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Introduction

It all began on a day like any other. Waking up as usual in the same place as

usual. The warm sunlight shines through into an ordinary living room while

a little child runs around an old couch. In the middle of this infantile whirl,

an old man holding a colorful story book sits down. The child sits next to his

grandfather. Together they turn the pages of the book. The child smiles and

points to an image, and subsequently tries to zoom it hectically by opening

and closing his thumb and index finger. On the other side of the room, his

parents are exchanging familiar looks and draw a smile on their faces just
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before they burst out laughing. Disconcerted by the reaction, the grandfather

asks in a stern tone of voice: “What is there to laugh about?” For a short

moment, a slight breather, these words freeze in the air, and a second later

the sound of the laughter fills the air. The child keeps on trying; this time he

is upset, crying...

This is one of many personal experiences that have made me aware of the

role that new technologies and media play in shaping our children’s everyday

lives. The child interacts with an image in a natural way. The reaction

caused by his fingers on the image on the book is different from the one

he expects on the basis of his experience with smartphones, showing him

a different reality. Meanwhile, his grandfather, who is alien to this digital

native behavior, is far from understanding the reaction of the parents. Even

though we share a specific lifeworld, we perceive realities differently. In the

same way, our children perceive a different reality from the one we perceive

as adults, and the realities of our current ethnographical work are different

from those experienced in past ethnographical work. My research about

musical practices on the smartphone application TikTok, formerly known as

Musical.ly, can be seen as an example of this.1

In a deterritorialized and digitally interconnected world,2 a vast number of

interrelations between physical and virtual multilocal and multimedia spaces

have been developed and established as an inseparable part of our daily

lives. This is due mainly to the rise and expansion of the internet, as well as

to the development of new devices, new forms of communication, and new

platforms. Younger generations, the so-called digital natives, perceive these

interrelations as an extension of their own reality. We search for the closest

restaurant on Google Maps while chatting with friends who could be in the

same place, in Germany, in Mexico, or in any other country. We like pictures

shared by our family or friends on Instagram, and we show our shopping

tour or a concert we are at live via Facebook. And in the same way the

use of digital media and devices transforms our daily lives, it also influences

our musical practices. Musicians use social media among other things to

present and market themselves. However, other actors also construct and

participate in the discourses of these musical practices. As already seen with

the introduction of new technologies in the past,3 the current appropriation

of digital worlds, as well as the development of new digital platforms (e.g.,

YouTube, Spotify) and devices, has not only shaped the interaction between

actors but also enabled and reinforced the adaptation and development of
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(new) forms of musical practices. My first conscious contact with one of

these new multimedia musical practices took place when I discovered the

smartphone application Musical.ly, now TikTok.

TikTok is a smartphone application aimed at creating and sharing short

videos. It was one of the most downloaded apps in 20234 and has a

global presence, with approximately a billion users worldwide, offering an

interaction space for different music and video practices. One of these

practices drew my special attention as I started to get involved with this app

and to conduct ethnographic research: the underlying idea of this practice is

to film a video with your own cell phone camera in which you lip-sync to a

previously chosen track while performing a choreography.5

The investigation of a deterritorialized multimedia musicking such as TikTok

offers a large number of theoretical implications, while presenting practical

and theoretical challenges. In a world where interactions are increasingly

taking place beyond physical contact, ethnomusicologists are forced and

encouraged to broaden not only their fields of activity but also their approach

and techniques for adjusting to these new multimedia realities. In the

following pages, I will briefly review the ethnographic model introduced

by Alan P. Merriam,6 as well as the additions made by Timothy Rice7 and

Julio Mendívil.8 On that basis, I will continue by introducing to this model

Christine Hine’s concept of E3 Internet9 in order to understand the internet

and its (musical) practices as a daily, highly embedded, and embodied

experience. With this, I will engage in critical reflection on the meaning of

ethnographical work in the research of digital musical practices. I propose to

understand musicking as a multimedia practice that different actors create

and experience individually in everyday synchronous and asynchronous,

physical and digital situations. I aim to develop alternative paths and points

for reflexion and therefore create the foundations for an interdisciplinary

musical ethnographic model for investigating multimedia and multilocal

music practices.

One Model to Rule Them All …

In his book The Anthropology of Music,10 Alan P. Merriam presented a

model that would serve as the basis for ethnomusicological work. This

model included the study of three analytic levels: conceptualization about
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music, behavior in relation to music, andmusic sound itself.

