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MUSIC AS MEDIATING THE SELF AND THE SOCIAL: 
AN ETHNOGRAPHIC FIELD STUDY AT THE 

MUSIC FOR PEACE FOUNDATION, EL SISTEMA TURKEY 

SUMMARY 

Music for Peace Foundation (Barış İçin Müzik Vakfı) is a non-profit organization that 
provides free music education to children, based in Edirnekapı, Istanbul. It was 
founded in 2005 and continues to work since then with the aim of creating an 
opportunity for as many children as possible to participate in cultural and artistic life. 
The organization is also called El Sistema Turkey as it is a part of the global network 
of El Sistema organizations that operate in accordance with similar principles. 

This research is aimed at exploring the roles, effects, and functions of music as a 
social medium by investigating Music for Peace Foundation using fieldwork 
methodology. Through the research, I aim to address one of the central questions of 
music sociology: how does music mediate the self and the social? Music mediates 
the self and the social in various ways, and I have focused on some of these aspects 
in this research. One of the main chapters of the thesis is dedicated to analyzing the 
aspects of music’s social mediation, whereas the other main chapter is designated for 
an analysis of the roles of music in individuals’ self-processes. 

The research employs ethnographic methodology in which fieldwork techniques are 
carried out. The two main techniques that are used in this study are participant 
observation that spans over almost 2 years and conducting in-depth and semi-
structured interviews with a variety of people from the students of the organization to 
the parents and supporters of Music for Peace. In addition to these two main 
techniques, the study includes other fieldwork practices such as taking systematic 
fieldnotes and collecting audio/visual material. 

Analyzing the data that are gathered throughout the fieldwork process, the study has 
suggested that music  mediates  the  self  and  the  social  at  the  Music  for  Peace 
Foundation both through music’s “musical” properties in the conventional sense and 
also through the social  aspects  of  the  organization.  With respect to music’s social 
mediation, the research has argued that music mediates social claims, creates spaces, 
engenders socialities, and projects wider values and structures. In terms of the 
aspects regarding the self, the study has suggested that individuals use music in their 
self-processes such as identity, self-improvement, and well-being. 

The study stands in the intersection of music studies and sociology and offers a 
comprehensive analysis of Music for Peace, a unique social and musical project in 
Turkey. Investigating music’s roles, effects, and functions in this social music 
program which fits into a larger context as well, the research is expected to 
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contribute to our understanding of music’s mediating roles and social functions as 
well as to the current academic debates with respect to El Sistema organizations 
throughout the world. 
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KİŞİSEL VE TOPLUMSAL BİR ARACI OLARAK MÜZİK: 
BARIŞ İÇİN MÜZİK VAKFI, EL SİSTEMA TÜRKİYE’DE 

ETNOGRAFİK BİR ALAN ÇALIŞMASI 

ÖZET 

Barış İçin Müzik Vakfı, kurulduğu 2005 yılından bu yana mümkün olduğu kadar 
fazla çocuğa karşılıksız müzik eğitimi vermek amacıyla çalışan bir kâr amacı 
gütmeyen kuruluştur. Edirnekapı’da kurulan vakıf, sanatsal yaşama katılımın 
önündeki engelleri kaldırmak, fırsat eşitliği yaratmak, ve barışın sesini müzikle 
duyurmak gibi toplumsal amaçlarla hareket etmektedir. Barış İçin Müzik Vakfı, 1975 
yılında Venezuela’da başlamış olan ve benzer amaçlarla hareket eden El Sistema 
hareketi ile olan dostluk ilişkisi vesilesiyle aynı zamanda El Sistema Türkiye olarak 
da bilinmektedir. 

Bu araştırma, Barış İçin Müzik Vakfı’nda yapılan bir alan çalışması ile müziğin 
kişisel ve toplumsal aracılık işlevlerini incelemektedir. Araştırmada müzik 
sosyolojisinin en temel sorularından birine cevap aranmaktadır: müzik kişisel ve 
toplumsal olana nasıl aracılık eder? Müzik, elbette türlü şekillerde kişisel ve 
toplumsal bir aracı olarak işlev görmektedir; bu araştırma ise bunlardan birkaç 
tanesini incelemektedir. Tezin ana bölümlerinden bir tanesi müziğin toplumsal 
aracılık işlevlerine, diğeri ise müziğin benlik süreçlerindeki rolüne odaklanmaktadır. 

Araştırmada, alan çalışması tekniklerinden yararlanarak etnografik yöntembilimi 
kullanılmaktadır. Kullanılan en temel iki teknik, neredeyse iki yıla yayılan bir 
katılımcı gözlem yöntemi ile Barış İçin Müzik Vakfı’nın öğrencilerinden velilerine 
ve destekçilerine kadar birçok kişiyle yapılan yarı-yapılandırılmış ve derinlemesine 
mülakatlardır. Bu iki temel tekniğin yanısıra, düzenli olarak alan notları tutma ve 
görsel/işitsel malzeme toplama gibi diğer alan çalışması pratikleri de 
kullanılmaktadır. 

Alan çalışması süresince toplanan verilerin analizi sonucunda, araştırma, Barış İçin 
Müzik Vakfı’nda müziğin hem basmakalıp haliyle “müzikal” olarak tabir 
edilebilecek özellikleri aracılığıyla, hem de organizasyonun toplumsal yönleriyle 
kişisel ve toplumsal bir aracı olarak işlev gördüğünü önermektedir. Toplumsal 
anlamda, müziğin toplumsal taleplere aracılık ettiği, alanlar yarattığı, topluluklar 
oluşturduğu, ve daha geniş anlamda düşünceleri, değerleri ve yapıları yansıttığı 
ortaya konulmaktadır. Kişisel anlamda ise, bireylerin müziği kimlik, kişisel gelişim 
ve iyi olma hali gibi benlik süreçlerinde bir aracı olarak kullandıkları görülmektedir. 

Araştırma, müzik çalışmaları ile sosyolojinin kesişim noktasında yer almakta ve 
Türkiye’deki özgün bir sosyal müzik programı olan Barış İçin Müzik hakkında 
kapsamlı bir inceleme sunmaktadır. Çalışmanın, aynı zamanda daha geniş bir 
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bağlamda da bir yeri olan bu oluşumda müziğin rol, etki, ve işlevlerini inceleyerek, 
hem müziğin kişisel ve toplumsal aracılık işlevlerine dair olan anlayışımıza, hem de 
dünyadaki diğer El Sistema oluşumları hakkındaki güncel tartışmalara katkı 
sağlaması beklenmektedir. 
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1.INTRODUCTION 

In 2017, I found myself standing in front of a blue-yellow painted building, waiting 

for my colleague (who is also a choir conductor) in one of the many under-privileged 

and conservative neighbourhoods of Istanbul called Edirnekapı. The neighbourhood 

is located within the historical walls of Byzantine where the famous Chora Museum 

rises amongst disorganized apartment blocks. Emanating from the blue-yellow 

building that is in the street just next to the museum, the sounds of musical 

instruments lead one to suspect that this is not a regular apartment block. The 

signboard of the building, which reads Barış İçin Müzik (Music for Peace) and 

includes a colourful illustration of kids playing instruments, cats, birds, and a peace 

dove with an olive branch in its beak, hangs on the side wall and is not clearly visible 

to someone who happens to pass by (see figures 1-2). At the time, I hadn’t noticed 

the olive tree in the entrance of the small garden in the courtyard. As my colleague 

!1

Figure 1. Music for Peace Foundation, Edirnekapı, Istanbul.



and I went up the stairs leading to a small office where 4 people were working, I 

noticed the black-and-white photographs of children making music hung on the walls 

at intervals. In contrast with the black-and-white photographs, all the doors in the 

building were painted in different colours. That day, we talked about starting a choir 

at the Music for Peace Foundation with Mehmet Selim Baki and Yeliz Baki, the 

initiators of the project. It was a day I remember well, as it marked the beginning of a 

multiple-year relationship with Music for Peace that forms the basis of this 

ethnographic study. 

In my very first day at Music for Peace, I was haunted by manifold visual and 

auditory signs —from the sounds of musical instruments and children’s plays to the 

texture of the surrounding neighbourhood and colourful doors of the classrooms. As 

soon as I started working with the project as a choir conductor, I became a part of 

this whole setting. We immediately found new students to create a choir, we 

organized a schedule —and there I was making classes and rehearsals with the 

children four days a week, having concerts, tours, and participating in plenty of 

!2

Figure 2. Signboard of the building (Illustration: Behiç Ak).



activities in the foundation from making shakers with rice and bottles to making 

pizza, painting, and decorating the classrooms with children (see figures 3-5). It was 

6-7 months after I started working at Music for Peace when I came up with the idea 

to conduct research there. There was clearly something that I found interesting -

socially and musically- and worth researching in this organization. 

!3

Figure 3. Children showing their hand-made shakers in the garden. 

Figure 4. Painting activity.       Figure 5. Children Orchestra makes pizza.



First and foremost, the social claims of the organization, mainly the idea of 

contributing to peace through music, were quite remarkable. The main mission 

statement of the project that is “to make the sound of peace heard through music” 

that can be seen in every report of the organization and heard in every speech of the 

organization’s members is not only striking and promising, but also theoretically 

worthwhile for the reason that it implicates an underlying premise: the premise that 

music is capable of conveying meanings. The fundamental mission statement of the 

organization, therefore, itself points to one of the key theoretical discussions in music 

sociology. It points to the idea that music is not merely musical, but it is also social 

in that it can convey social claims and function as a social mediator. 

Secondly, the unique structure of the project was considerable. There were some 

features that are rather unusual for a music education institution, the two most 

significant ones being the feeless and open-to-all structure of the project. As will be 

discussed later in detail, the children are not required to have any musical talent to 

join the organization. There is no audition and everyone is accepted without any 

requirement. The education is also completely free of charge, including the food, 

instruments, and tours within the country or abroad. Not only the structural aspects, 

but also the musical aspects were unique such as learning and teaching practices, 

performance aspects, choice of repertoire, course structure, and plenty of other 

aspects which will be elaborated throughout the whole thesis. 

Last but not least, the organization fits into a larger context as well: to the context of 

the global El Sistema movement. El Sistema is a social music program that was 

initiated in Venezuela by conductor José Antonio Abreu in 1975 and has become a 

remarkable subject of attention throughout the world in relation to social change, 

justice and action through music. Music for Peace Foundation is also known as El 

Sistema Turkey as it works in collaboration with El Sistema organizations 

throughout the world with similar structures and principles. In fact, the project was 

initiated without any prior knowledge of the El Sistema movement in Venezuela, but 

crossed paths with this movement years later in 2011 and started to operate within 

the same network. The organization, therefore, is a unique project that has its own 
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place within the context of its own society while at the same time it fits into a larger 

context of the global El Sistema movement. 

These three aspects were the main starting points for me. I decided that this 

organization is worth researching in itself, but  what encouraged me the most to 

conduct this research was that I had a word to say with respect to the current debates 

surrounding El Sistema. The grounds on which El Sistema projects are discussed and 

those on which they are not discussed inspired me to find my own voice in talking 

about this subject and shaped the way I formulate my research question along with 

the discussions that I engage in throughout the thesis and the purpose of this study. 

1.1.Purpose of the Thesis 

Although El Sistema was founded in 1975, it started to be known throughout the 

world after the 2000s and started to be subjected to academic discussions only in the 

last couple of years. Shortly after several non-academic works began to circulate, 

scholars have started to contemplate on the project as well by taking one or more El 

Sistema or El Sistema-inspired organization as the subject of their works and 

analyzing the positive and negative aspects of these organizations with respect to 

their efficacy. While some scholars have analyzed the ways in which social and 

human development is achieved through music in El Sistema and El Sistema-

inspired organizations (Lindgren et. al., 2016; Lui, 2014; Uy, 2012), some others 

have criticised the project for the parallels they find between the structure of El 

Sistema and ideas of neoliberalism (Logan, 2015) and colonialism (Baker, 2014; 

Bull, 2016) which are going to be further explored in the theoretical framework 

section. 

Most of the scholars who research El Sistema organizations locate the central 

discussion around evaluating these projects. These programs’ strengths, weaknesses, 

successes and failures have long been studied. However, none of these works 

successfully engaged with the theoretical questions regarding the role, effects, 

functions of music and “music’s specifically musical properties” (DeNora, 2003, p. 

36) as a social medium. As a result, most of the Sistema studies fail to contribute to 
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our wider understanding of music’s social mediation. My project remedies this gap. 

Unlike most of the El Sistema studies, my aim in this research is not to make an 

evaluation of the project, but to engage in a discussion about the ways in which 

music functions as a mediator. By studying Music for Peace Foundation, I aim to 

address the central question of how music mediates the self and the social which is 

my ultimate research question. 

The central discussion for me is the roles, effects, and functions of music as a social 

mediator. The people in these organizations make music for something —for a social 

purpose such as conveying the message of peace or providing equal opportunities. 

What makes people believe that music mediates these social claims? Does music 

actually mediate these claims and if yes, how? What are some of the other ways in 

which music functions as a social medium other than mediating social claims? I 

started out by asking these questions and ended up analyzing a number of ways in 

which music mediates the self and the social such as engendering socialities, creating 

spaces, projecting wider structures and values as well as mediating social claims, and 

functioning as a “technology of self” (see Foucault, 1988) that I approach in three 

main aspects being identity, self-improvement, and well-being. 

I hope that this study fulfils its objective of contributing to our wider understanding 

of music’s mediating roles and functions. I also expect this research to contribute to 

El Sistema studies as it will connect the current academic debates with respect to El 

Sistema and El Sistema-inspired organizations with some of the central theoretical 

discussions within music sociology, and thereby, to open up new perspectives and 

introduce alternative grounds for tackling El Sistema organizations. 

1.2.Introducing Music for Peace Foundation 

Music For Peace is a non-profit organization that provides free music education to 

children, based in Edirnekapı, Istanbul. The organization contains three symphony 

orchestras, a youth choir, and several chamber music ensembles, and the education is 

entirely free and open to all children and young people. The project was initiated in 

2005 by Mehmet Selim Baki who is an architect and was sustained for many years 
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with the individual efforts of him and Yeliz Baki. Both Mehmet Selim and Yeliz Baki 

are not musicians themselves; they are individuals who believe in the power of music 

to make a positive impact on people’s lives and society which is the core idea behind 

the project’s initiation. It is also notable that they founded Music for Peace in the 

year 2005 without any knowledge of the El Sistema movement in Venezuela. Years 

after the initiation of the project, Music for Peace and El Sistema crossed paths as 

Simon Bolivar Symphony Orchestra came to Turkey for a series of concerts. Today, 

the organization continues to provide free music education to children in Edirnekapı 

(Istanbul), Bursa, Izmir, and the Islands of Istanbul in cooperation with different 

public and private organizations. 

1.2.1.A Brief history of Music for Peace 

Mehmet Selim Baki came up with the idea to initiate a social music project in the 

early 2000s, during the period when the stage was set for the US invasion of Iraq. At 

the time, Turkey’s involvement in the Iraq war was being discussed in the country. 

Turkey was either going to accept or reject the US troop proposal with 1 March 2003 

resolution. During this time when many people were protesting against the war, 

Mehmet Selim Baki came up with the idea to initiate a civilian brass band that would 

perform peace songs to convey the message of peace in the country. As Mehmet 

Selim Baki and Yeliz Baki thought that the idea of equality of opportunities is 

essential for a peaceful and just society, they decided to put this project into practice 

with children who don’t have or have limited access to cultural, artistic, and 

educational opportunities in the country. Until 2005, they tried to initiate the project 

in several different places in cooperation with different organizations, yet faced 

bureaucratic obstacles. At last, the principal of Ulubatlı Hasan Primary School in 

Edirnekapı accepted Mehmet Selim Baki’s offer and opened the doors of the school 

in 2005. Music for Peace started as a music atelier in Ulubatlı Hasan Primary School. 

The idea of a brass band was reshaped in this period according to the practical needs. 

Since there was a need for different teachers for each instrument to form a brass 

band, they looked for a single type of instrument that is both holdable and suitable to 

form an orchestra. They decided on the accordion. 
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The unused coal cellar of Ulubatlı Hasan Primary School was turned into a music 

atelier where the children started to learn solfeggio and accordion after school, 5 

days a week. There were 20 students and 3 teachers at first. Later on, the number of 

students who participated in these ateliers multiplied and demand arose from 

surrounding schools to have the same project. New ateliers were established in three 

more schools in the same district. In the meanwhile, a building lot was bought by 

Mehmet Selim Baki in Edirnekapı in 2009, close to these schools and three buildings 

were built there. From 2010 onwards, all the classes and rehearsals began to take 

place in these buildings which consist of rehearsal halls, classrooms, rooms for 

individual practice, a kitchen, a dining hall, a library, a luthier, and an office in its 

final form today. As the facilities increased, instruments other than accordion were 

introduced to the students of Music for Peace starting with the string instruments and 

the flute. Orchestras and choirs were established in time.  

“Music for Peace Foundation” was officially established by Mehmet Selim Baki and 

Yeliz Baki in the year 2011. In the same year, Istanbul Foundation for Culture and 

Arts (IKSV) hosted the Simon Bolivar Symphony Orchestra of Venezuela in Istanbul 

for a series of events. During these events, the encounter with Music for Peace and 

conductor José Antonio Abreu marked the beginning of a friendship relation with El 

Sistema which is going to be further explained in the following subheadings. In 

2012, Music for Peace became one of the five founding members of the Sistema 

Europe network. On 10 June 2014, Mehmet Selim Baki, Yeliz Baki, and JoséAntonio 

Abreu came together again in the event called “El Sistema Day” in Zorlu Performing 

Arts Center and signed a Treaty of Friendship between El Sistema and Music for 

Peace Foundation. With this treaty, Music for Peace was acknowledged as “El 

Sistema Turkey”. Music for Peace established new units; in Izmir (in collaboration 

with Cevdet Inci Educational Foundation and Bornova Municipality) in 2015, in 

Bursa (in collaboration with Uludağ Rotary Club and Nilüfer Municipality) and in 

Prince Islands of Istanbul (in collaboration with Islands City Council and Islands 

District Governorate) in 2016. The foundation today has orchestras, various chamber 

music ensembles, and a choir, and works in cooperation with different organizations 
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that are mentioned above as well as other organizations such as IKSV (Istanbul 

Foundation for Culture and Arts), Sistema Global, and Sistema Europe. 

1.2.2.Structure of the program 

Students join the organization without being subjected to audition or asked for any 

other requirement. When a student enrols the foundation, a preliminary ear and 

rhythm test is made to determine the student’s instrument according to his/her age 

and abilities. Voice is considered as one of the instruments and the student either 

joins the choir or receives an instrument and joins the orchestra. The students are 

given their instruments without paying any fee. The instruments belong to the Music 

for Peace Foundation and loaned to the students as long as they are students of the 

organization. 

Once a student joins the organization, he/she immediately becomes a part of the 

choir or orchestra. The orchestra students have three types of classes namely 

workshops, section rehearsals, and tutti rehearsals. In the classes that are called 

“workshop”, players of the same instrument (such as the violin) learn the pieces that 

they are going to perform in the orchestra. In section rehearsals, players of the same 

instrument family (such as the strings) come together to practice the pieces they learn 

in the workshops. All the instruments come together once a week in the tutti 

rehearsal. Choir students have two types of classes called partition rehearsals and 

tutti rehearsals. Sopranos, altos, tenors and bases work separately or in combinations 

in the partition rehearsals, and they come together once a week in the tutti rehearsal. 

At the moment, there are three orchestras (Youth Orchestra, Children Orchestra and 

First Step Orchestra) that are organized according to age and instrument competence 

level, a youth choir, and several chamber ensembles such as string quartets, brass and 

woodwind ensembles that come together on a project basis. All the ensembles of the 

foundation consist of Eurogenetic musical instruments and carry out a repertoire that 

is made up of both standard repertoire of Eurogenetic Art Music  and folk pieces 1

 Eurogenetic Art Music is a term introduced by ethnomusicologist Robert Reigle in 2004 as an 1

alternative of the term “Western Music” or “Classical Music”.
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from Anatolia that are arranged in compliance with the types of instruments and 

ensembles of the foundation. 

Students pass from First Step Orchestra to Children Orchestra and Youth Orchestra 

as a result of their progression in their instruments. All the ensembles of the 

organization frequently give concerts. These concerts are mostly in Istanbul, and 

occasionally in other cities or countries for special projects such as Sistema Europe’s 

summer camps. The instrumental ensembles and the choir of Music for Peace come 

together from time to time for special concerts. For such projects, the teachers and 

conductors make arrangements of the pieces. Especially Turkish pieces are 

orchestrated on occasion for the choir and orchestra to perform together. 

One of the most important parts of learning and teaching practices is that many 

students take on the role of a teacher for younger students at the Music for Peace 

Foundation as well as in all the other El Sistema organizations throughout the world. 

Peer-teaching is highly valued in the organization as it engrains responsibility in 

young people while at the same time it teaches the virtues of cooperation and helping 

each other. Therefore, new students immediately start to work with their teachers and 
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conductors as well as with older students of the foundation who are competent 

enough in their instuments and willing to make classes with the new children (see 

figures 6-7). 

