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ABSTRACT  
Chile’s legal and institutional framework for music promotion has 
inadvertently fostered a degree of rigidity, particularly in the 
realm of classical music. This produces a perception of an elite 
domain, despite concurrent cultural democratisation policies that 
aim to broaden access. This article examines the complexities of 
this landscape, exploring the potential for a more inclusive model 
of cultural democracy within classical music. By analysing current 
Chilean policies, we identify limitations and opportunities. 
Furthermore, we delve into the Fundación de Orquestas Juveniles 
e Infantiles de Chile (FOJI) as a case study, given its unique 
position as an independent entity with state linkages. This 
analysis aims to foster a broader understanding of classical music 
and identify its challenges, informed by empirical research, 
including document analysis, interviews, and archival research. 
This approach allows for a nuanced exploration of the interplay 
between policy, institutional practices, and individual experiences 
within the Chilean classical music landscape.
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Introduction

The 2023 Pan American and Parapan American Games, hosted in Santiago, Chile, elicited a 
broad societal response. Amidst discussions spanning political, economic, and partisan 
viewpoints, a shared appreciation emerged for the dedication inherent in high-perform
ance sports. The Games showcased the remarkable capabilities of the human body and 
mind, highlighting athletes’ drive to surpass limitations and achieve peak performance. 
This was evident across different sports, including swimming, gymnastics, rowing, volley
ball, and climbing, captivating even those unfamiliar with the intricacies of these activi
ties. Beyond the pursuit of medals, the Games underscored the values of persistent 
effort, skill mastery, and the profound passion driving these athletes.
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The widespread accessibility and participation in sports contrasts starkly with the 
current landscape of classical music and the arts in Chile. In the sporting realm, high-per
formance athletes are celebrated, yet this does not diminish the universal right for all to 
engage in physical activity. This inclusivity, however, is not mirrored in the classical music 
sphere, where a prevailing model positions a select group of professional musicians as the 
creators, while most people are relegated to the role of passive listeners. While childhood 
and youth music programs exist, they often funnel participants towards a professional 
track, neglecting opportunities for continued active engagement in music throughout 
adulthood. This disconnect is further entrenched by the National Music Policy 2017– 
2022, which needs provisions for adult musical participation beyond formal education.

In this article, we aim to critically examine and discuss the potential and challenges of 
classical music, both as a cultural scene and a lived practice, through the lens of cultural 
democracy. We challenge prevailing perspectives by offering novel and counter-hegemo
nic interpretations of classical music, emphasizing its nature as a dynamic and multifa
ceted heritage. This heritage, we argue, is fundamentally shaped by the intricate 
interplay of human and non-human actors within a broader network (Becker, 2008). To 
achieve this, we engage with two distinct yet interconnected areas of inquiry. Firstly, 
we delve into the realm of public policy and the legal frameworks that govern classical 
music in Chile. Secondly, we examine the Fundación de Orquestas Juveniles e Infantiles 
de Chile (FOJI) as a case study, exploring how the aforementioned dichotomies and com
plexities manifest within this specific institutional context.

Methods and data

This study employed a qualitative research methodology to investigate the current prac
tices and policies surrounding classical music in Chile, with a particular focus on FOJI as a 
case study. Data collection involved a comprehensive review of relevant legal documents, 
policy frameworks, and institutional records, such as those pertaining to FOJI’s mission, 
vision, and operational guidelines. This analysis provided a foundation for understanding 
the broader context and official discourse surrounding classical music in Chile. Additionally, 
semi-structured interviews were conducted with key stakeholders involved with FOJI, 
including one former longstanding orchestra member, and four professionals and admin
istrative staff from the Psychosocial area. These interviews aimed to capture diverse per
spectives on the lived experiences and challenges within the organization, as well as 
insights into the impact of policies on the ground. Furthermore, archival research was con
ducted to gain a historical perspective on the development of classical music and cultural 
policies in Chile. This helped trace the evolution of the field and identify key shifts in insti
tutional approaches. Data analysis was conducted using a thematic coding approach, which 
involved identifying recurring patterns and key themes within the data. This allowed for a 
nuanced understanding of the complex interplay between policy, institutional practices, 
and individual experiences in shaping the landscape of classical music in Chile.

Theoretical background

The concept of cultural democracy, which has gained significant traction in recent years, 
stands in contrast to the traditional notion of democratizing culture. While the latter 
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focuses on “bringing culture to the people”, cultural democracy emphasizes the pro
motion and dissemination of culture that originates from within communities themselves, 
particularly highlighting practices rooted in oral traditions. In Chile, this idea was cham
pioned and revitalized under the leadership of Julieta Brodsky during her tenure at the 
Ministry of Culture, Arts, and Heritage (MINCAP) from March 2022 to March 2023. 
However, this push for cultural democracy encountered resistance from various sectors 
within the cultural sphere. Brodsky herself acknowledged the need for a “complexification 
of public policy instruments” and a departure from the established formulas of recent 
decades in order to effectively address the challenges of cultural policy (Brodsky, 2023; 
Peters, 2023). Unfortunately, her departure from the Ministry in early 2023 left this 
process of transformation incomplete.

If we consider, following Constanza Symmes, that in a democratic model of culture, the 
“role of the state must be to fight against the asymmetry of dignities” (Symmes, 2018), 
then clearly classical music is indebted to society. Steven Hadley’s recent work highlights 
a fundamental power imbalance inherent in the traditional “audience” model: a division 
between those who produce culture and those who consume it. This dynamic has shaped 
the trajectory of “cultural democratization” efforts over the past three decades, which 
have primarily focused on expanding the reach of cultural products to larger audiences. 
However, this approach, as Hadley argues, often caters to an elite group of cultural pro
ducers within established state and academic institutions, perpetuating a distinction 
between cultural “participants” and “non-participants”. This model assumes that culture 
passively consumed by “non-participants” inherently benefits them. In contrast, the 
concept of cultural democracy central to this article emphasizes the active and creative 
participation of all individuals in cultural practices (Hadley, 2021).