The sound has structure, and it may be a system, but it cannot exist
independently of human beings; music sound must be as the product
of the behavior that produces it. ... But behavior is itself underlain by
a third level, the level of conceptualization about music. In order to act
in a music system, the individual must first conceptualize what kind of
behavior will produce the requisite sound. ... It is at this level that the
values about music are found, and it is precisely these values that filter
upward through the system to effect the final product.11

Figure 1: Merriam’s model (1964), illustration by author.

In the 1980s thismodelwas expandedby Timothy Rice, influencedby thework

of Clifford Geertz.12 Rice added a focus on individuals and their experiences

in the process of making music, as well as a diachronic perspective. When

music is historically constructed and its experience is conveyed to the present,

its social preservation is a logical fact. Music is constructed historically by

people; it is socially maintained and individually created and experienced.13

Rice argued that

“symbolic systems ... are historically constructed, socially maintained
and individually applied” ([Geertz 1973:]363–364). … Here was a three-
part model, analogous to Merriam’s that was easy to remember and that
seemed to balance social, historical and individual processes and forces
in ways that seemed immediately and intuitively satisfying. ... Simply
put, I now believe that ethnomusicologists … should ask and attempt to
answer this deceptively simple question: how do people make music or,
in its more elaborate form, how do people historically construct, socially
maintain and individually create and experience music?14

Rice’s expansion of Merriam’s model conferred to it an additional dialectical

level by considering the role between the creation and the experience of the
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actors of different musics even more strongly.15 This level mainly focuses

on the role of musicians and the audience but not on other actors that

formed part of the auditive knowledge construction and negotiation. In 2016,

Julio Mendívil drew attention to this limitation and proposed the adoption of

the musicking concept introduced by Christopher Small.16 He explained that

“such an approach allows us to analyze the historical formation of sound’s

structures, behaviour and concepts as a particular process in a given time and

place, which involves all the actorsmusicking (not only playing and hearing, as

Rice defines it).”17

Figure 2: Merriam’s model remodeled by Rice (1987) and Mendívil (2016),

illustration by author.

With these two extensions, Merriam’s model provided an excellent basis

for the research of musical practices, especially because with this approach

it was possible to avoid “getting caught up in one facet or another

of music—sociology without attention to sound, analysis of performance

without attention to social processes, the study of music that ignores

movement, and so forth.”18 Moreover, this model made it possible to explore

thedynamic interrelations betweendifferent processes of auditive knowledge

and generation of musical practices, as well as the creation and experience of

this knowledge through the actors in a specific space and time over a certain

period of time.

However, the analysis of multimedia musical practices such as those found in

TikTok requires more than a successful ethnomusicological model. Exploring

these practices demands methods and approaches that allow an analogue

12



and virtual conceptualization beyond the dichotomy19 and that can see digital

media as practice.20 Themusicking of TikTok does not only exist digitally in the

application. Like othermusical traditions, TikTokmusicking involves countless

physical interactions between actors: schools and parks become meeting

places where TikTokers come together to watch, analyze, learn, and practice

different choreographies; meetups between TikTokers and their followers are

developed in diverse physical contexts; and friendships and partnerships are

taken beyond the platform in the physical world or vice versa; among many

others. In the musicking of TikTok, the physical and the digital are not only

in continuous contact, but they are an inseparable part of the daily lives of

the TikTokers. Here, there are no exclusively digital practices or exclusively

physical practices but rather practices in a multimedia whole intertwined in

the daily lives of the performers.

For this reason, and to overcome the associated challenges, I propose to

understand the internet and its (musical) practices, as postulated by Christine

Hine, as an embedded, embodied, and everyday experience—the E3 internet.

She emphasizes that the internet

is embedded in various contextualizing frameworks, institutions, and
devices, that the experience of using it is embodied and hence highly
personal and that it is everyday, often treated as an unremarkable and
mundane infrastructure rather than something that people talk about in
itself unless something significant goes wrong.21

Through this shift to thinking in terms of the meaning of internet in

the everyday lives of the actors and their musical practices, as well as

the recognition of internet as an embodied experience,22 is possible to

expand Merriam’s model to a new level, reflecting the realities of a

deterritorialized and multimedia world. In this way, it is possible to take

into account concepts, behaviors, and sounds that different actors of specific

musicking (musicians/dancers, audiences, producers,23 and other musicking

actors) historically construct, socially maintain, and individually create

and experience in everyday synchronous and asynchronous multimedia

situations.
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Figure 3: E3thnography, illustration by author.