Figure 7. Student from Istanbul teaching children in Ardahan. 

1.2.3.El Sistema and Music for Peace 

Music for Peace was initiated without any prior knowledge of El Sistema in 

Venezuela. In fact, El Sistema hadn’t yet reached its present fame in the first few 

years of 2000s. Almost two years after Music for Peace started as a music atelier in 

2005, Yeliz Baki found an article about El Sistema on the internet while she was 

looking for social music projects around the world. The article was in Spanish; she 

tried to understand it via Google Translate. Around the same time, conductor Cem 
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Mansur whom Mehmet Selim and Yeliz Baki were in touch with showed them two 

short videos of El Sistema. They were highly impressed, but there wasn’t much 

information available at the time to learn more about the project. No further step was 

taken, but Mehmet Selim and Yeliz Baki started to follow the project. 

In the year 2011, Istanbul Foundation for Culture and Arts (IKSV) hosted the Simon 

Bolivar Symphony Orchestra of Venezuela in Istanbul for a series of events. Before 

the orchestra came to Turkey, El Sistema’s founder José Antonio Abreu asked IKSV 

if there are any social music projects in Turkey that work with similar principles and 

indicated that he would like to meet them. At the time, there wasn’t any 

organizational or personal interaction between IKSV and Music for Peace; IKSV 

found and got in contact with Music for Peace in some way. They asked if the 

accordion orchestra of Music for Peace can give a concert in Galata Square in 

Taksim before Caracas Brass Ensemble and Atalaya Percussion Ensemble. Music for 

Peace’s accordion orchestra performed in this event where conductors José Antonio 

Abreu and Gustavo Dudamel attended. In addition to that, a panel discussion was 

held where founders of Music for Peace and José Antonio Abreu attended and 

presented their projects. Following this event, maestro Abreu wanted to visit Music 

for Peace. José Antonio Abreu, Eduardo Mendez, and a number of officials from El 

Sistema visited Music for Peace in Edirnekapı which started the relationship between 

the two overseas projects. The orchestra played The Long and Winding Road from 

Beatles to their Venezuelan guests, and it became one of the most memorable events 

for Music for Peace. 

In 2012, Music for Peace and four other projects from Europe founded the Sistema 

Europe network. In the first place, Superar Suisse from Switzerland contacted Music 

for Peace. Following the two organizations’ relationship, the four initiatives from 

Europe which were newly established and Music for Peace which was already 

working since 2005 collaboratively founded Sistema Europe. The second Sistema 

Europe Summer Camp which brought together 200 children and young people from 

8 countries took place in Istanbul in 2013, hosted by Boğaziçi University with the 

support of IKSV. Also, Mehmet Selim Baki, Yeliz Baki, and two members of Music 

for Peace visited El Sistema in Caracas with the invitation of El Sistema officials. 
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In 2014, IKSV hosted the Teresa Carreño Youth Orchestra in 42nd Istanbul Music 

Festival. On 10 June 2014, Mehmet Selim Baki, Yeliz Baki, and José Antonio Abreu 

came together again in the event called “El Sistema Day” in Zorlu Performing Arts 

Center and signed a treaty of friendship between El Sistema and Music for Peace 

Foundation. With this treaty, Music for Peace was acknowledged as “El Sistema 

Turkey”. This treaty does not have any obligatory or binding structure; rather, it 

outlines the fellowship of the two overseas projects that work with similar social 

purposes and share similar values (see appendix A for a tranlation of the treaty of 

friendship). 

I suggest that Music for Peace is a unique project which came to existence within the 

dynamics of its country’s own internal history and responded to needs of its society 

within a specific social, cultural and political context. With a further relationship 

with El Sistema from 2011 onwards, the project gained meaning in a larger context 

of global El Sistema movement as well. Today, the organization operates 

independently but in accordance with similar principles to El Sistema along with 

numerous other social projects throughout the world. Sistema Global and Sistema 

Europe provide a common platform for its members to hear from each other and to 

organize various projects that brings together students from different countries, and 

Music for Peace has its own place within these networks. 

1.3.Theoretical Framework 

In this section, I will provide a literature review by explaining theories about music 

and the social and music and the self as well as the current studies that address to El 

Sistema organizations. The specific theories, notions, and concepts that are discussed 

in this section will be used throughout the second and third chapters of the thesis, one 

of which is dedicated to exploring music as social mediation and the other to analyze 

music as a “technology of self” (Foucault, 1988). I believe that it is also necessary to 

address current debates on El Sistema organizations along with certain theoretical 

discussions, and therefore, to provide a review of research conducted on El Sistema 

in this section. 

!13



1.3.1.Music and the social 

The second chapter of the thesis is designated for an analysis of the ways in which 

music functions as a social mediator at the Music for Peace Foundation. Music has 

been approached as a social phenomenon by numerous scholars thus far. Roy and 

Dowd, in their article What Is Sociological about Music? (2010), argue that even the 

definitions of “music” and “not music” are social constructs for the reason that they 

are shaped by, and shape, social arrangements and cultural assumptions (p. 184). 

While some scholars have analyzed music as an object, some others have approached 

it as an activity, as Roy and Dowd explain. Probably the most famous among those 

who approach music as an activity is Christopher Small (1998) who offers the term 

“musicking” by which he means “to take part, in any capacity, in a musical 

performance, whether by performing, by listening, by rehearsing or practising, by 

providing material for performance (what is called composing), or by dancing” (p. 

9). He suggests that the musical event does not only include the ones who play the 

music but also many other social groups —from the people who take the tickets to 

those who carry the instruments or clean the place where the musical activity takes 

place in. Small approaches “musicking” as a social experience and talks about the 

socializing effect of it. Furthermore, he suggests that musicking takes place in a 

physical and a social setting which has to be taken into account as well (p. 10). 

Talking about the physical and social setting in which the musical activity takes 

place, the notion of spatiality comes to mind, and surely, its relation to music. The 

notion of space has been approached by scholars from a variety of disciplines. Henri 

Lefebvre, in The Production of Space (1991), talks about “social space” and suggests 

that social space is a social product (p. 26). It is a product which at the same time 

encompasses other things that are produced and their interrelationships. Since space 

embodies social relationships, he suggests, mediations, mediators, and their 

relationships should be considered as well (pp. 73-77). As for the use of the notion of 

space by music scholars, Georgina Born (2013) conceptualizes music spatiality in 

three categories. The first one tackles concepts such as “pitch space” and “timbre 

space” and uses a score-based approach to analyze these concepts. In the second 

approach, the notion of space is associated with the localisation of sound that is 
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created by multichannel techniques of studio recording and manipulation and 

loudspeaker projection in physical or perceptual space. And in the third approach, 

music is thought to encompass exterior spatialities of social, ethical, political, 

aesthetic, and ideological matters (pp. 9-20). 

Analyzing music within a specific social, cultural, political context requires a good 

understanding of that very context in which the musical event takes place. Therefore, 

I will be referring to scholars who have been analyzing the context of Turkey both in 

terms of music and in economic and political terms. Sociologist Keyder has vastly 

written about the socio-economic and political context of Turkey, contemplating on 

the influences of the transition from national developmentalism to neoliberal 

capitalism towards the 21st century. With this transition, he suggests, income 

distribution worsened and inequality between the two poles of the social spectrum 

grew that is to say that economic and social polarization became more and more 

visible (2005, p. 124). The contemporary conjuncture of Turkey will be especially 

important for some analyses, but we should be looking at the attitude towards music 

in the starting years of the republic as well in order to be able to position the musical 

practices of Music for Peace to the context of its society. Scholars have argued that 

Western music was promoted during the nation-building process in Turkey which is 

something that is in accordance with the ideas and ideologies of the new state. In 

compliance with the idea of creating a Western-oriented republic that is away from 

its Ottoman past (Hall, 2011, p. 181), a series of reforms were initiated with respect 

to culture and arts. Western music was included in the curriculum of the 

conservatories, talented young musicians were awarded scholarships to study 

Western music abroad and to turn back to Turkey and contribute to the establishment 

of a national music that was thought to be a synthesis of Turkish folk music and 

Western music (see Markoff, 1990; O’Connell, 2000; Hall, 2011). 

Speaking of the nation-state building process, I will be making use of one of the most 

important notions that was used to describe the nations as “imagined communities” 

by Benedict Anderson (1983) and Georgina Born’s use of this notion with respect to 

music. Benedict Anderson, in Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and 

Spread of Nationalism (1983), depicts nations as “imagined communities” that are 
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constructed by people who do not actually know each other and yet perceive 

themselves as a community. He points to the role of media and print capitalism in 

this imagination as accessing standardized materials such as books and newspapers 

construct and strengthen the imagined bond between these people. Georgina Born 

borrows the term “imagined communities” from Benedict Anderson and offers the 

concept of “musically imagined communities” in the afterword she wrote for Rock 

and Popular Music: Politics, Policies, Institutions (1993). She suggests that cultural 

production has an imaginative aspect to it as much as an aesthetic aspect for the 

reason that people —both producers and consumers— engage in a process of 

constructing their selves -both individually and collectively- throughout cultural 

production. 

While talking about the “musically imagined communities” (Born, 1993), I will also 

refer to the concept of “fictive kinship” as a way of constructing musically imagined 

communities in the local sense at the Music for Peace Foundation. Fictive kinship is 

a term used in sociology and anthropology which refers to the use of kinship terms in 

order to emphasize the intimacy of a relationship in the absence of an actual kinship 

relation (see Ballweg, 1969). I will refer to some of the El Sistema studies in which 

this concept comes up without the use of the term “fictive kinship”. I will elaborate 

on the reasons for using kinship terms without the existence of an actual kindredship 

in these music organizations. 

Lastly, I will refer to Caroline Bithell’s idea that the musical style and structure 

project the wider values and worldview of the musical community. In her book A 

Different Voice, A Different Song: Reclaiming Community through the Natural Voice 

and World Song (2014), Bithell investigates the natural voice community in the UK 

and suggests that their musical practices such as the repertoire choice, learning and 

singing techniques are in line with their values and principles such as favouring co-

operation and group identity (pp. 123-124). Taking on a similar approach, I will 

analyze the musical practices at Music for Peace and contemplate on what values and 

principles these practices might be projecting, and thereby, approach this as one of 

the socially mediative functions of music. 
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1.3.2.Music and the self 

The third chapter of the thesis will be dedicated to the aspects in which music 

functions as a technology of the self. “Technology of self” is a concept used by one 

of the most important contemporary social theorists, Michel Foucault, initially in a 

faculty seminar at the University of Vermont in 1982 and later published as a book 

titled Technologies of the self: A seminar with Michel Foucault (Foucault et. al., 

1988). Foucault defines technologies of the self as techniques which “permit 

individuals to effect by their own means or with the help of others a certain number 

of operation on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being, so 

as to transform themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, 

wisdom, perfection, or immortality” (1988, p. 18). Making a genealogy of the 

technologies of the self, Foucault traces back to two contexts, one of which is the 

Greco-Roman philosophy of the early Roman Empire and the other is the Christian 

spirituality and the monastic principles of the late Roman Empire (p. 19). He 

discusses the techniques in which individuals train and modify themselves in 

pursuance of attaining and maintaining a certain state of the self within the context of 

these two historical periods. 

Tia DeNora, in her book Music in Everday Life (2004), explores music in relation to 

the constitution of the self. She takes music as a technology of self and suggests that 

“music is appropriated by individuals as a resource for the ongoing constitution of 

themselves and their social psychological, physiological and emotional states” (p. 

47). She asserts that individuals use music for a variety of things from mood 

enhancement to spiritual matters. They use music as an active resource for attaining, 

enhancing, or maintaining a desired state of the self which is an idea that is parallel 

to Foucault’s conceptualisation of the technology of the self. 

DeNora also touches upon the notion of identity and suggests that musical materials 

“provide terms and templates for elaborating self-identity —for identity’s 

identification” (2004, p. 68). Through a series of ethnographic studies, she 

demonstrates how individuals locate their senses of self in the musical materials. One 

of the most significant examples that she talks about not only in Music in Everday 

Life but also in her other works such as After Adorno: Rethinking Music Sociology 
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(2003) is the case of Lucy who talks about her musical preferences and their 

parallelism with her identity. In her interview with DeNora, Lucy explains that she 

likes lower sonorities more because they characterize her in life in the sense that she 

is a person who likes to be a part of a group rather than to be in the limelight (2004, 

p. 69). From suchlike examples, Tia DeNora concludes that people use music as a 

mirror for self perception which is a practice of identity work in daily life (p. 70). 

She refers to the sense of self-identity that is identified through the musical materials 

as “musically composed identities”. 

Speaking of the construction of self-identities, I will also refer to some of the works 

concerned with identity theory such as  Identity Theory (Burke & Stets, 2009) and 

Handbook of Self and Identity (Leary & Tangney eds., 2003). Their emphasis on the 

reflexivity of the self will be especially relevant to our discussion regarding the role 

of music in identity construction as a technology of the self. By analyzing how 

individuals act upon their selves with respect to their musical participation at Music 

for Peace, I will offer some of the ways in which music functions as a technology of 

self at the Music for Peace Foundation. 

1.3.3.Current debates on El Sistema 

Over the last couple of years, the global El Sistema movement has been subjected to 

debates both within and outside of the academia. People have written both about El 

Sistema Venezuela and El Sistema-inspired organizations throughout the world. The 

discussions were centred around the transformative power of music and were 

approached from two opposite positions. While some authors focused on the positive 

impact of El Sistema programs, some others have criticised the project for different 

reasons. 

The transformative impact of  El Sistema and El Sistema-inspired organizations were 

addressed mainly by the books of authors such as Eric Booth and Tricia Tunstall, and 

El Sistema’s own reports (see Creech et. al., 2016). Changing Lives: Gustavo 

Dudamel, El Sistema, and the transformative power of music (Tunstall, 2013) and 

Playing for their lives: The global El Sistema movement for social change through 

music (Tunstall, T., & Booth, E., 2016) are certainly the two most known books that 
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are devoted to spread the ideas and values of El Sistema movement and to share the 

stories that are indicative of positive individual and social impacts of the program. 

These are not academic studies, yet are detailed and descriptive works that are highly 

useful in understanding the musical and institutional structure of El Sistema along 

with the underlying intellectual values of the movement. 

The positive individual and social impacts of music making in El Sistema and El 

Sistema-inspired organizations were also addressed by academic studies. There are 

several master’s theses (Lui, 2014; Penrose, 2012) that comparatively study the 

Venezuelan El Sistema program and El Sistema-inspired organizations. These studies 

mainly focus on the ways in which music is being used as a vehicle for social 

development in these organizations. They suggest that El Sistema-inspired 

organizations reinforce community development through music making, increase  the 

well-being of its participants, and struggle with the cycles of poverty by providing an 

accessible music education program. 

Michael Uy (2012) focuses in his article on the programmatic characteristics that are 

mainly pedagogical and administrative strategies and concludes that El Sistema 

provides the students, teachers, and parents with tools that help them to engage in 

positive self-transformation at an individual level in their social behaviour (p. 19). 

He suggests that these prosocial benefits are not simply derived from “taking kids off 

the street” that is one of the discourses surrounding El Sistema but from music’s 

challenges, from the teaching of life skills, and from the treatment of students as 

integral parts of the orchestra (p. 20). Uy also points at the areas to improve in El 

Sistema organizations and suggests that individual attention shouldn’t be neglected 

as a result of collective mentality. 

Lindgren, Bergman, and Sæther (2016) explain the ways in which social inclusion is 

constructed in two El Sistema-inspired organizations in Gothenburg and Malmö, in 

Sweden. They suggest that social inclusion is achieved in these organizations first, 

by constructing a collective identity, a collective “we” that includes all the 

participants and second, by emphasizing the individual agency of the teacher in order 

to foster the individual agency of the students and letting the student participate in 

the activities in their own terms. In another study, Bergman and Lindgren (2014b) 
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explain three ways in which music is understood as a tool for social and individual 

development in El Sistema Sweden. They suggest that the repertoire of El Sistema 

Sweden is organized with the aim of keeping students within the program which 

would ultimately serve to the purpose of uniting people with music. Second, they 

claim that the participants of El Sistema Sweden believe that music provides 

individual development, an idea that is linked to 19th-century adult education 

movement that consisted of bringing bourgeois culture to the public according to 

Bergman and Lindgren. Finally, they suggest that music functions as a social ladder 

from lower to higher social positions; therefore, the program is established on the 

existing power structures in society. 

There are several studies that criticise El Sistema for parallels between the structure 

of El Sistema and ideas of neoliberalism and colonialism. Geoffrey Baker (2014) has 

written a full-length book, namely El Sistema: Orchestrating Venezuela's Youth, that 

challenges the idea that El Sistema program in Venezuela reinforces positive social 

change. He explores José Antonio Abreu’s personal career along with the 

organizational and ideological structures of El Sistema and problematizes the ideas 

of social action, social inclusion, democracy, teamwork, competition, and 

meritocracy in El Sistema. He problematizes the idea of using the symphony 

orchestra as a tool for social change and justice; instead, he suggests that the idea of 

using European style music education to transform Venezuelan youth goes parallel 

with the ideas of colonialism. Overall, he defines El Sistema as a regressive model of 

music education rather than a revolutionary project. 

Similar to Baker, Anna Bull (2016) argues in her article that bringing culture (i.e. 

classical music in the case of El Sistema) to deprived communities is a colonial idea. 

She suggests that El Sistema-inspired organizations in the UK reproduce the values 

of a bourgeois self by offering middle-class dispositions to the working-class 

populations. Logan (2015) studies El Sistema Scotland and suggests that the project 

is based upon the idea of transforming the poor which is a middle-class idea of 

development, and claims that El Sistema Scotland draws rather neoliberal 

policymakers’ attraction. 
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There are some other studies that are not mentioned here, but most of them appear to 

be on the same lines. They either talk about the transformative impact of these 

organizations on their communities or criticize the structure of these projects, mainly 

in terms of sticking to the musical practices of “the West”. My research stands in a 

different position from these studies in terms of its research question(s) that are 

previously explained in this chapter. However, I will try to be in conversation with 

the current debates surrounding El Sistema movement as well, when the occasion 

arises throughout the chapters. 

1.4.The Scope and Methodology 

This study employs ethnographic methodology in which fieldwork techniques are 

carried out. It includes participant observation along with making in-depth, semi-

structured interviews and having informal conversations as well as taking systematic 

fieldnotes and collecting audio/visual material. As explained before, Music for Peace 

Foundation is based in Edirnekapı, Istanbul, but has other units around the country as 

well in collaboration with different public and private organizations. My “field” in 

this research includes only Edirnekapı unit in which I am a participant. In this 

section, I am going to elaborate on the techniques that I have employed as part of the 

fieldwork process. 

1.4.1.The “new” fieldwork 

Fieldwork, the hegemonic method of anthropology which was largely adopted by 

ethnomusicologists as well, has its roots in the late 19th century. As Gupta and 

Ferguson (1997) make the genealogy of fieldwork in Anthropological Locations: 

Boundaries and grounds of a field science, the term was initially introduced by a 

former zoologist namely Alfred Cort Haddon. Bronislaw Malinowski was the 

pioneer who popularized the fieldwork method which was groundbreaking at the 

time for the reason that it provided the discipline of anthropology with ideas and 

tools to move away from its “armchair” approach. With this shift in methodology, 

scholars started to go into the field and participate in the everyday activities of the 

societies that they study instead of writing about them without even leaving their 
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armchairs in their offices or in university libraries. For music scholars, this meant to 

move away from transcribing and analyzing the material that is recorded by 

ethnologists (Myers, 1992, p. 22) to the first-hand experience of music. 

The new approach was groundbreaking, yet had its own problems. In its early stages, 

fieldwork often meant going to a distant place to observe and document “distant”, 

“exotic”, “different” cultures, to study “primitive humanity in its natural state” in 

Gupta and Ferguson’s words (1997, p. 6). Ethnography was obsessed with “the most 

other of others”, with societies that are “the most isolated from ‘ourselves’,” (p. 8) 

which were treated as if they are primitive, ahistoric, static, and homogenous. We 

shouldn’t be ignoring the colonial framework that encompasses these definitions. 

“The Other” often referred to those who are out of the Western world. As “other” 

cultures were objects of interest for anthropologists, the musics of these cultures 

were especially popular among ethnomusicologists. 

From the second half of the 20th century, more and more scholars have started to 

reflect critically on fieldwork. The ethnographic text and the “anthropological lens” 

became the very object of investigation (Myers, 1992, p. 22-23). Many have 

challenged the idea of “the Other”. The hierarchy of field sites, the idea of going into 

“the field” and to turn back “home”, and the insider/outsider dichotomy were 

intensively questioned. “Entering fully into a postcolonial and transnational world 

has meant that insiders are both anyone and everyone, and the field is everywhere 

and nowhere.” as Deborah Wong suggests (2008, p. 83). The field doesn’t need to be 

a distant place any more. For some, it doesn’t even need to involve a physical site; 

virtual settings such as video games or TV programs can be studied with fieldwork 

methodology (see Barz & Cooley, 2008, chapter 6). In ethno/musicological studies, 

fieldwork still includes observing, collecting, and documenting data including 

musical texts as transcriptions and recordings; yet, the emphasis is on music as lived 

experience of social persons (see Barz & Cooley, 2008, chapters 2-4). And very 

importantly, participating in music culture and making music is now itself considered 

as a significant part of the methodology. Timothy Rice (2008) introduces the term 

“fieldplay” by which he refers to “the ontological process of becoming a 

musician” (p. 48). He offers a mediation between “fieldwork” that he associates with 
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explanations based on methods and “fieldplay” that he links to the understandings 

based on experience as a musician (p. 60). 