It is crucial to situate this discussion within the broader context of musicological 
research. Historically, musicology has predominantly focused on the study of 
musical works, leading to narratives of music history that prioritize artistic products 
and their composers. This approach has often been intertwined with evolutionary per
spectives on music history, which have only recently been subjected to critical scru
tiny. In Chile, this emphasis on the musical work resulted in cultural policies that 
centered on promoting the composition and premiere of new works, fostering a 
system of state-university patronage exemplified by the establishment of the 
Musical Extension Institute of the University of Chile in 1940 (law 6,696).1 Since the 
eighties, research began to turn towards the meanings of music as a cultural practice, 
with studies about how different musical scenes and the world of classical music, in 
general, can be understood as forms of cultural practices that are not neutral or 
natural (Domey & Haferkorn, 2018; Fink, 2005; Fulcher, 2013; Kramer, 1993; Scharff, 
2017). Thus, the focus has changed from the study of music as a work to the study 
of contemporary music scenes, considering not only composers and performers but 
also ensembles, spaces and venues, festivals, audiences, record labels, and networks 
of cultural workers (Baker, 2015, 2019, 2021; Bull, 2019; Johnson, 2011; Kramer, 
2021). However, the practice of classical music, not only in Chile but globally, has fol
lowed a somewhat opposite path, restricting its performance and its actors. Following 
Michael Spitzer, the level of distance between professionals of musical practice and 
passive audiences is specifically Western, and has increased considerably during the 
twentieth century: the majority of children in the West, unless they dedicate 
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themselves to being musicians, will tend to go from being very active musicians at 
birth to ceasing to be so when they reach adulthood (Spitzer, 2021).

Analysis of the legal and political framework

In Chile, legislation and public policies implemented over the past two decades have inad
vertently perpetuated the notion of classical music as an exclusive domain of specialists. 
The enactment of Law 19,928 for the Promotion of National Music in 2004 led to the 
establishment of the Council for the Promotion of National Music and the Music Fund2, 
which have subsequently shaped the guidelines and funding allocation for various 
musical development initiatives. However, this policy framework operates within a neolib
eral logic, primarily funding projects that yield tangible “products” such as albums, com
positions, or research through a competitive process.3

The law’s foundation on a tripartite model, categorizing music into “classical or select”, 
“popular”, and “with folkloric roots and oral tradition”, is inherently problematic. This rigid 
classification fails to encompass the diverse and fluid nature of musical expression, as 
many musical forms transcend these narrow labels. This tripartite division is mirrored in 
the categories of the prestigious President of the Republic Music Award, as stipulated 
within the same law. Furthermore, the law’s text implies a hierarchical structure, position
ing classical music at the apex of artistic complexity. It defines classical music as a genre 
“whose learning is carried out based on academic standards of universal consensus, 
recorded and transmitted preferably in writing (score), and characterized by the explora
tion of complex structures and forms with identifiable authors”. In contrast, it suggests 
that both popular and folkloric music are characterized by simpler forms and structures. 
This distinction perpetuates the notion of “high” culture in opposition to “popular” 
culture, a dichotomy that has been widely critiqued in cultural studies.

While ostensibly advantageous for those within the classical music realm, this elevation 
to the highest echelon of artistic complexity has unintended negative consequences. It 
fosters the perception of classical music as elitist, implying accessibility only to those 
with specialized knowledge, thereby excluding individuals without formal training from 
both appreciation and performance. Furthermore, by fixating on “complex structures 
and forms”, the law overlooks the diverse experiences classical music offers. It neglects 
the potential for playful exploration and creative expression, particularly among children, 
youth, and adults, often through simple or even oral repertoires. Additionally, it disre
gards the capacity for pure entertainment, leisure, and non-intellectual enjoyment. By 
associating classical music solely with academia and privileged knowledge, the law fails 
to acknowledge the vibrant scene of non-professional choirs, ensembles, and orchestras 
in Chile, where emotional responses to music often transcend intellectual analysis.

Secondly, we observe that Law 19,928 emphasizes “national” values, defining national 
music as that “created, interpreted, or performed by Chileans”. It asserts that actors in the 
musical scene are “shapers of the heritage of national music, contributing to the preser
vation and promotion of cultural identity”. However, the law doesn’t explicitly define “cul
tural identity”, and competitive funds are contingent on demonstrating a project’s 
contribution to promoting national identity. This poses challenges for projects focused 
on performing, recording, or researching non-Chilean music, as well as for Chilean crea
tive projects that are cosmopolitan or abstract in nature. Additionally, it raises concerns 
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about music that holds relevance for specific territories within Chile but doesn’t align with 
a broader, unified national identity.

