocentrism and cultural hegemony. In 
this view, mutual intercultural learning requires critical reflection 
on one’s own background and biases as well as knowledge of 
other cultures and ways of perceiving.

In the context of music pedagogy, how can one achieve 
Post-Westernism? One approach is to examine how composers 
subscribe to non-Western cultures in creating new works, 
regardless of whether the non-Western culture is being adapted 
to the Western market (e.g., indigenous instruments being 
tuned to Western temperament). Additionally, institutions have 
been pushing efforts to empower local musical cultures. In the 
University of Santo Tomas Conservatory of Music, a recent 
revision of composition majors’ requirements includes non-
Western composition. The University of the Philippines Diliman 
College of Music has opened programs for ethnomusicology and 
indigenous instruments such as the kulintang.

Other than training, this also manifests through appropriation 
practices, including the westernizing of local musical cultures 
in the Global South. Deschênes (2021) describes music 
hybridization as evidence that non-Western incorporation 
already exists with trends in both classical and popular music 
blending non-Western instruments for their distinctive sound. 
However, this often borrows non-Western musical cultures for 
peculiarity rather than cultural significance. Deschênes (2021, 
4) adds that this objectification incentivizes instrument makers 
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to modify conventional tunings to conform to European equal 
temperament for compatibility with Western instruments.

Examples of this practice are audible in repertoire and 
performance conventions. European classical pieces are arranged 
to be performed on non-European instruments, such as Vivaldi’s 
Four Seasons arranged for a Japanese Koto ensemble. Some 
Renaissance ensembles in Europe also mix instrumentation 
by combining Western instruments with Japanese or Chinese 
traditional instruments such as the koto22 or the erhu.23 The 
Japanese shakuhachi,24 for instance, is commonly tuned today 
in relation to Western tempered pitch. Consequently, this can 
influence how traditional repertoire is performed and perceived 
when compared to earlier tuning practices (Deschênes 2021, 
4–5).

In the twenty-first century, this power imbalance in the 
art music world still exists, especially through distinctions 
between classical music and folk music that often encompass 
non-Western traditions. Art music with non-Western 
embellishments may still be considered “classical” because its 
compositional foundations remain Euro-American in structure 
and institutional recognition. Conversely, the other direction is 
more likely to be classified as folk music or as something outside 
contemporary classical standards.

The problem of distinction paves the way for commodification. 
This creates a perception of how one approaches musical cultures 
of the non-West. In this sense, Haynes (2005, 374) argues 
that labels need to be revised because the boundary between 
“Western” music as modern and “traditional” music can reinscribe 
“non-Western” as a category through colonialist assumptions. 
Therefore, the importance of this discussion is to point out 
tangible efforts to level the West and non-West as equally 
important and advanced musical cultures. This suggests that 
decolonization efforts can occur not only through using musical 
elements outside Western paradigms but also through shifts in 
labels and views. However, considering the power imbalances 
this paper tackles, the commodification mentioned still exists. 
Nevertheless, it can also function as part of the conditions 
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that start a trend, a movement that eventually establishes non-
Western musical cultures more visibly in global practice.

Said’s Orientalism (1979) shows how the “Orient” 
functions as the object of representation, while “the Oriental” 
is produced through Orientalist processes of representation and 
objectification, which cast non-Western peoples as figures to be 
regulated, modernized, and measured against Western norms 
of civility. In extension, the implication for the Global South 
is that “opting in” can become normalized because Western 
hegemonies have established power over centuries, from the 
colonial to the post-colonial era. Thus, this paper posits that the 
colonial mentality can affect the Global South’s view of modernity 
as pegged to the West’s paradigm, reinforcing subscription to a 
lower-power status beside a stronger West, whether consciously 
or not. Deschênes (2021, 8) describes a manifestation of this 
dynamic by suggesting that for some musicians from Asian 
regions (e.g., Central Asia or the Middle East), classical music 
can be perceived as “more civilized and modern” than native 
traditional music. In this framing, appropriating Western 
musical culture may be interpreted as “modernizing” oneself and 
because Western music is hegemonic such appropriation can be 
treated as normal rather than named as appropriation.

Foucault’s concept of a disciplinary society can be applied to 
the musical world in this discussion. In Discipline and Punish: 
The Birth of the Prison (1995), Foucault argues that modern 
society shifts from a punishment-based system that targets the 
body (e.g., public executions) to a control-based system in which 
institutions apply subtle tactics of power to regulate people. In 
this framing, “humanitarian principles” can function as facades 
for control rather than purely ethical reforms.

