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Consensus process in the decision-making of a North
American alternative brass band
Andrew Snyder

Instituto de Etnomusicologia-música e dança, New University of Lisbon, Lisbon, Portugal

ABSTRACT
Consensus decision-making has become increasingly popular in
social movements and other community projects, ideally
amplifying feelings of investment and ownership in a project and
its goals. While use of consensus has been notable in amateur
musical spaces, this article examines the consensus process of a
professionally oriented alternative brass band in the United
States, exploring whether consensus can be effective, efficient,
and just in a group that requires frequent executive decisions to
function. Based on my seven years of participation in the band
and an examination of the advantages and disadvantages
identified by members, I contribute to an emerging interest in
ensemble governance and argue that despite the many benefits
of consensus, the process can also fail to build full solidarity and
equality between members. I suggest that those seeking to
decolonise or horizontalise traditional hierarchical leadership
models must engage with the many pitfalls that unconventional
governance structures can create.

KEYWORDS
Brass bands; consensus;
governance; decision-
making; HONK!

‘OK, what are your votes?’ Rob asks the weary group of musicians constituting the mem-
bership of Lower Middle Brass (LMB).1 They are still hanging around after a Monday
night practice trying to achieve consensus about whether to use a bus instead of
several vans on tour in Europe. Several members hold up one finger, others hold up
two, there’s one three, and two fours. No one’s holding up a five, the death knell of
any proposal, but Leo cautions the others anyway: ‘come on, people, no one vote five,
please!’ ‘OK’, says Rob, ‘that looks like we will get the bus, but do the fours want to
say something before we ratify this?’ One of the fours explains that he is not gonna
‘go to the barricades over this’ but, though more expensive, the vans offer a certain
amount of freedom. The band votes again with the results mostly the same. ‘OK, bus
it is’, says Rob. Larry, a newer member, who’s often stoned and not paying attention
during these business meetings, asks ‘wait what does two mean again?’ ‘It means you
only kinda like it, not love, like it’, responds Amy. ‘No’, says Lily, ‘it means you
support the idea but you have an amendment’. Amy rolls her eyes—‘nobody uses it
that way, Lily’. A prospective member, who has not been briefed on what we are
doing, looks bewildered.
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These internal discords largely disappeared on stage when LMB finds itself touring in
Europe that summer. At a show in France, the DJ dims the music as the only sounds
heard in the club become crowd chatter. ‘Bam!’ the bass drum directs the crowd’s atten-
tion to the band behind it. The drums set off a bhangra beat as the musicians behind them
begin to process in. They split the crowd into two as the brass players dance and hold
their horns in the air, rocking their way to the stage. As the band mounts and takes
the stage, with glitter, face paint, and shiny costumes on in full view, the horns enter
on top of the drums with a blaring melody of a Bollywood song that generally only a
few members of the audiences to whom we have played the song have recognised. None-
theless, the crowd responds with shouts of euphoria, and we proceed to play through the
rest of our repertoire amplified on stage, animating the crowd with cumbia, Balkan songs,
Afrobeat, indy rock, and much more. Eventually, as the crowd starts to seem exhausted
from the delirium of the music, we jump off stage and take a new formation right in front
of the audience at their level. With the crack of a snare roll, the horns rush the dancers
playing the entrance to a New Orleans second line song and reinvigorate the crowd for
this finale after which the band, dripping in sweat, raises horns and drums above while
the audience roars.

LMB was founded in San Francisco, California in 2013 as a professional and consen-
sus-process band. By professional, I mean that it aims for a high level of musicality over
inclusivity, plays shows often paying thousands of dollars, and has toured to play at fes-
tivals on three continents. Unlike most professional large ensembles that are run hier-
archically by a centralised committee, single person, or agent, this ensemble, which
regularly numbers between fifteen and twenty musicians, has aimed since the beginning
to make decisions through a group decision-making process known as consensus. They
attempt to reconcile all points of view and produce decisions with which all members can
ultimately agree—‘getting to yes’. The numbering system described above emerged early
in the group’s history as a way to signal members’ initial opinions on a given subject,
open further discussion, and ultimately arrive at consensus. The productive tension
between the high quality musical performance the band seeks to deliver as a somewhat
unified collective and the diversity of views that find themselves in debate with each other
in the consensus system, reflected in the two contrasting episodes recounted above, is at
the heart of what makes the band a dynamic, but often challenging, project for members.

LMB could in many ways be called a successful experiment with consensus, a tool that
is often thought of as more appropriate to community groups and, in the case of music,
amateur ensembles, and not groups that need to frequently make executive decisions.
Writing in Freedom is an Endless Meeting about various forms of participatory democ-
racy in social movements including consensus, Francesca Polletta notes that ‘Conven-
tional wisdom has it that participatory democracy is worthy in principle but unwieldy
in practice’ (2002: 1), leading all too often to quick collapse when presented with execu-
tive demands. Polletta rejects this view of participatory democracy as in conflict with
‘strategy’, that is, the tangible accomplishment of goals. She argues instead that partici-
patory democracy can be strategic by magnifying senses of investment, commitment,
creativity, contribution, and responsibility to a project, providing it with the lifeblood
to thrive and accomplish goals. LMB, which evolved from political as well as musical
movements, could be seen as a test case for such an argument in the relatively unexplored
realm of professional music and participatory democracy. In alignment with Polletta,
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former member Leo recounted, ‘consensus in its best forms can create a sense of invest-
ment in the group and a sense of community that can really hold people in the project’.

This article explores some of the advantages and disadvantages to using such an
unconventional system in a music ensemble with professional aspiration. I seek to con-
tribute to a little discussed topic in music studies: the governance of music ensembles
beyond musicking and its contribution to feelings of community within musical projects.
Ethnomusicologists have devoted a great deal of attention to the deployment of power in
the act of playing music, with especial focus on improvisation, interaction, conducting,
and interpretation of musical works.2 But rarely have they focused attention on demo-
cratic experiments in the many other crucial aspects of managing an ensemble. To
what extent can consensus process be effective, efficient, and just in such a setting?

As a cofounder, trumpeter, composer, and arranger of the band from 2013 until I left
the Bay Area in 2020, I offer here an autoethnographic reflection, mixed with three
formal interviews and many conversations with bands members over the years, about
our experience trying to create a utopian governance structure. Interviewees, one
white woman and two white men, were selected due to their distinct viewpoints and
experiences, and they all, like me, left the band when they departed the Bay Area on
the occasion of the pandemic, thus offering a retrospective perspective with less stake
than current members. As an ethnomusicologist who had a crucial role in founding a
band that has exercised a distinctive model of governance for almost a decade, I naturally
have reflected informally about its successes and challenges, but I have only been able to
consider these dynamics academically more recently with the benefit of distance.

