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Abstract
This article considers three interconnecting ideas surrounding community music
practice; (1) the workshop as a distinctive approach through which people are
given opportunities to engage with active music making (2) the welcome as a
preparatory thought and consequential gesture, inviting potential music partici-
pants to the workshop space, and (3) safety without safety, an idea that describes
the practice of the welcome within the workshop event. These concepts are illus-
trated through the ‘badge of identity’ workshop, an example of community music
in practice. Finally I conclude by suggesting that the workshop as event, the wel-
come, and safety without safety, beckon community music participants to engage
in music invention that has, at its core, the exploration of new territories.

Introduction

Hello, and your name is…, please join in, you are most welcome.

It is this embrace; this beckoning; this commitment; this welcome towards
those that wish to participate in active music making that saturates this
article. Using a notion of the ‘workshop’ as a site for creativity, I discuss
the ‘welcome’ in terms of a call towards participation, a preparatory and
ethical thought that invites potential music participants to the creative
workshop space. From here I focus on the practice of the welcome within
the workshop as event through my emerging concept ‘safety without
safety’. This idea outlines a mode of action, a framework for thinking and
initiating music making experiences which encourages participants
engaged in community music projects to take risks, whether emotional,
psychological, technical, or physical. As a concept, safety without safety
attempts to encapsulate and describe the adventure of those that partici-
pate in creative music making events. These ‘theoretical’ ideas are then
illustrated through a ‘practical’ example of a creative workshop I run enti-
tled ‘badge of identity.’ It is here that we see the concepts in action. 

The workshop
Community music might be thought of as a distinctive approach through
which people are given opportunities to engage with active music making.
Projects that are thought of in these ways are varied and many, each illu-
minating a multitude of practices reflective of population and context.
Although the differences between community music projects around the
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world can be overwhelming, I suggest that their primary mode of practice
resides within a space best described as the ‘workshop’. 

As a contingent structure, the workshop is an ideal site through which
one can create an open space to foster and harness human desires for
music making. As a term, workshop is associated with experimentation,
creativity and group work – concepts that are critical to the development
of musical skills and understanding, in ways that are both personally and
socially gratifying. In music education, it was during the late 1960s that
ideas surrounding the concept of workshop began to be extensively uti-
lized (Aston & Paynter 1970; Schafer 1975; Self 1976). The concept has,
in some locations, changed over time, such that a workshop is understood
as a top-down, teacher-led session, in which those teachers in attendance
followed a master teacher step-by-step through a pre-conceived sequence
of experiences.  

My own understanding of the workshop is conceptualized through the
‘event’ as explored by Jean-François Lyotard (1991) one of the foremost crit-
ical thinkers of the second half of the twentieth century, most famous for his
groundbreaking analyses of postmodernity and postmodernism.1 According
to Lyotard, the event can disrupt pre-existing frames or contexts giving
opportunity to the possible emergence of new form and voices. In this way,
the workshop can mark the point at which something happens, a potential
location to shatter prior ways of making sense of the world. Through a
search for new means of expression and new rules of presentation, the
event has the potential to generate new genres of artistic discourse. As my
emphasis here suggests, community music projects often enable partici-
pants to develop and show their creativity. With this in mind the idea of the
workshop can be more precisely described as the ‘creative workshop.’

Run effectively, the ‘creative’ workshop as event is able to challenge
that which is established. As event, the workshop becomes a disruptive
happening that challenges, with the potential to transform. Although
guidance is needed, it is imperative that the structure remains porous and
accessible. It is this commitment to openness that allows a genuine ‘wel-
come’ to the potential music participant, a feature that should, I believe,
permeate all community music programmes. 

The welcome
As a preparatory thought and consequential gesture, the welcome is an
invitation to potential music participants. It is an ethical action toward
what Emmanuel Levinas (2006) would describe as a relation of infinite
responsibility to the other person, a humanism of the other according to
which being-for-the-other takes precedence over being-for-itself. The wel-
come becomes the unconditional embrace; an intrinsic component to the
workshop event described here. In this context, the welcome of the com-
munity musician refutes the closure inherent within notions of the ‘gated’
community, enclaves that contain restrictive perimeters that are tightly
controlled and which monitor participants entrances and exits.2

As a gesture, the welcome becomes the ethical claim for the workshop-
as-event; a call to the participant that releases the ‘ethical moment’, a
face-to-face social encounter that cannot be reduced to simple comprehen-
sion.3 Paraphrasing Wayne Bowman’s ideas in his article ‘Music as Ethical
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1. See (Lyotard 1984).

