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Interpreting artistic responses to the climate crisis and analysing intersections be
tween today’s wider crisis of sustainability and cultural practices have become es
tablished and dynamic areas of humanities research in past decades. Musicology 
has been no exception to these developments. Here, efforts have coalesced around 
the term “ecomusicology”, defined originally by Aaron S. Allen as “the study of mu
sic, culture, and nature in all the complexities of those terms”.1 This article attempts 
to fuse together perspectives from the field of ecomusicology with music sociology 
and sustainable transformation research, with a view to expanding the existing con
ceptions of activist or transformation-centred work in ecomusicology. 

Firstly, I discuss the current scope of ecomusicology, particularly as regards its 
relationship to activism and applied or transformation-centred research, identify
ing a gap in ecomusicology’s approach to Western art music practices. Building on 
this, I present an example from my own research, which analyses sustainability and 
processes of institutional transformation within Western art music from a music so
ciology perspective. I will then offer reflections on how (eco)musicology could more 
firmly anchor itself in real-world processes of change and be more able to respond 
to the demands of musical presents and futures – and how this requires expanding 
the conventional tasks of the musicologist. 

Ecomusicology and practices of Western art music 

How has work in ecomusicology contributed to questions relating to sustainable 
transformation2 and music? Where does Western classical music fit into these lines 
of inquiry? I offer here a very brief review of the current research areas of ecomusi
cology with two aims: firstly, to look at the extent to which music (and in particular, 
Western art music) has been discussed as a social phenomenon in ecomusicology 
and secondly, to gain an impression of transformational or activist work in ecomu
sicology and what the emphasis of such efforts is. Given that, as Aaron S. Allen and 
Kevin Dawe state in the introduction to Current Directions in Ecomusicology, the roots 
of ecomusicology are to be found in ecological criticism, the “critical study of literary 
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and other artistic products in relation to the environment”,3 there are several strands 
of ecomusicology that treat music as text, analysing the relationship between musi
cal works, artists and the environment. Eric Drott describes this research as being 
“the major tributary […] that has fed ecomusicology to date”.4 These strands have 
tended to be the approaches applied to works of Western art music (whether his
torical or contemporary). Examples include work on 18th and 19th century music by 
authors such as Helga de la Motte Haber or Peter Schleuning, as grouped under the 
banner of ecomusicology by Alexander Rehding,5 relationships between music, na
tional or regional identity and natural landscapes (as in work by Daniel Grimley6, 
Denise Von Glahn7 or, as a more recent example, analyses by Juha Torvinen and Su
sanna Välimäki8) or Allen’s investigations into representations of music and nature 
in 19th century Italian-language music periodicals.9 In contrast to this, the strands 
of ecomusicology that are rooted in ethnomusicology more readily discuss music 
and its relationships to the environment as social phenomena but apply this per
spective to music and sound practices largely outside of the Western Art music tra
dition.10 There appears therefore to be a slight difference in how Western and non- 
Western musical forms have been treated in ecomusicology, distinctions that come 
more clearly to light in literature on activist or applied approaches within the field. 

Ecomusicology has from its inception been driven by an activist impulse. This 
has in turn been shaped by and has grown in dialogue with reflection on activist or 
applied perspectives in musicology in general.11 Key topics here have been projects 
relating to cultural sustainability or cultural heritage preservation, the conservation 
of endangered habitats without which certain cultural practices would potentially be 
lost,12 efforts to raise awareness around the materials required for musical instru
ment building (the field of “eco-organology” or “ecoörganology”13) as well as inves
tigations into the climate impact made by sound recording and distribution tech
nologies.14 It is notable that the music at the centre of these projects is only rarely 
Western art music, with either non-Western folk or art traditions or Western pop or 
folk musics under discussion. 