By rethinking and reshaping itself and shifting approaches, fieldwork remains to be 

an effective methodology among various disciplines. “Yes, the old fieldwork with all 

of its assumptions and expectations is dead,” say Gregory Barz and Timothy J. 

Cooley, “Yet the epistemological efficacy of experience has lost none of its 

luster.” (2008, p.13). Acknowledging the history of fieldwork method and building 

upon the reflections of scholars who have been vastly thinking over the issues 

surrounding fieldwork methodology, I find fieldwork the most useful method for this 

research. Various scholars have defined music as a social activity (DeNora, 2004), 

they have suggested that music is intrinsically social and a penetrating part of every 

culture (Leavy, 2015). Anthony Seeger (1992) defines music as a form of 

communication and suggests that ethnography “not only is possible, but is a 

privileged approach to the study of music” (p. 89). Fieldwork as a methodology, in 

my view, provides great tools for making an ethnography of music. I find fieldwork 

method which puts the emphasis on the social experience of making music 

appropriate for the idea of approaching music as a social activity. As this study 

focuses on music’s roles, functions, and effects within the context of a particular 

social and cultural institution, I think that being part of that social setting, trying to 

understand people’s experiences while making music there, and trying to understand 

their relations and interactions with each other by employing fieldwork techniques 

were highly useful for this study. 

1.4.2.Main techniques 

Two main techniques that I have employed as part of fieldwork methodology are 

participant observation and interviewing. It would be appropriate to discuss how I 

applied participant observation together with discussing my subject position in the 

field. I was already a participant of the Music for Peace Foundation when I decided 

to conduct this research. I joined the organization in August 2017 as a choir 

conductor. As a member of the project, I was already engaging in as many activities 

as possible such as rehearsals, concerts, and other activities. I wasn’t only a 
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participant, but clearly, I was also observing things which brought me to the point 

where I decided to write my thesis based on this organization. However, this doesn’t 

mean that things have not changed when I started to conduct research in the 

foundation by applying fieldwork methodology as a “participant observer”. I have 

continued to go to the foundation for my classes and choir rehearsals 3-4 days a 

week and to perform in the concerts regularly, but I also started to engage in the 

practices that I wasn’t used to doing before. I started to take systematic fieldnotes in 

which I noted my experiences in daily activities at Music for Peace. The extent to 

which I was observing the musical and other activities, the relations between people 

in the organization, and how people were reflecting on their experience at Music for 

Peace was deepened. I started to pay closer attention to what people were doing on a 

daily basis and how they were talking about their experience at Music for Peace. At 

the same time, I started to think about what these experiences tell us in terms of 

music’s mediating roles, social functions and its effects on people’s lives in order to 

put my observations in a theoretical framework. 

Making interviews was an important part of my methodology. I made in-depth, semi-

structured, open-ended interviews with people from various ages and backgrounds 

who have some degree of relationship with Music for Peace Foundation. Most of my 

interviewees were students of the foundation, especially the ones who are older than 

12. I choose to talk with the younger students in informal settings. I also made 

interviews with all the teachers and conductors, other personnel such as the 

coordinators, executives, and staff responsible for cooking and cleaning along with 

some parents, people from the audience, individual supporters, and surely the 

founders of the project. My interviewees usually had multiple roles in the 

organization which was not a deliberate choice I made, rather seemingly a usual 

situation at Music for Peace. Some people who were themselves students in the 

organization were also family members or relatives of another student, some parents 

were at the same time individual supporters of the organization, some students were 

formerly among the personnel and vice versa, and of course, some of them were both 

teachers and students. I had a list of questions for the interviews; however, I tried not 

to guide people too much, but to let them talk about their experiences in the 
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foundation instead. I openly shared this intention with them and tried to encourage 

them to tell me anything that they would like to tell with respect to their overall 

experience at Music for Peace. With their permission, I recorded the interviews for 

later transcription and analysis. 

“Informants” were not only other people in the organization, but I also reflected upon 

my experiences at Music for Peace as a participant myself and tried to think 

reflexively about my subject position in the field. I came to think of concepts of 

“insider” and “outsider” as part of a spectrum instead of approaching those as 

distinct categories that have clear cut boundaries. Moreover, I suggest that we do not 

hold a fixed position within that spectrum, but we constantly move back and forth as 

subjects in the field. Yet, if I am closer to the one side within this spectrum, I would 

position myself as an insider mainly for the reason that I am a participant of the 

organization apart from the fact that I am conducting research there. I joined the 

organization for my own reasons before I had the idea to do research in it, and I don’t 

have the intention to leave the organization after I finish this study. Therefore, I have 

my own experience at Music for Peace just like any other participant who was my 

informant. This means that if a collective discourse is being produced in the 

foundation, for instance, I must be a part of it as much as any other individual is. 

However, I took a step back from the field as a researcher by necessity as well and 

tried to see the picture as if I was a complete outsider. The process of distantiation is 

considered to be fundamental to ethnographic fieldwork, as Sarah Daynes and Terry 

Williams suggest (2018, p. 146). Throughout the fieldwork process, I consciously 

tried to move back and forth within the insider-outsider spectrum, trying to get closer 

and deepen my insight at times, and sometimes trying to distance myself from the 

field to be able to interpret the data I have gathered. 

We shouldn’t be neglecting the fact that my subject position in the field may have 

brought about both advantages and disadvantages. My prior familiarity with the 

organization surely provided deep insight into the context. It is also worth 

mentioning that this familiarity functions as a time-saver for the researcher. I could 

easily get in contact with people around the organization. Finding interviewees was 

especially easy because there were many people who wanted to help me with my 
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research as soon as I announced it. For most of them, I was already a person whom 

they trust which probably made them feel comfortable during the interviews as well. 

And also, people’s experiences in Music for Peace Foundation was a subject that 

many people enjoy talking about. On the other hand, my familiarity might have also 

introduced some biases because it is possible that people who are the most active in 

the organization and who are the most enthusiastic to talk about their experience 

were the ones who volunteered to be interviewees. To be an active participant wasn’t 

always an advantage for me, too; there were times when it made my work harder as a 

researcher. For example, I couldn’t gather a lot of audio/visual material because I had 

my own duties as a conductor, teacher and musician when I was in the foundation. 

For the same reason, I couldn’t take instant notes within the field. Almost always, I 

had to take my fieldnotes when I got home. However, I do think that this situation 

enabled me to maintain my regular relationships with people which was something 

positive. I don’t think that people started to see me as a “researcher” who is there to 

study them with a notebook and a camera, taking photographs and writing notes. I 

was still the choir conductor who is at the same time writing her thesis about Music 

for Peace. Only making interviews, in my opinion, was something that distorted our 

regular relationships because interviewing someone is by its nature something that a 

person wouldn’t normally do as a daily activity. There are many other details that can 

be mentioned as advantages and disadvantages that my subject position brought. 

What is important here is to be able to be transparent about and reflect critically on 

my subject position in the field which I tried to do as I was writing this thesis. That 

doesn’t necessarily make the whole work “autoethnographic”, but I can say that I 

always tried to be self-reflexive as I was analyzing and theorizing about the data I 

have gathered. 

Lastly, I would like to mention how I made sense of all the data I have gathered 

mainly by being a participant observer, making interviews, and taking fieldnotes. 

First, I transcribed all the interviews and put them together with all the other written 

materials including fieldnotes and other documents such as the news about Music for 

Peace and the organization’s own reports. All of them together with photographs, 

videos, and sound recordings constituted the body or corpus (Daynes & William, 
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2018, p. 147) of data. I reviewed all the data carefully and looked for patterns in 

terms of repeated explanations and common experiences. Once I specified the 

patterns that were basically the most recurring themes in the interviews, 

conversations, and fieldnotes, I assigned coding categories to each one of them. For 

instance, recurring notions such as “empathy”, “cooperation”, and “respect” were 

among the first set of codes. As I constructed these initial codes, I assigned colors to 

each one of them in a way that the codes that are similar to each other would have 

the same color. These color representations helped me to understand which codes 

could go under the same category. With the help of these representations, I sorted the 

related codes into wider categories which constructed my second set of codes. For 

example, concepts such as “therapy”, “meditation” and “healing” from the first set of 

codes fell under the category of “well-being” which is among the second set of 

codes. Related concepts and notions from the second set of codes formed larger 

categories as well, and thereby formed the third set of codes. In this way, I extracted 

a “tree of codes” from the corpus of data. These very categories and sub-categories 

constituted the outline, and eventually, the “table of contents” of my thesis. 

1.4.3.Research ethics and privacy 

In order to carry out the research in an ethical and responsible way, I followed a 

procedure in which the participants were informed about the research process before 

taking part. In the first place, in early 2018, I shared my idea to conduct research at 

Music for Peace with Mehmet Selim Baki and Yeliz Baki. Following their 

permission and support, I started to outline the research process. 

In September 2018, I arranged a meeting with the teachers, conductors, and the 

administrators, explaining formally that I have a research project, what this project is 

going to be about, and how am I going to conduct it. I verbally informed them about 

the voluntary basis of the project, possible future consequences, issues of 

confidentiality, and asked them if they want to collaborate. All of them stated that 

they would like to be interviewees and they would be happy to help in any other 

possible way. With their permission, I visited the orchestra rehearsal and talked with 

the students. I talked with the choir members in a choir rehearsal day. In these 
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meetings, I explained the research to the students and I asked if anyone wants to 

participate in the research and to be interviewed. I handed out consent forms to those 

who have volunteered to participate. I personally got in contact with other people 

such as parents and individual supporters of the foundation to ask for an interview. 

As I was planning the whole process and preparing the consent forms, I especially 

consulted LeCompte and Schensul (2015) to make sure that my study complies with 

the international standards of ethics in ethnography and carefully reviewed recent 

consent form samples of ethnographic studies. In the consent forms, I informed the 

participants about the voluntary basis of the study, possible benefits and risks of 

participating in the research, and the content of the interviews. I asked for permission 

to audiotape the interviews and explained how I will protect their personal 

information. 

In the research, I altered the names of all participants under 18 and eliminated 

personal information that may reveal their identity. I asked the participants above 18 

if they want their names to be used or altered in the research. With the ones who 

agreed their names to be used in the study, I shared the parts of their interviews that I 

want to include in the research. The interviewees also had the right to say things “off 

the record” or request that I make certain parts of the interview anonymous. On these 

bases, I tried to do my best to make sure that my research project will proceed in an 

ethical and responsible way. In the appendix, you can find the consent forms that are 

used for this study (see appendix B). 
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2.MUSIC AS SOCIAL MEDIATION 

Whether music is approached as an object or activity as explained in the previous 

chapter, its social disposition is often emphasized in the sense that music is 

constructed and shaped in a social setting by social beings whose relationships are 

socially organized. While music is shaped in and through social structures, it is also 

possible to conceptualize it as a medium that works from within those structures: a 

medium that conveys meanings, a medium through which people communicate, a 

medium that both shapes and at the same is shaped by the social contexture. In this 

chapter, I will approach music as a social medium and analyze some of the ways in 

which music mediates the social. Under specific subtitles, I will argue that music 

mediates social claims, creates spaces, engenders socialities, and project wider 

structures and values. 

2.1.Mediating Social Claims 

Mediating social claims through music has been the core idea behind Music for 

Peace from the very beginning. To contribute to peace and to provide equal 

opportunities are among the most prominent social claims in the minds of people at 

the Music for Peace Foundation. These claims are, first and foremost, conveyed 

through the missions of the organization and the structure that is organized in 

compliance with these mission statements (see appendix C for a translation of the 

mission statements). In this section, I will elaborate on some of the main aspects in 

which music mediates social claims at the Music for Peace Foundation. In the last 

section of this chapter, we will see that musical practices, in turn, project all these 

claims that are mediated through music. 
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2.1.1.Peace and politics of peace 

“To make the sound of peace heard through music”… This is the statement which 

one can encounter in every possible written or audio/visual material about Music for 

Peace Foundation including media news, the organization’s reports, and any other 

document where the mission statements of the foundation are explained. As 

mentioned in the introduction, the very first idea of initiating a social music project 

came to existence during the pre-Iraq war period. At a time when the United States’ 

troop proposal to Turkey was being discussed in the country, Mehmet Selim Baki 

thought about forming a civilian brass band that would convey the message of peace 

through music. Over the years, the project took the shape of a system of orchestras 

and choirs with units in several underprivileged districts. As covered in many news 

articles and other documents, the foundation’s existence grounds on the faith in the 

following two notions: the necessity of peace and the power of music. Here is how 

Mehmet Selim Baki explains it: 

The main idea in our minds is to contribute to peace. Music is the best way that I know to 
spread values such as peace, freedom, and justice. I am not a musician, actually. Other people 
might do this with different arts, it is possible. But I have such faith in music… in pursuit of 

spreading these values in the society. You know, someone composes a peace song at the other 
end of the world, a child whistles that song in Africa. Music has such a power. So, all of this is 
the result of two main ideas: the necessity of peace and the power of music. How can we 
contribute to peace through the power of music? This is the main idea. 

Despite the fact that the organization came to existence under warfare conditions, 

“peace” is never conceptualized through warfare among the participants of Music for 

Peace. “Peace is not only a warless state”, “we can not say that there is peace in the 

absence of an official war”, people usually say. The notion of peace is encompassed 

by a multiplicity of definitions. When I asked the question “What does peace mean to 

you?”, I got different answers from each and every individual whom I interviewed 

with. Peace indicates a different thing for each person. People have given definitions 

such as: to be able to live together, to respect each other, to emphathize with people, 

not having discrimination, understanding, tolerance, friendship, dialogue, a 

communication practice, so on and so forth. Alongside the definition of peace, there 

is the question whether the claim of peace is political or not which is also approached 
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from different aspects by different individuals. In Turkey, under the current 

sociopolitical conditions, it is rather obvious that even the word “peace” is 

considered to be political. This is largely a result of the political attempt called 

“Peace Process” (Barış Süreci) which was meant to solve the conflicts between the 

Turkish state and the Kurdish movement, roughly between 2010-2015. Especially 

after the Peace Process was abandoned in 2015 which led to further conflicts, the 

word “peace” started to connote these political issues even more than before. From 

2016 onwards, the initiative of “Academics for Peace” (Barış İçin Akademisyenler) 

which was gathered to contribute to the solution of the conflicts in the country started 

to be targeted by the government. More than 2000 academics were sued, hundreds of 

them lost their jobs, their passports were seized, and some of them were arrested. 

Lawsuits of academics for peace are still going on in 2019 (see 

www.barisicinakademisyenler.net for further information). 

All these events lead to an atmosphere in which the word “peace” carries highly 

political connotations for people in Turkey. However, during my interviews with 

people at the Music for Peace Foundation, I witnessed that it is a common attitude to 

claim that peace is not political. Most of them have suggested that people take peace 

as a political notion in the country; however, it is actually not, or not supposed to be 

political in their opinion. “Peace is a necessity. Peace is urgent. It is like bread and 

water. However, people have started to take peace political lately; those who want 

peace are declared to be guilty.”, says a participant of Music for Peace. The attitude, 

therefore, is not about being unaware of the political connotations of the word 

“peace” in the country; it is rather about expressing displeasure towards the situation. 

People identify peace as a notion that is “above politics”, a notion that is not 

supposed to be political. There are two presuppositions to my attention in these 

statements. First, for something to be political means that something to be directly 

about political parties, territorial politics, country policies, or ideologies in people’s 

minds. Second, politics is evil for many people. Therefore, people claim that peace is 

by no means a political notion and the name of “Music for Peace” has nothing to do 

with politics either because the foundation is indeed not about political parties and 
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ideologies or because they want to protect the foundation from being identified in 

negative terms. 

Some people do acknowledge the fact that civil society organizations are in a way 

about politics and policies for the reason that they work to provide resources that the 

government can not sufficiently provide to society. They are talking about it in a very 

cautious way, though. The sentence “Actually, it is kind of political…” is usually 

followed by saying “but not in a bad way!”. Esra who is both a chorister herself and 

the aunt of a student at Music for Peace explains it like this: 

These people in Music for Peace are handling something that the politicians do not. In a 

way, they are saying “if the government doesn’t do it, let us provide this education”. 
Politicians might say that there are other problems in the country that comes before music 
education, they might leave certain problems aside. But this is important, this is about basic 
education. These people are handling the issues that the politicians leave aside. 

Several people whom I spoke with at Music for Peace pointed to the same aspect; 

they have suggested that the initiatives like Music for Peace work to cover the 

insufficiencies in the society. Arzu, one of the administrators of the foundation, 

suggests, “In fact, civil society organizations work to help the government. The state 

can not reach everything; the sources are limited. Civil society organizations take on 

responsibility in fields that the state can not reach such as culture, environment, and 

education.” In Turkey, however, there are times when the government and the civil 

society organizations run counter to each other, especially when this civil society 

organization has the word “peace” in its name. From the outside of Music for Peace, 

there are people who look askance at the foundation based upon the thought that it 

must be a marginal, activist organization because of its name. On the other hand, 

there are people who consider themselves politically active and who regard Music 

for Peace with disfavour because the organization is being silent about politics which 

is an attitude, for them, that doesn’t comply with the name of “Music for Peace”. 

Besides all these, there are all kinds of individuals at the Music for Peace Foundation 

from a wide range of socioeconomic backgrounds and political stances who talk 

about peace and Music for Peace in a variety of ways. There are people who suggest 

that peace is by no means a political notion, there are people who suggest that there 

is a political side to it, all defining peace differently. Despite the multiplicity of 
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definitions, though, there is surely a sense of “peace” and a sense of the aims of the 

foundation which is collectively expressed. All the participants of Music for Peace 

Foundation whom I spoke with expressed in some way that they stand for peace or 

that they are making music in the foundation in order to contribute to peace. This 

collective sense of peace in the foundation is very much related to other social claims 

that the organization stands for such as equality of opportunity and social 

inclusiveness. There is a collective claim of peace, therefore, at the Music for Peace 

Foundation, with definitions of peace that are multiple but similar enough to find a 

middle ground on the basis of the organization’s mission statements. 

2.1.2.Equality of opportunity 

The fact that the music education at the Music for Peace Foundation is completely 

free of charge is critical in terms of claiming equal opportunities in society. In 

contemporary Turkish society, it is hard to imagine of such an extensive education 

which is offered for free and open to anyone and everyone. As a principle, there is no 

audition at Music for Peace. Any child or young person can come and join the 

organization; even if they don’t have a fine ear for music. This is an initial shock to 

people who first hear about the foundation as I personally experienced multiple times 

when I talk with people outside Music for Peace. But what is more shocking for 

people is that there is no fee for anything in the organization. Eren, who is one of the 

administrators now, was formerly a student at Music for Peace. After playing the 

percussion and double bass in the foundation in his high school years, he decided to 

continue as part of the administrative section. Here is how he explains the first time 

he heard about Music for Peace: 

I was playing basketball in the neighbourhood with my friends. I was around 16-17 years 
old, I wanted to play the drums. Some younger children playing with us mentioned Music 

for Peace. At first, I didn’t believe. They give a free music education, and also provide your 
instrument! It didn’t make sense… 

It is a common reaction that people do not believe that education is free of charge 

when they first hear about it. As it was almost 10 years ago, the situation is still the 

same. Gülhan, one of the personnel in the foundation, told me about a recent 

experience: 
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We were at the bank to take out a loan, we had a conversation there with the bank manager. I 

told him about where I work, I explained Music for Peace. He didn’t believe. He asked 
repeatedly, “but is it really free?”. I said, “Yes, it is real, it is free, I am working there!”. 

These experiences indicate that offering a free education is a big deal under the 

circumstances of contemporary Turkish society that shouldn’t be taken for granted. 

Abiding by this principle constitutes the basis of the claim of equal opportunities in 

society. 

One of the missions of the foundation is to remove the barriers of as many children 

as possible to participate in artistic life. Having the same opportunity regardless of a 

person’s social or economic position is a highly valued idea among the participants 

in the foundation. Sipel, a cello student who has been playing in Music for Peace for 

5 years says, “Any child who passes by the street can come here and get to 

experience music making. If a child of a wealthy family has the opportunity to make 

music, that child also has the right to do it.”. As the structure of the foundation 

contrasts the educational system in the country, people find it significant to talk 

about. To keep the education equally open and free to everyone is one of the major 

aspects of El Sistema movement as well. Félix, one of the orchestral conductors, tells 

about his experience in Venezuela: 

We were many children in the núcleo, from different places, some very rich and some very 
poor. But when we were there, everybody was the same. Everybody was in the same social 
position and had the same opportunity. It doesn’t matter if you are poor, you can learn your 

instrument faster than anybody else. 

