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Tobin Siebers has astutely observed that in a progressive disability aesthetics, “the 

systemic oppression of disabled people would fail…precisely because it could no longer be 

based on human appearances, features, and conditions deemed inferior” (Siebers 2009). In this 

brief paper, I limit myself to engaging with the “conditions” dimension of Siebers’s proposition, 

focusing specifically on autism.  

I have been playing music and making ethnomusicology together with Autistic people for 

ten years now. Like many other music scholars who have taken up an academic interest in the 

subject of autism, I initially did so for personal reasons, in particular, following the diagnosis of 

a member of my family with Asperger’s syndrome in 2003. The musical, ethnographic, and 

epistemological journeys forward from that point to this one have followed many different roads. 

Unifying them all, in a sense, has been my abiding commitment to core tenets of my own host 

academic discipline, ethnomusicology. Some five decades ago, Alan Merriam opened his now-

classic book The Anthropology of Music with the following sentence: “Ethnomusicology today is 

an area of study caught up in a fascination with itself” (Merriam 1964, 3). Fifty years on, it still 

is, and we ethnomusicologists seem destined—or doomed—to continually reinvent ourselves via 

new definitions of our field. I am no exception, and my work on the ethnomusicology of autism 

in particular has led me to this one: “Ethnomusicology is the study of how people make and 

experience music, and of why it matters to them that they do” (Bakan 2014).  

This definition seems particularly well suited to the potentialities of Siebers’ conception 

of disability aesthetics, and at the same time to the core relativistic priorities that have for the 

past five decades and more been so fundamental to ethnomusicology, as to all other fields that 
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are grounded in the theoretical and methodological foundations of ethnography, broadly defined. 

In the Oxford English Dictionary (online), relativism is defined as follows: “Any theory or 

doctrine asserting that knowledge, truth, morality, etc., are relative to situations, rather than 

being absolute.” And in ethnographic relativism, the basic point of departure is that positions on 

knowledge, truth, morality, etc., ought rightly to begin at the level of how the subjects of our 

investigations think about them, talk about them, and act upon them (sometimes against them) in 

their actual lives as lived. The root epistemological vantage point of ethnographic relativism does 

not allow for the possibility of any human being or group being deemed inferior, or superior, to 

any other, for each instance must be understood in the context of its own situation, and in turn 

mainly in the context of the views and actions of the people living in that situation.  

And so it stands to reason that if we, say, want to know about how people make and 

experience music, and why it matters to them that they do, we should not only listen to the music 

they make and observe how they make it (as important as that is, granted) but also ask them 

about it, and converse with them at length. We should listen carefully to what they have to say 

and take it seriously, assuming that they know what they’re talking about. We should trust that 

they are experts at being who they are, or, to quote the Autistic self-advocate Julia Bascom, 

“complete, complex, human beings leading rich and meaningful existences and deserving 

dignity, respect, human rights, and the primary voice in the conversation about” them (Bascom 

2012a, 10).  

This all seems simple and logical enough. My earlier ethnomusicological research was on 

the music and culture of a particular type of Balinese gamelan music, gamelan beleganjur (Bakan 

1999). In engaging with my Balinese collaborators, I did not try to cure them of their preference 

for paired tunings over equal-tempered ones or convert them from Hinduism to Judaism. No, I 
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assumed them to be experts of their gamelan traditions and at being Balinese, and I assumed 

being Balinese to be a completely reasonable and viable way of being human. No one would 

have expected me to do otherwise; indeed, to break the mold on that level would have been 

tantamount to ethnomusicological heresy.  

So then why is it that just about every time I tell people that my current work as an 

ethnomusicologist is with Autistic people, they excitedly ask what kinds of “measures” and 

“interventions” I am employing, what kinds of “benefits” I am achieving through the work, what 

kinds of “changes” (aka improvements) I am aiming for or observing in my subjects. If you work 

with Balinese gamelan musicians, it seems that people want to know what you’ve learned about 

who they are, what they’re like and why, and how they do the things they do so spectacularly 

well; but if you work with Autistic musicians, it seems that people want to know what they are, 

what’s wrong with them and why, what you’re doing to “fix” them, or “improve” their behavior 

or functionality, or “normalize” them.  

My transition from the one domain to the other—that is, from the historically 

ethnographic milieu of Balinese gamelan to the historically medical/pathological milieu of 

autism—brought with it a kind of epistemological culture shock. The shock has been enduring. It 

is only in the last year or so that I have found the resources and courage I needed to get over it. 

Those resources have issued mainly from the work of people like Julia Bascom, Nick Walker, 

Jim Sinclair, Ari Ne’eman, and our own Ibby Grace (see Bascom 2012b). As Autistic self-

advocates promoting neurodiversity and autism acceptance over pathology and “autism 

awareness” (a phrase that has become inextricable from agendas and initiatives directed toward 

“cure” and “normalization”), they have modeled for me a way of working ethnomusicologically 

with Autistic people that is closely akin to the way I formerly worked ethonmusicologically with 
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Balinese people: as a committed ethnographer, an engaged fellow music maker, and a firm 

believer in the notion that Autistic and other neurodivergent people, too, are experts at being who 

they are, and that they, too, have a completely reasonable and viable way of being human and 

living their lives. My job is not to change Autistic people; it is to better understand where they 

are coming from and why, and try to spread the word—and the music as well. That is a 

comfortable and familiar job for an ethnomusicologist like me to have. It makes sense, it feels 

right, and it helps foster conditions through which a truly progressive disability aesthetics may 

take root and blossom.  