In this article, I recount the band’s founding as a consensus organisation and focus on
its efforts to grow as it confronted the challenges of developing governance models,
growing band membership and community, promoting professionalism, navigating
finances, and developing music and performance—all through consensus. Despite the
many benefits of consensus, I show that the process can also fail to build full solidarity
and equality between members. I argue that a central challenge for groups to create
and maintain the equality between members that they seek are the complex decision-
making frameworks that can develop in absence of a leader, allowing paradoxically for
the accumulation of authority and status to particular members who are viewed as
knowing the systems better than others, thus creating new hierarchies. I more broadly
suggest that those seeking to decolonise or horizontalise traditional hierarchical leader-
ship models must also engage with the many pitfalls that unconventional governance
structures can create.

Experiments at collective governance in the HONK! network

While many brass bands around the world are models of hierarchical leadership inher-
ited from the colonial and military structures from which they descended, LMB is not
alone in its experimentation with democracy. Rather, it is part of a global network of
alternative brass bands that has especially consolidated itself around the HONK! festival
network. HONK! emerged with Boston’s HONK! Festival of Activist Street Bands in 2006
and has since spread to two dozen festivals around the world. The bands play a raucous
diversity of music, especially drawing on New Orleans brass and Balkan brass, as well as
popular music styles from around the world, an aesthetic that LMB shares. The question
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of activism has been an issue of controversy since the beginning, with some bands choos-
ing to play on the front lines of protests including Black Lives Matter, Occupy, and anti-
war protests, while others promote inclusive musical education or seek out musicians of
marginalised backgrounds. Still others express very little political commitment, but their
members generally hold quite leftist politics and their party-oriented and countercultural
aesthetics make them a parody of the traditionalism with which brass bands are often
associated, as is the case of LMB.3 At the HONK! festivals, bands meet and share eclectic
repertoires, performance styles, political commitments, and, for our purposes, organis-
ational styles. In the diverse locations in which they have caught fire, they are generally
the product of leftist and predominantly white middle-class participants, with consider-
able diversity along the lines of gender, sexuality, and age (see Snyder, Garofalo, and
Allen 2020 for more on HONK!).

There are a wide variety of governance styles within the bands that participate, includ-
ing more traditional leadership structures, but crucial to the ‘activist’ cause of many
bands, explicitly or implicitly, is their experimentation with various forms of democracy,
including majority voting, haphazard anarchist chaos, and structured consensus
process.4 Here I am in particularly in conversation with Meghan Kallman whose two
recent publications (2020, 2022) offer a keen analysis of various autonomous leadership
practices in HONK! bands in New England. Challenging the idea that autonomist leader-
ship is sporadic or unenduring, she discusses the emergence of ‘shared leadership’ in lea-
derless bands (or ‘leaderful’ as she sometimes puts it) between members. She views these
diverse practices as achieving durable ‘autonomist leadership’ based on the creation of
structures that enable them to ‘meet their… needs in the absence of a single “leader”’
(2022: 347). These needs include both the ‘functional’ delegation of tasks, as well as
the interpretive needs of a group, including ‘critical assessment of problems and
causes’, the ‘management of meaning’, and the production of ‘a moral order’ (2022:
352). Crucial to Kallman’s argument is that ‘self-governance is part of prefiguration:
street bands try to make the world they want to see by enacting it’ (2022: 350).

My article differs substantially, as none of Kallman’s bands are specifically designated
as using a consensus process or reaches the level of bureaucratic structure that LMB has
developed. While identifying pitfalls, she also views these models as fundamentally posi-
tive, while my more ambivalent assessment is that they are not objectively better or
worse, but, in the final analysis, just structurally different and producing different
results. Moreover, her work surveys bands that more clearly fit a model of what a
HONK! band has often been conceived to be by festival organisers, i.e. ideally participa-
tory, multi-level, and open to amateurs (Garofalo 2012). The ‘prefigurative’ urge of such
inclusive bands to create an internally democratic structure follows somewhat logically
from the participatory impulses and desire to broadly include others. But such a portrait
of HONK! bands as inherently multi-level or amateur ignores the many professional
bands that have also circulated within the HONK! orbit. These bands generally share
HONK!’s progressive politics, musical eclecticism, and innovative performance styles.
But their goal is not to be as musically inclusive as possible, but rather to put on the
best show possible, viewed by many as an inherently exclusionary goal. While LMB
maintains the aim to democratise internally and intensify community spirit through con-
sensus, the borders of the band created by membership are well guarded—in Naomi
Podber’s terms (2020), they have a high level of ‘provisional inclusion’ and low level of
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‘wide inclusion’. LMB declared itself explicitly apolitical and professionally oriented,
calling into question whether consensus here should be understood as a prefigurative
modelling for a different world rather than just a practical strategy for effective commu-
nity governance.

In both Kallman’s examples and LMB, however, it is the creation of structures that
aims to combat invisible and unaccountable authority common to ‘structureless’ hori-
zontal groups. LMB was particularly influenced by an article by Jo Freeman who
warned of the ‘tyranny of structurelessness’ (1972). Freeman argued that the idea of
‘structurelessness’ had become a ‘goddess in its own right’ (151), but that ‘there is no
such thing as a “structureless” group’ (152). For her, the presumption of structurelessness
creates unaccountable leaders who become an invisible elite:

A ‘laissez-faire’ group is about as realistic as a ‘laissez-faire’ society; the idea becomes a
smoke screen for the strong or the lucky to establish unquestioned hegemony over
others. This hegemony can easily be established because the idea of ‘structurelessness’
does not prevent the formation of informal structures, but only formal ones… power is cur-
tailed to those who know the rules, as long as the structure of the group is informal… If the
movement continues to deliberately not select who shall exercise power, it does not thereby
abolish power. All it does is abdicate the right to demand that those who do exercise power
and influence be responsible for it. (152)

This article, however, shows that ‘formal’ democratic structures do not by themselves
resolve the tyranny of structurelessness. The creation of ostensibly democratic structures
aiming at collective leadership can present other ways of entrenching power in particular
people.

Consensus

Many democratic systems are designed for competition between groups, but consensus
has a distinct and loftier rationale: the production of ideally universal agreement within a
group through patient listening and rigorous discussion. Polletta distinguishes ‘participa-
tory democracy’, of which consensus is one form, from ‘adversarial democracy’, which
typifies ‘Roberts Rules of Order’ as well as politics in liberal democratic states based
on opposing party platforms. Adversarial democracy is the result of a power struggle
and assumes ‘that people know their preferences before deliberation begins… [but]
the emphasis [in participatory democracy] is on communicative give-and-take’ (2002:
8). Ideally, for facilitator Tree Bressens, consensus can lead to ‘high-quality decisions
based on full access to collective wisdom, build connection by replacing competition
with cooperation, [and produce] more effective implementation because full empower-
ment in the process results in common ownership of the results’ (2007: 212–3).