In his 2011 article, “Prospects and Problems for Ecomusicology in Confronting a 
Crisis of Culture”, Allen, intentionally or not, locates activism in ecomusicology out
side of the practices of Western art music.15 He names as “explicitly activist” all “ini
tiatives to broaden the scope of musical materials and contexts worthy of musico
logical study, including the incorporation of music of women, minorities, and other 
cultures beyond the confines of contemporary and historical Western traditions”.16 
These endeavours “involve pushing musicology beyond the comfortable confines of 
the concert hall and library and into an often messy, definitely polluted, world of 
existential threats and complexities”.17 I would, however, argue that it is crucial to 
frame practices of Western art music within an activist or transformational perspec
tive within ecomusicology – and connected to that, to study it and its institutions 
empirically and critically as social phenomena. The concert hall is very much part of 
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our messy world of existential threats and complexities and its confines need to be 
interrogated as such. 

I wish to propose here that music sociology perspectives that engage more 
closely (and to an extent, more practically) with transformational processes in 
institutions of Western art music could helpfully enrich existing approaches in 
ecomusicology. I see this as a means of more effectively realising the “political 
consciousness”18 of ecomusicology. The limits of textual or ecocritical analyses in 
ecomusicology and of approaches that focus on representations of nature in musical 
cultures have been similarly noted by Marc Perlman, who has doubted the activist 
potential of such work: “Ecomusicological findings might recruit music-lovers to 
the environmentalist cause or inspire them when they become discouraged. But 
beyond that, it’s not at all clear what the activist implications of ecomusicology 
might be.”19 There is work that has already begun the application of activist per
spectives to Western art music, including Allen’s own explorations into Italian and 
Brazilian forestry in relation to sustainable violin instrument and bow produc
tion that expand his earlier position.20 However, as I will explore further below, 
to more thoroughly anchor ecomusicology in processes that are taking place in 
musical cultures, the traditional roles and tasks of the musicologist may need to be 
expanded. 

Researching transformation in classical music institutions 

The project “A sustainable cultural mission for music – a new aspect of orchestral ex
cellence” (“Ein nachhaltiger Kulturauftrag für Musik – ein neuer Aspekt orchestraler 
Exzellenz”) ran from 2021 to 2023 as a collaboration between the Kammerakademie 
Potsdam, a chamber orchestra in the city of Potsdam, and the Arts and Culture for 
Sustainable Development research group at RIFS Potsdam. The main aims of the 
project were firstly, to research and evaluate processes towards sustainable trans
formation at the orchestra (including the development of a social-ecological sus
tainability strategy with and for the orchestra); secondly, to analyse the discourse 
around sustainability in the orchestral sector; and thirdly, to investigate the social 
“contribution” and engagement of the orchestra in Potsdam via interviews and au
dience surveys. Our approach fused perspectives from empirical music sociology on 
Western art music and from sustainable transformation research. This cross-disci
plinary field aims to study transformation and to contribute to “societal change pro
cesses towards sustainability”21, creating bridges between academic research, pol
icy and industry. Here, our main focus was on the transformation processes within 
the orchestra, including evaluating attempts to establish more ecological modes of 
production and touring, to reform internal processes and working conditions and 
to integrate artistic perspectives on the climate crisis into its programming. These 
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research foci align with areas defined by Wittmayer and Hölscher as being the core 
concerns of transformation research, including researching the objects of transfor
mation (in this instance, modes of production as well as attitudes towards sustain
able action within the orchestra), change dynamics within processes and the drivers 
of change.22 The project also aimed to address larger questions regarding the con
tribution of Western art music to society and the ability of this musical form and its 
institutions to respond to current issues. 