When the opportunity is equally provided to everyone, the idea of equality in general 

is evoked in people’s minds. Félix is suggesting that the socioeconomic differences 

disappear when it comes to learning a musical instrument. They disappear because 

first, taking music education doesn’t depend on the financial status of the person in 

El Sistema, and second, the learning processes are independent of the socioeconomic 

factors. Similarly, a student from the youth orchestra of Music for Peace is 

suggesting that everyone becomes even when they are provided with the same 

opportunity. She says, “Everyone should be able to reach music. Here, everyone is 

given the same opportunity, everyone passes through the same education and 
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everyone is even. That means, we establish peace within ourselves and people see 

that it is possible.”. 

The idea of equality of opportunity seems to be related to the idea of peace in 

people’s minds as much as it is related to providing a free education and keeping this 

education open-to-all. As one of the students recalls the notion of peace when talking 

about equality of opportunity in the quote above, many people started to talk about 

equality of opportunity when I asked them how exactly the foundation is thought to 

be contributing to peace through music. “This [providing equal opportunities] is very 

much related to the idea of peace,” says Yeliz Baki, “Conflicts arise because of the 

injustices in the society. If we could provide equal opportunities for everyone, if 

everyone could find the opportunity to realize themselves, the world would be a 

whole different place.”. Hereby, equality of opportunity constitutes one of the 

fundamental social claims at the Music for Peace Foundation conveyed through the 

feeless and accessible structure of the organization and thought to be related to the 

claim of peace in the society. 

2.1.3.Struggling with social segregation 

One of the major claims of the organization is to provide an inclusive and integrated 

environment which stands in contrast to the patterns of segregation that exist in 

Turkish society more broadly. To start the program in a primary school in Edirnekapı 

was a deliberate choice. The district is among those urban peripheries in Istanbul 

where most people experience poverty and social exclusion on a daily basis. It is one 

of the most conservative neighbourhoods in Istanbul, within Fatih region. When you 

walk two minutes down the hill towards the Goldenhorn, Balat district starts which is 

a place where many romanies live. Both Edirnekapı and Balat are economically 

underprivileged and socially introverted districts. The recent history of Istanbul 

which shaped the present urban conjuncture has been analyzed by scholars in relation 

to globalization and the corresponding category of social exclusion. With the 

transition from national developmentalism to neoliberal capitalism beginning in the 

1980s, sociologist Keyder (2005) suggests that new social groups emerged as a result 

of the differentiation between those who became connected to globalized networks 
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and those who were left out (p. 124). He argues that the income distribution 

worsened, and economic and social polarization became more and more visible —

especially by the decade beginning in 1990. As a result of economic and social 

polarization, we now face a highly segregated society where people from different 

social positions live separately and get involved in quite different cultural practices 

as well as practices of everyday life. Where practices such as buying an instrument, 

taking music classes, and going to concerts are accessible among the children of 

wealthy families, those are highly unusual for the underprivileged. 

Social inclusion has been one of the fundamental objectives at Music for Peace from 

the very beginning. The project was primarily aimed at children who have limited 

access to cultural and artistic opportunities. Not only Edirnekapı but also other 

neighbourhoods around the country that Music for Peace has founded units were 

deliberately choosen. Eren, one of the administrators of the organization, explained 

to me how Naldöken (Bornova, Izmir) district was chosen. Because there is a prison 

near the neighbourhood, families of prisoners often migrate to the district. Most of 

the children there are the children of prisoners, living in Naldöken substantially in 

isolation from the society. Social inclusion, however, doesn’t only include the 

inclusion of the underprivileged. As a principle, anyone who wants to join the 

organization is accepted without any requirement. And therefore, it is possible to see 

children from all kinds of social backgrounds in the organization. Abby, the 

Venezuelan clarinet teacher at Music for Peace, says: 

The beautiful thing is that I have seen children that clearly come from families who don’t 

have access to many possibilities, and also children who come from families who have more 
resources. At that moment you see that El Sistema is not exclusively for poor children. 
Everyone can come here, their social status doesn’t matter; here they are all part of the same 

family: the orchestra and choir. 

Social inclusion is not only constructed through integrating the economically 

disadvantaged and socially excluded children to the society, but also through 

accepting anyone into the organization. A common thought at Music for Peace is that 

a child of a rich family might also feel the need to be in that environment. Uğurcan, a 

former administrator who is currently a volunteer and chorister, says: 
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A rich child can come here, a poor child can come here, and they can have a conversation 

while eating the same food at the same table. Hereby, the disintegration in the society 
disappears. The fact that the child of a rich family will take over his father’s business when 
he’ll be 25 and will be making a lot of money where the other child won’t have that 
opportunity doesn’t mean that these two children won’t be seeing each other when they 

grow up. It doesn’t mean that they will hate each other. In order for them to be able to 
understand each other, both of them needs to be here. 

The idea that people from different socioeconomic backgrounds get the chance to 

come together and communicate with each other is highly valued at Music for Peace. 

The society is considered segregated for ethnic and political reasons as well. Arzu, 

another administrator in the foundation, refers to a whole range of social groups such 

as the romanies in Balat, the Islamists in Edirnekapı, and the republicans living in 

different places and suggests that these groups don’t communicate with each other. 

She says: 

We bring these people’s children together. In the orchestra, the child of a woman with 
chador plays together with the child of a Republican woman. These families get to see each 

other, they sit side by side at the concerts, listening to the same music and feeling proud of 
the same children. As children become friends, their families also learn to be together. We 
want this to spread around the country. 

Clearly, this isn't to argue that the segregation patterns in society dissolve when 

children from different social backgrounds come together in a social music 

organization. Social segregation is a structural problem and therefore, it requires 

structural solutions. The fact that the organization is a small one which has rather 

limited resources and only a couple of units around the country also plays a role here, 

but the main reason why it is difficult to struggle with social segregation is that it is a 

structural problem that has multiple and complex roots. In Venezuela, El Sistema is 

spread over the whole country; and yet, the country is one of those with the highest 

levels of social and economic segregation. However, this also doesn’t mean that the 

organization doesn’t make an impact in society. I do observe that people from very 

different social backgrounds come together at Music for Peace who wouldn’t 

probably get to meet and communicate otherwise. The fact that the organization 

makes this possible is socially significant in terms of creating an environment that 

enables social encounters in a segregated society. 
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2.1.4.De-gentrification of “classical music” 

Eurogenetic Art Music, or “classical music” as it is used in the daily language, 

historically appealed more to the middle class in Turkey. The promotion of western 

music in Turkey corresponds substantially to the nation-building process which can 

be roughly identified as the period starting from the proclamation of the republic in 

1923 until the first military coup in 1960. The ideas and ideologies promoted in this 

period had implementations on musical life, too. Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the 

founding figure of the Republic of Turkey aimed to create a Western-oriented 

republic that was supposed to be away from its Ottoman past (Hall, 2011, p. 181). He 

initiated a series of reforms that were aimed at building a modern nation-state that 

faces the West. Alongside the major social reforms, these included also initiatives 

concerning culture and arts. With respect to music, influenced by ideas of Ziya 

Gökalp —a social theorist who advocated an ideology of Turkish nationalism— 

Atatürk promoted the establishment of a national music that was supposed to be a 

synthesis of Turkish folk music and Western music (Markoff, 1990, pp. 129-130). As 

the new Republican elite saw Ottoman music (alaturka) as “the symbolic capital of a 

benighted imperial past” and considered Western music (alafranga) as “the 

appropriate musical expression of a modern nation-state” (O’Connell, 2000, p. 117), 

the newly-established republic organized the musical sphere accordingly. Western 

music was included in the curriculum of Istanbul Conservatory of Music in 1923, 

became the principal focus of Ankara Conservatory in 1924 (Markoff, 1990, p. 130), 

and the Fine Arts Academy was founded in Istanbul in 1926 (see O’Connell, 2000). 

At the same time, talented young people from conservatories of Istanbul and Ankara 

—including Ahmed Adnan Saygun and Ulvi Cemal Erkin from the “Turkish 

Five” (Türk Beşleri)— were awarded scholarship by the state to study Western music 

abroad. Western music and harmonized Turkish folk music was promoted, as Hall 

points out (2011, p. 181). Neither Western music nor harmonized (in the Western 

style) Turkish folk music never really became popular among the masses and 

acculturized throughout the whole country, though. As a cultural practice, it has been 

adopted rather by the middle class. 
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People at Music for Peace Foundation whom I spoke with were acknowledging the 

fact that “classical music” has been perceived as a genre which belonged to the elite. 

However, they don’t accept it themselves; they rather react to this perception with 

immediate anger as a common expression. In almost all interviews, I brought up one 

of the criticisms towards El Sistema which is about the practice of Western music. I 

tried to explain that people have been challenging the idea of bringing “high art” to 

deprived communities and asked people’s opinions about it. They immediately 

expressed their opposition that Western music should be perceived as a genre that 

appeals to the middle class or elite, in the first place. My colleague Oswin, the 

Venezuelan woodwind teacher, immediately answered “I don’t agree with that 

criticism, because I don’t consider classical music as ‘high art’. It is not high art, it is 

just art that all the people have the right to do.”. Uğurcan similarly says, “We oppose 

to the idea that classical music is elitist. We say that everyone can make and listen to 

this music.”. He continues: 

I first heard Dvorak’s New World or Tchaikovsky’s 4th at Music for Peace. Now, I can relate 
myself to these pieces. This is just because I have two ears, not because I have a million liras 
or because I couldn’t pay my rent today. I can feel something about that piece just because it 

is music. Everyone can enjoy every kind of music, it is that easy. 

It is interesting that many people regard the elite as responsible for the perception 

that Western music is for the upper class. Often, they get angry and express their 

displeasure towards a hypothetical group of elite people who are responsible for this 

perception. One of older the students who sings in the choir says: 

If these people get out of their glass houses and mingle with ordinary people, they will 
understand that art is not only for the upper class. They think that classical music is so 
complicated that can not be understood by people, but it’s not true. There is no such a thing 

like classical music is for the upper class, folk songs (türküler) are for the lower class, and 
alternative music is for the middle class. This is wrong. This is only what they have been 
seeing in the halls that they go with their bow-ties. They are blinkered. 

Here is how another student explains her feelings: 

If people are opposed the idea of poor children making classical music, it is because they fear 
that they will lose what they have. If they are saying that, being elite is the only thing that they 
have. Their only distinction is that they go to classical music concerts, even though they sleep 

like a top during the performance. They think that they won’t have any distinction if poor 
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children also make classical music. If they really knew, if they really felt classical music 

inside their hearts, they wouldn’t be making such a distinction. 

I got similar reactions from almost everyone with whom I tried to talk about this 

issue. People had very strong attitudes towards the perception of classical music in 

the society that it wasn’t really possible to discuss the current criticisms thoroughly. 

Instead, they shared with me their already-established opinions which were probably 

built upon their prior experiences with people who looked down on them because 

they do consider Western music as “high” art in that it is very complicated and can 

only be mastered through a conservatory education and understood by educated 

audiences. From their expressions, I understood that they are acknowledging that 

there is a distinction, but they think that there shouldn’t be. Arzu, one of the 

administrators, suggests that we should be making especially classical music in order 

to break this perception. She says: 

In Turkey, it seems like the elite has a monopoly on classical music. There is segregation in 
everything, even in music. People think that those who have money listen to classical music, 
but the poor play the darbuka (a traditional drum) on the streets. That is why we should be 
making classical music, especially classical music. We should be showing that anyone can 

make classical music regardless of their education level, financial status, or ethnicity. 
Everyone should be able to reach that, everyone should be able to take its education or go to 
its concerts. The genre you listen to shouldn’t be determined by how much money you have. 

People at Music for Peace not only think that we should be breaking the perception 

of classical music as high art; they also believe that the foundation is successfully 

doing that and they are quite happy about it. Eren, one of the administrators, says 

“Fatih district is a closed and conservative place. It makes me happy when two 

parents discuss if Tchaikovsky or Brahms is better. These people are breaking certain 

perceptions in society.”. Uğurcan told me about another instance where the 

perception of Western music was challenged in the foundation: 

Once we had guests in the foundation. There was a student beside me, a very talented one. He 

was a romany. The guests asked what he wanted to be in the future; he said that he wanted to 
be a musician. The guests immediately asked: Oh, are you going to play gipsy tunes with 9/8 
measures and everything? He answered, “No, I am rather interested in jazz and blues”. 

The fact that these instances (that the families like Brahms etc.) are “interesting” 

enough to talk about points to the very preconception that classical music is rather 
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“high” or noble. But at the same time, these instances challenge that very same idea. 

People at Music for Peace do not consider the Western musical practice as bringing 

high culture to deprived communities; instead, they think that the foundation is 

challenging the idea of high culture itself and is reversing the perception that 

Eurogenetic Art Music belongs to the elite, that is to say, de-gentrifying the genre. In 

the academic field, obviously, the criticisms regarding Western musical practice are 

made from another perspective. Western musical practices in El Sistema 

organizations are not criticized because Western music is so high that it is not 

suitable for deprived communities, but because educating or developing these 

communities through adapting them to the cultural practices that historically 

appealed to the elite is problematical. However, I figured out that this academic 

discussion doesn’t have any correspondence for people out there in the real world. 

What people experience on a daily basis are still arguments such as Eurogenetic Art 

Music cannot be made and understood by everyone. That’s why people’s attitudes 

towards the subject are shaped according to the criticisms that they actually 

encounter. The idea of “educating the deprived communities” on the other hand, 

relates to a whole different debate which is going to be addressed in the following 

section. 

2.2.Creating a Space 

As I mentioned in the introduction, I recall my very first day at the Music for Peace 

Foundation intensely in terms of visual and auditory signs: a neighbourhood which 

has a unique texture made up of disorganized apartments surrounded by the historical 

Byzantine walls, a building that seems like a normal apartment from the outside, a 

colourful signboard with an illustration of kids playing instruments, cats, birds, and a 

peace dove which is almost hidden on the side wall, an olive tree in the garden, 

colorful classrooms, photographs of children making music hung on the walls, and 

the sounds of musical instruments echoed around the building… Shortly after I 

decided to do this research, I found myself conceptualizing the organization through 

spatiality. This was partly because my experience in the organization was heavily 

shaped through visual and auditory signs, but more importantly, because “space” was 
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actually an oft used word at Music for Peace. When I started to have conversations 

with people about the foundation as a part of the fieldwork process, I realized that the 

word “space” was frequently used in daily conversations. In particular, the founders 

and administrators of the organization would often describe Music for Peace as 

providing a “common living space” (ortak bir yaşam alanı) that is accessible to 

everyone. I first came across this usage when I had a conversation with Yeliz Baki at 

the very beginning of the research process. I brought up one of the current debates 

about El Sistema, that of problematization of “educating” deprived communities. She 

suggested the notion of “creating a space” as an alternative approach. She said: 

This is not about “transforming” a certain group, it is not that we are the ones who know the 
best and who transform them. This is about creating a space where individuals from very 
different backgrounds can come together and live together. We ask: can we build a better 
environment that we can live together in peace? This is an attempt and everyone learns 

something from that. Ignorance is not being unfamiliar with classical music; maybe the 
wealthy community know about classical music but they don’t know about the lifestyle of 
people living in this neighbourhood. When you provide a space, these people get the chance 

to come together and interact with each other. The social gap decreases and othering 
disappears. If these spaces multiply, I believe that many things will change. 

With the creation of a new social and cultural space, she suggests that different 

groups of people from very different social backgrounds come together and go 

through a certain process that creates a change in them in different ways. It is not 

merely the children and their families that learn about Eurogenetic Art Music and 

cultural codes around it, but also the middle class such as supporters of the 

foundation, donators, audience etc. that learn about the whole existence of people 

whom they previously had no interaction with. The notion of space here appears as 

an alternative discourse: “providing a common living space” as opposed to 

“transforming deprived communities”. 

As previously explained in the theoretical framework section, the notion of space is a 

widely studied one among scholars from various disciplines, and thereby 

encompassed by a multiplicity of approaches and definitions. One can talk about 

physical spatiality as well as mental spatiality or social spatiality as Henri Lefebvre 

(1991) famously suggests. With respect to the use of the notion of space in relation to 

music, Georgina Born (2013) distinguishes three ways of conceptualising musical 
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spatiality. The first is a formalist approach that discusses concepts such as “pitch 

space” or “timbre space” using a score-based analysis of music, the second approach 

links spatiality with techniques of recording and loudspeaker projection, and the last 

one conceptualizes musical space in relation to a variety of aesthetic and ideological 

orientations (pp. 9-20). Only in the third approach, does Born suggest that the social 

aspects of musical spatiality are at the forefront, emphasizing the relationship 

between the musical object and social, ethical, and political matters surrounding it (p. 

20).  In this research, I conceptualize Music for Peace as a “space” similar both to 

Born’s third approach and Lefebvre’s concept of “social space”; but I also seek to 

expand on these ideas. I do think that the organization has to do with the notion of 

spatiality; it is about producing a social space, which encapsulates not only physical 

and musical but also imaginative aspects all of which are strongly interrelated. 

2.2.1.A physical space 

Literally “constructing” the physical space has been an important part of the project 

from the very beginning. When the project was first initiated in 2005 in the unused 

coal cellar of Ulubatlı Hasan Primary School in Edirnekapı, one of the first things 

that was done was to paint the walls and furnish the room with a parquet floor. 

Children were entering the room with their shoes off, and they were cleaning it 

themselves. The aim was to create an accessible place that is within the school and 

that belonged to the children, almost like a home, says Yeliz Baki. And it worked! 

The children would come to the atelier in each 10-minute break throughout the 

school day and spend time there. The physical construction of space, then, was in 

line with the social claims of the organization: the claim of providing a common 

living space that is more than a classroom. 

Similar practices were employed when the foundation’s buildings were raised: the 

walls and doors of the classrooms were painted in different colours in order to create 

a colourful environment that is attractive to children. A shoe cupboard was built in 

the entrance corridor which is similar to those in almost every house in Turkey 

except that this one was a huge version of it (see figure 8). In the first few years, 

children would take their shoes off and put in the cupboard in the entrance before 
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entering the building. The physical space was intentionally organized like a home 

which is accessible and comfortable. 

Years later, recently in 2018, Music for Peace began a project in a village in Ardahan 

which is located on north-eastern Turkey. The project is named “Equal Rights 

Through Music” and was initiated with the grant of Swedish Institute’s Creative 

Force program. Instruments were given to children in Koyunlu village, and the 

teachers and some of the students from Edirnekapı began to visit the village at 

intervals to make music classes with children there. Just like the first music atelier in 

Edirnekapı in 2005, the project takes place in a primary school, this time in the 

Koyunlu village. Before the first visit, people from Ardahan sent some photographs 

saying that they decided to paint the walls of the classroom that the music atelier will 

take place in (see figures 9-10 for the photographs they sent and 11,12, and 13 for 

other photographs from Ardahan). It is a noteworthy parallelism that they came up 

with the idea to physically embellish the place that the music making activity will 

take place in just like people did 13 years ago in Edirnekapı. 

Figure 8. The big shoe cupboard in the entrance. 
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Figure 9-10. Painting the walls in Ardahan. 

Figure 11. Music class in the painted classroom. 
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  Figure 12. Koyunlu Primary School, Ardahan, Turkey. 

           Figure 13. On the way to school in Ardahan. 
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“(Social) space is a (social) product.”, suggests Henri Lefebvre  (1991, p. 26). It 

involves means of production; it is something that is laboured on. The production of 

the physical space in Music for Peace includes different kinds of labour from the 

construction of the buildings to painting the walls and filling the space with symbols. 

One of the most important examples of this is the olive tree in the garden (see figure 

14) which reflects the values of the organization for it is considered as a symbol for 

peace. 

          Figure 14. Two colleagues collecting the olives from the tree. 
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2.2.2.A social space 

“Music is itself always already spatial” suggests Nicholas Cook (2013, p. 226), not 

only because it shapes spaces but also because it shapes the social interactions that 

take place within those spaces (p. 238). Music for Peace Foundation is itself a social 

space, one that is primarily a musical one. Music engenders sociality as the 

participants of the musical activity communicate through music in the classes, 

rehearsals, and concerts. Almost all the people at Music for Peace with whom I 

interviewed said that “music is a language.”. When I asked them how music is a 

language, many referred to the fact that some of the teachers in the organization are 

from Venezuela, don’t speak Turkish, and are nevertheless able to communicate with 

the students during the rehearsals. In my first day at the foundation, I came across the 

rehearsal of the Children’s Orchestra. Holding a violin in his hand instead of a baton, 

the conductor demonstrated the way he wanted the children to play, and the children 

imitating him (see figure 15 for a photograph from a similar rehearsal). This call-

and-response technique is one of the ways in which social relationships between the 

participants are mediated through music. 

Figure 15. Rehearsal of the Children’s Orchestra. 
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I have previously mentioned the three ways of conceptualising musical spatiality that 

Georgina Born (2013) explains. In all three approaches, she suggests, space is 

thought to be as an artefact of musical practice. In the third one, the social nature of 

musical practice is emphasized the most. Here, space is thought to be both mediated 

and mediating, and is thought always together with music, sound, and the social (p. 