Polletta traces the rise of participatory democracy in North America to the 1960s
counterculture and social movements, but American consensus practices also have a
longer history in religious traditions including Quakers and Mennonites. The popularity
of consensus in the contemporary left can be understood as a shift away from more hier-
archical models of the traditional left, represented by ‘vanguards’ and disciplined leader-
ship structures of parties and unions, to horizontal models of recent social movements,
such as the anti-globalisation movements of the 1990s and 2000s or the Occupy Wall
Street assemblies of the early 2010s (see Graeber 2013). The founders and original
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members of LMB came to the project with many of these influences—I, for example, had
experiences with Quakerism as a child, had witnessed consensus process in a cohousing
community I lived in, and had practiced it in a different political brass band as well as
many political spaces.

There are many variations on consensus systems in the United States and globally, but
most, including LMB’s, involve a process that begins with identifying a problem, leading
to discussion, and eventually making a proposal. Often managed by a facilitator, the
group might discuss the proposal with members being encouraged to respond and
refine the proposal through a process of ‘temperature checks’, amendments, and non-
binding voting. Members generally then confront three choices: approve, stand aside,
or block, the last of which can kill a proposal or force the group to reach a different res-
olution. If there are no blocks, a proposal can pass with members approving and/or
standing aside. One variation of the system can be seen in the decision-tree below
(Figure 1).

Figure 1. Consensus map from European Youth For(est) Action (1995).
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But for all its benefits, many who have practiced it note its drawbacks. The result of
give-and-take can be the watering down of proposals resulting in a decision that
appeals to the lowest common denominator. Many consensus groups fear blocking by
one member or small minority, what I have heard described as the ‘tyranny of the
one’. For Bressens, blocking should only be used if ‘the proposal is perceived to be
against core values of the group… Inappropriate use of blocking…most often gives
consensus-based groups a poor reputation; personal values or preferences, no matter
how strongly held, are not a reason to block’ (2007: 214). The most commonly noted cri-
tique is that consensus can be time-consuming; as Leo simply recounted to me, ‘consen-
sus is really exhausting’. Polletta writes that it ‘demands more patience, energy, and time
on the part of its participants. People without much free time are a disadvantage’ (2002:
12). However, while Polletta has argued for the efficacy of participatory democracy,
Darcy Leach (2016), in a critique of Polletta pointedly entitled ‘When Freedom is Not
an Endless Meeting’, has questioned the presumption that consensus is necessarily ineffi-
cient, showing that many groups can in fact use the system quickly. She identifies
efficiency tactics, including delegating responsibilities, meeting frequently, and devoting
group energy only to big decisions, all elements that LMB has attempted to incorporate
over the years.

Founding a consensus band

I cofounded LMB with three other musicians from the broader alternative brass band
community in the San Francisco Bay Area. The two drummers who cofounded the
band came with a very distinct vision including the need for consensus, while the
tuba player and I had consensus experience from a local activist band as well as
other spaces. We founders believed not only that consensus would increase commit-
ment and interest in the project among members, but, more selfishly, we also
wanted to distribute the considerable responsibilities of running the band to the
members. We conceived consensus process as offering a repertoire written, arranged,
and chosen to some extent collectively; the possibility for members to grow not only
as musicians but in other areas of managing a band; and even a more uninhibited per-
formance style unlimited by deference to a musical leader. For Lily, who had worked
extensively with leftist community organising groups and non-profits and was one of
the earliest non-founders to join, the consensus frame was an attraction, as it rep-
resented a spirit of community and care she had felt lacking in previous musical
projects:

The basis of consensus is, I care about all of you. I want your needs to be met, and therefore
I’m willing to invest the time in thinking creatively about alternatives that we haven’t ima-
gined yet to come up with something that works well for all of us.

The concept for the band emerged over a series of meetings between the four of us, as
we founders aimed to start with a clear vision that would be offered as non-negotiable to a
band that would ultimately be democratic and could, therefore, potentially later alter the
band’s initial concept. LMB would be a hard-hitting dance band with ‘in your face’ brass
and drums. We would play everything from memory, ideally in the crowd when we
could, seeking uninhibited contact with the audience. We would play a wide diversity
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of music, much of which would include global brass genres shared by other HONK!
bands—including New Orleans, Balkan, Indian, and others. We would practice weekly
for three hours and perform a few times a month, requiring members to devote signifi-
cant time to the project. In order to be viewed as ‘cool’ and capture a share of the local
popular music market, we aimed to play not in folksy or world music spaces but in major
popular music venues, as well underground music venues that shared the band’s punk
aesthetics and the leftist politics of most of its members, such as the punk venue
where the band held rehearsals in its first years.

We founders called our musicians’ friends whom we thought would be a good fit for
the project, offering them the status of full membership from the onset, and had the good
luck that many of them agreed. The band’s founders were white, middle-class, university-
educated, predominantly male, and leftist, and we generally found members within our
own social circles that resembled us, giving the band a privileged profile from the begin-
ning. We committed to them that we would officially turn over governance to the band
members in the form of consensus process after four rehearsals directed by the founders.
Our first rehearsal surprised us all with the high level of musicality, with exuberant
energy generated by sight-reading a Bollywood song, an Arabic popular song over a
hip-hop beat, and a New Orleans standard, and we founders knew we had a band
with a future. In the early rehearsals of the band’s working with consensus process,
the group ratified a vision similar to what the founders had conceived as a non-negotiable
vision, writing a document entitled ‘Shared Visions and Agreements’.

Developing a consensus model

At this early stage, the group approved the usage of the particular one-to-five consensus
model described earlier, which Lily brought in from other non-profit spaces. This system
offers five choices, presenting a variation on the three possibilities of approve, stand aside,
or block described earlier. One would indicate full support, two would be support with
amendment, three would be stand-aside, four would be disagreement but not blocking,
and five would be a block. Importantly, the meaning of the system changed quickly from
one in which members were expected to be committed to listening to each amendment of
a ‘two’ or the serious reservations of a ‘four’ to one in which the numbers represented a
range of feelings about a proposal from positive to negative. The primary aim became not
to ‘get to a one’ but for the average of the band to feel about any passing proposal happy
… ish. One came to represent ‘full support’, two meant ‘sure fine’, three meant ‘meh,
whatever’, four meant ‘I don’t like it but go ahead’ and five meant ‘I hate it’. Justin,
who joined three years into the band’s history, told me that he perceived the number
system less as a guide to consensus than as a rating system.

Confusingly, the use of the number system could vary depending on whether it was
being used during an open discussion, in which case it was more likely to be closer to
its original function, or for a secret ballot, when responses came to be averaged.
Thresholds for passage and process could vary by the category of what was being
voted on despite a lack of frequent refreshers regarding the increasingly numerous
voting rules that were emerging. By contrast, Lily recounted that in other spaces
where she had used it and found it worked well, ‘there was constant reviewing what
everything means for every vote, because people will forget’. Tree Bressens cautions
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that consensus requires ‘training in the method’, as new members cannot otherwise be
expected to understand such an unconventional system (2007: 215). While some consen-
sus groups do invest in training, facilitators, and workshops, LMB never made similar
investments, neither during its founding or at later periods. And while some experience
with consensus was shared by most, but not all, of the earliest members, newer members
were much less likely to come with such knowledge, since they were attracted primarily
by the musical excitement of the band witnessed at performances rather than the internal
politics of which they usually knew nothing.