The National Policy for the Field of Music, 2017–2022 (Consejo Nacional de la Cultura y 
las Artes, 2016), currently under review, attempts to address these shortcomings by 
acknowledging the importance of territorial and cultural diversity. The policy’s preceding 
diagnostic analysis reveals significant regional disparities in both job opportunities for 
musicians and access to music education at primary and higher levels. For instance, the 
analysis indicates that only seven symphony orchestras receive consistent state 
funding, and these are concentrated in the cities of La Serena, Valparaíso, Talca, Concep
ción, Temuco, Valdivia, and Santiago, with an additional four or five orchestras regularly 
applying for support through the Professional Orchestras Support Program. At the time of 
writing, there were no professional orchestras in the country’s extreme regions. This geo
graphical disparity was mirrored in the availability of music degree programs described by 
the policy, which were absent in the regions of Arica, Atacama, O’Higgins, Araucanía, Los 
Ríos, Aysén, and Magallanes in 2016. The analysis further highlights that in 2015, a dispro
portionate 54.8% of music funds were allocated to the Metropolitan Region, while the 
extreme regions received less than 1% of the resources.

To address this imbalance, recent adjustments to award percentages aim to allocate 
more resources to projects from regions outside the Metropolitan area, coupled with 
the introduction of a parity criterion. However, these measures fall short of comprehen
sive solutions. The lack of prior classical music development in many regions creates a 
structural barrier to equitable competition. The current system places the burden on indi
viduals to pursue uncertain career paths in regions with limited opportunities, rather than 
fostering a supportive environment for classical music professionals throughout the 
country.

For instance, on Easter Island, Toki NGO and music school offers instruction in violin, 
piano, cello, ukulele, and traditional disciplines. It distinguishes itself as Latin America’s 
first self-sustaining music school, incorporating environmental education into its curricu
lum. This initiative owes its existence to the personal dedication of pianist Mahani Teave 
and her partner, engineer Enrique Icka. Based on Easter Island. Teave has successfully 
balanced her career as a pianist with this endeavor, which is sustained through NGO- 
based economic management, independent of state support (Fortin, 2024).4

Citizens should have access to a diverse range of creative expressions and flexible 
funding channels that cater to local needs. Only then can the term “national”, as envi
sioned by the law, be truly realized. “National” music, as we mentioned, is a concept 
that serves a difficult role today. And, paradoxically, the forced inclusion of Chilean 
music as a percentage of the repertoire, has often created new local canons, which contra
dict the exploration and preservation of new repertoires. For example, in recent years two 
or three works by Chilean composers have become central to orchestral repertoires, 
including Alfonso Leng’s Preludio (1912) and Enrique Soro’s Danza Fantástica (1928), 
short pieces of four or five minutes that serve the purpose of including Chilean Music, 
creating a canon that excludes new works and explorations of the historical heritage of 
Chilean music, including music from regions outside of the capital of Santiago (Caris, 
2023).

Despite the perceived rigidity of classical music, recent examples show its adaptability 
and capacity for innovation. It has intersected with citizen movements like feminism and 
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human rights. For instance, “Requiems for Chile” brought Mozart’s Requiem to margina
lized areas of Santiago, performed by a diverse ensemble dedicating it to “victims of state 
violence” (Fugellie, 2020). Similarly, the Chilean Women’s Orchestra, formed during the 
2018 feminist wave, continues to engage with related initiatives. These cases demonstrate 
how classical music can express social and political concerns, challenging rigid 
categorizations.

Considering these cases, we argue for a more inclusive policy framework that recog
nizes classical music as a broader, dynamic space, deeply interconnected with artistic edu
cation and community engagement. This needs direct support and transcends reliance on 
competitive funding or individual initiatives, aiming for equitable development across the 
country and fostering active participation in classical music by the broader population.

The FOJI: a case study on orchestral institutions for children and young 
people

Fundación de Orquestas Juveniles e Infantiles de Chile (FOJI), a leading Chilean orchestral 
institution, offers a compelling case study for cultural democracy in classical music. As a 
large organization uniting numerous symphony orchestras with public and private 
funding, FOJI is influential and serves as a model. Analyzing its operations, objectives, 
practices, and ideals provides insights into classical music’s role in Chilean cultural democ
racy and assesses FOJI’s potential as a catalyst for it.

FOJI, established in 2001 under the auspices of the Presidency of the Republic, is a 
private, non-profit foundation that seeks, among other things, to “promote and stimu
late the activity of youth and children’s orchestras throughout the country”.5 It main
tains strong ties with public entities like MINCAP, the Ministry of Education, and the 
Association of Municipalities. As a MINCAP collaborator, FOJI receives stable state 
funding in exchange for fulfilling periodic commitments aligned with current cultural 
policies. For instance, according to publicly available financial information published in 
FOJI’s website, in 20226, FOJI received approximately $3,613,627 USD from MINCAP 
(Budget Law number 21.125) and $21,540 USD also from MINCAP but from project 
applications. FOJI can also receive funding from other public institutions, such as 
the regional government or municipalities, some after public bidding, specific projects, 
or alliances established between both parties. Under this item, in 2022, FOJI received 
$744,757 USD, and in 20237 $194,127 USD. However, FOJI also operates through 
private resources, secured via donations and philanthropic endeavors. Several 
private institutions make donations to FOJI over the years in accordance with the 
law on Cultural Donations (Law number 20.675), but also with direct transfers or facil
itating venues, services and musical instruments. For example, in 2021 FOJI received 
$3,801 USD through the law on cultural donations, which ascended in 2022 to 
$4,815 USD and in 2023 to $12,751 USD. This same year FOJI received directly 
$78,124 USD from private institutions.8 There is also a donation button on FOJI’s 
website aimed at anyone who wants to voluntarily contribute.