20). At the Music for Peace Foundation, I distinguish two types of social spatiality, 

one being direct and the other indirect. The direct social aspect comes from the idea 

of the social nature of the musical practice in Born’s terms. What I mean here is that 

music creates social spaces as people communicate through music just as in the 

example of the call-and-response technique. While people are making music, usually 

they find ways to communicate within the flux of music-making activity without the 

need for using words: a simultaneous breath would mean the upbeat before the first 

note, leaning forward while playing could mean to make a crescendo, a certain 

gesture in the face could mean a certain musical attitude… For sure, these meanings 

vary from people to people, and if there are any universal gestures to express certain 

musical meanings, the analysis of those are far beyond the scope of this thesis. My 

point here is to assert that music making itself creates socialities in the most direct 

manner as people communicate in and through the music-making activity. 

The second aspect of social spatiality at Music for Peace has a more 

unstraightforward relation to music, yet not an unimportant one. The foundation is 

itself a social space in which people come together, meet, talk, and socialize. But we 

shouldn’t be thinking that independently from music because the foundation is also a 

musical space. Whether people are socializing by just talking or having lunch in the 

foundation, they are all there in the first place for the same reason: to make music. 

This fact surely shapes the content of the conversations and the way in which people 

socialize. Therefore, whether people are socializing directly or indirectly through 

music at the Music for Peace Foundation, I call both types of socialities as 

“musically-mediated sociality”. I also suggest that the notion of space which is more 

or less situated in the discourse within the foundation is very much about 

socialization. Gülhan who is responsible for cooking in the foundation told me about 

why they started not to let parents wait in the dining hall while their children are in 
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rehearsals. “We wanted the children to have a space,” she said, “the dining hall is the 

only place where children can rest and socialize outside of classes, and when all the 

parents are waiting there, the children don’t have a space of their own”. The notion 

of space, then, has very much to do with socialization at Music for Peace. 

Henri Lefebvre suggests that a social space contains a great diversity of objects 

which are not only things but also relations. Thus, mediations and mediators, and 

their interrelationships should be taken into consideration (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 77). 

Both music and the actors, i.e. people in the organization, are mediators and 

mediations in my view. As social actors mediate the music, music also mediates the 

social relationship between them. That is why, if we are to consider Music for Peace 

as a social space, it is a (social) space that is inseparable from musicality. 

2.2.3.A crossing site between the poles of society 

We can approach contemporary Turkey as a socially segregated and polarized 

country that has become so for social, political, and economic reasons. New social 

groups emerged and the differentiation between these groups became excessive with 

the influence of neoliberalism towards the 21st century. The polarization became 

quite visible, especially in the urban areas. Studying the 30 years of substantial 

growth in large Turkish cities most notably Istanbul, Ayşe Öncü (1988) suggests that 

migration to the cities led to an emergence of urban poor which especially became 

significant after 1980. Sociologist Keyder (2005) explains the social polarization in 

terms of the influence of globalization and neoliberal capitalism. He suggests: 

(…) globalized spaces of commerce and leisure emerged along with secluded residential areas 

on the outskirts of the city. Concomitantly, the employment opportunities and social 
integration mechanisms of the previous period deteriorated, leading to growing inequality 
between the two poles of the social spectrum —in terms of incomes, spaces of residence, 

cultures of consumption and practices of everyday life. Indeed, the outwards signs of income 
and consumption polarization in Istanbul are difficult to ignore. Poverty has become visible 
during the last decade, as well as obscene displays of wealth. (2005, p. 124) 

Following Keyder, who defines social inequality not only in terms of income levels 

but also in terms of spaces of residence, cultural consumption, and practices of 

everyday life, I suggest that the segregation in the society is not only economic but 

also cultural and spatial. Cultural segregation came about because participation in 
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cultural activities was only possible for those who could afford it (in the case of 

music, those who could afford to buy a musical instrument, to take music education 

or to go to the concerts), spatial segregation came about because, it is often unusual 

for people who live in the urban peripheries to enter the “spaces of the elite” or vice 

versa, even if there are no real borders between the wealthy and impoverished 

districts. The instances of this frequently appear in everyday life. Recently, I and 

some of my colleagues and friends from Music for Peace happened to go to an event 

in Nişantaşı which is one of the most upper-crust areas in Istanbul. For one of us, it 

was an important experience because it was her first time going to Nişantaşı. She 

lived for more than 20 years in Balat, Istanbul, yet has never taken the bus to go to 

that district which is a quite popular place. She didn’t go there not because there are 

physical borders or obstacles, but because it is a place that “belong” to a different 

social group. Then I thought about my experience in Nişantaşı. I pass by Nişantaşı to 

arrive at my university for the last two years, but I can’t even imagine that I enter one 

of the stores there just to look around. For a couple of times, I and my family even 

made jokes about it. When I first brought up the topic while we were having dinner 

with my parents, they had a lot of fun because they were almost sure that the 

hypothetical storeowner would eye us from head to foot and then ask what we were 

doing there. That imaginary experience was so absurd for us so that it became one of 

our classic jokes in the family. 

In a such culturally and spatially segregated society, I suggest that Music for Peace 

Foundation functions as a space that enables people to cross between spaces that 

pertain to different social groups. The ensembles of Music for Peace give many 

concerts, sometimes an open-air concert in the neighbourhood’s park, and sometimes 

a concert in an important concert hall in the city. From all those experiences, I was 

thinking that the organization was creating a space for people to move across social 

barriers and come together from different social classes in Istanbul through the 

activity of giving concerts, but I didn’t think that the following would be an example 

of that. Many students of the organization whom I interviewed enthusiastically told 

me about their experience of going to the Zorlu Center via the network of Music for 

Peace. Zorlu Center is both a shopping mall (AVM -Alışveriş Merkezi) that is full of 

!51



expensive stores and restaurants and a centre for performing arts (PSM -Performans 

Sanatları Merkezi) which organizes a whole range of cultural events that mostly 

appeal to the “high” culture —from electronic music festivals to avant-garde 

concerts. The orchestras and the choir of Music for Peace have given concerts in 

many places within and outside of Istanbul, and even in other countries on occasions, 

but many children choose to talk about their experience of giving a concert in Zorlu 

Center. At first, this didn’t make sense to me. In my thinking, going to Germany with 

the orchestra, or giving a concert in Topkapı Palace, one of the most historical places 

in Istanbul, should have been a more exciting experience for the students. Zorlu 

Center was after all an ugly grey shopping mall. But I was wrong. It was important 

for many children and their families to be able to enter the spaces that belong to the 

“bow-tied crowd” in one of the student’s words. Thus, the foundation functions at 

times as a crossing site between the spaces of the two poles of the social spectrum. 

It is not that easy, though, to struggle with segregation patterns in society. These 

spatial crossings and social encounters are important but they can not always go far 

enough to make away with the structural segregation patterns. In May 2018, the 

Youth Orchestra of Music for Peace gave a concert in a meeting organized in a 

luxurious hotel in Istanbul. Many important businessmen and businesswomen 

listened to the concert. Right after the concert, the wealthy audience moved to the 

dining hall for the dinner while members of Music for Peace were given sandwiches 

to eat in the lobby. Therefore, I suggest, the organization functions as a network that 

enables certain crossings between segregated spaces which is symbolically 

significant but quite different from the structural and political struggles with 

segregation patterns as a whole. 

These crossings are precisely enabled through musical activities. Just as the Music 

for Peace Foundation functions as a physical space for music-making, its relation to 

other spaces is organized similarly on the basis of musical activities such as going to 

a place precisely to give a concert. Musicality is a major aspect then, in the spatial 

relations that Music for Peace establishes. 
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2.3.Engendering Socialities 

We have discussed that music creates social spaces as people communicate through 

music in social settings. Musically-mediated sociality not only takes place among 

participants of musical activities in actual time and space; there is also an 

imaginative aspect to it. Benedict Anderson (1983) once defined nations as 

“imagined communities”. He suggested that nations are imagined because its 

members never know all their fellow-members and yet consider themselves as a 

communion; and they are imagined as communities because it is the conceived 

fraternity that makes nations possible (p. 6, emphases author’s own). Borrowing the 

term “imagined communities” from Benedict Anderson, Georgina Born offers the 

concept of “musically imagined communities” (1993) by which she refers to a 

constructed sense of collectivity based on musical and other identifications (Born, 

2013, p. 32). In the afterword she wrote for Rock and Popular Music: Politics, 

Policies, Institutions (1993), she suggested that “cultural production needs to be 

understood as involving imaginative and aesthetic constructions—projected 

connections both to imagined social communities, and to aesthetic genres which 

themselves have histories” (p. 270-271). Through cultural production, both producers 

and consumers get involved in a process of identifying their individual or collective 

self, may these identifications be marginal and avant-garde or global and 

mainstream. Born calls these processes as imaginary strategies for constructing 

musical communities. In the Music for Peace Foundation, I observed that 

participants feel connected to a number of groups both in the global and local sense 

by making music as part of this organization. Participants in the organization create a 

sense of collective identity by employing imaginary strategies that are aesthetic, 

social, and institutional. 

2.3.1.Musically imagined global communities 

Participants of Music for Peace often mention of distant people and places such as 

other countries and children living in these countries as they explained the meanings 

they attach to their participation in the organization. A 23-year-old chorister says: 
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I understood in our first meeting that to be here doesn’t only mean to be here; it also means to 

hold the hand of a child in another country. I understood that we can get bigger, we can be a 
huge community. Coming here is neither a duty nor entertainment for me; I feel that I need to 
do this, I feel that I will be good for someone if I do this. To be here reminds me of other 
things, other children, universality. To sing here means to sing with a child in a country that is 

far away. 

Ayşenur feels connected to children that she doesn’t know in distant countries by 

being part of Music for Peace. What is it that reminds her of children in faraway 

countries? This idea often came up in my conversations with people in Music for 

Peace. The organization’s values play an important role in this imaginary as people 

do not mention any children out of context but they recall an idea of helping, 

supporting, or “holding the hand of” children. As Music for Peace works to provide 

opportunities to children and young people, the students of the organization who are 

provided with these opportunities believe that they are also being a transmitter of this 

idea; they also come to support other children whom they don’t know by making 

music in this organization. Another student who is 16 years old explains it like this: 

Music is universal, it has no language. I don’t know, for peace… For example, we do things 

like giving concerts. Every time we give a concert, I feel like I am helping a child. I don’t 
know if it is so, but I really feel that way, I feel good. To make music for peace… 

By mentioning the organization’s name, accordingly the main idea behind the project 

that is to contribute to peace through music making, the student is getting involved in 

an imaginary strategy that is institutional. It is not merely making music that 

animates a bond to other children, but making music particularly in this institution. 

But why are these imaginary children from other countries? Following I analyze the 

two imaginary strategies through which people feel connected to a global 

community, one of them being institutional and the other being aesthetic. 

2.3.1.1.A community of El Sistema 

In the global sense, people recall an imagined community which involves all 

potential participants of El Sistema organizations throughout the world. During one 

of my interviews, one of the choir members at Music for Peace named Canberk 

called for an idea of friendship among Sistema members in different countries: 
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Next year I am going to study abroad via the Erasmus program —it’s almost certain now. I 

ask myself, will there be any El Sistema organizations in the city where I will go? Because 
think about it —it’s great! When you go there and say that you come from Music for Peace El 
Sistema Turkey, OK, you are already a member of El Sistema —you are not a foreigner. You 
can join the choir. It is like a home, a door to knock on. It is like you already have friends 

whom you don’t know in other countries. 

Without knowing that the students of El Sistema organizations are referred to as 

“siblings who are seperated merely by physical distance” in the treaty of friendship 

between El Sistema and Music for Peace (see appendix A), Canberk called a similar 

idea. For him, El Sistema as a network of institutions engenders a friendly 

collectivity among people who don’t actually know each other. It is maybe the most 

effective example that shows parallelism with how Benedict Anderson 

conceptualizes nations as imagined communities. Just as people who don’t actually 

know each other in person imagine themselves as a community through the 

readership of newspapers and novels (Anderson, 1983), some other people —this 

time from different “nations”— who don’t actually know each other imagine 

themselves as a community through music making. By doing so, people are actually 

constructing an imagined community while deconstructing another one. The instance 

of Greece tour where students of Music for Peace questioned the hostility toward 

Greek people in Turkey is also an example of this. Years ago, Music for Peace 

organized a tour to Greece which is a country that is defined as an “enemy” in the 

history books that are thought in schools. Here is how Mehmet Selim Baki talks 

about their experience: 

For example, unfortunately there is a hatred towards the Greek people in Turkey. We went to 
Thesselonika with the orchestra and stayed there for a week; it was an incredible experience. 

Those people became friendly at once! All snuggled up to each other in the photographs… 
Our students were themselves surprised. There was a boy who is actually inclined to the 
opposite thought, you know. He said to me “We have spent our lives with such 

misconceptions! Why to hate the Greek?”. We also went to Germany and Austria, but 
Greece was a whole different experience. 

The children who grew up with the stories of “how we drove the Greek forces into 

the sea” during the Turkish War of Independence started to question the hostility that 

they have been thought of throughout the years, in the Sistema Europe Camp that 

was organized in Greece. The events where participants of El Sistema organizations 
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from different countries come together animates a sense of transnational communion 

which at the same time breaks the dictated perception of nations that are separate and 

hostile in childrens’ minds. 

These events do not take place very often, yet become significative incidents through 

which people maintain that imaginary communion. Moreover, people do not only 

imagine themselves as part of a community with people whom they come together in 

these events; they also include other suppositional El Sistema participants throughout 

the world. Like Canberk, “You know that you have friends who take education just 

like you in other countries.” says Eda referring to the students of El Sistema 

organizations. Knowing that there are other people who take education in El Sistema 

organizations just like the students of Music for Peace strengthens the imagination of 

an El Sistema community. 

Students of Music for Peace reinforce their connections to other El Sistema students 

through the use of social media. One of the parents told me that the students 

including her daughter set up a WhatsApp group with people whom they met in 

Sistema Europe summer camp in England. She told me that the girls chat every day 

and her daughter is very enthusiastic about it. She says that her 16-year-old daughter 

dreams about going abroad by herself saying that she already has many friends 

throughout Europe. A member of Music for Peace, Esra who is both a chorister 

herself and the aunt of a younger cello student, explains the network of El Sistema 

like this: 

We see that people can build transnational friendships. People can come together just for 

music, people can come from their countries to live and work here for children. This is pure 
peace and goodness. People from all over the world come together through music to make 
something good in the world. 

Referring back to the notion of nations as imagined communities, scholars have 

argued that a society of states as a web of nations is not the only way in which we 

can think of a global society in modernity. They have suggested that there is also a 

“hyper-pluralist transnational society” that is animated through numerous 

transnational organizations, structures, events, or problems (see Rosenau, 1990; 

McGrew, 1996). People gather around environmental problems, they gather around 

!56



ideas and social movements, they become part of various networks or organizations 

that can be religious, academic, financial, ideological, etc. The global El Sistema 

network can be counted as one of these transnational organizations in today’s world. 

As it is one of the many structures that creates a community such as nations, it has an 

imaginary aspect to it just like the other ones. 

2.3.1.2.A community of musicians 

El Sistema network is not the only way in which a sense of global collectivity is 

evoked. People also create a sense of collective identity based on the identifications 

attributed to music in the broadest sense possible. “Music is such a thing that a child 

in Africa can whistle a song that someone plays with a guitar in Latin America,” said 

Mehmet Selim Baki once during an informal conversation. Music is believed to have 

this power to connect people just because it is music. As a matter of fact, this 

constitutes the main idea behind Music for Peace’s initiation: Mehmet Selim Baki’s 

faith in music’s power. People frequently point to an idea that music is universal, and 

therefore, has the power to connect people across countries. Burcu, the older sister of 

a cello student in Music for Peace who is herself a member of the choir says, “Music 

is universal. It is a language that we all share, the notes are our common alphabet. 

When we make music, we become one —the world becomes one.”. 16-year-old 

Damla, another student in the organization explains it like this: 

Music is really international. When I am playing this piece here, another person is playing it 
at the same time in America, in Holland… They are also learning with me. 

The idea that another person might be playing the same piece concurrently makes 

people think that they are somehow bound together. This imagination, though, is 

largely shaped by the musical practice itself. The particular genre, instruments, 

ensembles, and musical practices of Music for Peace evoke a particular kind of 

imagined community. What does Eurogenetic Art Music symbolize for people? 

People give answers like modernity, universality, democracy, discipline, the west etc. 

Why does Damla feel connected to people who might be playing the same music 

with her in America and Holland but not in Egypt and India? Probably because 

America and Holland are among the countries that she associates with the primary 

musical genres (i.e., European) that are practised at Music for Peace. All the 
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meanings are constructed and shaped by making that particular music which is not 

something in itself but rather has connotations to other things. 

2.3.2.Musically imagined local communities 

Participants of Music for Peace also create a sense of collective identity in the local 

sense, both within the organization and the country. Within the organization, a sense 

of communion is animated through personal relations, perceived level of intimacy in 

these relations and daily practices. Within the country, a community imagination is 

constructed through the organization’s ideas and values, and the place of these values 

in the contemporary conjuncture of Turkey. These two main aspects in which people 

feel connected locally are elaborated below. 

2.3.2.1.A fictive family 

Most of the participants of Music for Peace identify their friends/teachers/students/

colleagues in the organization as brothers, sisters, or other family members. This is 

called ‘‘fictive kinship’’ in sociology —that is, the use of kinship terms “to support 

the intimacy of a relationship without the existence of a culturally defined 

bond” (Ballweg, 1969, p. 84). The concept of “fictive kinship” was largely subjected 

to anthropological studies (see Norbeck & Befu, 1958, Ibsen & Klobus, 1972, Kim, 

2009). Students at Music for Peace often explain it like this: “this is a family 

environment”, “everyone is very close to each other as brothers and sisters”, “we are 

like a family”. One of them even said that Mehmet Selim Baki and Yeliz Baki, the 

founders of the project, are like a mother and a father because only mothers and 

fathers make such great efforts for their children with no thought of personal gain. 

The idea of offering something free without expecting anything in return also plays a 

big role in the family imagination. A 12-year-old student says: 

It is not like any other course; it is a family environment. The food is free —everything is 
free, including the concerts. It is a family environment for free. It is like my second home. 

(…) In other courses, there are no concerts and food; people go home after classes. Here, 
people can come whenever they want, they can eat whenever they want and they can practice 
whenever they want. That’s why Music for Peace is different from other foundations; it is like 

a home. 
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Fictive kinship is thus established not only through the perceived level of intimacy 

between the participants of the organization, but also through the fact that the 

organization offers a free education without expecting any return. A student says, “It 

is a place that offers you an education without expecting anything in return, and 

gives food on top of that!”. Food is one of the most important aspects that 

strengthens the idea of a family environment for people at Music for Peace; first, 

because it’s free, and second, possibly because it is an important cultural practice 

regarding familial relations in Anatolian culture. Eating practices have a significant 

place in the tradition as a symbol of familial intimacy and bond which is beyond the 

scope of this research, and yet, it is worthy to point at the correlation between the 

two notions (family and food) in the sense that people often mention food when 

speaking of family. 

The notion of home and family often comes up in El Sistema studies. Eric Shieh 

(2015), from his personal experiences and interviews in Caracas, explains that many 

students of El Sistema describe their experiences in the núcleo as being part of a 

family. He suggests that most of the El Sistema teachers attribute the sense of family 

that the students express to the intensity of the program which consists of classes up 

to six days a week (p. 569). Spending a lot of time together and the corresponding 

intimacy between people are also important factors that strengthen the sense of 

family at Music for Peace, but not the most prominent ones. I observed that the 

notion of unreciprocality is a very important element in the formation of fictive 

kinships, and eating together as a social and cultural practice that brings people 

closer reinforces this perception. 

2.3.2.2.A dissident community 

Another local dimension in which a sense of community is animated relates to the 

political conjuncture of the country. Music for Peace is not a “political” organization 

in the sense used by political parties, and people in Music for Peace obviously do not 

collectively hold a particular political position. However, the organization relates to a 

sense of political dissidence in Turkey’s current political environment mainly 

because of the utterance of the word “peace”. In contemporary Turkey, even 
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pronouncing the word peace is considered to be a political act. Recently, in 2016, 

more than 2000 academics in Turkey who call themselves “Academics for Peace” 

were sued after they signed a declaration to stop the civil war in southeastern Turkey. 

Hundreds of them lost their jobs including my professor at Istanbul Technical 

University, and four of them were arrested including my professor at Boğaziçi 

University for the crime of supporting “terrorism”. Something as serious as that 

hasn’t happened in Music for Peace, but the organization is occasionally criticized 

and even threatened by the local officials, and the name of the organization plays an 

important role in this. Recently, the Ministry of National Education disallowed 

Music for Peace to give concerts in high schools when the administrators of the 

organization appealed for permission. The officer claimed that the organization was 

“illegal” and doesn’t need to exist in the first place because the state is already 

“omnipotent”. He also said that they could close the foundation; it is just a matter of 

receiving a single complaint (interview with administrators, 2018). One of the 

students at Music for Peace explained the situation during an interview: 

There is an allergy towards the word peace. This is all about the bad experiences I have been 
through. Maybe not personal experiences, but I have seen and observed things that people 

experienced and I was also affected by those. We are allergic to the word peace. The 
government doesn’t like to do something positive. They are opposed to it. For the Turkish 
state —or maybe all states— it becomes a problem if you raise people that the state wouldn’t 
like. 