Thus, as the example that opens this article shows, how the system was to be used
quickly became and was always a subject of controversy. While a spirit and practice of
participatory democracy has certainly permeated the band’s history, the structures set
up early on did not prohibit the development of adversarial democracy. As Justin
related, ‘It can get a little bit like so and so’s camp versus someone else’s camp and
there’s no one to really mediate between those two camps’. Indeed, different factions
emerged early on, with some vehemently committed to consensus process and others dis-
trusting the entire model, arguing that effectively run bands should, in fact, be dictator-
ships. Long, drawn-out meetings proved to be a drag for some who simply wanted to play
music and perhaps had little interest in consensus process, arguing for ‘less talk, more
rock’.

Furthermore, early worries of a ‘tyranny of the minority’ led within months of the
band’s founding to a ‘modified consensus’ process, which would allow for one
member, and later two, to vote five on most proposals and still have the proposal pass
with at least a 2.5 average. The band defined 2.5 as a threshold early on after a member-
ship decision fell around this average and we realised we were not sure if it had passed or
not. Modifying consensus to a system closer to a super-majority is not uncommon. Leach
writes that

In its 1960s iteration… consensus… included the individual right to block any decision
perceived to be morally objectionable… Recent participatory experiments, however, have
often made compromises with this ideal for the sake of efficiency, for example, by… adopt-
ing a modified consensus process that requires only a super-majority (usually between 75
and 90 per-cent) for a decision to pass. (2016: 38)

In LMB’s case, five also shifted from ‘I’m blocking this proposal until you listen to my
concerns’ and came to represent a sign of such a serious disagreement that a member
‘fiving’ a proposal would ostensibly be prepared to leave the band if the band wanted
to do it anyway. This was a situation so extreme that blocking functionally was rarely
used for its originally intended purpose, further changing the role of a five as a tool to
eventually reach consensus. Lily related that ‘very quickly there were people saying
“you should never ever vote five on anything, and you should use it twice in your
life”’. Indeed, Justin, who entered later, told me he had ‘witnessed it probably once in
my four years in the band’. 2.5, incidentally, is exactly the average between an equal
number of people who love a proposal (ones) and those who don’t like it (fours) but
not willing to block and theoretically not actually dissimilar from majority rule if in prac-
tice fives are non-existent. Leo, one of the members with the most experience in consen-
sus related about the averaging of votes, ‘That was weird. I’ve never been in a consensus
group that does that’.
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As most members were not generally driven to be contrarian and fives were strongly
discouraged, 2.5 turned out to be a relatively low threshold for passage of any given pro-
posal. Furthermore, the lack of feeling of stake on the part of some members on a range of
band questions in favour of keeping the process moving allowed a wide variety of pro-
posals to pass. Leo explains that

you would have to have a lot of negative opposition to actually kill a proposal because the bar
was actually really low. Most people in the band want things to just run smoothly and so if
you don’t have a strong opinion about something you let it go, and there are a lot of people
that just didn’t have strong opinions about most things, myself included. It was kind of like,
oh, someone has an idea and they really are excited about it. I don’t see any problem with it
…Okay, great, let’s just keep playing music, I don’t care.

In practice, proposals often received the time and attention they demanded, and
members were allowed to bring up their concerns. But, also in practice, a small group
of people could still block the will of the majority, such as, for example, whether or
not to play a jazz tune, a genre particularly disliked by a small faction. Modified consen-
sus, the development of a rating system, and low sense of stake among some members
allowed for faster passage and efficiency, but could be seen as at odds with the earlier
commitment to try to get all members as close to a one, or full support, as possible.
For some, these shifts were efficient developments for the needs of the band’s democratic
system. But for Lily (and others), these shifts represented an early deviation of the band’s
principles:

each of these numbers has a significant meaning, and, when the averaging got suggested at
some point, that was just like a complete corruption. It’s not actually a threshold of consen-
sus. It’s a threshold of majoritarian democracy and a complicated system that people don’t
understand.

Beyond the decision-making process itself, the band has confronted major questions
its member have had to resolve. Especially in the early stages as it gained its identity, there
were crucial debates among people who often barely knew one another regarding how to
manage membership, finances, musical and performance choices, and conflict manage-
ment without a formal leader. In order not to weigh down the band with every single
decision, the band founded several committees to delegate tasks that any member
could join, including committees devoted to booking, finance, music, performance,
and ‘social aid and pleasure’ (aka ‘the fun committee’). Committees were expected to
work independently but be ultimately responsible to the band members. While in prac-
tice some committees were effective, the degree to which these committees were fully
functioning at any given moment became a topic of band ridicule.

Membership, professionalism, and finances

At this early stage, we wanted to grow the band beyond its first ten members, aiming for a
band with up to five percussionists, two tubas, four trombones, five trumpets, and alto,
tenor and baritone saxes. But how would we bring in new members without a leader who
could make such decisions by fiat? Adapting the practices of other leaderless bands in
which some of us had participated, we agreed that after an initial audition, which we
defined as consisting of performing three of the band’s songs and a short collective
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interview, a successful auditionee would go through three months of trial membership.
During this time, they would be expected to show commitment to learning and memor-
ising the music, display their capacity to fit into the culture of the group, and demonstrate
their performative capacity to ‘bring it’. Subsequently, the band would vote on that
person’s ‘membership for life’ giving full voting privileges. In order to protect hurt feel-
ings, this vote would be based on a secret, anonymous paper ballot in which the prospec-
tive member had to achieve lower than a 2.5 average and not receive any ‘fives’, a process
that was eventually conducted by Google Forms (Figure 2). After a few failures at bring-
ing in members through consensus despite three months of regular commitment by some
auditionees, the group committed to regular check-ins with the auditionee to ensure suc-
cessful completion of trial membership or declare earlier on that the auditionee would
not be a ‘good fit’.

A crucial question in our attempts to bring in new members was how the practice of
our consensus system itself might impact our ability to integrate new members. For
some, the idea of a leaderless band was an attraction, such as for Leo: ‘the idea of
being in a collective project where you have at least in theory equal say to what
happens was a draw certainly’. But members quickly learned that the unconventional
system requiring the time and energy making decisions that in other professional
spaces would be made by a leader also limited what kinds of musicians would be inter-
ested. Leo noted that the decision-making process is inherently ‘demoralising for at least
a certain amount of people and deters certain kinds of people from joining, especially
people who don’t have a lot of free time and professional musicians’. The band did gen-
erally find interested musicians we considered competent at a professional standard, but
other professional musicians politely declined our invitation to audition. Other

Figure 2. Membership vote conducted anonymously by Google Forms.
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musicians whose livelihood depends on musical performance and had become members
left the band, some after a brief foray with trial membership, others after years in the
band.