To give an example of a research activity from the project, I conducted a content 
analysis of the sustainability discourse in classical music institutions (with co-au
thor Manuel Rivera) with the aim of assessing the extent to which classical music 
institutions’ current interest in sustainability, in particular in the orchestral sector, 
has transformative potential.23 We took the ability to practise self-critique as an in
dicator of transformativity and analysed the ways in which self-critique (or self- 
affirmation) is associated with understandings of “sustainability” among both in
dividual classical musicians and institutions. In analysing definitions and under
standings of sustainability, we looked for the presence of three core elements: glob
ally oriented understandings of the sustainability crisis that go beyond local con
sequences of climate change, awareness of the concept of planetary boundaries (or 
in a broader sense, the ecological limits to growth) and awareness of the social jus
tice aspects of sustainability (climate justice, intergenerational justice). Important 
points of reference came from sociological literature on the values in Western clas
sical musical culture24 and on taking a critical, “deflationary” approach to studying 
music and musical infrastructures in times of crisis.25 

We analysed three types of data source, corresponding to three levels of analysis. 
These included in-depth standardised interviews with musicians from a top-level 
German symphony orchestra with some engagement in sustainability projects (N = 
25) to investigate understandings and opinions on an individual level,26 interviews 
that had been posted to an online blog on the website of a prominent sustainabil
ity initiative in the German classical music scene, representing a semi-institutional 
level, N = 16 entries; and documents such as pledges and declarations from the main 
initiatives in the global scene (N = 6 examples). 

The results from our analysis suggest that individuals and institutions tend to
wards narrower definitions of sustainability and are self-affirming in their articu
lations of the concept. We found little critique of existing practices in the orchestral 
sector (such as orchestral touring schedules and inviting guest soloists/conductors) 
and all three core elements of sustainability were rarely mentioned. There was in
stead more of a focus on ecological aspects; climate justice and social justice aspects 
were not often mentioned. More rounded understandings of sustainability did cor
relate with greater levels of critique, indicating the potential for learning and en
gagement. On the institutional level (and partly on the semi-institutional), we ob
served sustainability efforts coming into conflict with values in classical music cul
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ture in two main ways. Firstly, the analysis brought out a number of attempts to 
combine sustainability with narratives of institutional and musical excellence that 
establish links between being or seeming “sustainable” and being an “excellent” insti
tution. Through this, sustainability is turned into a field of competition, something 
to be “good” at rather than viewing it as a common challenge that will need coop
eration across the orchestral sector and a collective questioning of the standards of 
excellence in classical music practice. Secondly, we propose that the “preservation” 
culture within classical music institutions (performing and maintaining a canon of 
musical works) encourages a more superficial engagement with sustainability, one 
that romanticises a connection between music and nature. While valuing preserva
tion can and does link well with climate protection in the form of conservation, we 
argue that it here stands in the way of critical reflection and potential transformative 
action. 

These two findings build on Aaron S. Allen’s discussion of sustainability as being 
separable into the notions of “sustainability-maintain” and “sustainability-change”, 
a way of expressing the contradictory tensions in the term.27 The practice of Western 
art music needs to move from “sustainability-maintain” towards a “change” mindset 
and, in this, confront what Allen refers to as the aesthetic dimensions of sustainabil
ity. Maintaining concepts of musical excellence based on the sounds of endangered 
materials and international touring profiles stand in the way of a more truly trans
formative engagement with sustainability. The results from this study have possible 
consequences not only for institutions such as concert halls and orchestras but also 
for those institutions training musicians in this tradition. The intention here is not 
to point fingers or place an undue burden of responsibility on classical music in
stitutions but to demonstrate the conflicts in values that arise in these attempts at 
sustainable transformation. This is an aim that should be firmly in the remit of cur
rent (eco)musicology. 

Alongside these insights, the project explored perceptions of the social contri
bution of the orchestra, and of classical music more broadly, through an empirical 
investigation consisting of audience surveys and interviews with specific audience 
groups in Potsdam. Data was collected on associations with classical music, per
ceptions of its relevance, experiences of exclusion at orchestral concerts and on the 
social responsibility of cultural institutions, among further topics.28 

Going beyond the research output, a key part of the project and of my role as 
a music sociologist was developing collaborative processes between the research 
group and the orchestra and supporting the integration of sustainability into a 
range of activities, including co-convening a joint sustainability committee (and 
negotiating differences of opinion across the orchestra), contributing to ideas for 
a sustainability festival and outreach projects held by the orchestra and screening 
potential emissions audit models for the organisation. Taking on such tasks as a 
researcher and musicologist was difficult at times: maintaining distance to the pro

