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Abstract:

This journal presents a philosophical critique of
applying the classical ethnomusicological concept
of "ethnos" which traditionally refers to cohesive
socio-cultural groups rooted in specific locations to
online music communities. Ethnomusicology has
long emphasized music as embedded in culture,
relying on fieldwork and direct social interaction.
But with the rise of digital spaces social media,
streaming platforms, and online forums new
musical collectives have emerged that challenge
these assumptions. Online communities often
transcend geographic and ethnic boundaries, and
are marked by features such as fragmentation,
anonymity, pseudonymity, algorithmic mediation,
and fluid identities.

The study questions whether the “ethnos” concept
remains suitable in this digital context. It adopts a
theoretical critique by integrating Derrida’s
deconstruction, Nancy's ontology of “being-with,”
and contemporary theories like Network Theory
and Post-humanism. These frameworks are used
to analyze the characteristics of virtual music
communities as discussed in existing literature.
The analysis reveals a deep dissonance: digital
formations tend to be unstable, dispersed, and co-
constructed by non-human agents such as
algorithms. Their temporality is often transient,
identities are multiple and shifting, and the
boundaries between the global and local are
increasingly blurred. These qualities contrast
sharply with the traditional assumptions of
coherence, stability, and human-centered agency
in the “ethnos” framework.

The paper argues for the need to develop new
conceptual tools such as affective or inoperative
communities, algorithmic publics, and networked
collectivities and calls for broader interdisciplinary
dialogue. Ultimately, it suggests that rethinking
foundational categories is vital for
ethnomusicology to remain responsive in a
digitally interconnected world.

Keywords: Ethnomusicology; Virtual Communities;
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Abstrak:

Jurnal ini  mengkritisi secara filosofis
penggunaan konsep klasik etnomusikologi
“ethnos” yang merujuk pada kelompok sosio-
kultural yang stabil dan terikat lokasi fisik
tertentu untuk memahami komunitas musik
daring. Etnomusikologi awalnya fokus pada
studi musik dalam konteks budaya tertentu,
biasanya melalui kerja lapangan langsung.
Namun, munculnya ruang digital seperti
internet, media sosial, dan platform streaming
menghadirkan tantangan baru. Komunitas
daring kini muncul berdasarkan minat musik
bersama yang melampaui batas geografis
dan etnis, sering kali anonim, terfragmentasi,
dikurasi algoritma, serta menunjukkan
identitas yang cair dan kompleks.

Penelitian ini mempertanyakan apakah
konsep ‘“ethnos” masih relevan untuk
menganalisis fenomena ini. Dengan
pendekatan kritik teoretis, penulis
menggabungkan pemikiran Derrida dan
Nancy dengan teori jejaring dan post-
humanisme untuk menelaah karakter
komunitas musik virtual. Hasilnya
menunjukkan ketimpangan mendasar:
komunitas digital cenderung tidak stabil,
dipengaruhi oleh agensi non-manusia
(seperti algoritma), serta terikat pada
dinamika glokal yang berubah-ubah. Semua
ini bertentangan dengan asumsi stabilitas
dan batas-batas jelas dalam konsep “ethnos”
tradisional.

Jurnal ini mengusulkan perlunya alat teoretis
baru seperti jaringan, komunitas afektif,
komunitas inoperatif, atau publik algoritmik.
la juga menekankan pentingnya keterlibatan
lintas disiplin dengan kajian media, STS,
filsafat, dan ilmu komputer. Penutupnya
menyarankan bahwa mempertanyakan
ulang konsep inti penting agar
etnomusikologi tetap relevan dalam dunia
yang semakin terhubung secara digital.

Kata kunci: Etnhomusikologi; Komunitas
Virtual; Etnos
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1. Introduction: Rethinking Ethnicity in the Digital Age

Ethnomusicology, as a discipline, grew out of a strong foundation: the
concept of ‘ethnicity.” This term, borrowed from anthropology, classically
refers to social-cultural groups such as tribes, nations, or ethnic groups that
are considered to have a certain unity or coherence of identity, particularly
in the way they make music (Fram et al, 2021). The focus is clear:
understanding music not merely as sound, but as an integral part of a
culture. How does music function within culture, and how is music itself a
culture? Often, this understanding is closely tied to the idea of place a
specific geographical region and a collective identity assumed to be
hereditary and relatively stable (Huifang & Jiang, 2024). It is no surprise that
the cornerstone method of classical ethnomusicology is ethnographic
fieldwork. Researchers physically present themselves, participate in
community life (participant observation), and interact directly to capture the
meaning of music from “within” (Einarsson & Ziemke, 2017).