Foucault further explains how disciplinary society 
manifests through institutions (e.g., prisons, asylums, schools, 
governments). Such institutions train individuals according to 
institutional aims, reward achievements based on self-defined 
metrics of “good behavior,” and punish disobedience in order 
to shape conduct. This can be seen in Foucault’s concept of 
hierarchical observation in which institutions maintain the power 
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to observe subjects and evaluate whether disciplinary tactics are 
working. In this model, the goal of disciplinary architecture 
is to render subjects visible, knowable, and therefore alterable 
(Foucault 1995, 170–176).

This power operates subtly in classical music because industry 
norms are continuously controlled and set by the West as the 
primary institution of art music. This is why “standardization” in 
musical knowledge becomes detrimental for the Global South. 
Standards remain centered in Western institutions, which 
exacerbates the vulnerabilities of the non-West and pressures 
local cultures to conform to Western-centric global norms.

One of Foucault’s claims is that the shift from “punish” to 
“control” (e.g., executions to prison “rehabilitation”) is not simply 
humanitarian progress, but a shift in the mode of practicing 
power. This parallels the current issue in the classical music 
scene. The humanitarian principle appears through “inclusion,” 
where non-Western musical cultures and non-Western societies 
participate in the global scene. However, this inclusion is not 
necessarily grounded in humanitarian intent alone. As Said 
(1979) argues, it can also be understood as part of the West’s 
historical effort to “civilize” the Orient and the Oriental. In 
this sense, appropriation and neo-colonial pressures shape the 
Global South toward what Western institutions demand in the 
musical field.

However, there is an antithesis to this: India. In the global 
scheme, Euro-American institutions often categorize Indian 
music as “folk” or local music. Nevertheless, within India, 
Indian music is treated as “classical” or art music, despite its 
strong distinction from Western music. This circumstance is 
tangible evidence of a strong local institution of a non-Western 
musical culture, which transculturation, decolonization and 
de-Westernization aim to cultivate across contexts. One could 
argue that the West still influences Indian music. Yet within 
that local institution, Western influence functions more as an 
external layer, while Indian musical culture remains the core of 
practice and authority. To clarify Post-Westernism’s position, it 
does not enforce one culture as an embellishment. It proposes a 
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reality where multiple musical cultures and local institutions can 
stand as equals.

This paper positions itself as follows. Despite the  
neo-colonial and hegemonic practices Western institutions 
impose, the surfacing trends of fusion and hybridization in global 
music can contribute to normalization. Regardless of whether 
these practices are appropriative or not, repeated exposure and 
incorporation can gradually establish familiarity with non-
Western cultures. As familiarity grows, mystification weakens, 
and the need to categorize the non-West as “other” becomes less 
stable within institutions, echoing Said’s analysis of how “the 
Orient” is produced through organizing and categorizing power.

As Foucault (1995) argues, normalization occurs through 
subtle and ongoing social and institutional practices that establish 
and enforce norms. In the global music scene, non-Western 
influence can gain institutional presence through repeated 
incorporation of elements such as embellishments, inspirations, 
and compositional innovations. Over time, this repetition can 
make the non-West “normal” within institutions.

However, normalization is not simply inclusion. It is also a 
form of power, and it is produced through power. It molds musical 
traditions and how they are perceived. Through institutional 
acceptance and standardization, musicians reproduce new norms 
that gradually alter the old institution. A transformed institution 
can then arise from the former. This can happen through gradual 
internalization of non-Western musical culture, even in forms 
as simple as ornamentation. From there, creative behavior is 
shaped and redirected, allowing the non-West to penetrate the 
global musical institution and subtly reimagine its norms.

Nevertheless, this argument becomes most convincing 
once the innovation ceiling in the post-tonal era pushes 
composers, including Western composers, toward less explored 
musical cultures from the non-West. When this develops into 
a sustained movement of composers writing art music with  
non-Western elements, roots, or epistemologies, an institution 
that accommodates and normalizes the non-West gains 
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legitimacy within its standards. In this sense, the conditions for 
Post-Westernism emerge.

4. FROM WESTERN-CENTRISM  
TO MULTIPOLAR ART MUSIC

When non-Western institutions transform and merge local 
and foreign musical cultures, they create a new musical culture. 
A prime example is the Philippine art-song tradition of the 
kundiman, which includes the use of the rondalla. While 
it developed in relation to Western vocal forms, Filipino 
composers were able to generate a distinctly local version.  This 
phenomenon is transculturation historically taking place. And 
in a sense, it decolonializes music as it creates a new identity 
for local Filipino vocal forms; thereby being a deviation from 
the original art-song by Western standards, a revolt against its 
Western origin.