There are numerous examples where people complain about the reaction towards the 

word “peace” in Turkey. When the project was first initiated, there were people who 

suggested that it might be safer to name the project as “Music for Children and 

Environment”. “In recent years, there are more reactions towards the organization’s 

name,” says Yeliz Baki. “People have started to distort the meaning of the word, 

some people started to suggest that the foundation should change its name. We find it 

wrong. Peace is a very clean word. If not now, when we are going to stand for such 

innocent notion?” 

Some people also react to the organization’s name not out of opposition, but out of 

their worry and concern. “When I say Music for Peace, people say that I should be 

careful.” says Sevgi. Another student tells that his friends’ first reaction when he 
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joined the organization was “Peace? Are you sure that it’s OK? Don’t put yourself 

into trouble, don’t get arrested or something.”. It is necessary to underline that most 

people in Music for Peace don’t think that peace is a political word at all; rather, they 

express their displeasure toward those who think that it is political and those who 

react against the word. And yet, the dichotomy between people who utter the word 

peace and those who are opposed to it or those who choose to keep silent about it 

make people feel more connected to the former group, those who can say “peace” in 

the country’s current situation. 

In all these ways and more, people in Music for Peace imagine themselves as part of 

a hypothetical community based on musical, social, and political identifications. By 

making music as part of this organization, they feel connected to a variety of people; 

to other participants of the organization, to all possible participants of other El 

Sistema organizations in the world, to people who happen to be playing the same 

music concurrently in another country, to those who are not afraid to utter the word 

peace in the current circumstances of Turkey… These are only some of the aspects 

through which people animate a “musically imagined community” (Born, 1993) with 

potential individuals and groups they know and don’t know. And music is the 

mediator that enables all these imaginations. Making a particular music, in a 

particular way, in a particular context create meanings in people’s minds, and these 

meanings help them to animate an imaginary community that they feel they belong 

to. 

2.4.Projecting Wider Structures and Values 

In the previous sections, I have discussed how certain meanings are constructed and 

shaped through musical practices. On the other way round, the music itself and its 

practices are shaped in accordance with the ideas and values of the organization. 

Caroline Bithell, in her book A Different Voice, A Different Song: Reclaiming 

Community through the Natural Voice and World Song (2014), suggests that the 

musical style and structure suits the worldview of the natural voice community in the 

UK. For example, choosing songs from the oral tradition, learning these songs by 

techniques such as call-and-response and repetition, singing these songs without 
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instrumental accompaniment and with body movements are all in accordance with 

the worldview and principles of this community such as favoring co-operation rather 

than competition, reinforcing group identity, and rooting the voice in the body (pp. 

123-124). Similarly, at the Music for Peace Foundation, the musical practices show 

parallelism with the organization’s worldview and values such as reinforcing 

collectivity and creating an alternative model. 

One of the most interesting ideas that I encountered at Music for Peace was when I 

was having a conversation with Uğurcan at a choir rehearsal break. Uğurcan has 

been involved in Music for Peace for 7 years. Since 2012, he has worked both 

professionally and voluntarily in the foundation, “at times as a fundraiser, at times as 

a coordinator, and at times as an older brother to the students” in his words. Around 6 

months ago, he quit his professional job at Music for Peace for the reason that his 

schedule became quite busy with the concerts of his own music band. Since then, he 

joined the youth choir at Music for Peace and started to come to the foundation as a 

student. “For the first time,” he said to me, “I really understand what we do here at 

Music for Peace”. He continued: 

All the ideas and principles are right there in the music. It might seem as if we just gather and 

sing songs, but it’s not. While you are making music, you have to get rid of your 
individualism. I am a part of the bases, but I am also a part of the whole choir, I have to 
support the altos as well. We need to make progress as a group. When the tenors sing bad, I 
can not disregard that. For example, I recommend that we change places, or I turn my volume 

down. All the values are there in the rehearsals. It’s not about what music we make, but it’s 
about how we make that music. 

It is really interesting to hear that a person who is quite familiar with Music for Peace 

for such a long time saying that he started to comprehend certain principles much 

better within the musical practice. This doesn’t only indicate that the musical 

practices are capable of conveying meanings, but it also points to the possibility that 

musical practice might function as an implicit but an even more powerful medium to 

convey meanings than talking about them. Eren pointed to the very same idea. Not 

only in the following quote, but throughout the whole interview, he emphasized that 

children are learning things implicitly within the rehearsals, most of the time without 

the need of being taught about certain values. He says, 
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Most of the time, we don’t have to explain these values to the children. The children 

implicitly learn things like supporting each other and cooperation in the rehearsals. Individual 
success doesn’t mean anything in the orchestra; if your friend doesn’t play good enough, the 
orchestra will sound bad. Everyone should be playing well to a certain extent. At that point, 
you necessarily understand that you can not be happy by yourself. You start to think more 

collectively, and you apply that to your whole life. If there is a problem at home, knowing that 
you can not be happy by yourself, you think that you need to support your family to solve the 
problem. 

There is a fine line between the famous metaphor in which the structure of the 

orchestra is likened to the society and saying that musical practices project the wider 

values. The orchestra-society metaphor is a very recognised one within the El 

Sistema literature. In this metaphor, musical harmony represents a harmonious 

society, and the multi-voiced structure of the orchestra represents a democratic 

setting where everybody knows when to speak, when to be silent, and to respect 

“other voices”. Using the very same metaphor, however, other people might suggest 

that the structure of the orchestra represents a quite opposite society. Geoffrey Baker 

(2014), in his well-known book  El Sistema: Orchestrating Venezuela's Youth, 

suggests that orchestra is much more about following the baton than listening to each 

other, and draws a parallel between the orchestral structure in which following the 

conductor is crucial and certain social values such as discipline, hierarchy and 

obedience (p. 125). I suggest that both deductions of the orchestra-society metaphor 

are inaccurate. Although using metaphors is a powerful way to make a point, 

metaphors do not actually reflect reality. Just as following the conductor's beat 

doesn't represent an obedient community, musical harmony doesn't represent a 

harmonious society either. Therefore, my aim in this section is by no means to make 

generalized statements of how musical ensembles are “mirror the society” in any 

way. I rather aim to point to the process in which specific musical practices such as 

the repertoire, course structure, teaching practices, criteria about performance, etc. 

are shaped in accordance with certain ideas and values at the Music for Peace 

Foundation, in real terms and on a micro level. Here I will demonstrate how these 

specific musical practices reflect the ideas and values of Music for Peace that are 

grouped as in the following subheadings. 
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2.4.1.Reinforcing collectivity 

All the classes at the Music for Peace Foundation are collective. There are 

workshops, section rehearsals, and tutti rehearsals all of which are held in groups, 

and no individual classes. As soon as a student joins Music for Peace, he/she 

becomes a part of the choir or orchestra. Even if they have only learned how to hold 

the instrument or how to produce a sound, the teachers come up with a way to work 

with them as a group. The fact that playing in the orchestra or singing in the choir is 

prioritized over individual classes points to the idea of promoting collectivity in the 

organization. There is only one condition in which teachers work with the students 

individually that is called the “special program” in the organization. For example, if a 

child is too old to be in the children’s orchestra that it would be hard for him/her to 

adapt to the group but is not competent enough in his/her instrument to play in the 

youth orchestra, he/she is given an intense individual program with the teachers to be 

able to qualify for the youth orchestra as soon as possible. Such a case might occur 

when a student joins the foundation in the middle of a semester, for instance. The 

only occasion in which individual classes are made, then, is to reinforce the 

children’s socialization with the group that suits best to them. 

Promoting collectivity in the organization is not only about making group classes. 

The music education at the Music for Peace Foundation is performance oriented as it 

is in El Sistema in general. There is a lack of theory and solfege classes that would 

prepare the students to be able to play in the orchestra. The students immediately 

start to work on actual pieces since they are members of the orchestra or choir that 

have periodical concert schedules. Most of the time, it is possible to see the younger 

children writing the name of the notes (such as do, re, mi) on the score. They do not 

learn the pieces entirely by ear, they do have the musical scores in front of them; 

however, many of the younger children wouldn’t be able to read the music 

themselves when they first see the score. To be able to actually play the pieces comes 

before the overall musical knowledge as a performance criterion, for instance when 

the students are tested to pass to the higher level orchestra. Eventually, the students 

do learn to read music on their way in the foundation. Most of the students of the 
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youth orchestra are equipped with the basic musical knowledge that is necessary to 

be able to play in an ensemble. Their levels depend on their individual effort, though. 

In the last two years, since I have been a member of the organization, we initiated 

classes on basic musical knowledge at the beginning of each year. These classes 

continued for a while but were eventually abandoned after they were interrupted by 

certain occasions such as a tour or a busy concert schedule. It is not that the teachers 

—including myself— don’t give importance to these classes, but the performance 

orientation eventually leads to a setting where practising repertoire takes precedence 

over musical knowledge. The repertoire is also shaped in accordance with the idea of 

collectivity. When the pieces are chosen, close attention is paid to how many parts 

the pieces have. The preference is that all the students of the orchestra get the chance 

to play in each piece. If certain instruments are absent in a musical work, it is either 

not taken into the repertoire or an arrangement is made by the conductors in order to 

include the missing instruments. 

All these musical practices including making collective classes and not being able to 

manage theory classes might be approached positively or negatively depending on 

the person’s priorities with respect to a social music project. The lack of theory 

classes might be as unfavourable as it can be for a strict musician, whereas music 

theory is not really important for a person who is rather interested in the social 

aspect. What I want to assert here is that the musical practices —with all their pros 

and cons— are shaped in accordance with the social values, and in turn, they project 

these values. 

2.4.2.Creating an alternative model 

In the first section of this chapter, I have discussed the structural aspects of Music for 

Peace that constitutes an alternative educational model, such as providing free music 

education and accepting everyone who wants to join the organization without any 

requirement. As a result of all these, an alternative musicality is engendered as well. 

During my interviews with the participants of Music for Peace, I realized that many 

people were comparing and contrasting the system of the foundation to that of the 
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conservatories. One of the Venezuelan teachers at Music for Peace, Oswin, compares 

El Sistema to the European conservatory system: 

In the European system, first you have to pass through the conservatory, then you get the 
chance to play in the orchestra. El Sistema was just the opposite. We were always starting 
with the orchestra and just doing whatever we can. Sometimes, the pieces would be really 

really far away for our level. But it was always like “we are playing this”, and that’s it. And 
that was actually the way we learned and made progress. 

It seems like he is primarily talking about a structural difference in the education 

model, but it is not hard to guess that the musicality of an orchestra consisting of 

musicians who were intensively trained before they get into the orchestra would be 

different from an El Sistema-style orchestra. The emergent music is different because 

the learning practices are different. The classes are organized in a way that it would 

adapt the children to the orchestra in the fastest way possible. Here is how one of the 

cello students at Music for Peace elaborates on the learning practices: 

The education here is not like the conservatory system. It’s not boring, we don’t just practice 
bowing or play the scales for 2 years. As soon as we learn something, we play it in the 

orchestra. It’s not what they do in the conservatories. First, you need to practice bowing, 
maybe for months! We had friends and teachers from the conservatories, they told us all about 
that system. One of those teachers said that we were very lucky because the education here is 
much faster. Still, you might choose to go to the conservatories, but there are students who get 

bored of just playing the scales for 2 years. Here, we do plenty of things in 2 years. 

Examples of playing the scales and practising bowing are used symbolically by the 

participants to explain the difference of learning practices at Music for Peace from 

that of conservatories. “We also know how important those practices are. But if you 

want to adapt children to music faster, you use different strategies and correct certain 

mistakes later on.” says Uğurcan. Both him and other people who have been 

participating in the foundation for a long time mentioned that they had problems in 

the past with people who had conservatory training. They said that the system of 

Music for Peace couldn’t really be understood by them. Uğurcan explains, “There 

have been people who believed that what we try to do here is impossible, who 

insisted that children have to practice bowing for 9 months to be able to play 

classical music.”. Indeed, the conservatory system is quite strict and consists of a set 

of requirements. You need to pass through a detailed ear test to be able to get in, you 
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need to be practising your instrument along with theoretical study and ear training, 

and you need to first become a musician to be able to play in an orchestra whereas 

Music for Peace has its own structure where accession is independent of a person’s 

musical abilities, repertoire practices are at the forefront, and the orchestral and 

choral participation is the first and central musical practice. 

I suggest that both the structural and musical aspects at the Music for Peace 

Foundation constitutes an alternative which suits to the foundation’s claim of 

providing an alternative music education program. The project, of course, was not 

initiated to challenge the conservatory system in the first place and this is not one of 

the aims of the foundation. The aim is rather to create an alternative opportunity for 

everyone who wants to make music independent from their musical abilities and 

background. The musical aspects are shaped accordingly as the learning and teaching 

practices, course structure, performance criteria, the musical level and training of the 

individuals affect the very musicality. Therefore, the organization constitutes not 

only a structural, but also a musical alternative. 
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3.MUSIC AS A TECHNOLOGY OF SELF 

Michel Foucault’s concept “technologies of the self” (1988) provides a useful 

framework to analyze the ways in which music is used by individuals with respect to 

their self-processes. Technologies of the self refer to the techniques by which 

individuals act upon themselves, train and modify themselves, and engage in a social 

work with respect to their selves in order to attain, enhance, or maintain a certain 

state of the self (see Foucault, 1988). In this chapter, I will analyze how individuals 

act upon their musical participation at the Music for Peace Foundation, how they talk 

about their experiences at Music for Peace in relation to their musicianship as well as 

their membership to the organization, and how they reflect upon the meanings of 

these and their effects on their selves in terms of their self-identities, self-

improvements, and well-being. 

3.1.Identity 

“I am Félix Briceño, and I am somebody.” 

An identity, state Burke and Stets (2009), is the “set of meanings that define who one 

is” in terms of their roles in the society, a particular social group, or in terms of their 

unique characteristics as individuals (p. 3). Identities are constructed through the 

individual’s relation with oneself as well as his/her relation with others. Individuals 

develop a concept of “who they are” —both to themselves and others—, as they take 

themselves as objects and reflexively observe and evaluate themselves (Burke & 

Stets, 2003, p. 4). Tia DeNora (2004), in her book Music in Everyday Life, explores 

music in relation to the constitution of the self and self-identity. She suggests that 

music provides a resource for identity construction as individuals relate themselves 

to a particular music (“the song is you”), as they remember who they are or they 

were at a certain time through the medium of music, as they locate their sense of self 

in the musical practice (“the me in music”), etc. (see DeNora, 2004). At the Music 

!69



for Peace Foundation, I observed three main ways in which musical practice 

provides a resource for identity construction. 

First, I witnessed that people attribute some general personal characteristics to 

musicians or those who are interested in music, in the broadest sense possible. 

“Those who are interested in music won’t hurt you” (Müzikle uğraşan insandan 

zarar gelmez) was a common expression that not one or two, but many of my 

interviewees stated. People attribute a variety of characteristics to individuals who 

are interested in music and arts in general. Here is how one chorister explains it: 

I believe that those who are interested in arts hold more peaceful ideas. When I’m listening to 

music, I don’t mind the composer’s nationality or religion. If you are interested in arts, you 
get to know about many different individuals. And so, you start to see everyone as equal. This 
is true for music, too. You start to be more open-minded and tolerant. 

Peaceful, open-minded, tolerant, modest, polite and many other positive 

characteristics are associated with the hypothetical figure of a musician. These 

identifications of a musician identity partly indicate how people define themselves as 

well, as themselves are members of a community of musicians. Other than these 

general identifications, to be a member of Music for Peace constitutes a part of the 

participants' identities, as well. Students of the foundation often represent themselves 

proudly as members of Music for Peace. Some of them indicate this information on 

their social media accounts such as "violinist at Music for Peace" along with musical 

emojis, or they simply mention this while they are talking about themselves. "Let’s 

say I enter a new environment. If people ask who I am and what I do, I will 

immediately say that I am a chorister at Music for Peace. I think this is something 

that one should be proud of.", says one of the students. Participation in the 

organization, in this way, constitutes a part of the self-identities of the individuals at 

the Music for Peace Foundation. Finally, there is an overarching notion of identity in 

El Sistema. José Antonio Abreu, the founder of El Sistema in Venezuela, says in his 

2009 TED speech: 

Mother Teresa of Calcutta insisted on something that always impressed me: the most 

miserable and tragic thing about poverty is not the lack of bread or roof, but the feeling of 
being no one —the feeling of not being anyone, the lack of identification, the lack of public 
esteem. 
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The notion of identity is indeed a quite significant matter that people attach 

importance to. The feeling of being someone, being important and unique, to be able 

to identify oneself as an individual are things that the membership in the orchestra 

brings about in children, suggest many people, as a result of the children’s growing 

self-confidence and self-esteem in the musical ensemble. Félix, one of the orchestral 

conductors at Music for Peace, further explains the notion of identity. He suggests 

that the students start to feel as unique and distinct individuals whose work is 

important and special in society. You start to see yourself in a different way, he 

suggests. 

You start to say: I am somebody. I am Félix Briceño and I play the violin, or I make music in 
the orchestra. I am doing something good for society. This is not like I work and I buy food 
for the home; I am doing something special, I have an identity. I am Félix Briceño and I am 
somebody. 

The identity formation that Félix is talking about is a highly reflexive project, and 

thus very much related to the notion of the “technology of the self” as individuals act 

upon themselves, they engage in a social work of composing a set of identifications 

for themselves both as musicians and as members of Music for Peace. The two 

significant patterns of this set of identifications that the participants talk about are 

addressed below. 

3.1.1.Working for a social project 

In Technologies of the Self (1988), Michel Foucault makes a genealogy of various 

techniques of the self such as self-examination and disclosure of the self, as well as a 

remembering of the self. Identity construction is a largely reflexive project which 

includes a remembering of who you are, what you have done, and an interpretation 

of the meanings of these. “Music can be used as a device for the reflexive process of 

remembering/constructing who one is,” suggests DeNora in Music in Everday Life 

(2004), “a technology for spinning the apparently continuous tale of who one is.” (p. 

63). The issue of identity at Music for Peace is not only about positioning oneself as 

a musician and a member of Music for Peace Foundation, but is also about a 

remembering and a reflection of the meaningful work that one engages in the 

foundation. Arzu, the fundraiser of Music for Peace, worked in a bank for 10 years, 
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and then started to work with civil society organizations. Looking back, she reflects 

upon these jobs and evaluates her decisions which gave way to who she is and what 

she does today. Here is how she talks about her experience: 

After working in a bank for so long, I started to have trouble sleeping. It would take one and a 
half hour for me to sleep. You work like crazy, 10 hours a day without knowing what you are 

working for. It is like working for a garbage can. You have absolutely no answer when you 
ask yourself what did you work for today. After working in a bank for 10 years, I went abroad 
for a master’s in banking business. On my way, I decided not to do this job anymore. I did my 
master’s nevertheless, I turned back and quit my job! I started to work with the civil society 

organizations such as TEV, UNICEF, TEMA, and finally with Music for Peace. I liked this 
job. In this job, I see why I am working and what I am working for. Now I fall to sleep in 5 
minutes. 

Working for a social project that Arzu has faith in is now a fundamental part of her 

identity. A remembering of this choice and a reflection of her job’s meaning 

constitutes a technique of the self in terms of the construction of who she is. One of 

the orchestral conductors at Music for Peace, Félix, similarly reflects upon his job 

and the path he took in his life. When I asked him what would happen if he didn’t 

join El Sistema in the first place, he answered: 

I don’t know, I really don’t… I think of my friends. Some of them have normal jobs, like “this 
is my office, I have my wife, I am looking for a new car” etc. But that’s not any special. Now 

I’m in Turkey. I am working but in a special way. I am not working in an office, I am not 
working to buy a car. We have this concert, and this challenge, and this situation with a 
student. We think about how we can support them. Here I have the opportunity to help people 

in a different way, in a special way. 

An integral part of Félix’s identity is located in his role as an El Sistema educator. He 

is not defining himself only as a musician and a conductor, but more importantly as a 

person who works for a social music project that is important, meaningful, and 

special. In Music in Everyday Life (2004), DeNora uses the term “musically 

composed identities” by which she refers to the sense of self-identity that is 

identified and elaborated through the use of musical materials. She suggests that the 

sense of self is locatable in music and explores the ways in which the informants in 

her study find and locate “the me” in life musically (pp. 68-74). For example, one of 

the participants of the study explains that she likes lower sonorities more because 

they are part of the background which is a characteristic that defines her in life (p. 
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64). The musical materials that people locate their senses of selves are not always 

about conventional musical parameters such as pitch and rhythm, but also about 

other things related to music such as musical taste and practices of choosing the 

background music for a particular event. Locating the me in life “musically”, 

therefore, can be about a wide range of matters about the general experience of 

music. Thus, I suggest that defining oneself not only as a musician such as a 

violinist, a chorister, a conductor, etc., but also as a musician who works for a social 

music project, who is trying to contribute to the society through music, who uses 

music to do something important and meaningful can also be considered as a form of 

“musically composed identities” as these features, and a remembering of those 

constitute an integral part of identity work. 