Currently, FOJI comprises eighteen symphony orchestras distributed across Chile, 
alongside a pre-children’s orchestra, two ensembles, and two choirs. It also operates 
the Orchestra School, providing scholarship recipients with instrument lessons, music 
theory instruction, and supplementary courses in both online and in-person formats. 
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The online modality enables students from regions beyond the Metropolitan area to 
access classes for specific orchestral instruments. Furthermore, FOJI maintains a registry 
of orchestras, offering them material benefits such as financial support through competi
tive funds and intangible benefits like inclusion in “the largest network of youth and chil
dren’s orchestras”.9

As the following table illustrates, there are currently 296 registered orchestras distrib
uted throughout the country. However, it’s important to interpret this data cautiously, as 
the registration process relies on manual input from orchestra representatives and does 
not capture crucial details like group continuity or the number of active participants 
(Table 1). Moreover, the possibility of duplicated or inaccurate information cannot be 
discounted.10

This FOJI registry of orchestras serves a dual purpose. Firstly, it highlights the substan
tial number of youth and children’s groups actively engaged in classical music across 
Chile. Secondly, it signifies the interest of these groups in affiliating with FOJI, as evi
denced by their voluntary registration in the online registry. This act of registration can 
be interpreted as a recognition of FOJI’s role as a unifying entity, a model for orchestral 
practice, and a distributor of resources and benefits within the Chilean classical music 
landscape.

The past two years have seen a growing intent to align with the principles of cultural 
democracy, initiated by the left-wing coalition government under President Gabriel Boric, 
who assumed office on 11 March 2022. President Boric appointed Julieta Brodsky to lead 
MINCAP and implement the government’s cultural agenda, which defines “culture as a 
fundamental pillar of life and human development” and aims to “ensure access and 
active participation of people throughout the country, with diversity and intercultural
ity”.11 Brodsky’s leadership spearheaded a shift in Chilean cultural policy towards cultural 
democracy. Consequently, FOJI, as a state-collaborating organization, became embroiled 
in the ensuing debates surrounding this paradigm shift, which, in part, may have contrib
uted to Brodsky’s departure from the Ministry a year later. This raises pertinent questions: 
What aspects of FOJI’s operations required change, preservation, or enhancement? Which 

Table 1. Number of FOJI orchestras by region.
Region N

Metropolitan Region 69
Valparaiso Region 35
Biobío Region 30
Maule Region 26
Lakes Region 24
Coquimbo Region 20
Ñuble Region 16
Antofagasta Region 14
Atacama Region 11
Libertador Region Gen. Bernardo O’Higgins 11
Araucanía Region 11
Rivers Region 10
Region of Aisén del Gral. Carlos Ibáñez del Campo 8
Tarapaca Region 6
Arica and Parinacota Region 4
Magallanes and Chilean Antarctic Region 1
TOTAL 296

Source: Data Team of ANIMUPA, 2023.
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of its approaches, goals, and practices were compatible with the cultural democracy para
digm? And crucially, what role do youth and children’s orchestras play in this evolving 
landscape?

Analysis of FOJI’s institutional vision and mission

To begin with the analysis, it is necessary, first, to examine FOJI’s official image and its 
alignment, or misalignment, with the principles of cultural democracy and the concept 
of music as a human right. Historically, until 2022, FOJI’s board of directors was chaired 
by the spouse of the sitting President of the Republic. In this particular instance, the pos
ition was held by Irina Karamanos, who, during the first year of the current administration, 
initiated a transformation of her role within the Sociocultural Directorate of La Moneda. 
This involved a broader discussion on the traditional gender roles assigned to men and 
women in Chilean society. Consequently, an intense debate arose within FOJI’s Board 
of Directors, as this change implied Karamanos relinquishing her presidency. The pro
posed replacement was a representative from MINCAP, a move intended to optimize 
coordination and programmatic stability with ministerial counterparts, contributing to 
the modernization of state processes and complementing FOJI’s operational guidelines.12

However, this transformation did not occur as expected by MINCAP. The statutes were 
subtly modified at the beginning of 2023, appointing the presidency of the board to a 
person with a similar profile, designated by the Presidency of the Republic, and not 
necessarily his or her spouse as had been the case until then.13 For the first time in its 
history, FOJI’s presidency is not named by the spouse of the sitting President of the 
Republic. During Karamanos’s tenure, several actions were undertaken in alignment 
with the foundation’s three general guidelines for 2022–2026:14 (1) transversality, (2) 
national and international positioning, and (3) artistic excellence. Transversality aimed 
to enhance regional presence, inclusivity, and early childhood focus. To achieve this, 
the foundation proposed redesigning admission processes to prioritize regions with 
lower applicant numbers, fostering connections between orchestras and community 
schools, establishing an inclusive orchestral network, and solidifying the Metropolitan 
Pre-Children’s Orchestra (OPIM) as a long-term talent incubator.

FOJI’s strategic plan focused on national positioning, aiming to consolidate its 
image, boost the OSNJ’s visibility, foster collaborations, promote its archive, and 
update its motto. Internationally, it sought networks with youth orchestras like El 
Sistema, Sinfónica Azteca, and YOLA. To achieve artistic excellence, the plan envi
sioned long-term programs, including recordings, Latin American artistic networks, 
and a national pyramidal structure promoting transversality. While transversality 
appears to promote cultural democracy by addressing regional imbalances, its true 
intent – genuine regional need versus centralized policy expansion – is questionable. 
Redesigned regional admission processes lack evidence of analyzing low application 
rates’ root causes, such as limited instrument instruction in remote areas. The creation 
of the Metropolitan Pre-Children’s Orchestra (OPIM) solely in the Metropolitan Region 
further challenges decentralization claims.