Because of the fundamentally musical focus of the band, band governance generally
took up no more than 30 minutes of the three-hour weekly rehearsals, generally at the
end when members were tired. While these meetings might be a drag for some, for
others they represented too little investment in consensus process. Lily believes that

to run any project by consensus it takes a lot of time on governance. Time is needed to build
trust and relationship so people can work together. For a consensus band to work, maybe
half the time should be spent on government.

Indeed, the political, multi-level brass band in which she, I, and other early members had
played performed check-ins with members at rehearsal, devoted a great deal of rehearsal
time to consensus, and required interviews of potential members both to gauge political
fit and educate them on the band processes. When asked if such a high-threshold could
be met in a professionally-oriented band, Lily argued that ‘a project that’s goal is musical
excellence can be one in consensus’, but in fact a higher level of professional expectation
and capacity would be required. She suggested that memorisation and other elements of
musical practice should be conducted outside of rehearsal for consensus process not to be
rushed.

Another crucial early decision that affected the kinds of musicians the band was able to
attract, as well as all other elements of the band’s operations, regarded the band’s
finances. The group quickly confronted the question of what to do with the performance
proceeds we started generating as we began busking on the lucrative streets of
San Francisco where 30 minutes of a lively brass band could rake in 200 dollars;
within the first year we began to book gigs paying thousands of dollars. The professional
musicians in the band who were used to getting paid for gigs largely pushed to pay par-
ticipating musicians for individual gigs as they were accustomed. But this approach was
in conflict with the desire of others to entirely pool the band’s resources for touring,
framing this increasingly difficult venture for live musicians as the ultimate reward
and ‘stay factor’ for participation. This proposal was supported especially by some of
the founders who had successfully taken their former band to Europe several times.
Though alternative brass bands I have studied in Europe and South America have
often relied on their Ministries of Culture or other forms of institutional support for
touring while continuing to pay members, American bands have generally had to gener-
ate such touring funds themselves due to a relative lack of such sources in an entrepre-
neurial culture.

After a long consensus process, the band agreed essentially on the latter approach of
pooling money for tours and other band goals, with an effectively symbolic offer of a
small annual dividend based on diligent tallying of accumulated participation in band
events, such as rehearsals, meetings, and performances. Musicians were otherwise
encouraged to show up to as many events as possible and in compensation would be
taken on tour. Effectively, all participating members were compensated equally regardless
of how much effort they put in, a system the band jokingly referred to as socialism. Yet
inconsistencies developed regarding what forms of labour would be compensated, as
those who had particular in-demand skills, such as booking or composing, demanded
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and won payment for their time, while other forms of creative as well as ‘brunt’, but
necessary, labour, from costume design to finance, went unpaid. This approach of not
compensating performance in particular has been a challenge especially for professional
musicians in the band. But for others, democracy represented a reasonable trade for indi-
vidual pay-outs, since the collective would decide to what uses collectively gained income
would be put. Leo asked hypothetically, ‘if the band were structured traditionally with a
band leader, would we have been motivated to show up to practice every week, play all
these shows, and not make any money?’

The ideal LMB musician became someone who is professionally trained but does not
approach music strictly as a profession, such as those with music degrees who work in the
tech sector. In this respect, the Bay Area proved to be an ideal space for such a band, as its
high cost of living but capacity to attract highly skilled workers produces a glut of high
level musicians who would be unable without great effort despite their talent to secure
their livelihood through music performance. By contrast, ‘music cities’ like New
Orleans or Austin that generate ample economic opportunities for gigging present con-
siderable competition for a band that demands musical time that might not be commo-
dified. Leo described LMB musicians as ‘good people who are generally not trying to
make their lives on music, so it’s art for art’s sake’. This approach allowed the project
to put its money into relatively more ambitious goals than many professional projects
that paid their members out, like musical tours around the world every year to every
other year—including to Brazil, Spain, France, Hungary, Croatia, Slovenia, and New
Orleans—but without some of the most talented musicians in the Bay Area who might
bring the group musically to the next level. As Leo noted,

the band wanted to be a professional quality band made up of professional musicians who
are not being paid as professionals, and that’s just a hard thing to do. You need people who
are on board—people who have both a political commitment, and a musical commitment,
but they are in short supply.

When new members have joined, they have generally been encouraged to step into
extra-musical roles, as the band requires a wide variety of tasks and work to function. Inter-
viewees noted several examples of newmembers who within their first year had contributed
a great deal to particular committees and embraced leadership roles. Leo perceived that

there’s room to step up, room to participate and make your voice heard in ways there
wouldn’t be in another musical project if the band was structured traditionally with a
band leader… It’s a great space for people who are assertive.

Ideally, through participation in consensus, new voices would contribute to the for-
mation of proposals and goals. Justin recalls that

I remember admiring even in my first year that I had a voice from the moment I was a full-
time member. I felt like I could add my two cents to pretty much anything, and it would be
taken seriously.

For him, the open structure enabled the band to grow and achieve its professional goals
more fully because ‘it was easy to harbour people’s potential’.

The participatory structure could be said to magnify the forging of relationships, for
the good and the bad, due to the active negotiation of duties and work required of
members that might be maintained in a traditional band by a leader. Leo related that,
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‘when you play in the more traditional top down model, you don’t form friendships as
easily with the people in the band’. But, as Polletta writes of ‘friendship’s tendency to
exclusivity and its aversion to difference’ (2002: 4), friendships in LMB could create dis-
tinct camps of opinion that could lead the band into more adversarial forms of democ-
racy, magnifying enmity rather than friendship between camps, or apathy for those who
felt outside of a friend group. Justin, who joined three years into the band’s history,
related that,

if the band is a friend group I never felt like I was part of it…And I think maybe that con-
tributes to the reason I didn’t get as much of a shit about some of the big decisions… It
points to the importance of socialization and having social connections to being part of
the leadership structure.

In sum, members demonstrated a wide range of investment and commitment for a
variety of reasons that impacted their sense of political voice, a topic with implications
that will be explored more below. The band’s early decisions regarding how to invest
its resources and organise its labour were stay factors despite the relative lack of
financial compensation for some but were obstacles to attracting and retaining others,
including the most professional musicians. For Justin, these varied responses formed a
central challenge for the band’s practice of democracy because ‘consensus implies
equal investment, and the band does not have equal investment from every single
member’.

Music and performance

Another issue we had to resolve early regarded repertoire. We started with five songs I
and another cofounder had arranged, but we wanted to quickly grow. Now that the
band had shifted to consensus, however, any proposal would have to be proposed and
accepted, arranged or composed by a member with the capacity to do so, and trans-
formed by the other members into a song the band would be excited to play. The
need for specialised skills gave outsize power to those with the skills to arrange or
compose, as well as those with the capacity to compensate arrangers for arranging
their favourite songs, as one member did with pies. In order to give various ideas a
chance but not belabour songs without a future, we decided a song would go through
a lengthy process to be eventually accepted into the repertoire. It would first be
allowed to be tried three times and would then move to be worked out by the full
band to be memorised and busked to determine viability, at which point another vote
would add the song formally to the band’s repertoire. In order not to hurt feelings,
members voted on all stages anonymously, later also by Google Forms (Figures 3 and 4).

