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Abstract 

 

              Details of developing jazz guitar reharmonization learning book using Malay Asli 
song will not discuss here, however, this article divulges pragmatism approach that can be 
transcending in explaining logic between learning jazz guitar reharmonization techniques 
using Malay Asli Song. Although music is a universal language, traditional music and western 
music educators do not come to an agreement diffusing learning western music elements such 
in traditional music or vice versa. As a result, reharmonization technique only become known 
on western music repertoires. While traditional music practitioners presenting the same old 
repertoires, with deep-rooted dogmatic excuses to maintain what they called traditional 
authentic values. To conduct this study, relevant data on pragmatism was done through 
document analysis. The result show pragmatism approach can help music educators to 
reconceptualize teaching and learning traditional music using jazz reharmonization technique 
to recreate and innovate a new sound and contextual of learning jazz harmony, not just using 
on jazz standards repertoires, in making music theory beneficial to both traditional and modern 
music educators and students. 
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INTRODUCING 
  The aim of this article is to 
broaden up a range of ideas for music 
educators and students, from modern or 
traditional music to assimilate knowledge 
of music theory, especially jazz harmony, 
not just using popular music repertoires, but 
also traditional music repertoires. Music 
theory can offer a wide range of apparatus 
in changing one music to another breed of a 
new arrangement, using a technique termed 
as reharmonization. By definition, 
harmony is when two or more notes played 
simultaneously at the same time. After 
students have mastered rudiments in music 
theory, they will start learning harmony 
(Spies, 2015). The terms harmony 
associated in both classical music theory 
and jazz harmony. Unlike classical or 
popular music, jazz music extensively uses 
seventh chords and tension notes such as 
9th,11th, and 13th. Nevertheless, jazz 
harmony vocabulary actually emerged from 
classical music in the era of common 
practice, adapting popular songs and 
reinventing using the shorter structure of 
musical form like 12, 16 or 32 bars. 
Afterwards, jazz harmony vocabulary is 
widely used and became practices among 
jazz musician (Spitzer, 2015).  

Unfortunately, this does not 
transpire among Malay Asli traditional 
music practitioners, there is little 
disagreement and debating on the issue of 
which version is the most authentic or 
original (Hashim, 2010, 1). Debating is 
common, but if we view music as the same 
entity, even traditional music shared the 
same element of music such as harmony, 
scale and improvisation.  Malay Asli music 
is a piece of syncretic music that includes 
vocal, dance, theatre and instrumental 
music (Abdullah, 2004). As shown by 
several studies, the variation of singing style 
in Malay Asli music based on singer 
creativity and personal interpretation 
(Hashim, 2010; Ahmed & Kechot, 2015; 
Ritawati, 2017). More specifically, 
variations in Malay Asli singing style are 
influent from the singer individual 
experiences and creativity, not from 
nationalities such as Malaysian style or 
Indonesian style (Ritawati, 2017, page 71). 

In addition, traditional music lesson 
presence in a conventional way, conducted 
through oral tradition via observing, 
listening and playing (Shah, 2013) and 
knowledge of Malay Asli music conveyed 
without any formal education by self-taught 
traditional music practitioners (Arshad, 
2015).  

Furthermore, a minority of 
traditional music practitioners assuming 
that traditional music will lose their 
authentic values if combining with western 
music. For instance, an example of rigid 
narrow mind-sets, Ahmad (2004) giving the 
suggestion that to sustain and maintain the 
legacy of Malay music, vocal training class 
should only conduct by an expert in Malay 
phonology, not someone who is expert in 
English phonology. Moreover, Ahmad 
criticized, it is like a cursed if traditional 
music world uses English as their lingua 
franca in teaching vocal classes (page 9). 
Not just in traditional music learning, in a 
case of modern music, previous research 
also indicates that learning jazz music in 
Malaysia tertiary education level mostly 
based on instruction material using The 
Real Book for teaching and learning (Low, 
2014). Hence, as a result, this justified the 
reason why students and instrumental 
music teachers most likely choose jazz 
standard repertoire to learn music theory 
such as harmony and reharmonization 
techniques rather than using traditional 
music repertoires. Thus, either traditional 
or modern music students and teachers 
realized that their practices of music lead to 
narrow scope and unconsciously fall into a 
default setting, an unknown and 
uncritically outdated setting of learning that 
affects the process and result on learning 
and teaching (Regelski & Gates, 2009).  