This emphasis on the National Youth Symphony Orchestra (OSNJ), despite the exist
ence of other youth orchestras across the country, aligns with the second guideline of 
FOJI’s strategic plan: to enhance the orchestra’s visibility and communication. The 
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change in the institutional motto to “FOJI, we are all” (“FOJI somos todos y todas”) was 
also significant, as it intentionally acknowledged and made visible the female gender 
(“todas”) for the first time in its official communication. Given the substantial gender 
gap in the field of music, particularly in classical music, in Chile, incorporating a gender 
perspective is crucial. However, institutional mottos and actual practices within the Foun
dation can diverge.

The representation of women in orchestral conducting positions within FOJI remains 
strikingly low, at a mere 16%. As of early 2024, only three out of the eighteen symphony 
orchestras were led by women, with three of these positions in regional youth sympho
nies and one in the Metropolitan Region Children’s Symphony Orchestra (OSIM).15 This 
disparity persists despite the broader context of fewer women in orchestral conducting 
in Chile, itself a consequence of gender gaps in music education. This suggests a trend 
where women are disproportionately relegated to roles perceived as having lower 
status, such as leading regional or children’s orchestras, often associated with traditional 
caregiving roles. This observation aligns with Mina Yang’s analysis of the Youth Orchestra 
Los Angeles, which cautions that the inclusion of women in institutional mottos or pro
motional materials doesn’t necessarily signify a genuinely equitable organizational 
culture (Yang, 2023, p. 82).

FOJI’s orchestral conducting competitions, which determine leadership for its various 
orchestras, lack a gender criterion. Furthermore, repertoire selection is left to the discre
tion of individual conductors, who are predominantly male. This perpetuates a system 
where gender considerations are absent from both leadership and artistic programming. 
A notable exception is conductor Ninoska Medel, a manager of the Chilean Women’s 
Orchestra, who “has been careful in programming female composers at the OSIM”.16

The gender gaps in FOJI are not an exclusive problem of this institution, but are fre
quent in the field of classical music (Ritchey, 2023, p. 91). This is consistent with the situ
ation that, paraphrasing Bourdieu, Carla Pinochet, Javiera Novoa, and Valentina Basáez 
call “male domination as a cultural program” in their study on gender inequalities in 
the Chilean musical field (Pinochet et al., 2021, p. 41). They bring light to the fact that 
women face a “vast web of obstacles”, which tend to reinforce each other, giving rise 
to “a vicious circle that perpetuates invisibility and exclusion” (57).

In 2021 FOJI secured funding from the Ministry of Social Development through a com
petitive process aimed at enhancing musical development among the nation’s youth and 
children’s orchestras. This funding was contingent upon FOJI’s commitment to fulfilling 
specific sustainable development goals, including “achieving gender equality and 
empowering all women and girls”. However, a subsequent report in 2022 explicitly 
stated a failure to integrate a gender perspective into its implementation.17 This discre
pancy underscores a potential disconnect between FOJI’s stated intentions and its 
actual practices regarding gender equality.

Furthermore, in 2022, FOJI updated its institutional mission, vision, and values, reflect
ing these ongoing debates. The revised statements are as follows (translations to English 
and highlights are our own): 

Mission: to elevate the social, cultural, and educational development of the country, providing 
opportunities so that the boys, girls, and young people of all Chile, improve their quality of life 
by integrating orchestras.
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Vision: to ensure that the FOJI seal, made up of excellence in children’s and youth orchestral 
training, together with the cultural, social, and integral development of its members, is recog
nized at a national and international level.

Values: excellence, empathy, respect, honesty, social commitment

Classical music is asserted to inherently elevate the nation’s social, cultural, and edu
cational fabric. The revised mission, vision, and values statements implicitly prioritize clas
sical music over other Chilean forms, aligning with Chilean law. It also suggests classical 
music can “improve” the country’s social, cultural, and educational landscape, enhancing 
the “quality of life” for those in orchestral activities.

While a comprehensive historical analysis of this ideal falls outside the scope of this 
article, we draw upon the insights of ethnomusicologist Geoffrey Baker. His research on 
musical education and orchestral practice reveals that the notion of classical music’s 
inherent positive impact on young lives and social transformation is often presented as 
an unassailable truth, despite lacking empirical evidence (Baker, 2014). This perspective 
can be traced back to the Romantic tradition, which champions the intrinsic value of 
art and artistic practice, independent of its practical applications or the institutions that 
support it (Buch, 2016, p. 150). However, this idealized view can inadvertently obscure 
potential issues within orchestral practices, as highlighted by studies conducted in 
other countries (Baker, 2014; Bull, 2019; Scharff, 2017).

These prevalent discourses find further expression in the establishment of networks 
and collaborations with international orchestras and foundations that propagate 
similar ideologies surrounding classical music and orchestral practices. For example, 
six young people from FOJI were awarded scholarships by the Dudamel Foundation 
to participate in the 2022 Meeting Orchestra with the Orchestra Los Angeles Philharmo
nic (LA Phil), in workshops on “work development, artistic management, communi
cations, and public relations, as well as interview skills”18 and mentoring “with the 
YOLA National Festival and projects throughout Los Angeles”.19 These institutions 
promote classical music as an answer, or a type of solution, to the social problems of 
youth (Yang, 2023, p. 81). LA Phil and YOLA have been criticized for the neoliberal 
model of their philanthropy system, based on the previously, unproven idea that the 
program they carry out generates verifiable social change (Yang, 2023, p. 83). This dis
course, we argue, is similar to that used by FOJI to raise funds from the private world, 
from donations from individuals and private institutions, as exemplified in the previous 
section. We can define this model as the paradigm of social transformation through 
music, offering opportunities to young people from vulnerable social strata, which 
“seems to refute the argument that classical music is only for rich, white people” 
(Yang, 2023, p. 82).