Leo described these successive stages as a ‘painstaking process to write a song basically
by committee’ with advantages and disadvantages. While such a collective composition
process might be standard practice in a smaller formation like a rock or jazz band, com-
position by twenty people brought unique challenges. But he recounted that

By the end of the day when we completed a composition, which could take months or even
years, the songs we kept I feel really good about. The process can create a sense of investment
in the repertoire that people might not feel if someone just says ‘here’s a chart, play this’. The
consensus process could enhance our repertoire.
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Figure 3. Voting form for repertoire.

Figure 4. Voting results on repertoire.
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But for the same member, the consensus process

can also dilute the repertoire because there are a lot of people who want to keep things
running smoothly. Even though no one’s particularly excited about [a given song], there’s
a pretty low bar for consensus so it would pass.

On some occasions, he found himself wishing, ‘We just need a benevolent dictator for
this one song who will murder it and then go away’. Many songs, indeed, did not
make it all the way through this process with success, though it could sometimes take
years to ultimately lay a song down to rest. After some years, we came to feel that we
lost a lot of rehearsal time on new song ideas, and we eventually shifted some of the ear-
liest aspects of composition and arranging to a ‘workshop committee’ of members who
would develop ideas into full arrangements to be tried by the band.

From my own perspective, as one of the people who exercised more musical leadership
having composed and arranged many of the band’s songs, another fundamental musical
constraint that consensus presented was the lack of ultimate musical authority. Though
I was chair of the music committee for several years, I was not viewed as the musical direc-
tor. I was unable to demand particular musical choices I believed would make the band
better, as many such decisions were put to a vote. I experienced frustration with
members who hadn’t learned their parts, but I felt a lack of authority to make demands.
I often felt that bands with a similar musical level but a hierarchical structure were able
to exercise their musicianship better. As Leo noted, in a band with a leader, ‘there’s just
a lot of vagueness that disappears’. For Lily, that vagueness created space for particular
people to fight over musical decisions with no ultimate authority to resolve disagreement
but a time-consuming consensus process that was not always used effectively:

different voices were respected more and less in rehearsals, and no one could hold the process
accountable, which created a rehearsal culture that could be really toxic. There were times
when a couple of people in the band would fight with each other about musical decisions.

The lack of ultimate musical authority increasingly became a problem as the band’s
repertoire grew, reaching thirty songs of vastly different genres to be memorised by a
changing cast of characters. Rehearsal facilitation rotated between different interested
members who would generally work on their own interests and favourite songs, yet
members, especially newer ones, would then find unfamiliar songs on setlists at gigs
that had not been recently practiced at rehearsal. In order to maintain yet grow the reper-
toire, I managed to propose and pass a system that would allow a pair of facilitators to run
rehearsals for a month, as I believed the shift from one facilitator to the next was too hap-
hazard. These facilitators would be expected to also follow a larger strategic program by
selecting four ‘songs of the month’ to work on, so old songs would receive consistent
attention while developing new repertoire. While I found the system generally to be a
success, it is an example of the complicated structures the band would adopt in the
absence of a formal leader, systems that were often too complicated to maintain.

The absence of a formal leader also had implications for performance. While in other
bands, a leader might extend a vamp section in performance or designate solos on the fly,
such questions in LMB had to be worked out in advance. Both for aesthetic reasons of not
wanting to be a ‘jam band’ and because of the lack of authority during performance, the
band prioritised set forms, sometimes quite complicated ones, over extendable ones.
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Solos were generally assigned to sections and worked out within each section. Yet, of
course, many situations could arise in performance to which a democratic process
could not respond. As Lily noted, in these cases, ‘people can try to exercise authority
unaccountably’ in the interest of efficiency, such as people who were viewed as having
more musical authority stepping up to take solos, assigning solos to others, or reasserting
musical forms in the event of a performance breakdown. In order to combat such power
vacuums, the band has attempted to designate people with authority on a rotating basis
for jobs including writing setlists, calling solos, instructing the band to move during a
performance, and even dialoguing with police when playing in public space.

For Leo, the lack of authority was central to the performative excitement that the band
is able to generate because it can contribute to a lack of inhibition among musicians, a
feeling of

this is my project. I’m an owner of this band. Sometimes I’m literally stepping on someone’s
toes smashed up against people while banging the drum. But if I get hired by someone, I’m
probably gonna be pretty in the background. I’m just gonna show up and play, and I’m not
going to be too visible.

For Justin, by contrast, who felt pressure by the band to embrace a more expressive per-
formance style despite preferring not to do so, the lack of authority contributed to the
opposite reaction and a space for resistance: ‘I never felt like I was forced to do it even
though I felt pressure’. Several members have told me over the years that the band pro-
vided an excellent musical growth space due to the lack of musical authority, while others
related that they missed the direction that other musical projects demand of their
members. Perhaps the common thread of experience behind these varied experiences
is that the lack of central authority can, in its best forms, promote more authentic self-
expression among musicians, even if less uniformity.

Challenges for equality

As Justin succinctly asked of our system, ‘what kinds of unaccountability can arise in a
system where you don’t have that person who is supposed to represent accountability?’
As is likely now obvious, the voices of all members were rarely equal despite the struc-
tures put in place as a bulwark to the tyranny of structurelessness that we believed was
the central origin of inequality. Looking back nine years later, this fact of unequal
influence in a consensus system, epitomised by Orwell’s adage that ‘we are all equal
but some are more equal than others’, has constituted the central challenge to the full
realisation of consensus process.

On the less nefarious side of this fact, certain people put more work into the project,
showed up more, had more experience in a given domain, or had been in the project
longer, thus carrying greater experience on various issues. Justin noted an ‘unavoidable
power dynamic of having people in a group who have been there a long time versus new
people’. For him, some of the most impactful work of the band was carried out by par-
ticular enthusiastic individuals:

the way in which tours happened was not egalitarianism. It was Rob coming to the band and
saying ‘hey, I’ve done all this work, what do we think?’, and if anyone had said, ‘No, I’m
blocking’, it’d be unconscionable, so rude and disrespectful of someone’s time. So I think
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there’s a limit here to how much the structure can save the band from benefiting from indi-
vidual actions.

But on the more nefarious side of inequality, a variety of factors not related to merit
could determine unequal voice. For Leo, the system rewarded those with the loudest
voices: ‘people who were really excited about things or like to argue would get their pro-
posals passed, and most of us keep the process moving, which leads to different forms of
power and bias towards certain people’s aesthetic’. Perceptions of charisma of particular
members, as performers and/or leaders, amplified their credibility as they navigated the
consensus process. Other members have been in the project for a long time, put many
hours into the band, and volunteered for various needed roles, but still felt they
carried less voice in the band. Lily was quite indignant at the idea of meritocracy:
‘there emerged a narrative of “If you do more work, you get more say”, but I put in a
tonne of time, and my voice was not valuable in the same way’.