2. I examine the notion
of the open commu-
nity in the article
‘Acts of hospitality:
the community in
Community Music’
(Higgins 2007a). 
See also the recent
book by Peter 
Block (2008). 

3. As Critchley and
Bernasconi (2002)
suggest ‘the central
task of Levinas’s
work is the attempt
to describe a relation
with the other 
person that cannot 
be reduced to
comprehension’ (8).
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Encounter’ (2000)  one might suggest that there is a return to the ‘rough
ground’ where community music facilitators and participants ‘confront
genuine difficulties, problems, potential harms and dangers – the terrain
on which character is developed and where the goal of the quest for the
good takes on personal meaning’ (12). This type of ethical welcome is only
possible if the facilitator puts her ego into question.4 As an act of practice
this helps the music participant maintain an ‘exteriority’ toward the facil-
itator’s aims and objectives, and equally helps the facilitator monitor any
potential desires that may close down participant-voices. From this, the
welcome becomes a reminder that the facilitator/participant relationship
should endeavour to celebrate difference and encourage challenge through
creative play. 

Through understanding the welcome as an ethical moment, commu-
nity music facilitators may experience a greater sense of connectivity
between the participant and the workshop material. Although the facilita-
tor strives for the unconditional5 welcome, that is a complete reduction of
barriers and a desire to embrace all potential participants, it must be clear
that this ‘desire’ is limited within particular constraints, resources, time,
skill, etc. Although facilitators attempt to resist these limits, they are
restricted to a structure that demands boundaries in order to make any
community music activity possible. From this perspective one might say
that within a given possible workshop situation the music facilitator might
look towards the impossible, meaning something whose possibility one did
not and could not foresee.6 The impossible, unconditional workshop-event
is unachievable in terms of practical action, it is therefore yet to arrive, it is
to come.7 Although it cannot be fully realized, its gesture directly affects
the consequences of any facilitative process. 

For example, I recall running music technology workshops in an inner
city youth club. As a drop-in facility in a multicultural part of South East
England, I was always expecting new participants and as such was always
alert to my first ‘Hello.’ These moments were crucial as the potential par-
ticipant made decisions whether to take part or not. I wished that my
workshops could accommodate the requests, demands and necessities of
the many participants I would potentially see. This was never possible;
there were just too many restrictions. However, through a yearning for the
impossible, both the facilitator and the participants challenged what at first
appeared fixed and immovable. Through collaboration, a new piece of
music and an accompanying video featuring a choreographed fashion
show was created. The project exceeded possible expectations, overcoming
issues as diverse as psychological (self-esteem), technical (using the equip-
ment), physical (movement), and mental (concentration). 

Those that we do not expect, but whom we wait for, do not simply cross
the threshold but challenge the very experience of it. This is certainly true
with the example above. However, it is the conditional workshop that is
the only possible solution and as such has set boundaries, however faint
they appear. Practical and conceptual tensions arise through the work-
shop leaders’ yearning for a state of unconditional welcome, whilst having
to operate within the practical realities of our everyday life. It is however
this implication of the impossible that creates conducive opportunities
through which to generate a creative music making experience. The
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4. This idea is taken
from Levinas (1969)
who understood 
that our basic under-
standing of ourselves
presupposes an 
ethical relation 
with other human
being. By putting 
the concerns for the
other at the heart of
ethics, Levinas’s phe-
nomenology not only
analyses how things
and events are, but
remains always open
to the surprises of
recognizing meaning
not deliberately or
centrally thematized.
For an exposition of
this idea see Simon
Critchley (1992).

5. The unconditional
and the conditional
are always entwined.
They are never sepa-
rate and as such 
one does not follow
the other. The term
used here should not
be thought of as a 
transcendental 
idea through which
we can only think
and towards which
we should aspire.

6. I explore this idea
in ‘The Impossible
Future’ (Higgins
2007b).

7. In a similar sense
Thomas Turino
(2008) describes the
arts as being founded
on the interplay of
the Possible and the
Actual, suggesting
that the possible can
awaken us from our
habits.
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impossible releases free invention; creativity is after all a venture into the
unknown. Musical doing of this sort should not be predictable and as such
the creative experience is always to come, a future event as yet unknown.
Consider that creativity is often described as ‘invention’ and this word has
traditionally meant the coming of something new, something to come that
is different than what has come before.8 From the Latin root venire ‘to
come’, this is a call to the newcomer, the arrival of the unexpected visitor;
the arrival is an expectation, always in advance, always to come. The facili-
tator’s welcome creates a pathway towards a genuine invention, an authen-
tic and meaningful adventure. 