Although FOJI does not focus especially on disadvantaged sectors, such as El Sistema 
or YOLA, one of its objectives proposes to offer girls, boys, and young people “with limited 
resources a possibility of social development and training through musical learning and 
participation in orchestras, ensuring that these benefits extend to families of young 
people in order to encourage spiritual well-being and material of broad sectors of 
society”.20 (own translation and highlight). This suggests that FOJI aims to introduce 
“(high) culture”, embodied by classical music in a symphony orchestra format, to margin
alized sectors lacking access to this type of music (considered “low culture”). The 
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underlying goal is to elevate the social, cultural, and educational development of the 
country (Riesco et al., 2024).

While acknowledging that musical learning and orchestral participation can positively 
impact educational development (Egaña del Sol, 2008), the assertion that these activities 
inherently lead to social development in children and youth requires further scrutiny. The 
claim that these benefits extend to the spiritual and material well-being of families, 
especially those with low incomes, deserves further scrutiny. This point has also been 
highlighted by Wald (2015) in her analysis of two Argentinian youth orchestras in 
Buenos Aires. It’s plausible that these perceived benefits stem from the acquisition of 
social skills through peer interaction in orchestral settings, potential economic improve
ments through scholarships linked to participation, and the prospect of future studies or 
employment within the classical music field. However, let us suppose orchestral practices 
merely replicate hierarchical structures and fail to provide marginalized families with 
genuine opportunities for participation and decision-making. In that case, these pur
ported benefits may perpetuate existing social inequalities rather than foster empower
ment and social mobility. This emphasis on passive learning (interpretation and 
listening) of a canonical repertoire, rather than active engagement and participatory dia
logue within democratic spaces, further reinforces this concern.

Discussion

A key point of discussion concerning FOJI revolves around the artistic vision of the foun
dation’s work and its connection to the previously mentioned societal benefits, which are 
challenging to empirically substantiate. The central question is whether FOJI’s ultimate 
goal is to contribute to the well-being of Chilean children and youth through music or 
to establish itself as a high-performance center.

Excellence is one of FOJI’s stated values, which is also included in its vision, as well as 
one of its objectives: “to stimulate and encourage the performance of the symphonic and 
chamber orchestral repertoire of the highest level universal and national21 (own trans
lation and highlight). This has a direct impact on the practice of people linked to FOJI. 
For example, a children’s orchestra conductor and former musician FOJI interviewed for 
this article told us that, in his experience, “the goal is not only to make more orchestras 
but to make your life better through music”.22 Although he directs his current work con
sidering that he is not training professional musicians, he states that contradictions can be 
seen in practice. Reflecting on the role of FOJI, he stated: “Maybe they are training musi
cians?” So that’s what I’m coming to, what is the purpose of FOJI? Following Baker and 
Frega’s (2018) questions: are we going to produce musicians, are we going to dedicate 
ourselves to the educational, or do we just make lots of orchestras?”.23 He supports his 
argument by recalling the stringent requirements and demands he faced as a musician 
in FOJI orchestras. Furthermore, he highlights a perceived lack of sustained support, 
noting that the creation fund instrumental in establishing his current orchestra received 
no follow-up after its initial disbursement. This perceived disconnect between initial 
funding and ongoing support underscores a potential misalignment between FOJI’s 
stated objectives and the actual experiences of those involved in its programs.

FOJI is known for its regional and Metropolitan orchestras, along with an Orchestra 
School offering in-person and online instrument lessons, complemented by online 
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music theory. Scholarship holders undergo semester exams, and continued enrollment is 
based on evaluations using conventional musical and technical criteria. Recently, FOJI 
began supporting scholarship holders with mental health workshops. Not all orchestra 
members attend the Orchestra School, receiving training through other projects. All 
young musicians must audition annually to secure or retain their orchestra placement. 
FOJI participation thus hinges on group performance and continuous individual technical 
and musical development, necessitating constant ability testing. This high-performance 
expectation, akin to sports, demands extensive study and practice, fostering a competi
tive environment that pushes individuals to their limits. Previous research has indicated 
that such intense pressure can significantly impact the mental health of professional 
musicians (Gross & Musgrave, 2018). When it comes to children and young people, the 
potential consequences are even more profound and necessitate careful consideration.

A poignant illustration of the potential ramifications of this high-performance empha
sis was the January 2023 concert commemorating the 30th anniversary of the OSNJ. To 
mark this milestone, a momentous musical undertaking was chosen: the Chilean premiere 
of Mahler’s Eighth Symphony, often referred to as the “Symphony of a Thousand” due to 
its large-scale ensemble requirements. This symphony presents considerable challenges 
in both musical execution and logistical coordination, necessitating a multitude of perfor
mers on and off stage, as well as a spacious venue. Since Juan Pablo Izquierdo’s pioneer
ing performance of the complete Mahler symphony cycle with the Philharmonic 
Orchestra at the Municipal Theater of Santiago in the 1980s, the Chilean premiere of 
the Eighth Symphony has remained an aspiration for the local classical music community 
and successive conductors. However, the practical realities of existing orchestras and 
available performance spaces in Chile had consistently hindered the realization of this 
ambitious endeavor. Consequently, the FOJI concert was held at the Caupolicán 
Theater in Santiago, a 1936 venue primarily associated with sports, popular music and 
large-scale entertainment events, rather than a space optimized for the acoustic 
demands of a symphony orchestra. Despite these limitations, the concert proceeded as 
the score dictated, featuring a large symphony orchestra, two adult choirs, a children’s 
choir, and eight soloists, all under the baton of Paolo Bortolameolli, the principal conduc
tor of the National Youth Symphony Orchestra.