However, the world of music is no longer the same. The explosion of virtual
spaces the internet, social media, streaming platforms, online forums, even
the gaming world—has radically transformed the landscape. These digital
spaces are no longer mere add-ons but have become the main stage for
contemporary musical life (Roy, 2014). This is where the phenomenon we
often refer to as ‘online music communities’ emerges. Interestingly, these
groups often form not because of shared origins or locations but because of
shared musical tastes or practices, easily crossing geographical and ethnic
boundaries. Furthermore, the virtual world has its own rules: anonymity and
the ability to use pseudonyms, which allow people to present different or
even multiple personas when interacting about music (Werner & Johansson,
2014). The literature also notes another distinctive feature: these groups tend
to fragment into many small groups based on specific tastes (Putra, 2025);
their experiences are greatly influenced by automated recommmendation
systems (algorithmic curation) (Anderson et al,, 2020; Hidayat & Yulianita,
2022); and the identities of their members can be highly fluid and
changeable (Kunto, 2022; Latifa & Harianto, 2023); interactions are always
mediated by technology; their time together can be highly variable,
sometimes only fleeting (ephemeral) (Kholidi et al, 2024); and the
emergence of unique dynamics between global scale and a new sense of
“local” within the network (glocalisation).

The emergence of this new phenomenon, with all its distinctive
characteristics, inevitably shakes the foundations of ethnomusicology.
Fundamental questions arise: Is the concept of “ethnos”, which has been so
central until now, still relevant for understanding music in the digital age?
How can we understand musical identity and practice when both are
increasingly formed and expressed in this fluid, mediated virtual world?
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The concept of “ethnos”, with its emphasis on physical ties to place, lineage
(cultural or biological), oral tradition, and the importance of face-to-face
interaction (Setiawan, 2024), feels inadequate for capturing the complex
and dynamic nature of online communities interacting around music
(Ferguson & Brown, 2016). The characteristics of online music
communities—fragmentation, the role of algorithms, fluid identities, and so
on (Anderson et al., 2020)—are clearly very different from the assumptions
of coherence, clear boundaries, and identity stability found in classical
“ethnos” (Scheid, 2014). Therefore, assuming that every online music group
can be equated with traditional “ethnos” requires philosophical re-
examination. Referring to it as 'digital ethnos' may oversimplify the issue,
overlooking the crucial role of technology as an intermediary, the
fragmented and fleeting nature of interactions, and—most importantly—
the role of non-human “actors” such as algorithms and platform design in
shaping group dynamics (Omidi et al., 2020; MacGlone et al., 2020; Zhou,
2022).

The internet does indeed open access and functions as a kind of global
music archive (Niknafs, 2019; Jiao, 2023), but it also brings new issues
regarding copyright and piracy (Kenny, 2013; Turchet et al.,, 2023). Music
education has also been affected, with the emergence of new digital-based
methods but also challenges regarding quality and access gaps (Coleman,
2010; Rogers, 2013; Viola et al., 2018). Given all these complexities, this paper
aims to conduct a critical examination of the conceptual foundations of
ethnomusicology. The central question: Is “ethnos” still relevant? Does it
need to be revised, or even abandoned? How does the nature of virtual
communities  challenge the assumptions and methods  of
ethnomusicology? And what does it mean to “do ethnomusicology” when
its “field” is a digital network and its “community” resembles a dynamic
network rather than a solid group? To answer these questions, a cross-
disciplinary approach seems inevitable (Dilmperi et al, 2011; Bouhnik &
Deshen, 2013; Lan, 2022; Costa & Schiavoni, 2022; Turchet et al., 2020).

