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The Obscured “Mother Tongue”: The Loss of Voice and Ontological
Reconstruction of Chinese Instrumental Music under Western
Harmonic Thinking

Wang Tao (Yantai Nanshan University, China)

Abstract: Since the twentieth century, traditional Chinese instrumental music has increasingly fallen into a
state of “homogenization” amid a modernization process dominated by Western functional harmony, giving
rise to a corresponding condition of “instrumental voicelessness.” Such voicelessness does not imply a
stagnation of musical creation; rather, it is rooted in a fundamental conflict between Chinese and Western
musical ontologies—namely, the incommensurability between “pitch as a discrete entity” and “melodic
inflection and resonance as an unfolding process.” Through academic institutions, pedagogical training, and
systems of evaluation, Western harmonic thought has penetrated Chinese musical practice at multiple
levels, repeatedly marginalizing and obscuring the indigenous aesthetic traditions of rungiang—the
nuanced embellishment and inflection of individual tones—and heterophony.

This process of obscuration unfolds along two trajectories. In education and composition, it leads to the
collapse of three interconnected dimensions: the inflection of individual tones, heterophonic texture, and
holistic artistic conception. In ensemble arrangement, it results in the fossilization of source materials, the
assimilation of indigenous textures, and the replacement of traditional soundscapes, thereby displacing the
aesthetic experience as a whole. Under these circumstances, neither an outright rejection of harmony nor an
exclusive reliance on it can provide an effective solution.

Moving beyond this binary opposition, the present article proposes a “bilingual and dual-dwelling”
aesthetic position. On the one hand, it explores compositional approaches such as
“melodic-inflection-driven vertical structures”; on the other, it seeks to restore performers’ embodied
agency and improvisatory interaction to the center of the stage. By reconstructing “vertical soundscapes
accessible to runqiang,” Chinese instrumental music may move beyond the imitation of symphonic models
toward a modern mode of expression grounded in its own musical mother tongue, thereby reaffirming its
distinctive voice and cultural identity within a global context.

Keywords: Homogenization; Instrumental voicelessness; Rungiang; Heterophony; Ontological

reconstruction
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