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Musical Learning through Listening: Comparing Western and non-Western Approaches

Listening is the basis of music learning. The ability to hear accurately and respond intelligently is 
critical to the development of good musicianship. This paper explores fundamental differences in 
the learning (and performance) of Western and non-Western music. Two scenarios are compared, a 
violinist preparing for an ABRSM examination and a ‘rebab’ (Malay fiddle) player preparing for a 
'Mak Yong' (Malay traditional theatre) performance. It compares how these two instrumentalists are 
trained and extrapolates the manner in which the purpose of performance significantly influences 
the process of preparation. It discusses learning theories and illustrates two situations, ie. The 
violinist learning (and performing) by reading music notation and the ‘rebab’ player learning (and 
performing) by listening (aural tradition) and visualising. It argues that a different order of learning 
is engaged, the former initiated by the cognitive domain (analysing the notes/thinking) and the latter 
initiated by the affective domain (analysing the sounds/movements).

The paper further argues that pedagogical, interpretive and performance issues arise when a new 
generation of primarily Western-trained musicians with some non-Western music experience are 
engaged to teach traditional music. A thorough understanding of the different tuning systems, 
temperaments, learning approaches and performance practices are necessary to preserve the 
authenticity of the genre studied. Yet, it is this younger generation of performers-instructors who 
promote the exploration of new sounds by combining Western and traditional instruments in cross 
cultural music making. This dichotomy undoubtedly adds to the richness of creativity and diversity.
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