Despite the seemingly contradictory nature of de-
Westernization and transculturation, they share one goal: to 
empower local musical cultures of the non-West. This is not a 
quick-action solution. It requires a timeline analysis of gradual 
shift. The important actors in this shift include: (1) composers, 
(2) cultural institutions, and (3) instrument makers.

As mentioned, composers of different nations, including 
those in the West, began to incorporate non-Western elements 
as a source of innovation. This includes the use of the Indian 
Raga,25 Maceda and Kasilag’s merging of Philippine musical 
instruments, and the adoption of non-Western philosophy and 
theory in compositional work. This search for non-Western 
inspiration creates a trend in which composers gradually 
incorporate non-Western cultures as innovation within the 
post-tonal status quo. To some extent, this can be seen as 
appropriation. However, these actions can still function as a 
rebellion against Western standards. When a trend persists, it 
can eventually develop into a movement.

This occurrence is seen in the atonal movement. It began 
as a gradual shift of rebellion against standard tonality, from 
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Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring and Schoenberg’s early atonality to 
more works that defined the atonality recognized today. That 
sound later created a trend and then a movement, including 
composers adopting atonal practices such as Berg and Webern. 
This movement eventually became institutionalized and 
was further solidified by theorists such as Allen Forte in his 
publication, The Structure of Atonal Music (1973), which remains 
widely studied among twenty-first-century composers.

One might argue that given their historical origins in  
Euro-American musical cultures art music and classical music 
root their foundations and norms in the West. However, this 
raises a critical question: Why does the global standard of 
art music continue to be overwhelmingly based on Western 
foundations, rather than emerging from a multipolar cultural 
system where compositions and the art/classical music 
scene take root in diverse traditions? This is what this paper 
provokes: a world where art and classical music move beyond  
Western-centrism toward multipolarity, in which musical 
plurality is achieved through the elevation of non-Western 
cultures. This goes beyond treating them as embellishments 
and recognizing them as foundations. After all, there is no 
need to maintain musical monoculturalism in a world that begs  
for innovation.

Post-Westernism is a fundamental and, in many ways, 
inevitable paradigm shift that emerges through the localization 
of institutions in the non-West. In an era of musical innovation, 
where the search for new sound intensifies and the “innovative 
ceiling” becomes more perceptible, the direction tends to follow 
a rebellion. In this case, it is a rebellion against the Western 
foundations of art music. This becomes a necessary process and 
direction for change, enabling a transition toward a new era  
of music.

Beyond the historical harms of colonialism, efforts toward 
transculturation and decolonization contribute to the discovery, 
rediscovery, and creation of empowered local cultures in the 
Global South. This becomes the foundation of the multipolarism 
that Post-Westernism proposes. Through strengthened local 
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institutions, composers gain access to musical systems and 
practices that remain unexplored or underrecognized within the 
dominant Western paradigm.

Post-Westernism is not a sudden act but a gradual historical 
process already underway. As composers increasingly engage 
musical systems outside the Western lineage, the locus of 
reference shifts from a single inherited tradition to multiple 
epistemic centers. Post-Westernism is therefore not the 
creation of a new musical style, but the relocation of where 
musical legitimacy is produced. Innovation appears exhausted 
when legitimacy is centralized; relocating legitimacy reopens the 
possibility of innovation.

AI USE DISCLAIMER: ChatGPT and Perplexity were used in this Research 
Article to sharpen the author’s linguistic expressions and to craft concise 
and understandable argumentation. The author did not use AI to formulate 
arguments and theoretical structures for this paper. Full responsibility for the 
article’s claims, interpretations, and conclusions rests with the author.

NOTES

1 Schoenberg’s twelve-tone method is a form of atonality that developed 
from a negotiation with tonal structures (Hyde 1985).

2 The top four universities in the country that teach undergraduate 
to graduate level music degrees, such as the University of the 
Philippines Diliman College of Music and the University of Santo Tomas 
Conservatory of Music, base most of their curriculum on Western music 
theory (both tonal and atonal theories) and performance. Although, it 
is important to note that there exists the program of ethnomusicology 
that, to an extent, goes beyond or against the Western-centric nature 
of music education. Philippine music classes are also part of their 
curricula. 

3 The gangsa is a musical instrument from the Cordillera Administrative 
Region of the Philippines. It is a set of flat or brass gongs that are 
often played to accompany the indigenous communities’ dance 
performances during celebrations and rituals (Constantino 2025, 89).

4 “Kulintang is a term loosely used to refer to a variety of musical 
ensembles found not only in the Muslim Philippines but also in northern 
Borneo. These ensembles are characterized by the use of a row of small 
gongs, which functions melodically; supported by drum(s) and various 
large gongs” (Cadar 1973, 234).
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5 Based on Rings’ (2011) findings, the structures and theories of tonality 
consist of a hierarchical system organized around tonic function and 
directed motion. 