From the above explanation, participation in activities described as
community music must resist the homogeneous community’s potential to
reduce everything to one voice. Privilege is tilted towards ‘dislocation’
rather than ‘gathering’9, or as Lyotard (1984) suggests an increase in the
fragmentation of language games. In this sense, the concurrence of har-
monization through collective gatherings, settling for music making that
reproduces what we know and feel comfortable with, is a limiting process.
These limits conspire against the yearning for the unconditional welcome
and as a consequence diminish an ability to invite a hundred flowers to
bloom. The workshop space is therefore a contingent site for experimenta-
tion and exploration within an environment that is deterritorialized,
meaning a space that is not a tightly controlled location with fixed para-
meters or rigid boundaries, but rather a space that invites change.10 As
event11 the community musicians’ welcome releases criss-crossing path-
ways that connect disparate and also similar happenings. There are no
roots as such; just a rhizomatic12 map, a system of networks with multiple
entryways freeing up fixed and set relations, physically, mentally and spir-
itually, whilst seeking the opportunity to expose new relationships.

As we explore these ideas we can begin to understand the welcome
from within the workshop as a conduit through which openness, diversity,
freedom and tolerance flows. Peter Renshaw (2005) describes some of
these moments as a commitment to conversation through connections
and context.13 Community music should, I believe, be in the pursuit of
equality and access beyond any preconceived limited horizons. As an
event, a workshop conceived this way is a force of the impossible future, a
disruption and dissension as well as a force of integration and consensus.
I suggest that the ‘spectre’ of impossibility should haunt every community
music project. In this sense its openness is always to come, endlessly at the
heart of all music making events. The next section of the article focuses in
on a developing concept I describe as safety without safety. This idea
describes the practice of the welcome within the workshop as event. 

Safety without safety
Although appearing a contradictory phrase, safety without safety pro-
motes responsible facilitative practice, whilst making room for those
unexpected inventions that spontaneously occur. In this formulation the
‘without’ does not just separate the particular from the general. There is
no attempt to think of a universal safety within which individual examples
are exempt. As a freedom from danger or risks, safety is always in the
process of arriving; like the welcome it is to come. As such, it is synonymously
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8. Jacques Derrida
(1989) explores 
these ideas in
‘Psyche: Inventions 
of the Other’. 

9. This is an echo of 
an argument Derrida
(1994) makes when
he accuses Heidegger
of privileging 
‘gathering’ over 
‘dissociation’, stating
that it is this status
that leaves no room
for the other (27).

10. This idea is taken
from the work of
Giles Deleuze and
Felix Guattari (1994).

11. It is worth noting
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using Lyotard’s
understanding of
event. Deleuze’s 
conception of this
notion is different
and forms one of the
many connectives to
his overall thinking.
For further reading
see Deleuze (2004).

12. From the Greek 
rhiza, meaning root, 
a ‘rhizome’ is an
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like stem bearing
both roots and
shoots. For an 
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idea see Deleuze 
and Guattari’s
‘Introduction:
Rhizome’ in: A
Thousand Plateaus
(1988).

13. Renshaw also apply
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Musicial Futures. 
See (Renshaw 2007). 
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linked to invention and is at the heart of the creative process. As an idea,
the ‘without’ reminds us of our responsibility to the participants we work
with: it describes a relationship between music facilitator and participant
(but equally between participant and participant). 

The notion of safety without safety is therefore established through the
initial preparatory thought of the welcome. I have described the welcome
as an ethical action, a questioning of the facilitator’s ego. It is this thought
that restricts the facilitator from dictating the creative process. During the
badge of identity workshop, exampled below, the language I use to wel-
come the participants attempts to create an open and accessible space.
I first ask names, find out a little about each participant, and discuss their
fears and ambitions for workshop ahead. These preparatory discussions
contain key information for what is to come. As facilitator, I amend my
workshop ‘plan’ accordingly. I try to glean a heightened awareness of the
group’s needs as well as the individuals that constitute it.