This model, which I call E3thnography, enhances the possibility to explore

music cultures that are constructed through physical and digital interactions.

Below, I will discuss a path that leads to an interdisciplinary musical

ethnographicmodel—E3thnography—for the investigation ofmultimedia and

multilocal music practices.

Always Embedded, Embodied, andEveryday—toward

an E3thnography

E3thnography is based on the idea that the field is only constructed and

negotiated once the constant multimedia interaction of physical and digital

actors has taken place, and that these practices can only gain a tangible and

limitable “territory” through (re)production of and immersion in themusicking

being studied. This makes it necessary to focus on the knowledge and

experience of the actors andour experience as researcherswhile constructing

and acquiring knowledge and studying these practices, instead of focusing

on the physical place/space24 where these practices are possibly happening.

By focusing on what actors do under different circumstances and contexts

with and in digital media, we can discover and observe the practices taking

place in an asynchronous multimedia environment and thus exemplify the

interrelations produced by the field and its multimedia locations.
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Musicking as Multimedia Practice

To explore mediatized musical practices such as those found in TikTok, it

is crucial to understand digital and analogue media as practices that are

created, negotiated, and experienced in everyday multimedia situations

and contexts in a synchronous or asynchronous way. We need to focus

on what people are actively doing with and in a mediatized environment

and thus go beyond a discourse that sees media exclusively as a channel

of communication or representation used by physical actors. I discard a

discourse that ignores the active participation and discussion of living people

who physically interact behind these multimedia interactions, and who also

experience the multisensorial virtuality of this apparently passive practice

while acting actively.

Although one can be in favor of the idea of multilocality in musical practices,

assuming that a prevalent physical interaction exists in these practices can

become a “problem” for research of music traditions with multilocal physical

and virtual spaces of interaction, such as TikTok. The problem is that we

often still tend to think of the ethnographic field in the way that Malinowski

experienced and conceived it, namely, as consisting

mainly in cutting oneself off from the company of other white men, and
remaining in as close contact with the natives as possible which really can
only be achieved by camping right in their villages. It is very nice to have a
base in a whiteman's compound for stores, and to know there is a refuge
there in times of sickness and surfeit of native. But it must be far enough
away not to become a permanentmilieu in which you live and fromwhich
you emerge at fixed hours only to <do the village>. It should not even be
near enough to fly to at any moment for recreation. ... And by means of
this natural intercourse, you learn to know him, and you become familiar
with his customs and beliefs far better than when he is a paid, and often
bored, informant.25

However, many of our contemporary musical practices show us a reality

very different from the one that originated this ideal.26 Clear examples of

this phenomenon can be found in the research by Julio Mendívil on German

Schlager music, Alejandro L. Madrid on Nor-Tec Collective, Katherine Meizel

on American Idol, or Noriko Manabe on protest music in Fukushima.27 The

locality of many of these practices either is not clearly physical or only exists

as an abstract and imagined construct.28 Additionally, many of these practices

do not need physical contact among actors to retain the mechanisms of

production and the experience of its auditive knowledge.29 In other cases, as
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Peter Wicke has noticed, these practices barely experience a specific location

in the moment of its reception,30 processes that have made the synchronous

experience of physical performance unnecessary for actors. For example, a

TikTok video performed in Austria on a summer day may be watched and

commented on by someone in Brazil several months later. Perhaps at the

same time, someone may be analyzing this same video and using it for

musical learning (“learning to TikTok”31) in a park in Spain, while another

person may be doing a duet with it and creating a new trend in Italy. This

situation shows that the practices that form the musicking of TikTok cannot

always be clearly delimited in a concrete physical geography or in a specific

temporal space.

On the other hand, just as the synchronous experience of a performance

seems to be superfluous in some musical practices, its synchronous sound

production may also be superfluous. As in the case of TikTok mentioned

above, sound may be created, processed, and experienced autonomously

at different times and in different spaces. Practices such as DJing, remixing,

mashups, or karaoke process and treat asynchronously prefabricated

auditive products during performances.32 Practices like air guitar or lip-

syncing require an additional performance as an existing auditive product

that is complemented by a mimic performance. Practices based on joint

performances of a rock concert where musicians connected via internet use

plastic guitars, as in the case of Guitar Hero, show a different understanding

of what it means to make music.33 In this sense, the musicking of TikTok is

no exception. While we can find musical performances in a “classic” sense,

in TikTok’s musicking there are also duets, challenges, and other types of

performances that show us different types of networked creativity and that

go beyond a traditional vision of what “making music” is, using the technical

possibilities of the application to expand and/or create new forms of musical

performance.