6 This assumption is supported by Born (1995, 4, 21–22) who suggests 
that musical innovation in the late twentieth century increasingly 
became institutionalized and reclassified within established artistic 
frameworks so that radical avant-garde practices were absorbed into 
the very cultural systems they once opposed.

7 This assumption is supported by Roeder (2014) who argues that post-
tonal music emerged as a rebellion against common-practice tonality 
while remaining within the broader Western art-music tradition.

8 Kulintang musical notation is a notation system that uses numbers 
representing the kulintang gongs. It does not use a notation style 
that indicates pitch as the kulintang’s tuning varies per tribe and local 
community (Butocan and Prudente 1987).

9 Ambiguous here refers to the notion that contemporary art music 
composition holds a philosophy where anything and everything can 
be arranged into music, which falls under experimental music, such as 
John Cage’s Living Room Music (1940) which uses regular household 
items found in the living room as instruments.

10 Atonality is music based on a set of numbers assigned to each note 
rather than a key signature that encapsulates a tonal center (Roig-
Francolí 2021, 2).

11 Microtonality “refers to music that includes quarter-tone accidentals for 
which special quarter-tone symbols are used” (Roig-Francolí 2021, 281). 
It revolves around the addition of notes beyond the standard 440Hz 
tuning (e.g., the note between A natural and A sharp is A semisharp).

12 Neotonality refers to “extensions of the concept of tonality or pitch 
centricity, in styles that have often been called neotonal or neo-
Romantic, in some cases featuring a clear revitalization of traditional 
tonality” (Roig-Francolí 2021, 3). 

13 Roig-Francolí (2021, 280–281) introduced the concept of experimental 
music through the lenses of Penderecki and John Cage. Experimental 
music is a sub-genre of Post-Tonality that consists of non-conventional 
notation, usage, and playing of instruments, and structure that is usually 
found in both tonal and post-tonal works. An example of this is John 
Cage’s 4’33’’, a musical piece written for 4 minutes and 33 seconds with 
just silence.

14 Aleatory “refers to any compositional process in which some 
elements are not exactly determined by the composer and are either 
left indeterminate (a process we refer to as indeterminacy) or are 
determined by some process in which chance plays a definitive role 
(the Latin term alea means die as in “the die is cast”)” (Roig-Francolí 
2021, 280). John Cage’s 4’33’’ is also an example of aleatory music as 
the music includes the environment, the sounds around the setting 
of the piece’s performance, which change all the time. For instance, 
each performance has a different set of people with their actions  
(e.g., someone coughing among the crowd while it plays is part of 
the first performance, while someone sneezing instead is part of the 
second performance).
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15 This presents an idea of how power normalizes knowledge in Foucault’s 
Discipline and Punish (1995).

16 Take for example fusion music. This is music that blends the standard 
Western culture with non-Western influences (e.g., a symphony 
orchestra with a Japanese koto). Fusion music, in Post-Westernism, is 
only a step, a factor at the beginning of the shift that would gradually 
develop the next era.

17 Onda (2019) is a valuable online source featuring an image of 
Jose Maceda’s notation for his work, Pagsamba (1968), which 
characteristically utilizes bamboo instruments and gongs.

18 See Cosme (2022) and Salido (2002) to read more about Kasilag’s 
works.

19 Rockell (2013, 99) notes that “the Philippine rondalla is of Hispanic 
origin and its diffusion to South-East Asia finds it repositioned in a 
region where plucked-stringed instruments are frequently an important 
ensemble component.”

20 According to Smith (1934, 58), “Solfège is any system of training, as 
distinct from specific training for performance on some instrument 
or the voice, which promotes musicianship.” On a personal note, in a 
conservatory setting, solfège is simply the pedagogical approach to 
read, write, hear, sing, and understand music.

21 Music theory is the study of musical elements and materials such as 
melody, harmony, rhythm, and the principles on how they are measured, 
organized, and understood (Hindemith 1950).

22 The Japanese koto is a thirteen-string zither. It has been a part of 
Japan’s cultural legacy for over a millennium and remains a prominent 
symbol of Japanese culture (Johnson 2004).

23 The erhu is described by Stock (1993, 83) as “a dominant form of two-
stringed spike fiddle currently found throughout China and in Chinese 
communities overseas.”

24 The shakuhachi is “an end-blown vertical notched oblique flute . . . held 
vertically” (Macke 2022, par. 1).

25 Indian Ragas are melodic systems and structures in Indian music 
(Ramanna 1995).
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