Although I try to hold onto my desire for an unconditional welcome,
within any creative music workshop boundaries need to be marked in
order to provide enough structural energy for the session to begin. As
illustrated below, I ask the participants to select a number of found objects
that have a personal significance. However, participants must be encour-
aged to reach beyond, to exceed, both the facilitator’s and their own pre-
conceived limits. As a phrase, safety without safety attempts to describe
the limits needed to make workshops possible whilst advocating freedom
within designated parameters. In some sense this notion puts ‘danger’ at
the heart of the process. As an action of danger, risk, or jeopardy, the
workshop facilitator can advance success through the possibility of failure.
This is not an unwelcome possibility, an exposure to harm, it is an attempt
to generate excess that supersedes the mundane and the predicable whilst
recognising a duty to care. In order to encourage and maintain a frame of
mind that enables both participant and facilitator to venture into new ter-
ritories, judgments tied to existing definitions of what is viewed as accept-
able in each context must be suspended. If the facilitator can create a safe
climate for risk-taking then this may release the group, or individual, to
try the untried. In these instances ‘failures’ are celebrated and community
music becomes, as Martin Milner (2007: 9) suggests, ‘a path of no mis-
takes’, experiences that are not to be understood as devastating but as
important moments of learning within the creative process. 

As a positive, flexible, and playful delineation, the workshop environ-
ment that advocates safety without safety may enable music invention
to go beyond what can be prepared for. With resonance to the discussion
above, the workshop as event is interrupted, cracked and fractured. The
contingency of the workshop structure is important because partici-
pants’ inventive possibilities cannot be stifled or paralyzed because,
although constituted through the contexts of past achievements14, cre-
ative moments are yet to arrive; they are to come. As an idea for action,
safety without safety keeps the inventive pathways open, always already
welcoming the unexpected. Failure to embrace an attitude of safety
without safety may result in dull and predicable workshops that do not
reflect the participants’ creative process, or the goals of the community
music facilitator. 
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14. David Elliott (1995)
makes this point
when he suggests
that, ‘without some
relationship to other
accomplishments –
without the context
or background of
past achievements –
new productions
would merely be
bizarre, not original’
(216–17). 
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To illustrate of the ideas presented above, consider an example of a cre-
ative music workshop I have facilitated in various locations and with vari-
ous participants, both nationally and internationally.

Badge of identity
As preparation for this workshop, the group that I will be working with is
asked to select a number of found objects that have a personal significance.
Significance could be derived from its connection to family, to a personal
experience, or its ability to say something about their individual personality,
such as a favourite colour or material etc. This emphasis on a personal con-
nection is very important because it ensures that the event the participants
are about to engage in becomes something they care about. 

After the initial welcome, everybody is asked to create a ‘badge of iden-
tity’ using materials that had previously been selected. Materials included,
fabric, photographs, natural substances (leaves, stones, earth), paper, wood,
metal, and trinkets. The ‘badges’ are constructed in one space using a
pooled selection of tools and artistic materials such as paints, pens, and
adhesives. Participants select music to play throughout the session. As a
personal reflection of the self, the badges are developed individually.
Although focus is given to the self, the constant group interactions encour-
aged by the open space reminds the participants of their responsibility to
each other. 

As freestanding ‘sculptures’ the objects the participants make are
three-dimensional creations that can be placed on the floor, suspended, or
attached to a fixed plane. Whilst each person creates his or her piece,
I take time to discuss the evolving object. Offering ideas and direction
where appropriate, I support the process by encouraging the participants
to critique their work by asking probing questions surrounding the design,
the use of materials, and the intention behind the decisions they have
made. Through confidence building, I help nurture a critical awareness
and self-reflexivity that can be emulated at the micro and the macro level
of community music practices.

As each individual completes their work I ask them to write a haiku
poem to accompany their creation. Through quiet reflection the ‘artists’
reinterpreted their work into a tight structure of syllables, words and lines.
Each of these reflections are written out and mounted for display. 

The art-objects, plus the haikus, are exhibited within the workshop
space. The placement of the objects within the space is left to the creator;
the task of the relationship between one piece and another is just as
important as the object itself. Imitating an art gallery tour, the group walk
through their exhibit, each artist reading their haiku and explaining
aspects of the artwork. Because of the personal nature of each work it is
imperative to understand that explanations are not mandatory. By this
point of the proceedings, the group is becoming sensitive to individual
needs. They understand that although there had been a strong emphasis
on the self, they are in fact involved in a collective group project. The par-
ticipants recognize their responsibility to each other through a gradual
respect for difference. I hope by the end of this part of the process that the
participants will have experienced attempts at the unconditional welcome,
both from the workshop facilitator and from other group members. At this
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stage there is usually a strong sense of an open and accessible ‘commu-
nity’, albeit a strong sense of individualism as well. 

Before moving to the next stage I always encourage some reflective
consideration toward the artworks that have been creative. This critical
reflexivity is of paramount importance and aims to continue the sense of
the unconditional welcome. Next I explain that the sculptures are to be
used as ‘scores’ in order to generate musical ideas. Breaking down into
smaller units including duos, trios, and quartets, the participants are
asked to interpret the art objects through music. As facilitator, I place only
one restriction to group selection; you cannot compose alongside the art
object associated with you. The reasons for this become clear when the
groups share their musical responses.