Although the role of digital media in musical practices is considered to be a

widely studied topic, studies that see newmusicking practices primarily taking

place in digital spaces as music of the same value are rare exceptions in the

ethnomusicological discourse.34 This leads in academic practice to a discourse

in which digital media is viewed solely as a channel of communication or

representation for physical actors, and the multimedia interactions and

resulting auditory knowledge construction and exchange between their

cultural cohorts are relegated to a marginal position. This creates the

16



impression that we perform in physical spaces, whereas we only “pretend”

in digital spaces. This implies the need to view the paradigm of digital media

“not as a text or production economy, but first and foremost as practice.”35

Hence, as a result of the preference for a strict dichotomous separation

of reality and virtuality, we construct a discourse that does not perceive

digital media as part of a knowledge practice but rather more as a passive

representational practice. Under this paradigm, we risk reducing the

experience of the users in digital media to simply obtaining information

from the web. By doing so, we exclude the active creation and interaction

processes of the actors that are physically acting behind these multimedia

interactions and that experience the virtuality of this apparently passive

practice with all senses while discussing actively, a trend that may lead to a

new kind of armchair ethnomusicology.

A different approach to the relation between reality and virtuality can be

found in scholastic philosophy: “In scholastic philosophy ‘actual’ and ‘virtual’

exist in a dialectical relation rather than in one of radical opposition: the

virtual is not that which is deprived of existence, but that which possesses

the potential, or force of developing into actual existence.”36 On the basis of

reflections about the difference between the possible and the virtual by Gilles

Deleuze,37 Pierre Lévy invites us to think the virtual not as something false or

illusionary but as “a fecund and powerful mode of being that expands the

process of creation.”38

The virtual is a kind of problematic complex, the knot of tendencies
or forces that accompanies a situation, event, object, or entity, and
which invokes a process of resolution: actualization. … Actualization
thus appears as the solution to a problem, a solution not previously
contained in its formulation. … It implies the production of new qualities,
a transformation of ideas, a true becoming that feeds the virtual in turn.39

That said, the virtual is not something lacking actual reality but rather a

way of being that produces “a change of identity”40 through a practice

of actualization. By understanding real and virtual in this way, we can

observe that actual multimedia practices—imagined as a phantasmagorical

reality—are experienced through a dialectic process of virtualization and

actualization. The abstraction of space-time brought on by modernity41

transformed “a specific and circumscribed activity into a delocalized,

desynchronized, and collectivized functioning”42 and therefore kept

virtualizing our relations between humans and non-humans, turning
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them into phantasmagorical relations. The practices and interpersonal

relationships in themusicking of TikTok do not take place in a concise physical

space and time but are developed in diverse places and times. As seen in

the previous example, TikTok practices can be performed synchronously

or asynchronously, at a specific physical location or throughout a global

network of creativity facilitated by connection infrastructures. Conversely,

practices that allow the articulation, negotiation, and configuration of our

cultural cohorts, as well as the processes of inhabiting our social spaces,43 are

the ones that let us translate this phantasmagorical reality into actual reality.

Practices such as meetups, in which TikTokers meet physically, allow them

to relocate and embody the phantasmagorical practices of this musicking by

turning them into an actual embodied reality, creating these strong bonds of

reciprocity and belonging.

If we are indeed living in a world where the virtual and real are interlaced,

then that is also the case for the way in which we relate with the world (being-

in-the-world), and therefore our way of inhabiting and (re)creating it. “The

virtualization of the body is therefore not a form of disembodiment but a re-

creation, a reincarnation, a multiplication, vectorization, and heterogenesis

of the human.”44 Following this logic, Marie-Laure Ryan accurately illustrates

that

the difference between “being in space,” like things, and “inhabiting” or
“haunting space,” like the embodied consciousness, is a matter of both
mobility and virtuality. Whereas inert objects, entirely contained in their
material bodies, are bound to a fixed location, consciousness can occupy
multiple points and points of view, either through the actual movements
of its corporeal support or by projecting itself into virtual bodies. …When
my actual body cannot walk around an object or grab and lift it, it is the
knowledge that my virtual body could do so that gives me a sense of the
object’s shape, volume, andmateriality. Whether actual or virtual, objects
are thus present tomebecausemyactual or virtual body can interactwith
them.45