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839400678-019 - am 12.02.2026, 19:45:58. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839400678-019
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


296 Transformation: Nachhaltigkeit denken 

cesses at the orchestra whilst also being embedded in them, acting as a translator 
between research and practice and expanding my expertise to cover new topics and 
fields (e.g. carbon emissions auditing) were specific challenges. Despite this, the 
collaborative approach revealed how the traditional tasks of the musicologist can 
be expanded to facilitate and participate in relevant real-world transformational 
processes.29 

Musicology for the “not-yet” 

Here, I have offered a brief sketch of some of the ways in which ecomusicology could 
be productively informed by perspectives and approaches from music sociology and 
sustainable transformation research. The Potsdam project offers an example of how 
Western art music practices can be engaged with directly and be made the focus of 
activist or applied (eco-)musicological work and how the tasks of the musicologist 
could be effectively adapted and expanded through this. 

Collaborations with institutions are a central way in which musicology can use
fully contribute to necessary processes of change. Specifically in relation to the con
cert hall (and its potential confines), one task for a transformational (eco)musicology 
could be to contribute to rethinking this space and form of institution. This would 
not only mean supporting and continuing efforts to transform concert formats and 
repertoire30 but also contributing to reconceiving the concert hall as a forum, a pub
lic space for dialogue that makes connections between music, other performing arts 
and a range of issues and that activates and politicises musicological knowledge and 
the cultural heritage of Western classical music. From contributing to programme 
notes that connect classical works to present day issues or highlighting and con
textualising the social-ecological impact of Western art music practices, there are 
numerous tasks for ecomusicology, and musicology more broadly, to take on here. 
As opposed to being a space in which to retreat from the present and from social 
concerns,31 the concert hall could become valued and researched as a space to en
gage. This idea builds on work by, for instance, ethnomusicologist Tina Ramnarine, 
who has proposed that reconceptualising classical music institutions as part of civil 
society could be fruitful in terms of revitalising their connection to the present.32 
It is also what audiences are interested in: participants in the 2023 “Cultural Rele
vance Monitor” (“Relevanzmonitor Kultur”) overwhelmingly indicated that they ex
pect cultural institutions to be places “for people to come together” and that “in
spire political and societal discussions”.33 The forthcoming results from the Potsdam 
project suggest similar opinions for classical music institutions. Such repurposing 
of the concert hall is already taking place – artistic and compositional practices from 
across the 20th century34 and more recently, the actions of climate activists,35 have 
started this work for us. 
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And finally, going beyond ecomusicology, a key step in contributing to any form 
of sustainable transformation is to strengthen musicology’s wider relationship to 
the contemporary and to musical and social futures. This would mean fostering con
nections to current musical practice, pushing against the larger tendency to view 
musicology as a historically focused discipline (frequently held in its own processes 
of “maintaining” rather than “changing”, similar to the institutions analysed above) 
and one that has been described as suffering from a kind of intellectual or concep
tual “lateness”.36 To serve as inspiration for a future-oriented discipline, I draw here 
on a concept from the work of Dutch visual artist Jeanne van Heeswijk.37 Her idea of 
“art for the not-yet”, drawing on Ernst Bloch, calls for a propositional artistic prac
tice focused on awakening the collective imagination of future worlds and training 
new, collective forms of social organisation. Contributing to creatively reconfigur
ing spaces such as the concert hall for collective engagement and researching fu
ture challenges in music production, reception and distribution would be examples 
of a future-oriented outlook for music studies. I wonder if we can move towards a 
musicology for the “not-yet”, one that is speculative, not reactive, one that attempts 
transformation, rather than staying caught in preserving and maintaining, and one 
that is comfortable with taking on the range of tasks that such transformations will 
need. 
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