For her, these inequalities cannot be separated from the various patterns and cat-
egories of socialisation—such as race, gender, and class—operative in a majority white,
majority male, and middle to upper middle-class band. Socialisation patterns certainly
led to a domination of discussions, though not exclusively so, by more privileged band
members, while less privileged members often experienced alienation from the process
and codes that drove decision making in the band. Lily viewed the band as a profoundly
male space (indeed it has been generally ¾ male) and related that there were many
‘women musicians that entered the band and didn’t make it a year’. She noted that, by
the time she left the band, no composition or arrangement completed by a woman
had reached the final stages of acceptance.

This finding aligns with Kallman’s discussion of ‘“personalities”—which becomes a
proxy word in conversations about leadership and power. The “more assertive personal-
ities” within groups are often white, and often male’ (2022: 358). Polletta (2005) has
demonstrated how participatory democracy structures themselves are linked to particu-
lar exclusive social identities. The band’s practices likely limited its attraction to those
without the educational capital or cultural experience of practicing an obscure
decision-making practice like consensus, what Podber terms ‘provisional inclusion’. It
even restrained the addition of members who did have such cultural experience but
for whom English was not their first language, as the discussion-oriented practices of
the band proved exclusive for those less comfortable expressing themselves verbally.
On one occasion, an excellent non-native English speaking musician who joined with
enthusiasm found the band culture opaque and inaccessible, and eventually left.

Moreover, there emerged over time what I call an ‘accumulation of authority’ to par-
ticular people who had the capacity, or were viewed as having the capacity and therefore
gained the capacity, to use the decision making processes better than others. One could
also call this process the construction of ‘status’, which Cecilia Ridgeway (2019) has
identified as distinct from, but related to, other social categories, such as race, class,
and gender, and which she argues is a major driver of social inequality and hierarchy
that is difficult to find absent in cultures throughout the world. The band founders in par-
ticular began with established levels of status and authority that continued to accumulate.
Indeed, the band never shook the imprint that the peaceful transition of power after the
fourth rehearsal in 2013 was meant to break. The founders maintained outsized authority
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ever since, not necessarily in agreement with one another. We founders have been per-
ceived as the major stake holders in the project and did not always work to decentralise
our own authority. ‘What the founders intended’ was often used as a justification by us
founders as well as non-founders to direct the process. No song I proposed ever failed,
while many others’ did. For new members who did not have a hand in defining the orig-
inal goals of the band, as well as older ones who found them limiting, this can be, as Justin
noted, ‘potentially frustrating… [T]he process is driven by these old bylaws, and it ident-
ifies those as the normative goals of the band. Consensus decisions are made with the
goals of those initiatives represented by particular people hanging over everything’. Cer-
tainly, the support or lack thereof of the founders for given proposals has often driven the
band’s major choices and directions. Indeed, in the first months of the band’s history, a
non-founding member left the band quite upset with the founders, claiming that we
founders clearly wanted to control the band, and we should therefore simply end the pre-
tension of democracy. At mymore pessimistic moments, I have thought that we founders
created a complex structure that promoted people to work for us effectively for free under
the guise of equal stake while maintaining ultimate, if masked, authority.

For Lily, despite its structures, the band had fallen into the same trap of the tyranny of
structurelessness: ‘there’s an invisible leadership structure that exists that is completely
unaccountable, and those who are in it will deny its existence. Certain opinions aren’t
held as valid as others… I would much rather be in the authoritarian structure than
in consensus done badly, because then at least there’s someone to be accountable’. She
described the co-existence of the appearance of democracy with the reality of differential
power as an experience of constant ‘gas lighting. People said they believed in consensus,
and I believed them, and with some distance I can see that that was never true. It was
never a real collective project’. She identified this disjuncture not as consciously
disingenuousness but as resulting from the ‘unexamined privilege of those who had
more power’. As Leo put it, there’s ‘the formal structure and then there’s the real
structure’.

Adding to the problem of the accumulation of authority, the band has often failed to
pass on its own Byzantine system of governing principles and the history of precedents to
new members. Given the fundamentally musical goals of the band, it was the decision-
making process that was generally deprioritised as new musicians came on board
expected to learn an ever-expanding and unwieldy repertoire by heart. As Leo explains,

even though [the consensus process] was a central part of the band, it’s still at the end of the
day a band that’s trying to play music and shows. Sitting new members down and having a
whole discussion about the legal framework of how the band operates never was a priority.

Indeed, we never developed a written document with clear guidelines about our process
nor a history of important decision precedents upon which the band was based, inadver-
tently expecting new members to learn the systems through practice and osmosis, which
was viewed by interviewees in retrospect as largely unsuccessful. Leo, who joined in the
second year of the band’s history and stayed for six years, stated that

when I was in the band I’m not sure I fully understood what the exact written down process
was. With changing personnel, this legalistic framework never really gets fully explained and
is increasingly available to a smaller and smaller group of people who know the history of
decisions.
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As one of those people who had been privy to most decisions, even I found myself in
constant debate with other members about what the decisions we had made were, often
rifling through old emails in an attempt to find the agreed upon precedent. As Leo
described, ‘we would develop some complicated decision, and it would get written
down maybe, and then no one could find it, and so it was pretty hard to maintain
some things’. It often felt that the band needed a parliamentarian to track its rules
since members regularly forgot or never learned them. Instead, the rules were maintained
by those who could convince others they best understood them, mostly in good faith, but
these people were often, again, those with the most longevity, accumulated authority, or
other kinds of social privileges.

This fact points to the central challenge that complex structures aiming to decentralise
power require knowledge, or at least the appearance of knowledge, to execute. Justin noted
perceptively that

you have to develop complex structure in the absence of a leader. And then a lot of knowl-
edge is required to carry out those structures. But in the end, this ends up falling to particu-
lar people who claim to know these structures and end up acting like leaders.

He compared some of the band’s members to an ‘uninformed electorate who are
expected to make decisions without actually knowing history’. For Leo, this was a funda-
mental weakness of the band’s system: ‘If you’re going to have a weird model, like, it
needs to be taught. Everyone should be able to describe how the band functions’. Lily
recounted that ‘a lot of people left because the process was confusing and they felt like
despite all the process their voice wasn’t heard’.

Ideally the consensus system would represent a forum for resolution of conflicts, or an
outlet for a particular member’s dissatisfaction or desire for change, as Leo described:

You’re allowed to be mad about how other people are performing. But you don’t just get to
tell everyone that that’s how it’s going to be—the proper channel will be set up to talk about
it… I’m thankful for some level of formalism because we weren’t on the same page a lot of
the time.