Moving toward the 21st century, 
learning music should be more dynamic, 
flexible and democratic ways, not 
autocratic. Unfortunately, even though 
intercultural music has been introduced in 
music programmes, there are few music 
teachers contemplate that it is hard to find a 
parallel point between intercultural music 
and it is not relevant to execute (Cain, 
2015). To change is to critically evaluate 
our practices and accept what we currently 
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teach or learn as problematic, including our 
professional standard practices (Regelski & 
Gates, 2009). Out of our curiosity, 
pragmatism has emerged a long time ago 
and referred as philosophy (Elkjaer & Buch, 
2015), but why this theoretical paradigm 
did not get much attention especially in the 
music education setting. This paper is an 
attempt to highlight the issue of adapting 
western music theory, that is jazz guitar 
reharmonization techniques using Malay 
Asli song, subgenre Malay traditional 
music. Although this article is based on the 
music education field, we believe 
pragmatism principles can be utilizing to 
bridging the gaps of connecting western 
music elements into traditional music 
practices.  
 
Pragmatism 

  There are three prominent names 
in the tenet of pragmatism movement, 
Charles Sanders Pierce, William James and 
John Dewey (Agarwarl, 2010; Farjoun et 
al., 2015; Nowell, 2015; Russill, 2016; 
Adeleye; 2017). Pragmatic terminology 
came from Greek vocabulary, meaning 
action, the other word for it, practice or 
practical that came from the word 
pragmatikos (Farjoun, 2015; Adeleye, 2017). 
Pragmatic define a practical and flexible 
way of solving a problem (Farjoun et al, 
2015). While, praxis and pragmatism 
shared the same meaning as praxis indicate 
human action, while pragmatism refers as 
tangible action (Regelski, 2017). Studies by 
Plowright (2016) explained Charles Sanders 
Pierce believes that definitions just the 
beginning of understanding an idea. 
Therefore, he has developed a method of 
higher-order thinking to explained that 
understanding, which Peirce views as 
pragmatism. 

Principles of Pragmatism 

  According to pragmatism, 
whatever is practical and works, that is the 
truth. It is not right or wrong on the ideas 
themselves, they are true if the ideas 
employed can solve a problem related to 
educational practice (Bhatt, 2018). 
Moreover, similar studies have been done 

on pragmatism, they believe that reality is 
not in one perception, but can be seen in 
multidimensional. Whatever works also 
can change, because of reality change. 
Thus, no one can claim what they believed 
in possess any ultimate truth (Sharma et al, 
2018). Thus, pragmatism views ‘reality’, 
‘goodness’ or ‘badness’ and ‘truth’ in the 
same relative terms, that is why pragmatism 
is also known as experimentalism, because 
an experiment is the only criterion to gain 
the truth (Adeleye, 2017). Reality is 
something that we believed, linked by our 
past experiences that influenced our action 
and thinking. Charles Sanders Peirce 
suggested to view belief as a way of thinking 
and habit as a rule of action or a rule for 
action (Plowright, 2016). Other studies 
done by Sharma et al (2018), proposed that 
there are 7 principles in viewing 
pragmatism: 

1. Pluralism: There are numerous of 
reality, not just one because each 
person holding a truth according to 
what they experience in the past. 

2. Emphasis on Change: The world is a 
constant flux, evolving and progressing 
to attain the truth. 

3. Emphasis on Social Aspects: 
Education is to develop social 
personality so that student can excel in 
society while developing their social 
circumstances. 

4. Utilitarianism: To fulfil our purposes 
and to test the truth of our action with 
reality. 

5. Changing Aim and Values: Old 
values and aim cannot be the truth as 
situation and condition are changing 
from time to time. 

