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Abstract: Today, the field of TikTok research is dynamic and exciting, constantly expanding as
we strive to uncover the performative world of TikTok. While significant contributions have
been made by initiatives like the TikTok Cultures Research Network and scholars such as
Crystal Abidin, Trevor Boffone, Bondy Kaye, Jing Zeng, Patrik Wikstrém, and Juan Bermudez,
there is still much to discover. This special issue is a testament to our ongoing quest for a
deeper understanding of TikTok as a glocal phenomenon, particularly from a musicological
perspective.
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TikTok is a smartphone application aimed at creating and sharing short
videos. It is one of the fastest-growing social media applications worldwide,
offering an interaction space for different music and video practices. Initially
conceived as Musical.ly, this application was officially launched in August
2014 as an educational platform (MOOC); it would soon be geared towards
music creation,' providing an interaction space for different music and video
practices. In 2018, after Musical.ly was acquired by the Chinese company
ByteDance and transformed into the application we know today as TikTok,?
its visibility has transcended borders, becoming a phenomenon that has
undoubtedly established itself in the global cultural imaginary. After the
pandemic, TikTok has become an inseparable part of contemporary popular
culture and operates as a portal into everyday life's social, political and cultural
spectrums. The platform attracts the attention of teenagers and people of all
ages and has gained interest among the academic community.

Today, the field of TikTok research is dynamic and exciting, constantly
expanding as we strive to uncover the performative world of TikTok. While
significant contributions have been made by initiatives like the TikTok Cultures
Research Network and scholars such as Crystal Abidin,® Trevor Boffone,*

3


mailto:juan.bermudez@univie.ac.at
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5811-739X

Bondy Kaye, Jing Zeng, Patrik Wikstrém,” and me,® there is still much to
discover. This special issue is a testament to our ongoing quest for a
deeper understanding of TikTok as a glocal phenomenon, particularly from
a musicological perspective.’

How TikTokers appropriates the platform for creating musical practices
in and through it is vast, diverse, and constantly changing. For that,
investigating multimedia musicking, such as TikTok, offers many possibilities
and theoretical implications while possessing practical and methodological
challenges. To understand 1) how people create and disseminate forms
of sonic and visual creativity, 2) how people stage performances and build
(artistic) identities and communities, 3) how people engage in the production
and circulation of content, and 4) how people experience and perform gender,
class and race on and through TikTok, | put together contributions from
scholars who are interested in issues about musicking practices on and
through TikTok from a variety of analytical perspectives. Generally, this
special issue concerns different ways musicking manifests in TikTok in various
contexts.

In Ethnographing TikTok: Toward an E*thnomusicological Approach to a
Multimedia Musicking, | propose an interdisciplinary musical-ethnographic
model, E3thnography, as a practical tool for studying multimedia musicking,
like TikTok. This text underscores the pressing need for musicology and
ethnomusicology to adapt to digital cultures in terms of values and methods,
and it encourages us to recognize musicking as a multimedia practice. This
recognition is crucial as it helps us understand how diverse actors contribute
to the creation and experience of music, both individually and collectively, in
physical and digital contexts.

In #tiktokactivism: Music and Sounds in Political Content, Tessa Balser-
Schuhmann and Nicole Kiruka explore the role of music and sounds in activist
content on TikTok. Based on two ethnographic studies, Balser-Schuhmann
and Kiruka explore the link between musical marks and corporeality in
the articulation of political messages and the influence of this dynamic on
TikTok's performativity. Adding to this contribution, Emma Schrott discusses
in Political Performances: TikTok’s Sonic Influence on Affective Activist
Expression the political expression of TikTok in Austria and how the platform
encourages civic activism. Through online ethnography and interviews,
Schrott's research reveals insights into users’ engagement with local politics



and highlights TikTok's role in fostering political mobilization through creative
sonic expressions. This study emphasizes TikTok’s significance in youth
activism and its cultural impact on sound. It advocates for further exploration
of TikTok's role in broader social movements.

In Rap al caudillo: A Gen Z's Queer Subversion of Spanish National Imagery,
Pau Aguilera analyzes how TikTok has become a space for activism and
sharing personal stories of resilience in Spain. Based on the case of Samantha
Hudson’s single “Por Espafia” and the subsequent TikTok trend “Rap al
Caudillo,” Aguilera shows us how Spaniard LGBTQ+ community members
appropriate and resignificate a deep-rooted national imaginary linked with
extreme-right militancy, and dance moves from other TikTok challenges in
the mainstream, heterosexual spheres of the app, to enhance the powerful
lyrics from Hudson'’s song to reclaim whit this a space within the platform and
in Spanish national culture and imagery.

Continuing this journey into the performative world of TikTok, David
Merlin explores the Early Music community on TikTok in Old Clichés or a
Transforming Community? Early Music Interpreters on TikTok: Identity and
Communication Strategies. In it, Merlin analyses how Early Music performers
are musicking and interacting on and through TikTok. David Merlin highlights
that the community of Early Music performers on TikTok, although still very
small, is very diverse and uses differentiated communicative strategies. This
community, as Merlin shows, is rapidly developing and oriented towards a
participatory culture, affirming ethical and social values beyond the strictly
musical sphere. Following this analysis, in “Fly Me to the Moon:” Performing
Jazz on TikTok, Benjamin Burkhart introduces us to the performative world
of Jazz in TikTok. Here, Burkhart explores the most popular Jazz styles
on the app while analyzing the representativeness of the musicians on the
platform. Beyond this, Benjamin Burkhart shows us the influence of the
app’s affordances and the functioning of TikTok’s algorithms on popularising
particular styles or certain performers.

As a final point, in Similarities and Divergences Between Music Production
and TikTok in The Memes Era, Mattia Zanotti uncovers a phenomenon
that emerges in TikTok musicking, a common thread that both unifies and
distinguishes modern music production and social media: the memes.
Zanotti asserts that these seemingly innocuous images or videos are not
just viral sensations, but are actively shaping the structure of today's



music production. They have the power to transform the listener’s
experience, redirecting attention from the song's entirety to a specific
segment. Simultaneously, they are evolving into foundational elements in
multimedia production tailored for social networks. Zanotti delves into the
parallels and disparities between music production and social media content-
making. Analyzing how a song is endorsed, advertised, and shared on various
platforms can provide valuable insights. Mattia Zanotti invites us to reflect on
how users engage with these modalities and how platforms and researchers
can effectively analyze them.

Our aim in this special issue is to open the doors to the vast performative
world of TikTok. We delve into the existing musicking within this widely-used
smartphone application, sparking in readers the potential for musicological
research in a world where the physical and digital realms are increasingly
intertwined. This is not just an invitation to reflect, but a call to action,
to consider the theoretical possibilities and implications, as well as the
practical and methodological challenges, that the exploration of this type of
phenomenon can bring.
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