By considering our body—either virtual or physical—as an entity that

finds itself in constant movement through space and time, rather than

as a static entity anchored to a physical location, we can gain a better

understanding of the way in which we inhabit our space through the

constant multimedia interaction created by different physical and digital

actors scattered throughout different spaces on the globe. It is through the

practices that our embodied consciousness performs that we give meaning

to our world. It is through practice that we shape communities and social
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spaces. In the same way that we walk, think, talk, or play an instrument,

using digital means is a practice that allows us to make sense of the world

in which we live. Although TikTokers are not always physically next to each

other when performing their musicking, their embodied consciousness is

co-present46 and interacts with other performers to perform their musical

practices together. When TikTokers perform duets with other TikTokers

(either synchronously and physically or synchronously and digitally), when

they interact by commenting, stitching, or “liking” a TikTok, when they analyze

a choreography and practice it in a park with other friends, and so on,

what we are observing is not just a simple representational practice but a

multimedia relationship and practice between embodied consciousnesses.

Musicking in TikTok is not just about representing a physical reality. It is a

practice that is experienced through our embodied consciousness together

with a phantasmagorical multimedia reality with the purpose of inhabiting

andmaking sense of it, turning it into actual reality as its practices are carried.

As Tim Ingold puts it, “we do not have to think the world in order to live in it,

but we do have to live in the world in order to think it.”47

In this sense, the performance of locality can be seen as part of this inhabiting

process (see Aguilera in this Issue). An example of this can be observed

in the performances that TikTokers make out of Oachkatzlschwoaf 48 from

@martyaustria. In this example, locality is on the one hand thematized

directly through the text: “Oachkatzlschwoaf, jeder Österreicher kennt den

Oachkatzlschwoaf ” [squirrel’s tail, every Austrian knows the squirrel’s tail].

On the other hand, it is thematized through the dialect used in the song:

Oachkatzlschwoaf refers to “squirrel’s tail” in Austrian German. What is

particularly interesting here is not the word itself but the use and importance

that this word has received in Austria to indicate a particular sense of

true belonging. According to the generalized discourse, only true Austrians

can correctly say Oachkatzlschwoaf, and therefore Oachkatzlschwoaf is used

as a symbol for true Austrian identity.49 This idea is reinforced by the

Oachkatzlschwoaf text, which lends a particular sentimental and erotic value

to this emic knowledge: “Jeden tåg und jede nåcht måchst du mi richtig schoaf

weil du sågst Oachkatzlschwoaf ” [Every day and every night you turn me on

(this could be also understood as “you make me horny”) because you say

squirrel’s tail]. In this example, it is not necessary to use the text fragment

in which the TikToker is an Österreicher [Austrian] to position oneself as such.

Rather, TikTokers can adopt an emic position just by understanding what this
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dialect, or specifically, this word, implies: Österreicher are the only ones able to

correctly say (and thematize)Oachkatzlschwoaf. Through these performances,

TikTokers create and negotiate a sense of community by positioning their own

physical locality through the presentation of a physical place and thematizing

this locality. In this way, they make sense of the phantasmagoric reality of

TikTok. Thus, the musicking of TikTok becomes a multimedia practice that is

not exclusively experienced in a global and digital way but is strongly entwined

with the realities and facework commitments of TikTokers.

When the interrelation between real and virtual consists of a dialectical

relation rather than a dichotomic contradiction, ourmusical practices—which

take place mainly in digital spaces—also experience a similar interrelation

between experienced realities and potential or imagined realities. The

interaction and interrelation between the actors of these musical practices

also take place in a dynamic flow between physical and digital worlds. A

“non-media-centric approach”—-the focus on what actors do under different

circumstances and contexts with and in digital media—is necessary because

of “the ways in which media processes and everyday life are interwoven with

each other.”50

Musicking as Individual Experience

Second, an e3thnographic approach requires a strong focus on individuals

and their experiences as individuals or within the group in the process of

making music. Yet the focus should also lie on the performative creation

of individual musical personae and on the discussion of cultural behaviors

related to them. Following Mark Slobin’s idea that “we are all individual music

cultures,”51 I agree with Rice when he speaks about “subject-centeredmusical

ethnography.”52 That said, I propose an e3thographic approach in which the

individual and the physical and digital personae related to them represent

the access and central point of research. As a result of the focus on people

who create and experience the auditory knowledge of a musical practice, is

it possible to find and observe the dialectical interplays that occur as part of

the implementation of musical practices in the interaction spaces beyond the

physical world.