6. Individualism: Adjust according to 
our environment, equally with 
common interest and liberty. 

7. Experimentalism: Emphasise the 
importance of action rather than mere 
ideas.  

 
Issues 
  Applying music theory such as 
chords, scales or even to craft an 
improvisation required both 
understandings in the music-theoretical and 
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practical aspect of chosen music 
instrument. Practice and theory are unified, 
even though these ideas it is not 
recognizable among practitioners (Regelski 
& Gates, 2009). Needless to say, in our 
case, we choose pragmatism because of the 
praxis concept that this theoretical 
paradigm offers. Learning music theory can 
help to appreciate music in much wider 
aspects, but without applying on music 
instrument, we only grasp theoretically the 
idea of music theory but not practically. 
Education in music comprises the process 
of learning musical knowledge and 
developing music theory into practices, 
combining both musicality and technicality 
aspects of the instrument. To back up our 
argument, we compare a few proponents of 
theoretical in this article. The reason we 
choose pragmatism because we do not view 
knowledge as an object, as Wilson (2010) 
described: 
 

“…if your epistemological stance is a 
positivist one, then you are likely to 
view knowledge as an object or in other 
words, it exists independently of the 
mind.” 

 
(page 19) 

 
  If we seized above statement and 
look into music learning, students can 
represent as an object, in contradiction of 
pragmatism, where each individual 
highlighted and they are treated as a social 
agent that shapes the environment by their 
actions (Farjoun et al, 2015). In addition, 
compared to positivism, pragmatist believes 
that knowledge itself does not exist 
independently from the mind, it is an 
artefact that we adjusted through locating 
and solving problems within our 
environment (Bhatt, 2018). 
Correspondingly, pragmatism dissatisfied 
by the usefulness of practical that presented 
within realism and idealism ideas. Ideas 
itself does not indicate true or false if they 
can be implemented to resolved a problem 
associated in educational practices, that 
ideas which pragmatism believe what 
works will be the truth because the 
foundation of pragmatism relies on 

practical significances (Bhatt, 2018). In the 
other hand, realism epistemology 
understandings an idea is true if it 
synchronizing with the reality it represents 
because our mind does not generate the 
world but we replicate from it (Bhatt, 2018). 
If we stand using realism paradigm in 
learning music, students might not 
understand music explicitly, especially in 
learning jazz guitar reharmonization 
technique, because with reharmonization, 
any type of chord tones can be treated either 
root, third, fifth, seventh or even as tension 
notes of any chords. Additionally, in the 
perspective of learning traditional music, 
students being taught with the same old 
repertoires that replicated over the time by 
their conservative mindset of traditional 
music teachers, because they do not agree 
on assimilate western music elements in 
teaching and learning traditional music. 

 From the basic understanding of 
idealism, the emphasis on mental activity 
that constructs reality as a whole (Bhatt, 
2018). Viewing idealism in the context of 
music, ideas and internalization itself is not 
adequate to understand music holistically, 
without applying musical knowledge 
practically. Bhatt argues that idealist school 
of thoughts do not believe external reality, 
outside than what they believe in, for them, 
self-knowing is the ultimate truth. This 
happens in music education, either in 
learning modern or traditional music, 
where the learning process transmitted 
using oral tradition and upholding with 
strong believe that traditional music should 
be maintained and preserve as it. 
Consequently, aligning idealism paradigm 
in this sense also does not seem to 
encourage interculturalism among music 
students and instrumental teachers to 
creatively incorporate jazz guitar 
reharmonization techniques within the 
outer range of western music repertoires, 
other than using jazz standards to learn 
musical information. In a similar manner, if 
we hinge only on self-knowing of current 
tradition music practitioner that is not 
willing to assimilating western musical 
elements upon delivering traditional music 
to students, the continuum of old traditional 
learning approaches will continue. Then, 
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we cannot extend the learning of jazz guitar 
reharmonization techniques using Malay 
Asli song repertoires. 
 