2. Literature Review: Dissecting “Ethnos” and Preparing a Critical Lens

To unpack this issue, we need to look at two things: first, how the concept of
“ethnos” is understood in the tradition of ethnomusicology, and second,
what critical frameworks can help us analyse the phenomenon of virtual
music communities.

e Understanding “Ethnos” in the Tradition of Ethnomusicology:

The concept of “ethnos” is akin to the DNA of ethnomusicology, a legacy of
anthropology that once focused heavily on “traditional” societies (Setiawan,
2024). At that time, “ethnos” was viewed as a basic unit: a group of people
considered to share cultural, linguistic, geographical, historical, and
collective identity traits that tend to be stable (Wimbrayardi & Parmadi,
2021). Of course, this view has since been criticised for being overly simplistic
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and often ignoring real intercultural interactions (Regar & Lestari, 2021,
Kurniawan, 2023). Classical ethnomusicology adopted this perspective,
often defining itself as the study of music from a particular ethnos (Lestari,
2014). Alan Merriam, for example, is famous for defining ethnomusicology as
‘the study of music within culture,’ highlighting the close relationship
between music and behaviour in specific socio-cultural contexts (Nugroho,
2021). The focus is on distinctive repertoires, performance styles, the social
functions of music (rituals, work), related belief systems, and the unique
practices of the ethnic group in question (Hidayatulloh, 2021). Music is seen
as a mirror of collective identity (Setiawan, 2023), and the emphasis on oral
traditions (as by George List) reinforces this connection (Mere et al,, 2022).
However, criticism from within the discipline itself has long emerged. There
is a danger of essentialism (assuming that culture is static and has an
unchanging core) and homogenisation (ignoring diversity within groups).
Criticism is also directed at the portrayal of culture as static and isolated
(Kurniawan, 2023; Satria & Miyanti, 2016). The currents of globalisation, the
phenomenon of diaspora (people living outside their ancestral lands), and
critiques of the lack of attention to power relations (e.g., Talal Asad's critique
of interpretive approaches, as cited in Iswanto, 2020) and the emergence of
social practice theory (e.g., from Pierre Bourdieu, cited in Daluwu et al., 2022)
have increasingly undermined the notion of a solid and isolated “ethnos”.
This indicates that the foundation of “ethnos” had already begun to crack
even before the digital era, opening the door to more fundamental
questions (Sukotjo et al., 2023).

e A Critical Lens for Analysing Virtual Communities:

To see the issue of “ethnicity” in cyberspace more clearly, we need a sharp
theoretical lens. Some of the lenses we will use here are:

o Deconstruction (Jacques Derrida)

This is not about destruction, but about unpacking hidden assumptions.
Derrida helps us question the notion of clear-cut “community” boundaries,
a single centre of identity, and the illusion of “full presence” in online
interactions (Gibson, 2021). How are these boundaries constructed? Who is
inside and who is outside? Derrida also critiques the search for a stable
“centre” of meaning (logocentrism), which is relevant because virtual
communities often lack a single centre (Gibson, 2021). His concept of
différance reminds us that meaning and identity are always in process,
always deferred and different, never final. Online interactions can be seen as
digital “texts” full of traces, not as complete presences (Haynes, 2010).

o The Ontology of “Being-With" (Jean-Luc Nancy)

Nancy radically rejects the view of commmunity as the fusion of individuals or
entities that “work” (operative) towards a common goal. For him, true
community occurs when the singularity (uniqueness) of individuals is
exposed to one another in their separateness. This is being-with, not
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becoming one (Molek, 2017; MANTIE & TIRONI-RODO, 2023).

Nancy's concept of the ‘inoperative community’ describes a community that
does not produce collective ‘works,’ but simply ‘happens’ in a fluid
togetherness (Stenalt, 2021). This seems very fitting to describe many online
music groups whose members come and go, without a rigid collective goal
other than sharing interests.

o Network Theory

This theory shifts our focus: no longer viewing groups (“ethnos”) as the
primary unit, but examining the structure of relationships (links) between
nodes in a network (Waldron, 2018). Nodes can be people, songs, platforms,
algorithms; links can be “follows,” 'likes,’ comments, collaborations. Using
network analysis tools, we can empirically map how small groups (niches)
form, who the influential actors are (centrality), and how information or
trends spread. This captures the dynamic and fluid nature of the online
world, differing from the assumption of “ethnic” stability (Singh & Kumar,
2024).

o Post-humanism

This approach challenges the view that humans are the only important
actors (anthropocentrism). Post-humanism acknowledges that technology,
algorithms, and platforms also have “agency’"—the ability to act and
influence (Agyeman & Brewu, 2020). Online music experiences are not
merely humans using tools, but the result of complex interactions
(assemblage) between humans and technology, where both mutually
shape each other (Spinetti et al,, 2020; Pocyn, 2023). Post-humanism also
invites us to consider how technology alters the way we physically perceive
and experience music in the digital world.