The realization of this concert, in addition to excellent management and the commit
ment of volunteers and philanthropic donors24 speaks of an interest in showing a certain 
majesty, meeting complex musical milestones that reflect the musical excellence of young 
people, achieving what one media outlet described as “the Everest of classical music”25, 
overflowing the stage and taking classical music to other spaces and other audiences. 
Later, the concert was televised, thus also increasing its audience, and a documentary 
entitled Veni Creator was recently released which shows the enormous feat that this 
montage meant.26

This concert was a success for many, which allowed FOJI’s work to be widely known, in 
two days with a full theater.27 In the words of the then undersecretary of MINCAP, Andrea 
Gutiérrez, this success was reflected in the fact that there were “three thousand people in 
deathly silence, listening carefully to everything that was happening […] that in just 
25 min the tickets were sold out, shows that FOJI can only continue to grow”28 (own high
light). This concert made it possible to articulate collaboration and financing networks 
between the Foundation and other institutions. It was called a “great citizen concert”29
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in which nearly 600 performers participated, including university choirs and orchestras, as 
well as former members of the OSNJ who were required to attend at least 50% of the pre
paratory rehearsals and 100% of the final rehearsals30, many of whom participated on a 
voluntary and unpaid basis. However, this triumph raises a pertinent question: In what 
sense could this concert be considered truly “citizen-oriented”? The framing of the 
event, coupled with the lauded “deathly silence” of the audience, suggests a closer align
ment with the paradigm of cultural democratization rather than genuine cultural 
democracy.

Ethnomusicologist Thomas Turino contends that large-scale cultural events, often 
characterized by competition, hierarchies, specialization, and the reinforcement of capi
talist values, can inadvertently undermine democratic coexistence (2008, p. 228). He 
posits that a more democratic cultural landscape is fostered through greater cultural 
diversity, advocating for smaller-scale cultural formations as a more practical and positive 
objective (Turino, 2008, p. 228). These smaller-scale activities and groups, with less 
emphasis on immediate, large-scale impact, can contribute significantly to enhancing 
the political agency of their participants. Turino draws a distinction between participatory 
and performative musical activities, suggesting that the former offers greater opportu
nities for individual agency, decision-making, and the expression of personal identity 
and individuality. Therefore, he argues that cultural democracy is more effectively 
strengthened through participatory musical practices that actively promote engagement 
and political action through music, rather than focusing solely on performative aspects.

FOJI’s orchestras are significantly supported by its extensive network of school, munici
pal, and private instrumental education projects, encompassing both FOJI-managed and 
registered orchestras. Notably, only some musicians receive training directly from FOJI’s 
Orchestra School, showcasing the diverse and interconnected nature of Chile’s youth 
orchestral scene. One interviewee, who has been involved with FOJI for over 18 years, 
initially as a scholarship recipient in the Metropolitan Student Symphony Orchestra 
(OSEM) and later as a member of the National Youth Symphony Orchestra (OSNJ), cur
rently directs a community children’s orchestra in the Metropolitan Region. This orchestra 
was established over a decade ago with the aid of FOJI’s funding for new orchestra initiat
ives. Reflecting on his experiences, he recalls a perceived tension during his student years: 
“When I was a student, the directors of other orchestras weren’t thrilled about us joining 
FOJI. We were seen as taking the best musicians with us, leaving the municipal orchestras 
at a disadvantage”. Now, as a conductor himself, he recognizes the need for enhanced 
support for initial training in smaller projects, ensuring they “do not feel like a hotbed 
of FOJI, a hotbed of regional orchestras”.31

FOJI’s impact extends far beyond its 18 regional and metropolitan orchestras. The 
“seedbed” projects, though less visible, play a crucial role by engaging performers, 
families, schools, municipal orchestras, and community orchestras, thereby sustaining 
the practice of live orchestral music in Chile. These initiatives form the bedrock of 
FOJI’s mission, nurturing a vibrant musical ecosystem. Another group often overlooked 
is the dedicated teachers and monitors who work closely with students, fostering their 
musical development. In some instances, they collaborate with scholarship recipients 
to select performance spaces and repertoire, showcasing a degree of shared decision- 
making. However, the overall artistic direction, including repertoire choices and perform
ance venues, generally rests with the musical conductors, predominantly male. This 
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hierarchical structure limits the agency of students and instructors in shaping the artistic 
vision. A notable exception is the solidarity program, which corresponds to the psychoso
cial area, as a person working in this area pointed out to us: 

There is a person who coordinates musical activities, which are brief interventions in spaces 
such as senior centers, clinics, and hospitals, which is a voluntary job for them. They go volun
tarily and can propose what they want to play, in small groups of two to four people, but 
beyond that, I think that all orchestras and groups have a fixed program.32

Conclusion

In line with Kristina Kolbe’s assertion that the imperative to address systemic inequities 
within and beyond cultural production remains pressing (Kolbe, 2023, p. 70), it is 
crucial to contemplate the types of musical practices that can foster a more profound 
sense of democracy. While our case study of FOJI doesn’t indicate a direct contribution 
to deepening democracy, it does reveal a potential shift towards a cultural democracy 
paradigm, particularly evident in its work with children, youth, their families, and commu
nities through artistic education. This potential is further underscored by initiatives like 
the development of the psychosocial area and the recent revisions to FOJI’s mission 
and vision statements.