Following the logic of Appadurai’s idea that “the configuration of cultural

forms in today’s world [is] fundamentally fractal,”53 we can then say that the

actors of what Kenny would refer to as communities of musical practice54
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should also be understood as “fractal.” While our physical body is difficult to

understand and to practice as fractal, our self can easily be conceptualized

and practiced as such. Following Turino’s proposal to understand our self

“as comprising a body plus the total sets of habits specific to an individual”

and our identity as “the partial selection of habits and attributes used to

represent oneself to oneself and to others by oneself and by others,” we can

then understand cultural practices “as the habits of thought and practice that

are shared among individuals.”55

Considering cultural practices as “habits of thought and practice” that are

developed, experienced, negotiated, and shared among people allows us

to understand that these cultural practices cannot be reduced to a single

homogeneous culture within a particular society. If we consider that

“individuals develop habits from their personal experience,” a homogeneous

culture would mean that all members of a certain society have “similar

experiences and [are] in similar social positions and circumstances in relation

to the environment,”56 a situation that could not be sustained in our

contemporary world. Moreover, this way of conceptualizing the self and

our identity allows us to conceptualize the actors of our musicking as fractal

actors. This allows us to understand the physical body not as a unique and

inseparable object but rather as a container space and the starting point

for an intertwining of multiple virtual identities, thus dissociating it from

its intrinsic relationship with physical geography. This in turn allows us

not just to think in more dynamic cultural configurations but also to create

configurations—musical geographies—in a much more fractal sense, which

can overlap or be superimposed by other cohorts through online, offline, and

mixed spaces.57 Additionally, the idea of habit allows us to think of those

configurations as “grounded not in ideas, but in everyday action, that is, in

practice: the reality in which we as human beings act and that we articulate

by our interaction,”58 which enables us to focus more easily in the existing

dynamic processes of negotiation and articulation in musical practices.59

In a non-media-centric approach that perceives the interrelation of different

media processes and our everyday lives beyond the real/virtual or

digital/analogue dichotomy, interacting actors of these practices and their

multimedia interrelations assume a significant role in the generation of

ethnomusicological knowledge. The actors do not interact only in physical

settings but also in digital or virtual interaction spaces. Just as interactions

can take place in spaces beyond the real/virtual dichotomy, interactions are
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not tied to a physical body but much more to the varied characteristics of the

actors’ identities.

For multimedia musical practice research, the focus on a physical and

synchronous interaction between actors represents the construction of

a unilateral interaction picture that regards digital media as a passive

representation practice and does not perceive it as a practice that generates

knowledge. Contrary to this, the focus on the “partial selection of habits

and attributes used to represent oneself to others by oneself and by

others”60 enables a better understanding of multiple existing and potential

identities of the performers beyond their physical bodies. The interaction

of these multiple identities of the actors encourages the development of

specific performative identities, which may lead to the creation of a musical

persona.61 Thesemusical personaemake up a recognizable cultural construct

beyond the concept of body in the form of an individual. In multimedia

musical practices like TikTok, it is possible to observe a similar phenomenon:

the performers, so-called TikTokers, try to construct a recognizable musical

persona through their performances, so-called TikTok(s).

Similar to musical personae as defined by Auslander,62 TikTok personae exist

in different scenes and (digital)media, and not only in their usual environment

or scene. This means that TikTok personae also perform outside TikTok’s

environment, and they canbe experienced in these other environments too.63

A TikToker, for example, publishes a TikTok and then shares it as a reel on

her Instagram account. On this same platform, the TikToker announces a

meetup in a shopping mall through a story and writes a post announcing the

release of her new video clip on YouTube and inviting her followers to go to

her concert. The interesting thing is that multimedia practices like TikTok are

not only global and deterritorialized phenomena but are strongly connected

with local realities. The actors interact in a dynamic flow between physical

and digital worlds woven into one.

I was able to observe an example of this type of multimedia interaction one

day on my way home: Four youngsters were sitting around a table on the

train; a smartphone was lying on the table. I observed a typical practice

of TikTok musicking: just as in my own experience, these youngsters were

watching a performance, but unlike me, they were watching it as a group.