These four lenses, each in their own way, will help us critique the application
of the concept of “ethnos” to the complex and dynamic reality of virtual
music communities.

3. Methods: Theoretical Criticism Approach

This study is a conceptual exploration using a qualitative approach that
prioritizes theoretical critique and literature review over empirical data
collection. It examines the classical ethnomusicological concept of “ethnos”
in light of emerging online music communities, evaluating its continued
relevance through contemporary critical theories. The goal is to build a
philosophical and theoretical argument about the adequacy of traditional
frameworks in addressing digital realities.

The research follows five steps: (1) analyzing the concept of “ethnos” by
reviewing key literature in ethnomusicology and anthropology; (2) mapping
virtual musical spaces via interdisciplinary sources to identify contrasting
traits like fragmentation, algorithmic influence, identity fluidity, and
glocalization; (3) selecting critical lenses Derrida’s deconstruction, Nancy's
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“being-with,” Network Theory, and Post-humanism for their potential to
challenge core ideas of community and agency; (4) conducting a
comparative-critical analysis to interpret the philosophical mismatch
between “ethnos” and virtual communities using key theoretical concepts;
and (5) identifying implications for ethnomusicological theory and
methodology, including ethical research practices, conceptual innovation,
and interdisciplinary collaboration.

To ensure rigor, the study employs theoretical triangulation, a
comprehensive literature review, and coherent argumentation grounded in
scholarly sources. While the non-empirical nature of the study is a limitation,
its interpretative depth offers valuable insights for rethinking foundational
concepts in ethnomusicology.

Results: A Portrait of the 'Music Community' in the Digital Realm

Through extensive literature review and synthesis, a nuanced portrait
emerges of the online 'music community' a formation that exhibits
distinctive characteristics markedly different from the classical concept of
'‘ethnos' in traditional ethnomusicology.

Online musical activity is no longer centered around a singular, cohesive
group; rather, it is fragmented into numerous niche communities or
microgroups. These groupings may be based on highly specific musical
genressuch as metalcore or synthwave collaborative creative practices like
remixing or covering songs, shared admiration for particular artists, or even
the social media platforms they inhabit. These communities often operate
independently, forming a landscape that resembles a diverse mosaic rather
than a unified whole.

Moreover, the dynamics within online music communities are significantly
shaped by automated systems or algorithms, particularly on major
platforms such as Spotify, YouTube, and TikTok. These algorithms not only
recommend music but also actively influence musical tastes, connect users
with others who share similar preferences, and determine which musical
trends or content gain popularity. In this sense, non-human "actors" play a
pivotal role in shaping musical experiences and social dynamics in the
digital sphere.

Identity within online music communities tends to be fluid and
multifaceted. Unlike ethnic group identities, which are often perceived as
stable and singular, digital identities are highly flexible. Users may adopt
pseudonyms or remain entirely anonymous. They can construct online
personas distinct from their offline selves, or even maintain multiple
identities across different platforms or music groups. Such experimentation
with identity is both commmon and socially accepted.

Interactions within these communities are almost exclusively mediated by
technology—devices, applications, and internet connectivity. Face-to-face
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Table 1. Comparative
Characteristics of Classical
'Ethnos' vs. Synthesized
Features of Virtual 'Music

encounters are rare, replaced by communication through text, images,
audio, or video, all filtered through platform interfaces. This technological
mediation fundamentally alters how individuals interact and experience a
sense of togetherness compared to physical gatherings.

In terms of temporality, online music communities exhibit a wide range of
lifespans. Many musical trends or online challenges are ephemeral—gaining
brief popularity before fading away. However, some forums or fan groups
persist for years. Generally, the rapid pace of change in digital environments
renders many interactions more synchronic and transient. Interestingly,
these communities can transcend national boundaries, connecting
individuals globally. Yet within this global space, new forms of "locality" can
emerge. Specific groups or forums may develop their own language, norms,
humor, or internal culture, understood only by their members, creating a
distinctive virtual "place" despite geographic dispersion. This phenomenon
is often referred to as glocalization.