During the hours that follow, the groups organize themselves into var-
ious units with the task of composing short musical pieces that can be
shared with each other. Community music groups are often comprised of a
mixed array of abilities and instrumental proficiencies and this becomes a
challenge when faced with working together. Negotiation and conversa-
tion become very important, and the participants are faced with another
opportunity to embrace an open and accessible welcome that can cultivate
a transformative space for music making.

After all badges are considered musically, each group shares their
musical creation. The act of ‘performing’ somebody’s badge of identity can
be a profound experience for both the musicians and those who created
them. The performers experience an unexpected responsibility in the ‘giv-
ing’ of their musical responses. Those to whom the art object had ‘origi-
nally’ belonged have the unusual sense of listening to an interpretation of
it. This is very often a moving experience as personal aspects of a life
including family, significant moments, times gone by etc., are relayed back
through music and lyrics.15

The next stage of the workshop has the participants arrange their
badges in a line. Each badge now carries a musical idea that can be read
to get a sense of a larger musical picture. At this stage I ask the group to
arrange the badges in an order that makes musical sense for the group.
To help with this process I get the group to select a beginning, an end,
and a central section. For those participants that are familiar with music
technology software, like Logic or CuBase, this ‘cut and paste’ style of
arranging is very similar. I ask them to perform the combination they
have made and ask, where does it work? Where are the problems? What
might you change?

After this initial arrangement I begin an editing process that allows the
group to decide where the strong themes are and begin combining them
together. Musical ideas that had been generated are brought together, the-
matic motives are exposed and a new composition emerges that is reflec-
tive of the group itself whilst allowing for individual voices to be heard.

On some occasions I heighten the sense of belonging and gift-giving by
suggesting that the group creates a ‘picnic’ event. Everybody brings in
food to share. The badges are performed, sometimes statically and some-
times whilst the group journeys towards its picnic destination. On the
occasions I have done this, there has been an unmistakable consolidation
of the unconditional welcome.
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15. I explore this idea of
‘gift giving’ within
the creative music
work in the article
‘The creative music
workshop: event,
facilitation, gift’
(Higgins 2008).
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Conclusion
This article has suggested that community musicians utilize the creative
workshop as a distinctive approach through which people are given oppor-
tunities to engage with active music making. Formulated within the
Lyotardian notion of the ‘event’, the workshop becomes a caesura, an
interruption in time that disrupts and shatters prior ways of making sense
of the world; it is a calling for new modes of experience and different forms
of judgement. As a contingent structure the workshop is a call for inven-
tion, an invitation to participate encouraged through the community
musicians ethical concern, often heard through the phrase, ‘Hello, and your
name is…, please join in, you are most welcome.’

From this intervening welcome, I suggested that an assessable space is
opened through which creative experiences may happen. Within this
contingent structure, the idea of safety without safety served at once to
remind community musicians of their responsibility toward effective facil-
itative practice, whilst always ensuring room for those unexpected musi-
cal and social moments that go beyond any initial workshop plan. Safety
without safety has its trajectory throughout the creative workshop as
event. For instance, during the planning stages of a badge of identity
workshop I try not to prescribe or imagine too many outcomes. In saying
this I know that nothing would happen unless I set some things in
motion. Although I think through the stages of the workshop, beginning,
middle, and end, I needed to curb my own ambitions and desires. To
imagine possibilities is understandable, perhaps even recommended, but
there are pitfalls to avoid; for example, solidifying our imaginative
thoughts so they become prescriptive intentions: this is what I want to
achieve and this is how we will do it. These intentions may forcibly drive
the workshop in a direction dictated by the music ‘leader’. The results of
such action may leave participants disempowered; their ability to control
and steer their creative pathway severely limited. As a procedure concept
then, the character of safety without safety evokes invention, a future
event constituted through the contexts of past achievements but as yet
unknown.

The workshop as event, the welcome, and safety without safety, beckon
community music participants to engage in music invention that has, at
its core, the exploration of new territories. As interventionalist, those
working within community music practice should commit to the unex-
pected, looking around for the impossible moments, those instances one did
not and could not foresee. There is a traditional South African community
song that calls ‘VeLa, VeLa’, meaning ‘come, come, we want to see you’. It
is this type of embrace that encourages community music participants to
take creative risks. Through an unconditional welcome, the community
musician calls VeLa, and as such releases opportunities for truthful cre-
ative experiences.
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