After a short time, these young people started to analyze the performance,

imitate the sequences, and criticize its aesthetic properties. They played the
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same musical TikToks repeatedly and correlated them with other versions

elsewhere on the platform, as well as on YouTube. Then they started to

explore different possibilities of making individual or group versions of the

same TikTok, a discussion that would end thanks to a WhatsApp message

from “Julia” from school saying that it would be better if they met the next

day to do a duet after class. This story shows that the interactions and

interrelations of TikTok musicking do not just occur through the TikTok app

but also on and among other digital platforms and out in the physical world.

It is interesting to observe that the use and experience of digital social media

or of smartphone applications is a very intimate practice, although they may

represent a public practice due to their deterritorialized and asynchronous

access possibilities. The creation and experience of a TikTok persona in a

multimedia environment, like TikTok, YouTube, or Instagram, facilitates a co-

presence between the TikTok persona and its audience or followers. The

interaction of these actors does not require a physical presence to create

a sense of closeness. Even though users are separated by thousands of

kilometers, they interact with a certain persona as if they were physically

present and as if they were not only a digital representation of the real world.

The creation and experience of a TikTok persona within a multimedia

environment facilitates an increasing co-presence between the TikTok

personae being perceived and their audience. This creates a certain public

intimacy64 that suppresses the increasing deterritorialized and multimedia

condition of interactions and interrelations of digital practices, a process

that enables a performative construction and maintains a musical world,

although it is not tangible. However, this co-presence is intensified by

the inclusion of local realities in multimedia environments, as well as by a

conscious and more physical togetherness. Important in this context are the

spontaneous or organized gatherings of TikTokers and their audience, which

aim, aside fromeconomic aspects, at constructing amore intensive embodied

integration between the actors, which I refer to as empathic co-presence.65 In

many cases this connection is protected by public intimacy, which awakens

and influences the behavior of the users through physical movements—for

example moving the cell phone towards the body or protecting the screen

from being viewed by third persons. In other cases, these synchronous or

asynchronous encounters are either shared or commented on physically or

digitally.
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Musical Geographies through Practice

Third, I propose to devise a reconceptualization for our field and a new

approach66 due to the deterritorialization and multimedia reality of these

musical practices. Since there is no pre-existing space to step into in

these practices, and in our field it is only possible to construct and interact

through the continuous multimedia interaction of physical and digital actors

or personae, we need to increasingly focus on (1) interactions continuously

created and experienced by the actors of this musicking; (2) the interrelations

built, discussed, and experienced by the actors of this musicking throughout

time; and (3) the processes that enable the creation, discussion, and

experience of personal and public multimedia locations.

Although deterritorialized music practices take place through complex

distribution processes in completely different spaces scattered over the

world, the creation and exchange of certain auditory knowledge, as well

as several interactions between actors, occur in virtual and physical “local”

situations.67 Additionally, Christine Hine points out that the internet “is

embedded in various contextualizing frameworks, institutions, and devices,

that the experience of using it is embodied and hence highly personal and that

it is everyday,”68 for which its practices find themselves influenced by these

contexts and infrastructures. For that, it is important to first keep inmind that

the articulation, negotiation, and maintenance of musical (and non-musical)

practices developed through the internet find themselves embedded not just

on devices but also in local contexts and infrastructures.

Although themusical geography of TikTok can be inhabited alongmultimedia

spaces scattered around the world, the practices that are developed by its

actors are strongly framed and influenced by at least three aspects69 that

cannot be separated from their physical location: (1) device embodiment; (2)

connection infrastructures; and (3) national laws and regulations.

Device embodiment: Just like traditional musical practices, musical practices

developed in multimedia environments need physical devices for their

realization. In TikTok, these are predominantly smartphones. Although the

use of computers, smart TVs, and/or other portable devices is possible, they

are used much less frequently. In the same way as with musical instruments,

these tools generate a new embodied relation that performers must acquire

and maintain to effectively and satisfactorily perform their musicking. This

embodied relation directly influences the way in which TikTok musicking is
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developed. On the one hand, the embodiment generated by interacting with

the device determines the way in which certain practices may or may not be

developed. On the other hand, this interaction with the devices allows the

creation of embodiment in the relationships between actors, thus helping

the creation of an embodied sense of locality and community in this musical

practice.