The characteristics synthesized from the literature, when compared to the
classical concept of 'ethnos!', reveal stark contrasts, as summarized in Table 1.

Characteristic Classical 'Ethnos’ Synthesis Findings of Virtual

(Based on Literature
Review)

"Music Community"
Characteristics

Group Basis

Kinship,
Territory/Physical Place,
Shared History, Shared
Culture

Specific Musical
Interests/Tastes, Shared
Practices, Platform Affiliation,
Algorithmic Influence

Location Bound to Specific Digital Network, No Fixed
Geography, Clear Physical Place / Multi-local,
Physical Locality New Global/Local

Mode of Predominantly Face-to- | Mediated by Technology

Interaction Face, Oral (Text, Audio, Video, Avatar,
Communication, Oral Platform Interface)
Tradition

Identity Relatively Stable, Tend Fluid, Multiple, Constructed,
to be Singular, Strong Anonymous/Pseudonymous,
Collective, Tied to Offline | Individual/Networked
Attributes

Group Relatively Clear and Porous, Rapidly Changing,

Boundaries

Stable, Socially
Maintained

Overlapping, Often
Algorithmically Influenced

Temporality

Diachronic Depth,
Continuity of Tradition,
Long-term Stability

Predominantly Synchronic,
Ephemeral/Variable, Fast
Trends, Short/Fragmented
History

Key Influences

Traditional Elders,
Traditional Social
Institutions, Traditions,
Physical Environment

Recommendation
Algorithms, Platform Design,
Digital Influencers, Peer
Networks

Main Agency

Humans (Group
Members, Traditional
Leaders)

Humans and Non-Humans
(Algorithms, Platforms,
Software/Hardware)
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These findings form the basis of the argument that directly applying the
concept of 'ethnos' to virtual music phenomena may be inadequate and
instead requires further interpretation through alternative theoretical
lenses.

4.Discussions: Why the Concept of 'Ethnos' Is Less Relevant and What It
Means for Ethnomusicology

Following the presentation of findings on the distinctive characteristics of
virtual 'music communities', this section discusses why these features render
the classical concept of 'ethnos' less applicable, and explores the broader
implications for the future of ethnomusicological inquiry. This discussion is
framed through the lens of critical theory introduced earlier.

Viewed through Derrida's deconstructive framework, the findings on
fragmentation and fluid group boundaries directly challenge the notion of
'‘ethnos' as a clearly defined and centralized unity. Rather than a cohesive
group, the digital realm resembles a decentralized network without a
singular core. The fluid and interchangeable nature of identity also disrupts
assumptions about a stable, unified subject echoing Derrida’s critique of the
illusion of “full presence” (Gibson, 2021; Haynes, 2010). The fact that group
boundaries are shaped by algorithms further underscores that these
“‘communities” are dynamic constructions rather than natural entities.
Jean-Luc Nancy's ontology of “being-with” offers a compelling alternative
perspective. Instead of viewing fragmentation and ephemerality as failures
of community, they can be seen as defining features of the “inoperative
community” (Stenalt, 2021). Virtual togetherness may not aim to produce a
coherent collective “work,” but rather occurs in fleeting moments when
unique individuals (singularities) are “exposed” to one another through
shared musical interests while remaining distinct. This is a form of “being-
with” that resists total fusion into a singular identity (Mantie & Tironi-Rodd,
2023; Oakes & Abolhasani, 2021). Technological mediation may, in fact,
highlight the separateness that enables this new form of togetherness.

Network Theory provides a practical analytical tool for interpreting these
findings. Its focus on the relationships between nodes within a network is
particularly well-suited to analyzing the fragmented landscape of online
music communities (Waldron, 2018). It allows us to map how micro-groups
form (community detection), identify the most influential actors (centrality
analysis), and trace the diffusion of trends or information. This approach
offers a more dynamic and empirical lens than the relatively static model of
'‘ethnos' (Singh & Kumar, 2024).

Finally, Posthumanism is especially relevant in interpreting the role of
algorithms and technological mediation. This perspective reminds us that
humans are not the only significant “actors.” Algorithms and platforms
possess agency they actively shape taste, mediate interactions, and even
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influence who connects with whom (Agyeman & Brewu, 2020; Pocyn, 2023).
Online musical experience is the result of a complex assemblage between
humans and technologies, in which both mutually influence one another
(Spinetti et al, 2020). This marks a significant departure from the
anthropocentric assumptions embedded in the classical notion of 'ethnos'.