Utilizing Pragmatism Approach in 
Learning Jazz Guitar Reharmonization 
Techniques 
  Pragmatism believes that old and 
conservative education is irrelevant and 
lifeless (Sharma et al, 2018). To preserve 
tradition, we should explore and assimilate 
western music elements merged into 
traditional music. In doing so, based on 
pragmatism principle highlighted by 
Sharma et al (2018) mentioned above, we 
incorporate those seven principles in 
relation to learning reharmonization 
technique. First, pragmatism emphasized 
pluralism. The truth is not one but many, 
same goes with chords, by utilizing 
reharmonization technique, a note can 
transform into various types of chord, either 
major to minor, dominant to minor and so 
forth. Semiotically, reharmonization is like 
painting an old car with new colours, 
providing new fresh colours by modifying 
the harmonic progression (Felts, 2002). 
Broadly speaking, reharmonization or 
concept of jazz transformations has been 
widely associated with jazz theory 
(Terefenko, 2009). But this does not get 
much attention among traditional music 
practitioners. Next points, we combined 
both pragmatism principle, emphasis in 
change and changing on values and aims. 
Because we cannot just accept the old 
values and aim, as it is. The world itself 
keeps changing from time to time, but this 
does not occur in traditional music 
practices. Even though the 
reharmonization technique synonym 
within jazz music, we argue that the 
reharmonization technique can also 
complement into traditional music, by 
substitute the old chords with a new one, 
rearrange the melodies into chord melody 
style. Thirdly, the concept of utilitarianism 
in pragmatic is to examine the truth and 
reality, and critically examine what useful 
to fulfil our purposes. As mentioned early 
on, reharmonization is a process of 
substituting a single note or chord to a new 
type of chord. For instance, a single note C 

can nicely fit in Cmaj7, Amin7, Fmaj7, F#min7♭5, 
A♭7 and many more. With all these choices 
of chords, is it not impossible to apply 
reharmonization techniques in the context 
of traditional music, because pragmatists 
believe in freedom, mutual interests and 
equality. 
 

Reharmonization technique can 
offer freedom as we can choose what type 
of chord we want to use, either major7th, 
minor7th, dominant7th, minor7♭5, 
diminished7th or even augmented 7th. There 
are many types of a chord can be chosen, as 
students can freely adjust within their 
musical preferences. Lastly, the social 
aspect and experimentalism principle of 
pragmatism can relate to merging 
reharmonization technique with Malay 
Asli song. The aim of education is to help 
developing student’s social personality. But 
if we just focus on one type of music, how 
can music social interaction happen if we 
don’t openly accept music as a whole, 
without prejudice on western or traditional 
music. Socialization occurs in the music 
itself, but not in the case of learning 
traditional music where students learnt as to 
what been played by their teachers or 
traditional ensemble tutor. Even learning in 
jazz guitar also encounters the same 
situation, focusing on jazz standards 
repertoires. Lastly, pragmatism is an 
experimentalist, because of pragmatists 
emphasis action more than just idea. By 
experimenting, we could justify either our 
idea work or not. Educative process occurs 
when we start exploring. In our case, we 
can experiment Malay Asli song with 
reharmonizing the current chord from 
major to minor, and much more. 
Summarizing our sentences, by 
experimenting, students not just exploring 
new musical ideas, they also realized that 
reharmonization is not just fit for the 
western type of music. Thus, 
reharmonization techniques can be applied 
both in performance and arranging for 
another type of instruments. Both 
instrumental teachers and students need to 
add experimental values and ready for 
experimenting in both traditional and 
western music.  
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CONCLUSION 
  We explored how pragmatism can 
occasionally reform, complement 
traditional music using reharmonization 
techniques. Pragmatism offers 
opportunities for music educators to revised 
values in instrumental lesson since 
pragmatism paradigm being utilitarian and 
practical (Sharma et al, 2018). The 
flexibilities in this paradigm can widen our 
perceptions on the usage of 
reharmonization techniques, weather in 
western or traditional music, breaking us 
from ignorance and false belief that 
westernization only leads to destroying 
traditional music authenticity. Rather than 
competency views and ways of thinking, 
Bhatt (2018) suggest that philosophy is 
useful in education because we can examine 
our rationality on educational ideas with 
another ideal’s consistency. Education is 
dynamic and it will keep evolving, chances 
to preserve traditional heritage can continue 
with mixing both western and traditional 
music, producing new form and style of 
Malay Asli Music (Hashim, 2010), because 
pragmatism facilitates theory and practical. 
If we don’t put credit on a new style of 
Malay Asli music, ironically, this music will 
only continue to stay within the older 
generation old. Any practices from different 
music genre surely share similarities of 
musical elements such as harmony. Each 
different practice in music can closely be 
linked together with other music if broaden 
up musical knowledge into different 
perspective as our paper organizes and 
extends pragmatism principles, bringing 
together jazz guitar reharmonization 
technique and Malay Asli song, carrying the 
legacy of traditional music repertoires in a 
new and different path of learning jazz 
harmony theory.  
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