3.1.2.Privileged individuals 

Identity work includes the construction of the meanings of the self on the basis of 

interaction with others in society. Meanings of the self, therefore, are not only 

formed through the perspective of the individuals themselves, but also through the 

perspectives of the others. Individuals take the role of others, see themselves from 

others’ perspectives, and evaluate who they are both to themselves and others. And 

the self is, therefore, both individual and social, suggest Burke and Stets (2003). One 

of the ways in which students at Music for Peace see themselves —both in their eyes 

and the eyes of others— is as privileged individuals in their social surroundings. The 

musical knowledge they acquire in the foundation makes them feel they are 

distinctive among their peers especially in school. Here is how one of the brass 

students explains it: 

In school, when my friends ask something about music, I can answer. We don’t have a music 
class at school, and my friends know that I go to Music for Peace. That’s why they ask me 

things about music, and being able to answer those questions makes me really happy. I feel 
that I am more knowledgable now. 

The fact that she is more knowledgable in a subject that her friends at school are not 

competent makes her see herself in a distinctive position in her surrounding. This 

was an idea that came up quite often in interviews with students. One of the 

choristers, Sercan, suggested that the students at Music for Peace are privileged in 
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their schools. At first, I wasn’t quite sure what he means in terms of in the eyes of 

whom does he think that the students of Music for Peace are privileged. When I 

asked if he means that the students themselves feel that they are distinctive 

and privileged among other children at school, he answered: "no, other people think 

that they are privileged". That seemed quite interesting to me because my experience 

in the past as a child who plays an instrument was not like their experiences in the 

school. It seems, however, that many students in the foundation do become 

distinctive among their friends in school in that they stand out in a subject that their 

friends are not familiar with. They often talk about the attention they get both from 

their friends and teachers. One of the younger children says, "My teachers really like 

me. Because I play the violin, I am privileged at school. They always tell me to bring 

my violin and play in the class.". She further explains her experience of playing her 

instrument in the class, seeming quite flattered by all the attention, applauses, and the 

overall appreciation. 

Félix suggests that being privileged is not only about playing an instrument; it  is 

about a whole set of qualifications and specialities individuals gain within the núcleo 

environment. He says that being a part of this social environment provides children 

with a variety of opportunities including getting the chance to see other countries all 

of which eventually turn out to be difference indicators in children. Here is how he 

talks about these opportunities and their results: 

You get to know different people, different cultures. You see how people are different in other 
countries, you see many many different things that you can’t see in your town or city. Then, 
you start to think in a different way. You start to think about how you can manage these things 

into your life. But, for example in school, your friends don’t know about these things. They 
are like “normal”. They go to school, they do their homeworks. But you are not like that. You 
also have the responsibility to play in the orchestra. You go to Germany to give a concert. And 

when you come back, you are not the same person. Individually. You start to have an identity: 
“I am Félix Briceño, I know something, I can do something, I can be a good person for my 
country and city. I have many other opportunities to do different things, to go to other 
countries, to meet new people… I am a child but I can teach. I am also different than my 

parents, I know something that they don’t know.” 

The children, Félix suggests, improve themselves with the opportunities that the 

foundation provides. As a result of this, they acquaint themselves with information, 

ideas, and qualifications that would make them different in their surroundings. The 
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qualifications that make the students of the foundation distinctive and make them 

seem privileged among their friends and families constitute an important part of their 

senses of self and identity. 

3.2.Self-Improvement 

Disciplining oneself, learning to be responsible, becoming more confident, and 

acquiring or enhancing various characteristics such as being polite, respectful etc. are 

thought to be instances of self-improvement. Participants of Music for Peace speak 

of the aspects of self-improvement both with respect to themselves and others while 

talking about the effects of the involvement of musical activities in the organization. 

Mostly, the parents, older brothers and sisters, and the teachers talk about the 

changes in the children in terms of their increasing self-confidence, for instance. But 

it is not only the teachers, parents, and relatives of the students who speak about the 

personal improvement of the children. The children also speak about the personal 

development of their friends, and even their teachers. 

One of the students of the choir talks about the changes in her younger sister who 

plays the cello at Music for Peace for a couple of years. She explains that her sister 

was a hyperactive child and she had concentration problems. After she started to play 

the cello, over the years, she became more organized and started to be able to focus 

on her classes at school. As her older sister talks about her personal improvement, the 

girl herself talks about the improvement of her teacher and conductor when I ask her 

the same question: “what do you think are the individual effects of participating in 

the activities of Music for Peace, do anything change in people’s lives?”. She 

explains that her teacher was quite strict in the past, but now he is more relaxed, 

calm, and friendly. I think that it is a considerable instance that the student elaborates 

on the self-improvement of her conductor because, for me, this shows itself the 

student’s self-confidence and also an environment in which she finds a chance to 

exercise it. The students, especially the older ones, talk about the self-improvement 

of their friends in the foundation as well, and they share some general observations 

such as “The children are mostly shy when they first join the organization, but within 

a couple of months they become confident individuals.”. I suggest, therefore, that it 
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is possible to talk about a multi-directional evaluation of the selves including the 

individuals’ consideration of themselves as well as that of the others. The three main 

aspects of the evaluation and reflection of the individuals’ self-improvements are 

elaborated below. 

3.2.1.Discipline and responsibility 

According to the teachers, the most important change in students is about discipline 

and responsibility. They suggest that learning to be disciplined and responsible are 

things that naturally comes with the collective practice of making music. Félix 

suggests that the students feel that they are important in the orchestra for the reason 

that the sound they make affects the overall sound that is created. Therefore, he 

suggests, the students feel responsible for the whole group and create discipline in 

themselves to practice the pieces in order to be ready to play in the orchestra. Many 

students share the idea that music gives the sense of discipline and responsibility to 

children. A 16-year-old violin student says, “The children unavoidably learn to be 

responsible here. The newcomers are not really aware of that, but it eventually 

happens. The orchestra gives the sense of responsibility.”. Félix suggests that the 

practice of Eurogenetic Art Music plays an important role in creating discipline in 

children. He says, 

In classical music, you have very clear rules to make music. Of course, it is possible to make 
other kinds of music. You can just take the instrument and make some sounds, and it can be 
beautiful. It is nice, it is music, and everyone is happy. That’s also fine. But with classical 

music, you have the rules. So you take the discipline. And, you can apply this discipline into 
your life as well. Discipline is useful in making music, but it also helps you in the personal 
way. Through the music’s discipline, people start to change. They start to take more 
responsibility in their lives and become better at school or work as well. 

Félix argues that the discipline starts with the musical practice in real terms as 

children practice the actual pieces that they play in the orchestra. But eventually, it 

becomes a personal characteristic in the general sense that people apply to other 

areas in their lives. Supporting his argument, many parents explain that their kids 

started to become more disciplined and successful at school. This might be a result of 

the discipline that children acquire in the orchestra for some of them. But it seems 

that there are other reasons as well. Not the parents but a couple of older siblings of 
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younger children told me that their brothers or sisters started to work hard for the 

school so that their parents let them continue to go to Music for Peace. The older 

sister of a student explains, “She really likes to come here, she has a lot of friends in 

the orchestra. And therefore, she started to do her homeworks and stuff so that she 

doesn’t get bad grades and they don’t prevent her from coming here.”. We can 

suggest, therefore, that the students might be applying some kind of self-discipline in 

their lives for a variety of reasons. Regardless of the reason though, the actions they 

take with the discipline and responsibility can be approached among the self-

regulatory strategies that the individuals engage in to maintain a certain state with 

respect to their selves. 

3.2.2.To know thyself 

Michel Foucault, in  Technologies of the Self  (1988), locates the development of the 

hermeneutics of the self in the following two contexts: Greco-Roman philosophy of 

the early Roman Empire and Christian spirituality of the late Roman Empire (p. 19). 

He places the roots of the techniques of the self to the two principles of antiquity that 

are “to take care of oneself” and “to know thyself”. He suggests that the former 

principle, “to take care of oneself”, “the concern with self” was one of the main rules 

for Greeks, and the notion of knowing oneself was rather a complementary doctrine 

that is associated with this main principle. And yet, in time, Western philosophical 

tradition has forgotten the main principle that is to take care of oneself, and 

emphasized the second principle, to know thyself, Foucault suggests. “In the modern 

world, knowledge of oneself constitutes the fundamental principle.”, he says (p. 22).

Based on my observations, to know thyself is a common idea and expression in 

Turkish society as well. Of course, I do not think that it is possible to talk about a 

unified moral philosophy in any of the contemporary societies. What I want to assert 

is that “knowing oneself” is a quite familiar idea that is occasionally recalled in daily 

life in our society, to my experience. This notion was mentioned by the participants 

of Music for Peace as well, when I asked them about the effects of music making on 

individuals. 
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One of the students compares the environment at Music for Peace with her high 

school and uses the word  leş  in Turkish slang  which  might  be  translated  as 

“underbred”  in  this  context  while referring to the environment of the school. She 

says that people in the school are rude to each other, and there are usually fights and 

conflicts. "But here," she says, "People know themselves. Even if there are problems, 

no one fights with each other”. Another student reflects upon his own manners before 

and after he joined Music for Peace. He says:  

Well, it’s weird for me to tell this but I became more polite. Before, I used to swear like a 

trooper! But here we have to be more respectful. Now I am relatively more polite than my 
friends on the street. 

Knowing oneself is often associated with characteristics such as being mature, 

serious, earnest, respectful, and polite. While the acquisition and development of 

some of these qualities such as politeness are associated with the environment of 

Music for Peace, some of them such as matureness and seriousness are thought to be 

gained within the musical practice. “I grew mature with music” was a sentence that I 

heard a lot from the older students, especially from those who have been 

participating in the organization for a long time. Both orchestral conductors in the 

foundation, Félix and Samuel, suggest that this comes with the discipline and 

responsibility that is fostered in the orchestra. They explain that the students learn to 

manage their time to practice the pieces, they learn to be responsible as members of 

an orchestra, they start to teach the others, and as a result of all these, they become 

more mature and serious individuals. 

The exact meaning of knowing oneself (kendini bilmek) in the Turkish language must 

have differences from that of the Greek principle "know thyself”. In the context of 

this culture, knowing oneself is often thought to be about being mature, serious, 

respectful and polite individuals who know how to behave, where and how to speak 

—who are self-conscious, the sum and substance of it. With the possible similarities 

and the differences to the “know thyself” doctrine of antiquity, I suggest that this is a 

form of technology of self as well, as knowing oneself in this context consists of a 

set of techniques in which individuals designate and experience their self-identities. 
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3.2.3.Opening up the mind 

"They open their eyes. They start to see all the colours instead of just two." 

The quote above is how Samuel, one of the orchestral conductors, explain the 

changes in his students when I asked him about his observations. The notion of 

"opening up the mind" was another reoccurring theme while speaking about the 

changes in the individuals at Music for Peace. People link this particular change in 

the individuals to two different reasons; first, the diverse environment of Music for 

Peace that brings people from a variety of cultures and backgrounds together, and 

second, the principles that are engendered by the practice of collective music 

making. With respect to the first reason, participants often explain how the 

opportunity of meeting different people affects their way of thinking in terms of 

becoming more open to different ideas. Eren, a prior student who is now an 

administrator in the foundation, elaborates on the changes in his way of thinking: 

I  didn’t  have an international  point  of  view,  I  wasn’t  familiar  with  ideas  like  we are  all 

brothers and sisters. I was born and raised in Fatih, and I didn’t really get to see other places. 

Your mind opens up as you see other things. You can read books and watch movies at home, it 

surely enriches you but it doesn’t really penetrate into you. Here, in the foundation, I got to 

know many different people —and not only in Istanbul. We are also collaborating with people 

from Izmir, Bursa, Prince Islands. We have more than 30 partners in Europe, people from 

Latin America come and go. Long story short,  you get to know people from all  over the 

world. And that’s how I realized that the essence of everything is humanity. It doesn’t matter 

if a person is from this place, holds these ideas, or believes in this religion. If someone is a 

good person, you collaborate with them.

He is suggesting that remaining within a person’s own social environment in a way 

constitutes an obstacle for a person to open up his/her mind to a variety of ideas. 

Fatih, the district in which Eren was born and raised and which also contains the 

neighbourhood of  Music for  Peace Foundation,  is  a  conservative place as  it  was 

mentioned for a couple of times in the previous chapters. Getting to communicate 

with people outside of Fatih was a remarkable cornerstone in Eren’s life that helped 

him “open up his mind”, so to speak. Oswin, the Venezuelan woodwind teacher at 

Music for Peace, talks about a similar experience from his childhood in his country. 

“I  think  the  main  thing  that  changed  after  joining  El  Sistema  was  my  way  of 
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thinking, my thoughts and everything.”, he says. He further explains the reason for 

that: “I come from a very very religious family. And when you realise that there is so 

much diversity, because you get to know a lot of people, you start to see that there 

are a lot of ways to live and to think.”. In the second chapter, I have discussed that 

the idea of bringing people from different backgrounds together, and the idea of them 

to be able to communicate with each other is highly valued at the Music for Peace 

Foundation. Here, we see that the individual effects of these encounters serve as 

some other factors in this valuation. 

As for the second approach, some of the participants suggest that the values and 

principles that are conveyed through the practice of collective music making help 

individuals become more open-minded people. Félix, for example, suggests that the 

discipline of music making necessarily involves having respect for other people. And 

respecting other people’s opinions brings about a broader perspective that enables 

people for be open to other ideas. Félix says, 

You start to look at life with different eyes. You start to think, “this person thinks like that, but 
why?”. As you try to understand their points of view, you start to respect. You don’t need to 

accept it, you have your own idea, but you learn to have respect for their ideas as well. The 
discipline of music enables that. Having respect to other people is in music’s discipline. 

He suggests that people start to embrace different ideas and opinions as they learn to 

respect other people within the collective practice of music. May the reason be about 

the diverse environment of Music for Peace in which people from different 

backgrounds encounter and communicate, or about the features of collective music 

making practice, people suggest that their experiences at Music for Peace Foundation 

help them become more open-minded individuals. As they talk about this individual 

effect in a reflexive manner, they engage in a practice of reproducing their self-

identities in their own eyes and representing their selves to others. 

3.3.Well-Being 

Many people at the Music for Peace Foundation talked about both the musical 

practice in general, and the musical and social space that the foundation engenders in 

relation to signifiers of well-being. Meditation, therapy, relaxation, and healing are 
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among the most uttered notions in the interviews. “I breathe here,” says Berivan, a 

21-year-old chorister at Music for Peace. She goes on to say, 

I heard this from other people, too —both from those who work or study in the university and 
from younger children also. Everybody has their own responsibilities, problems, and 
confusions in their lives. This place is an escape. You breathe… You let yourself go, you find 

yourself, you listen to yourself, you feel at ease. 

To breathe, to escape, to feel at ease while making music in this particular setting, all 

point to the ways in which individuals use music as a resource for achieving, 

enhancing, or maintaining their emotional states, as Tia DeNora (2004) famously 

asserts in her book, Music in Everyday Life. She suggests that individual actors shift 

mood or energy level, they achieve desired states such as relaxation and move away 

from disprefferred states such as stress through music (p. 53). My interviews at the 

Music for Peace Foundation revealed the ways in which participants of the 

foundation think that music contributes to their well-being. There is a collective 

discourse regarding music and well-being which centres on two main aspects of 

music’s effects on the psychological and physiological states of individuals that are 

elaborated below. 

3.3.1.Meditation and therapy 

Meditation and therapy are the two words that people often use to describe what 

music comes to mean to them. The basic premise behind this is that music “does” 

things as Tia DeNora suggests (2004, p. 48). Music is capable of evoking emotions 

in people. “When you listen to a song, you smile. For example, when I am singing in 

the rehearsals, I feel happy —music makes me feel happy.” says Damla. Happiness is 

not the only state that individuals achieve through music. Işıl, one of the supporters 

of the foundation who follows the work of Music for Peace closely, explains that 

music evokes a variety of emotions. She says, “Music soothes, music relaxes, it 

makes you joyous, energetic, or sleepy —yes, and that’s another form of being calm. 

When people listen to music they smile, they cry, they yawn… It also functions as a 

therapy for some.”. People not only detect what music does to them, but they also 

use music as a medium to achieve a desired state knowing what music does and 

“knowing what they need” (2004, p. 48). A 15-year-old student says that she started 
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to listen to music to calm down when she gets angry. One of the parents of another 

student explains that her daughter started to listen to music in order to focus when 

she does her homeworks. Individuals use music in order to achieve a certain 

emotional state that they need to be in such as being focused or being calm; they 

“work through moods” in DeNora’s terms (p. 56). 

There are some participants who engage in the activities of Music for Peace despite 

their extremely busy schedule. Sevgi is both a master’s student in molecular biology 

and a math teacher in a private teaching institution. She starts to work either at the 

university’s laboratory or at the teaching institution early in the morning, she comes 

to the choir rehearsals at least two days a week in the midday or afternoon, and then 

she turns back to work. She says, “When I come here, I know that I am going to be 

relaxed. I know that I’ll go to work after rehearsal again, but I will be more 

productive because I will be more peaceful, happy, and energetic.”. Although 

travelling to another place for a 2 or 3-hour-long rehearsal in the middle of a 

workday is quite tiring, she comes to the choir with pleasure knowing that it will be 

good for her at the end. In a way, she is using this musical activity to achieve a 

particular mood that she needs in order to be able to keep going in such a busy 

schedule. 

As this study is not about the roles, effects, and functions of music in general, but 

about the roles, effects, and functions of making music in this particular setting of 

Music for Peace Foundation, people often attribute the features of the musical 

activity to the social space of the foundation. Therefore, people typically talk about 

the ways in which the foundation functions as a place that makes them relaxed, that 

helps them let go, etc., other than —or together with— how music itself actually 

relaxes them. “This is like a meditation centre for many people. I see that people 

come here, take their instruments, and get relaxed.”, says Sipel; “This is a place to be 

discharged for me. We have many difficulties in life, and I can suppress these 

through music. Music touches me in a special way. It is some sort of meditation.”, 

says Berkay; “This is a relaxation place. When you go on holiday, you move away 

from the stresses of work or school. The foundation is just like that. You come here, 

you move away from the daily problems, you get motivated, you get relaxed.” says 
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Cansu, all students of the foundation. Of course, they all attribute these qualities to 

the foundation because it is primarily a place for musical activity. There are other 

people who think that Music for Peace Foundation provides a place for therapy as 

distinguished from the musical activity, though. The parents whom I spoke with told 

me about their small family groups that gather while the children are in the 

rehearsals. They say that those gatherings are like therapy sessions in which they 

share things and relax. The space for therapy, in this sense, is surely not directly 

related to the primarily musical nature of the foundation, but is provided by that very 

musical space. 

3.3.2.Discourses surrounding the healing effect of music 

There is a well-known story at Music for Peace which is about one of the former 

students of the foundation. Back then, when there was an accordion education at 

Music for Peace, one of the students asked the teacher if he can bring his instrument 

to home. When the teacher asked why, he explained that there is a sick dog at the 

shelter and he wants to play the accordion to him. The boy took his accordion that 

day, went to the shelter and played music to the sick dog. From that day onwards, the 

phrase “Music heals” became almost like a motto for Music for Peace (see figure 16 

for a photograph that is taken years after the “music heals” story). 

    Figure 16. Boys making music for the kittens.  
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There are plenty of ideas, examples, and explanations with regard to the healing 

effect of music in the foundation. Music is often thought to be a “magically” 

powerful medium that not only enhances mood and maintains emotions, but also 

cures actual medical problems. One of the older students of the choir told me about 

her health issues before she joined the choir. Due to the problems regarding her 

master’s studies, she was extremely worried. She couldn’t sleep, she fainted for a 

couple of times, and she experienced visual impairment for once. She suggests that 

her anxiety faded away after she started to sing in the choir, first, because the activity 

filled her time and kept her mind occupied and second, because singing helped her 

relaxed. She says, 

When I’m here, the time just passes. When I’m not here, I listen to the recordings like “let’s 
see what we did last time”, and I practice the pieces. It filled my time and at the same time, it 
enhanced the quality of my time. And, I became mentally relaxed. I got over those issues that 

I had before, it made me feel much better. 

What is notable here is that she is not only talking about the effect of music on her 

well-being in terms of mood enhancement and relaxation, but she is taking a step 

forward to suggest that it helped her to overcome her health issues as well. The 

examples regarding music’s healing effect that I heard during the interviews were 

surprising, and some of them were even quite extreme. “You know, people in coma 

are resurrected through music.” says one 16-year-old student. “I read that the cardiac 

rhythms of the parkinson patients become more regular and slow when they sing. It 

reduces their attacks.” says another participant. Another student compares the role of 

music in her life to a breathing tube. She says, “You know, there are some patients 

who breathe through a tube. Each breath they take through that tube is like the notes 

that come out of my mouth. Music makes me feel just like that.”. Among the people 

whom I made interviews with, I can say that it is a part of the discourse to talk about 

the healing effect of music in terms of certain scientific experiments that they say 

they read or heard of. And these experiments have behavioural outputs in individuals 

in terms of the practices of listening to music. The mother of a 13-year-old girl told 

me about her daughter’s behaviours after they read about an experiment in the 

newspaper showing that the chickens spawn more when they are exposed to classical 
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music. The girl started to make her baby sister and cat listen to Mozart and Vivaldi so 

that they become calmer, and don’t act aggressively. 