So, What Does All This Mean for Ethnomusicology? This discussion illustrates
that while the classical concept of 'ethnos' holds historical value, it falls short
in capturing the nuanced realities of musical life in the digital age
particularly in relation to non-human agency, fluid identities, and complex
network dynamics. The implications of this inadequacy are profound and
call for a serious rethinking of ethnomusicological frameworks.

One major implication is the need for new research methodologies in
ethnomusicology, accompanied by deep ethical reflection. Traditional
fieldwork must be complemented or in some cases, replaced by online
research methods such as netnography. However, this transition is far from
straightforward. It raises critical questions: How do we define the “field” in a
boundless digital space? How should we address ethical concerns around
privacy, informed consent, and anonymity when studying online
interactions that may leave permanent traces? How can we analyze the
overwhelming volume of data and the often-invisible influence of
algorithms? These challenges demand both methodological innovation and
ethical rigor.

If the classical notion of 'ethnos' proves inadequate, ethnomusicology must
remain open to exploring or developing alternative conceptual frameworks.
Terms such as “networked musical publics,” “algorithmic publics” (groups
shaped by algorithmic curation), “affective communities” (groups formed
through shared emotional resonance), or even “inoperative musical
communities” (drawing on Nancy's philosophy) may offer more suitable
lenses. Core ethnomusicological questions about meaning, identity, and the
function of music must be rearticulated within this technologically
mediated context.

This challenge is too complex for ethnomusicology to address in isolation.
Dialogue and collaboration with other disciplines such as media studies,
science and technology studies (STS), philosophy, digital sociology, and
computer science are essential for developing a more holistic
understanding. An interdisciplinary approach enables researchers to view
digital musical phenomena from multiple perspectives and to construct
more comprehensive analytical frameworks.

Questioning the concept of 'ethnos' is not an attempt to dismantle
ethnomusicology, but rather a vital step toward ensuring that the discipline
remains relevant, critical, and capable of explaining how music is lived and
made meaningful in an increasingly digital world.

10
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5. Conclusions: Toward a More Adaptive Ethnomusicology

Following a critical analysis of the concept of 'ethnos' and its confrontation
with the realities of virtual 'music communities' informed by contemporary
theoretical lenses several key conclusions can be drawn:

First, the classical concept of 'ethnos' proves to be insufficient. Its
foundational assumptions regarding group coherence, attachment to
physical place, stable collective identity, and the primacy of human agency
do not align with the core characteristics of online musical aggregations,
which tend to be fragmented, algorithmically shaped, fluid in identity,
technologically mediated, ephemeral, and marked by glocalized dynamics.
These fundamental differences render the direct application of 'ethnos'
problematic.

Second, critical theoretical approaches offer valuable insights. Frameworks
such as Deconstruction, Nancy's Ontology of Being-With, Network Theory,
and Posthumanism help deconstruct outdated assumptions and provide
more nuanced perspectives on digital musical phenomena. These theories
highlight key aspects such as the instability of meaning, the relational
nature of togetherness, the importance of network structures, and the
agency of non-human actors that are often overlooked when relying solely
on the 'ethnos' framework.

Third, the implications for ethnomusicology are both significant and urgent.
To remain relevant, the discipline must adapt. This entails developing
methodological flexibility by embracing digital research methods (such as
netnography) and grappling with their ethical challenges; demonstrating
theoretical openness by reevaluating core concepts and exploring more
fitting alternative frameworks; and strengthening interdisciplinary
engagement with other fields to better understand the complex interplay
between music, technology, and society today.

While the notion of an "“ethnomusicology without ethnos” may sound
radical, the willingness to critically reassess conceptual foundations is a sign
of a discipline’s vitality. This is not about erasing history, but about ensuring
that ethnomusicology continues to offer sharp and relevant analyses of how
music is lived, experienced, and made meaningful in its many forms in the
increasingly connected 21st century. This challenge also opens up exciting
opportunities for ethnomusicology to expand its horizons and reaffirm its
role in understanding the contemporary world. Future research can build
on this foundation through deeper empirical studies and the testing of the
alternative concepts proposed here.
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