This remark stands in contrast to other members’ experiences of exercises of unaccoun-
table authority because no ultimate authority, including consensus process, could resolve
conflict. Indeed, Leo also noted that ‘if there’s no one who can assert their authority,
sometimes conflicts can get worse’. Lily described the exercising of unaccountable
power by supposed equals as ‘horizontal violence’. Similarly, Kallman describes a case
in a different HONK! band in which

values were particularly difficult to talk about because of the group’s commitment to being
leaderless. In other words, being leaderless in this case begat confusion, because nobody
wanted to start the conversation about sensemaking. Without a shared interpretation of
what is happening and why, functional leadership becomes difficult or impossible. (2022:
362, emphasis in original)

Without airing the band’s dirty laundry, I suggest that the lack of central authority can
create particular challenges for conflict management, a responsibility that might other-
wise be worked out in private by a leader and parties in conflict. By contrast, in LMB,
the system either pushed conflicts, as Justin said, ‘into the public sphere of the band’
where they should not have been, or allowed them to simmer without resolution
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below the surface or managed haphazardly behind the scenes unofficially and unaccoun-
tably. What to do if a member actually needed to be kicked out was never fully worked
out, as over the years those who felt unhappy in the band or had conflict generally ended
up leaving of their own accord rather than resolving issues through the consensus system.
A few experiences in LMB have led me to believe that a conflict big enough could create a
constitutional crisis, pointing to the potential fissures of this horizontal model. In sum,
the structures that the band designed to create and maintain equality between band
members have often created unaccountability and confusion that have allowed the
accumulation of authority and new forms of hierarchy in an ostensibly egalitarian
system.

Conclusions

As a co-founder having thought about the contrafactual alternative of us four founders
maintaining absolute power, I can imagine both that similar challenges to reaching con-
sensus amongst the four of us would emerge that would be no less difficult to resolve, and
that a level of apathy and uninterest might arise among members, preventing the band
from reaching the performative goals it has achieved. In that sense, LMB’s successes
underscore Polletta’s point that participatory politics can be effective and strategic, not
just utopian, even for a professional band. Indeed, the band’s longevity even stands in
contrast to Polletta’s critique of many participatory democracy groups as not necessarily
long-lasting. In contrast, Justin noted that ‘the band is successful as an entity that is going
to continue playing music and booking gigs because the current structure of the band
enables those two things to keep happening’.

But the negative aspects should give advocates of consensus pause. Often our democ-
racy has felt more adversarial than participatory. It might be effective in achieving its
goals, but no member I spoke with believed it to be efficient, in contrast to Leach’s con-
clusions about consensus groups (2016). For Justin, ‘The end result of consensus is time
and complication, and sometimes the complication is necessary, sometimes it isn’t’.

Indeed, some members have expressed the desire for a simpler system, one in which a
benevolent dictator chooses repertoire, manages payments, approves members, resolves
conflicts, and books gigs. All of these band tasks and decisions, depending on the bene-
volence of the dictatorship, can certainly be done more quickly and effectively by a leader
than the consensus process can allow. The band has not fully resolved the problem of the
tyranny of structureless, but instead created structures that still manage to obfuscate the
accountability of authority. Paradoxically, lack of authority requires the development of
complex structures that require (at least the perception of) authority to manage, creating
status inequalities. Some might conclude that consensus can feel not only like a waste of
time, but a sham at worst.

In conclusion, given the ambivalence I have noted throughout the article as well as the
successes and challenges over the years, it is not surprising that members have varying
opinions about the value of LMB’s practice of consensus. The primary critique in
common among interviewees I identified was not necessarily the consensus system
itself, however, but the lack of attention, training, mentorship, and maintenance of it.
If there is a professional ensemble that practices consensus and devotes what might be
considered the necessary time for the process by its own members, I am unaware of a
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clear example. Upon reflection through writing this article, I believe the band would have
benefitted frommore frequent trainings on consensus from outside facilitators, more organ-
ised and accessible recording of decisions, and more commitment to clearly passing on the
system to newcomers so they could more quickly and fully become practitioners of band
governance. In other words, my own position is that the system in LMB is well intentioned
and largely functional, but naturally can further improve to function more fully as a democ-
racy for all members to thrive and accomplish the band’s collective goals.

Yet, for some members, the lack of sufficient attention can be make or break in terms
of determining whether it should be practiced at all. Lily concluded our interview
declaring,

I fundamentally believe in a world where the values of consensus lead, but, if you aren’t
willing to put in the time needed to do consensus well, doing consensus badly is violent.
And if you aren’t gonna put the time and energy in to do it, well, don’t do it at all.

By contrast, for others, the aspiration to be a professional band that is the collective
product of its members is a worthy goal even if they are still working towards a more
perfect union. Leo enthusiastically proclaimed support:

There should be as many of these kinds of projects as possible. Consensus can show you that
not only are you free to make decisions but that you also have a responsibility to other
people to abide by group decisions voluntarily. There’s still limitations, but overall the
impulse is good. What’s lacking is experience doing it, learning how to become a principled
participant. Consensus is trying to do something for the human spirit, for the right not just
to be subjugated to authority, but being in a fundamental way more free.

Notes

1. In order to maintain anonymity due to the sensitive nature of this article, the band and all its
members have been referred to by pseudonyms. Lower Middle Brass was one of many
names generated when the band was choosing its official name.

2. See, for example, Brinner (1995) on how power is exercised in the musical interactions
within Javanese gamelan ensembles. More broadly, this article contributes to a growing eth-
nomusicological focus on the construction of power through music (e.g. Mahon 2019; Miller
et al. 2016) and the ‘activist’ turn in ethnomusicology (Romero et al. 2022).

3. In the case of LMB, members generally, for example, fell into the umbrella of the Bernie
Sanders campaigns. Many of them have worked in the non-profit sectors or engaged in
other activist work, and they broadly think of themselves as anti-racist, pro-LGBTQ, anti-
gentrification, anti-war, etc.

4. The edited volume onHONK! (Snyder et al. 2020) has several chapters that also engage with
power dynamics within ensembles including Leppman (2020), who recounts his experience
in a position of musical authority running the participatory School of HONK; Camporeale
(2020), who shows how an Italian multi-level and activist band learns a single song; Podber
(2020), who explores how inclusive HONK! band’s desire for ‘wide inclusion’ of all partici-
pants conflicts with the ‘provisional inclusion’ based on activist credentials and cultural
capital; Liebman (2020), who examines how HONK! affords a space for subverting norma-
tive gendering of instruments; and Lee (2020), who shows how the production of collective
effervescence in HONK! bands can contribute to political engagement. More broadly, there
is an increase of scholarship focused on the ‘decolonisation’ of brass bands around the
world, often focusing on organisation and the deployment of power, including: Abe
(2018) on chindon-ya bands’ use of public spaces in Japan; Sakakeeny (2013) on race and
class in New Orleans second line; DeCoste (2017) on all-women Black bands in New
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Orleans; Reily and Brucher’s volume (2013) with various chapters on brass bands of the world;
Snyder (2021) on the impact of racial barriers on musical preferences in Rio de Janeiro and
New Orleans; and Snyder (2022) on the adoption of the egalitarian and radical theories of car-
nival in brass bands’ embrace of activism in Rio de Janeiro.
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