The discourse embraces two seemingly contradictive features simultaneously. On 

one hand, people talk about certain scientific experiments to prove a point about 

music’s healing effects, and on the other hand, they often refer to the miraculous and 

inconceivable nature of music while they try to explain its powers. Most of my 

interviewees, be it a student, teacher, parent, or a supporter of the foundation, 

frequently recalled the word “magic” while talking about music. One of the students 

says, “Music is like magic, it penetrates into the body and touches you deeply. You 

can not understand how it affects you, but it does. It’s music, how can I explain? It’s 

inexpressible…”. Here is how one of the teachers at Music for Peace elaborates on 

the inexpressibility of music: 

You know, music… Well, actually this is a mystery but there are a lot of scientists trying to 

explain how music causes emotions on human beings, and there are a lot of questions that 
they can not answer. When the students get the chance to experience the feelings like “oh 
yeah, I’m playing with winds, and this chord, it sounds like magic”, you know, it’s something 
totally different. (…) There is the sensibility which music creates when you get the chance to 

experience all the magic in playing in the orchestra. 

He is both referring to those experiments that explain how music evokes emotions, 

but at the same time mentioning that science remains incapable of making a 

comprehensive explanation about music’s effects. Accordingly, he defines certain 

chords, sounds, or the overall experience of playing in the orchestra as magical. 

People’s feelings regarding the experience of making or listening to music are quite 

strong. Most of the people whom I spoke with believe that music has the power to 

enhance well-being, and heal not only humans but also animals as elaborated in the 

examples above. In order to explain music’s healing effects, people use examples of 

certain experiments that they read or heard of, but at the same time, they mention 

that music is actually ineffable —which are two different approaches that seem 

contradictory but used together in order to support each other by the participants of 

the organization. Thus and so, the participants at the Music for Peace Foundation 

produce discourse about the power of music to enhance the well-being of the self. 
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4.CONCLUSION 

In this research, I have analyzed some of the ways in which music mediates the self 

and the social that are mediating social claims, creating spaces, engendering 

socialities, and projecting wider structures and values as well as functioning as a 

technology of the self with respect to processes such as identity, self-improvement, 

and well-being. Two main points arise in respect of how all these aspects about the 

self and the social are mediated at the Music for Peace Foundation. 

First of all, this research revealed that music itself with all its features and practices 

functions as a mediator. Most people at the Music for Peace Foundation express that 

they believe in the power of music to unite people and to spread ideas throughout its 

very musical properties. For the reason that music can be shared by many people 

simultaneously and across countries, and that its experience crosses cultural, 

linguistic, religious, and other boundaries, people believe that music is a shared 

medium that transmits ideas and connects people throughout the world. This thought 

also plays a big role in the construction of a “musically imagined 

community” (Georgina Born, 1993) which was approached as a way of engendering 

socialities in this research. 

One of the most significant aspects of music’s social mediation by virtue of its 

musical properties is that music projects wider structures and values at the Music for 

Peace Foundation. As I have argued in the first chapter of this thesis, musical 

practices are shaped in line with the ideas and values of Music for Peace, and in turn, 

these practices reflect the ideas and values of the organization such as reinforcing 

collectivity and creating an alternative model. The structure of music classes all of 

which are held in groups, the performance orientation which boosts children’s 

socialisation but at times take precedence over the individual musical progress, the 

choice of repertoire that is made up of pieces that include as many instruments as 
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possible, and suchlike practices create a musicality that is unique to Music for Peace 

Foundation and that represent the organization’s values that are mentioned above. 

Most remarkably, it appears that musical practices constitute an important part of 

individuals’ self-processes because of which music was approached as a “technology 

of the self” (Foucault, 1988) throughout this research. The research revealed that the 

students’ musicianship constitutes an important part of their identities at the Music 

for Peace Foundation. It was shown that many students locate their sense of self in 

their musicianship and feel privileged and distinctive among their peers and families 

for this reason. This was approached as “musically-composed identities” in DeNora’s 

(2004) terms. Many students also reflected upon the effects of making music on their 

self-improvement and well-being. They explained that making music helps them 

achieve certain states such as being relaxed, calm, and focused, that making music 

contributes to their overall well-being, and has meditative and therapeutic effects. It 

was argued that individuals “work through moods” (DeNora, 2004), achieve or 

enhance certain states of the self, define and elaborate on their selves, and engage in 

a social work of constitution of themselves with the use of music; and thus, use 

music as a technology of the self. 

Secondly, Music for Peace Foundation as a musical institution plays an important 

role in music’s social and individual mediation through its values, missions, and 

structure. In this research, I have argued that social claims such as contributing to 

peace, providing equal opportunities, and struggling with social segregation are 

conveyed through the missions of the organization and the structure that is organized 

in compliance with these mission statements. The structure of the organization that 

provides free music education that is open to all children without the requirement of 

any musical talent plays a role in the mediation of these claims. These features 

shouldn’t be approached as solely structural aspects, but should be considered as 

musical aspects as well, for the reason that they are indicative of ideas on how music 

can be and should be made, whether the children have to have musical ear, whether 

they should attain a certain level until they play in the orchestra (see chapter 2), and 

so on. 
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I have also argued that music creates spaces at the Music for Peace Foundation not 

only because music physically fills the spaces but also the physical and social space 

of the organization are organized according to collective music making activities. I 

have explored the ways in which the construction of physical space is an integral part 

of the work at the Music for Peace Foundation. The organization provides a social 

space as well, as individuals come together and engage in collective activities that 

are primarily musical. Therefore, I have argued that the social space of the 

organization is primarily a musical one, and defined the sociality at Music for Peace 

as "musically-mediated sociality". In addition to these, I have suggested that 

"providing a space" appears to be an alternative discourse at Music for Peace, 

countering the discourse of educating or transforming deprived communities. 

The  organization  also  plays  a  role  in  the  construction  of  “musically  imagined 

communities”  (Georgina Born,  1993)  among the  participants  of  Music  for  Peace 

Foundation. In this study, I have argued that participants of Music for Peace feel 

connected to a number of groups both in the global and local sense by making music 

as part of this organization. Within the organization, participants animate a sense of 

communion that is analogous to a family through personal relations and the level of 

intimacy in these relations which was analyzed in terms of “fictive kinship”. Within 

the country, I have argued that individuals get involved in a community imagination 

through the organization’s ideas and values, particularly the claim of peace, in terms 

of the place of these ideas in the social and political conjuncture of Turkey. In this 

research, I have also suggested that the participants of Music for Peace recall an 

imagined community through the global network of El Sistema as they feel 

connected to all potential participants of El Sistema organizations throughout the 

world. 

And lastly, Music for Peace as a social and musical institution plays a role in the self-

processes of individuals, particularly in identity construction. I have suggested that 

being a participant of the Music for Peace Foundation appears to be an important part 

of how participants of the organization define themselves. Being part of a social 

project is a key aspect here, as individuals reflect upon the meanings of the work 

they engage in at the Music for Peace Foundation. Participants of the organization 
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also elaborate on the personality traits they acquire or enhance at Music for Peace 

such as discipline and responsibility as well as learning to be more polite and 

respectful through  the  social  interactions  they  have  in  the  organization.  One  last 

aspect is that the diverse environment of Music for Peace that brings people from a 

variety of cultures and backgrounds together helps them become more open to a 

variety of ideas.

Given all these points, the research has shown that music mediates the self and the 

social at the Music for Peace Foundation both through music’s “musical” properties 

in  the  most  conventional  sense  and  also  through  the  social  aspects  of  the 

organization. Some of the ways in which music functions as a social mediator at 

Music  for  Peace  is  that  music  mediates  social  claims,  creates  spaces,  engenders 

socialities,  and  projects  wider  values  and  structures.  The  ways  in  which  music 

mediates the self at the Music for Peace Foundation was approached as technologies 

of  the  self  (Foucault,  1988)  and analyzed in  relation to  aspects  of  identity,  self-

improvement, and well-being.

I believe that this study has provided a new ground for understanding music’s roles, 

effects, and functions in El Sistema organizations in terms of the research questions 

that  are  asked  and  the  theoretical  discussions  that  are  engaged  in.  I  expect  this 

research  to  contribute  to  El  Sistema  studies  as  it  attempted  to  connect  current 

academic debates with respect to El Sistema and El Sistema-inspired organizations 

with some of the central theoretical discussions within music sociology. I believe that 

the unique case of Music for Peace provided an insight into the effects and functions 

of this exceptional community-led music initiative in the context of contemporary 

Turkey while at the same time it made some contributions to our understanding of 

music’s mediating functions in a broader sense. I expect this research to make an 

impact on the scope in which El Sistema organizations are discussed as well as to 

inspire further research with regard to the roles, effects, and functions of music in El 

Sistema organizations or any other community music projects.
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A: English translation  of the Treaty of Friendship between El Sistema 2

and Music for Peace 

THE TREATY OF FRIENDSHIP BETWEEN 
“FUNDAMUSICAL, VENEZUELA AND “MUSIC FOR PEACE”, ISTANBUL 

This treaty establishes a permanent friendship between Music for Peace which works 
in Istanbul and Fundamusical which is the representative of all El Sistema 

organizations in Venezuela. Music for Peace takes inspiration from El Sistema which 
is an unprecedented instance in the history, and endeavours to actualise the 

aspirations and principles of Dr. José Antonio Abreu. Fundamusical acknowledges 
the beautiful successes of Music for Peace and appreciates its leadership and its 

promising future. 

The ones who sign this Treaty of Friendship express that they are sincerely eager to 
share information and give moral and technical support to each other by using every 
means available in order to contribute to the success of both sides. Both programs 
declare their decidedness to increase the opportunities in the students’ lives and see 

these young people as siblings who are separated merely by physical distance. 

Music for Peace will use the name of “Sistema” which symbolizes their family in 
Venezuela and the relevant global movement with great attention and care. 

Fundamusical will acknowledge Music for Peace as a respectable and trustworthy 
partner in improving our shared work as well as the leader of the work that takes 

inspiration from El Sistema in Turkey. Both sides look forward to visiting each other 
and making music together for years to come. 

 Translation from Turkish: Elif Ceyda Çekmeci2
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APPENDIX B: Consent forms in English and Turkish 

Consent to Participate in Research 

Dear Participant, 

My name is Elif Ceyda Çekmeci. I am a Master’s student at Istanbul Technical 
University Centre for Advanced Studies in Music. I am going to write my Master’s 
thesis in Musicology on the basis of my fieldwork in Music For Peace Foundation. 
The research will investigate individual and social effects of music through Music 
For Peace Foundation. 

If you want to participate in the research, I will conduct an interview with you at a 
time and place of your choice. My questions will fundamentally be about your 
personal experience with and thoughts on Music For Peace Foundation. With your 
permission, I will audiotape and take notes during the interview. I will use these for 
transcription purposes only. If you don’t want to be audiotaped, I will take notes 
instead. If you agree to be audiotaped but feel uncomfortable any time during the 
interview, I can turn off the recorder. You can stop the interview at any time you 
want. 

We will have an interview that should last about 45 minutes. If you want, you can 
also participate in a group discussion later in the research. I will share the parts of 
your interview that are going to be included in the research for your feedback. 

In addition, I will be taking photographs and videos during various activities of 
Music For Peace such as classes, rehearsals, and concerts. I will share the materials 
that I plan to include in the research with you and use them with your permission. 

Participation in research is completely voluntary. You are free to decline to take 
part in the research. If you participate in the research but feel uncomfortable at any 
stage, you can drop out any time you want. 

If you choose to participate in the research, I will protect your personal information 
on the basis of confidentiality. Material such as audio recordings, interview 
transcriptions and fieldnotes will be kept in my personal notebooks and computer. In 
order to protect your information from third parties, I will keep your personal data in 
offline encrypted folders and in a non-networked external hard drive. As for publicly 
taken photographs and videos from rehearsals, concerts, and other activities, I will 
put them in a Google Drive folder and share the link with all the participants. 
Although I will always take photographs and videos with your consent, I can remove 
any of these materials from the shared folder with your request. 

Your participation in the research will help to build a knowledge based upon Music 
for Peace Foundation that will hopefully contribute to academic debates with respect 
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to El Sistema organizations throughout the world. There might be a risk of your 
opinions being publicly disclosed in a research though. Therefore, the names of the 
participants under 18 will be altered and information that may reveal their identity 
will be eliminated in the study. Participants above 18 may choose their names to be 
used or altered in the research. If you choose your name to be used, I suggest that we 
do follow-up sessions where you can review the transcriptions and decide which 
information I can use in the research with your name and which information I should 
make anonymous. 

You can reach me at ceydacekmeci@gmail.com for your questions about research. 

If you want to participate in the research, please fill in the information below. 

I understand what has been explained above and I want to participate in the 
research. 

Do you want your name and personally identifiable information to be used in the 
research? 
 
Yes  

No 

____________________________ 
Participant’s Name Surname 

____________________________                   ____________________________ 
Participant’s Signature                                       Date 

If you are under 18, the part below must be filled by your parent. 

I understand what has been explained above and I allow my child to 
participate in the research. 

The name of your child will not be used and information that may reveal his/her 
identity will be eliminated. 

____________________________ 
Parent’s Name Surname 

____________________________                  ____________________________ 
Parent’s Signature                                            Date 
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Katılımcı Onam Formu 

Değerli Katılımcı, 

Ben, Elif Ceyda Çekmeci. İstanbul Teknik Üniversitesi Müzik İleri Araştırmalar 
Merkezi’nde Yüksek Lisans öğrencisiyim. Müzikoloji alanındaki Yüksek Lisans 
tezimi Barış İçin Müzik Vakfı’nda yürüteceğim alan araştırması üzerine yazacağım. 
Çalışma, Barış İçin Müzik Vakfı üzerinden müziğin bireysel ve toplumsal etkilerini 
inceleyecek. 

Eğer çalışmaya katılmak isterseniz, sizinle istediğiniz bir yer ve zamanda röportaj 
yapacağım. Soracağım sorular çoğunlukla Barış İçin Müzik Vakfı ile ilgili kişisel 
deneyimleriniz ve görüşlerinizi temel alacak. Sizin izninizle röportajda ses kaydı 
alacağım ve not tutacağım. Bunları sadece röportajı yazıya geçirebilmem için 
kullanacağım. Eğer ses kaydı alınmasını istemezseniz, bunun yerine sadece not 
tutacağım. Ses kaydı alınmasını onaylar fakat röportaj sırasında bir rahatsızlık 
duyarsanız kaydı hemen durdurabilirim. İstemediğiniz hiçbir soruyu yanıtlamak 
zorunda değilsiniz. Herhangi bir nedenle röportaja devam etmek istemezseniz 
istediğiniz anda röportajı sonlandırabiliriz. 

Ortalama 45 dk süreceğini öngördüğüm bir röportaj yapacağız. Eğer isterseniz, 
araştırmanın ileri aşamalarında buna ek olarak bir de grup tartışmasına 
katılabilirsiniz. Röportajınızdan araştırmaya dahil edeceğim bölümleri, çalışma son 
aşamasına gelmeden sizinle paylaşacak ve onayınızı alacağım. 

Buna ek olarak, araştırma süresince Barış İçin Müzik Vakfı’nın ders, prova, konser 
gibi çeşitli etkinliklerinde fotoğraf ve video çekeceğim. Bu materyallerden çalışmaya 
dahil edilecek olanları çalışma son aşamasına gelmeden sizinle paylaşacak ve 
onayınızı alacağım. 

Araştırmaya katılım tamamen gönüllüdür. Araştırmaya katılmamakta özgürsünüz. 
Araştırmaya katılıp herhangi bir aşamada bir rahatsızlık duyarsanız istediğiniz zaman 
katılımınızı sonlandırabilirsiniz. 

Araştırmaya katılırsanız benimle paylaştığınız bilgileri gizlilik ilkesi esasına 
dayanarak en iyi şekilde koruyacağım. Ses kayıtları, röportaj transkriptleri ve alan 
notları gibi tüm veriler kişisel defterlerim ve bilgisayarımda olacak. Bilgilerinizin 
üçüncü kişilerin eline geçmesini önlemek için kişisel verilerinizi kilitli çevrimdışı 
dosyalarda ve bir harici bellekte saklayacağım. Prova, konser, ve diğer etkinliklerde 
aleni olarak çekilmiş fotoğrafları bir Google Drive klasörüne koyacak ve bu klasörün 
bağlantısını bütün katılımcılarla paylaşacağım. Fotoğraf ve videoları her zaman 
onayınızı alarak çekeceğim. Yine de isteğiniz doğrultusunda bu klasörden rahatsızlık 
duyduğunuz herhangi bir materyali kaldırabilirim. 

Araştırmaya katılımınız, Barış İçin Müzik Vakfı’nı temel alarak umuyorum ki 
dünyadaki El Sistema organizasyonlarıyla ilgili akademik tartışmalara da katkı 
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sağlayacak bir çalışmanın üretilmesine yardımcı olacak. Görüşlerinizin kamuya açık 
bir araştırmada yayınlanmasının çeşitli sakıncalar da doğurabileceğini göz ardı 
etmemeliyiz. Bu nedenle araştırmaya dahil edilecek bilgilerde, 18 yaşından küçük 
herkesin ismi değiştirilecek ve kimliğini açığa çıkarabilecek bilgiler 
kullanılmayacak. 18 yaşından büyük katılımcıların isteğine bağlı olarak gerçek 
isimlerini kullanabilir veya yine isteğine bağlı olarak isimlerini değiştirebilir ve 
kimliğini açığa çıkarabilecek bilgileri kaldırabilirim. Eğer isminizin kullanılmasını 
tercih ederseniz, araştırma süresince transkripsiyonları inceleyerek hangi bilgilerin 
isminizle beraber kullanılıp hangilerinin anonimleştirileceğine karar vereceğiniz 
tamamlayıcı seanslar yapmamızı öneriyorum. 

Araştırmayla ilgili her türlü sorunuz için bana ceydacekmeci@gmail.com adresi 
üzerinden ulaşabilirsiniz. 

Eğer araştırmaya katılmak istiyorsanız lütfen aşağıdaki bilgileri doldurunuz. 

Yukarıda açıklananları anlıyorum ve araştırmaya katılmak istiyorum. 

İsminizin ve kimliğinizi açığa çıkarabilecek bilgilerin çalışmada görünmesini istiyor 
musunuz? 

Evet  

Hayır 

____________________________ 
Katılımcının Adı Soyadı 

____________________________                   ____________________________ 
Katılımcının İmzası                                             Tarih 

Eğer 18 yaşından küçükseniz, aşağıdaki bölümün ebeveyniniz tarafından 
doldurulması gerekmektedir. 

Açıklananları anlıyorum ve çocuğumun araştırmaya katılmasını onaylıyorum. 

Çocuğunuzun ismi ve kimliğini açığa çıkarabilecek bilgiler araştırmaya dahil 
edilmeyecektir. 

____________________________ 
Ebeveyn Adı Soyadı 

____________________________                  ____________________________ 
Ebeveyn İmzası                                                 Tarih  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APPENDIX C: Mission Statements of Music for Peace Foundation in English  and 3

Turkish 

As Music for Peace Foundation, we believe in 

the necessity of peace, 

the possibility of another world, 

the healing power of art, 

the potential of children and young people to create, 

the necessity of providing equal opportunities, 

and collaborating for mutual goals. 

According to these values, we aim to 

remove the barriers of as many children as possible to participate in artistic life, 

to make the sound of peace heard through music, 

to create common life spaces with conscious, libertarian, and just young people with 
identities on the grounds of human rights, 

and to enable young individuals to create positive changes within themselves and in 
the society through art. 

 Translation from Turkish: Elif Ceyda Çekmeci3
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Barış için Müzik Vakfı olarak, 

Barışın zorunluluğuna, 

Başka bir dünyanın mümkün olduğuna, 

Sanatın iyileştirici gücüne, 

Çocuk ve gençlerin üretme potansiyeline, 

Fırsat eşitliği yaratmanın gerekliliğine, 

Ortak hedeflerde birleşmeye  

inanıyoruz. 

Bu değerler doğrultusunda, 

Mümkün olduğu kadar fazla çocuğun sanatsal yaşam hakkı önündeki engelleri 
kaldırmayı, 

Barışın sesini müzik aracılığıyla duyurmayı, 

İnsan haklarını temel alarak, bilinçli, özgürlükçü, adil, kimlikli genç bireylerle ortak 
yaşam alanları oluşturmayı, 

Genç bireylerin sanat aracılığıyla hem kendilerinde hem de toplumda olumlu 
dönüşümler yaratmalarına olanak sağlamayı  

amaçlıyoruz. 
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