Connection infrastructure: Many of the practices developed in TikTok’s

musicking, like see, record, share TikToks, and so on, require an internet

connection. Thismight seem trivial, but access to the necessary infrastructure

nonetheless has a great influence on theway in whichmusicking is articulated

and negotiated between actors, as well as on how important these practices

are. For example, although theoretically anyone can partake in TikTok’s

musicking, it may make a great difference whether one observes this from an

Austrian context or a Cuban one. Such aspects must be further contemplated

in relation to what Nick Couldry and Ulises Mejías call data colonialism.70

Another related aspect is the cost of the service itself. Similarly to problems

regarding access, service costs have a great influence on our musicking

practices. Thewaywe use different digital platforms that are connected to the

internet would not be the same if theymeant a lower or higher economic cost

to us. This situation leads us to give different meanings and importance to

these practices. One example would be the difference in use and importance

that I have personally observed in the use ofWhatsApp inMexico and Austria.

In Mexico, for example, WhatsApp has become a “replacement” for telephony

(e.g., many businesses do not have a phone number but aWhatsApp account)

due to the high cost of mobile phone service, because the use of WhatsApp is

much cheaper than a call or a text message. In Austria, due to the low cost of

mobile telephony, WhatsApp is just another application among many others,

and it has not “replaced” mobile telephony. This idea of connection can

also be extended to the specific needs of each device, for example regarding

battery performance and how it gives rise to specific behaviors.

National laws and regulations: A particularly influential aspect that cannot

be completely separated from the physical location of the actors is the fact

that actors find themselves framed under the conditioning of national laws

and regulations. Clear examples of this influence are whether the platforms

are permitted or not or whether they have certain features or not, but also

how the users are bound (or are not bound) to specific norms, such as the
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requirement of tagging a post as “publicity” when explicitly mentioning a

brand. In other cases, we can observe direct interventions by authorities in

musicking development, such as the potential ban of TikTok in the United

States and other countries or the “Kulikitaka-Challenge,” in which users

frightened cows, leading to its removal from Austrian TikTok on July 7, 2020,

after a public call made by Austrian Federal Minister Elisabeth Köstinger.

Understanding that TikTok’s musicking is embedded in the previously

mentioned embodiments, infrastructures, laws, and regulations allows us to

see some of themechanisms and processes that set up a local frame of action

for the practice of phenomena that are considered global. This also helps

us to understand the dialectical interplay between macro (global) and micro

(local) processes of knowledge construction.71 On this basis, we can then

examine and discuss the different strategies used by the actors of TikTok’s

musicking to inhabit, transform, andmake sense of the musical geography of

TikTok, in my case from the Austrian context.

Similarly to usual interpersonal interactions, the interrelation of the actors

involved in multimedia music practices is influenced and determined by the

forms of interaction between the participants and also by the discourses,

times, objectives, and so on. The kind of interaction between the actors

depends on circumstances, contexts, and positions of their analogue/digital

interrelation. In the case of my exploration of TikTok’s musicking, these

multimedia observations result in encounters and interactions, as expected,

but surprisingly also in other interrelations and interactions that would have

been difficult or impossible to observe with a media-centered approach.

Conclusion

I am convinced that ethnographic thinking, especially Merriam’s model,72

forms an excellent basis for the exploration and research of anymusic culture

of the world from a culture-relativistic perspective. This assumption has been

shared by many music scholars and researchers and made evident from

their observations, ideas, discussions, and reflections in different contexts.

The further development of Merriam’s model by Timothy Rice73 and Julio

Mendívil74 has enhanced the way in which the realities of turn-of-the-century

musical worlds have been included in the model. My current suggestions

intend to bring thismodel closer to the realities ofmusical worlds experienced
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by a new generation.

With the rise and expansion of the internet and all the resulting

developments, newdevices, communication forms, and platforms, numerous

interrelations between physical and virtual multilocal and multimedia spaces

experienced a huge transformation, allowing new generations (digital natives)

to perceive many of these multimedia interrelations and spaces as an

expansion of their own reality. Many of our contemporary musical practices

do not possess a clear physical location or only exist as an abstract imaginary

construct, while others create at the same time an understanding for other

forms of making music by creating, processing, and experiencing sounds in

different times and spaces and independently of each other.

In combination with approaches like Christine Hine’s75 and a research

paradigm that does not see digital media as a passive channel of

representation or an economic product but rather as a practice, Merriam’s

model receives the support and opportunities needed to overcome the

challenges posed by contemporary music practices. An E3thnography makes

it possible to observe and experience how concepts, behaviors, and sounds

are historically constructed by the actors of a certain musicking in different

contexts, how they are socially maintained, and how they are individually

created and experienced in everyday life in synchronous or asynchronous

multimedia situations.
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