My current book-in-progress (nearing completion), “Speaking of Music: Conversations 

with Autistic Thinkers,” is consistent with such aspirations. The content of the manuscript is 

almost entirely given over to a series of dialogues I have had with eight neurodiverse individuals 

over the course of the past several years. All of these individuals share in common at least two 

things: they have been diagnosed with autism spectrum conditions and they identify music as a 

central and defining feature of their respective lives.   

In my few remaining minutes, I would like to share with you several enlightening and 

instructive passages from the dialogues, the majority of which took place online using Gmail 

Chat (a subject for another day, or perhaps the discussion period).  

On autism acceptance, some poetic words from Mara, a 13-year old girl with Asperger’s: 

“Living with Autism shouldn’t be hard, And we don’t want to make it hard, So even if you can’t, 

Just try to understand, That all we need from the world is acceptance, inspiration, and love.” 

 The opening of a poem written by Addison, a 14 year-old boy with Asperger’s who, 

literally, writes fiction to music, with the story emerging as a direct outcome of how the music he 

is listening to imparts itself on the written work: “That place your heart desires, It is shaped to 
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your being, It has everything you want, And nothing you need, It belongs with you, Wherever 

you go, To help people that you don’t know.” 

Musicology graduate student, former trombonist, Aspie, and future lawyer “Donald 

Rindale,” on a particularly valuable quality of music in his life: “[I found music to] be a welcome 

refuge from the interpersonal engagements that I had to endure in the outside world. The music 

did not laugh, or judge, or make nasty comments, or quizzical facial expressions and gestures at 

the sight of some unexpected behavioral tendencies, among other things. For those reasons, I will 

always love it…. [performing] provided opportunities to more or less ‘get away’ from the often 

offensive and upsetting social situations in which I had to operate, social situations, that is, where 

people were talking to and about me (when their mouths were not occupied by mouthpieces and 

reeds of various shapes and sizes!). It was a great refuge indeed.”  

Graeme Gibson, an avid instrument collector, world music website curator, composer, 

and multi-instrumentalist diagnosed with “classic autism,” in response to why he chose to put 

quotation marks around the phrase “world music” in one of our online chats: “Ah, I often do this 

as a means to emphasize what world music is. People often have it marked as another genre, but 

because world music involves numerous traditions [on up] to contemporary musics, it’s really 

not just a single genre of music. I prefer to think of it as a spectrum that includes numerous 

genres. Often when explaining this to most people, usually they are curious and they may not 

understand what world music is. It is a process of discovery for the person listening to it. Not just 

a genre. Sometimes boxing things into genres and labels may not work all the time. I found that 

to be the case with world music, when thinking about this particular aspect of it. [It is the same 

with autism,] because in autism, I also found that everyone is different from their case, to my 

case and so on. I do agree with the term ‘spectrum’ but we still have lots to learn; there is a lot of 
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misinformation out there still. I prefer for people to see me for who I am as a person and not 

judge me…based on what I am. Autism is a part of who I am but I do not allow for it to define 

me.” 

For Ibby Grace, being Autistic and being musical are inextricable. She believes that her 

proclivity for “thinking in music”—something she likens to Temple Grandin’s “thinking in 

pictures,” and with the same sense that this ability is inherent to who she is as an Autistic 

person—is precisely what enables her to understand people at deep levels and bring them 

together: “I know that music can help me be in the world more, even when in doubt. I know a lot 

about what people mean in identification when they say they like and dislike various genres, and 

I know ways to find this out and use it to help connect. I can help people get along with each 

other’s music when they thought they could not….Now this is going to sound really out there: I 

think I can hear people’s own music sometimes, but it’s how I classify what their soul sounds 

like to me. I think this is what people mean by aura or feeling? But I can use this facility to 

predict if people will be liable to get along with one another.” 

Concert pianist Dotan Nitzberg, on the frequent comments of neurotypical musicians that 

autistic people “lack emotion”: “Many musicians offended me by saying [that I was] 

‘emotionally handicapped,’ ‘playing like an autist,’ and other stupid statements as such. People 

who claim that are ignorant and should be ignored. They do not comprehend that at the moment 

Aspergers tackle a piece they recognize the character and ‘emotion’ [of it] right away. It’s 

instilled there. Their intensity, concentration, and involvement [are] so high that it seems as if 

they are [just] ‘doing their own thing.’ Only people with [a] sixth sense can catch it. 
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Perhaps that is so, but if we want to move, together, toward the creation of a world in 

which a progressive disability aesthetics can thrive, it behooves all of us to work toward 

developing that sixth sense, or at the very least toward appreciating and valuing it, in all its 

myriad manifestations, even, and perhaps especially, when we don’t understand.  
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