Transforming classical music requires FOJI and similar institutions to decentralize and 
empower participants in repertoire and operations. The problem is not classical music, but 
institutional frameworks and ideologies, particularly art’s autonomy. Diverse self-orga
nized projects in Chile prove classical music can thrive outside traditional spaces, fostering 
inclusivity. Inspired by Baker’s solutions for Venezuela’s El Sistema, we propose FOJI adopt 
a broader vision for Chilean classical music, emphasizing inclusivity, diversity, education, 
and participation (Baker, 2014). FOJI could challenge existing norms by decolonizing 
repertoire, fostering critical engagement with artistic autonomy, and empowering 
youth with creative and curatorial agency (Bull, 2016), potentially shifting from cultural 
democratization to a more inclusive model. The extent of FOJI’s commitment to these 
changes is yet unknown. This approach would ensure equitable access to classical 
music, allowing young musicians to enrich the musical landscape.

In Chile, classical music has the potential to emulate the inclusive nature of sports, 
where both community engagement and high-performance aspirations coexist. It can 
evolve into a space that values collective, active participation as integral to well-being 
while recognizing the importance of excellence, skill development, and artistic role 
models for future generations. However, a model that solely caters to passive consu
mers and performers perpetuates a hierarchical structure, limiting true democratic 
engagement and hindering the transformative potential of classical music. This trans
formative potential is not unique to classical music but resonates across various cul
tural forms in Chile, emphasising the need for broader inclusivity and participatory 
engagement.

Notes

1. Chilean Library of Congress, Law 6696, "Crea el Instituto de Extensión Musical" https://www. 
bcn.cl/leychile/navegar?idNorma=25381
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2. Chilean Library of Congress, Law 19928, "Sobre fomento de la música chilena", https://www. 
bcn.cl/leychile/navegar?idNorma=220680

3. https://www.fondosdecultura.cl/fondos/fondo-musica/lineas-de-concurso/
4. Link to Toki school: https://tokirapanui.org/nuestro-programa/
5. Copy of public deed of Statute Reform of the National Foundation of Youth and Children’s 

Orchestras of Chile, 02-12-2005, repertoire 6548, Judicial Archive of Santiago. Second 
article, letter a, p. 3.

6. https://foji.cl/Transparencia/2022/InformacionPresupuestaria/ipresupuestaria.html
7. https://foji.cl/Transparencia/2023/InformacionPresupuestaria/ipresupuestaria.html
8. COOPEUCH and Fundación Ibáñez Atkinson https://foji.cl/Transparencia/2023/ 

efectosterceros/archivos/02120123_Convenio%20COOPEUCH%20FOJI%20-%20Aniversario 
%2030%20OSNJ%20-%20Mahler%208.pdf

9. https://www.foji.cl/catastro.php. This link is currently broken but it was functional at the time 
of writing of this article.

10. In fact, in 2017, of the 397 orchestras registered, 47 non-functioning orchestras and 25 dupli
cate orchestras were reported in the registry (Study of characterization of the current state of 
Youth and Children’s orchestras and ensembles in Chile, Ministry of Cultures, Arts and Heri
tage, April 2017).

11. Apruebo Dignidad Government Program, p. 157.
12. FOJI public statement: https://www.foji.cl/noticias/noticias/declaracion-publica-proximos- 

cambios-estatutos-directorio.html
13. In previous governments, some spouses of the sitting President, named somebody else to 

lead the Board of Directors, such as Sebastián Piñera’s wife and Michelle Bachelet did. This 
last case is particular, because it was the first female President of the country, who also 
was divorced at the time of the presidency, so there was no partner who could fit the role 
of “first lady”. In 2023 the President of the Republic, Gabriel Boric, named the academic 
and curator Ricardo Loebell as the president of Board. FOJI’s executive position began 
under the responsibility of composer Miguel Farías, who was replaced in 2023 by another 
composer, Pablo Aranda.

14. General guidelines of FOJI 2022–2026 presented by executive director Miguel Farías at the 
board meeting on April 6, 2022.

15. Maule Region Youth Symphony Orchestra: Tamara Jorquera; Metropolitan Region Children’s 
Symphony Orchestra: Ninoska Medel, Parinacota Youth Symphony Orchestra: Javiera Campos 
and the Biobío Region Youth Symphony Orchestra: Alejandra Rivas. https://www.foji.cl/ 
noticias/noticias/foji-anuncia-los-directores-as-de-sus-orquestas-regionales.html

16. Interview conducted with the team of professionals from the Psychosocial area of FOJI, held 
on July 18, 2024 in Santiago de Chile, by the Animupa team.

17. Monitoring and follow-up public offer 2022. Communal Orchestras of the FOJI Cadastre, 
Foundation of Youth and Children’s Orchestras of Chile. Budget Directorate and Ministry of 
Social Development and Family. Report available at: https://programassociales. 
ministeriodesarrollosocial.gob.cl/pdf/2023/PRG2023_3_3497.pdf

18. https://cooperativa.cl/noticias/entretencion/musica/orquestas-juveniles/musicos-de-la-foji- 
participan-junto-a-gustavo-dudamel-en-la-orquesta/2022-08-03/175429.html

19. https://www.foji.cl/noticias/noticias/musicos-de-la-foji-participan-junto-a-gustavo-dudamel- 
en-la-orquesta-del-encuentro-2022.html

20. Objective g. Copy of public deed of Statute Reform of the National Foundation of Youth and 
Children’s Orchestras of Chile, 02-12-2005, repertoire 6548, Judicial Archive of Santiago, also 
available directly from FOJI’s website.

21. Objective c. Copy of public deed of Statute Reform of the National Foundation of Youth and 
Children’s Orchestras of Chile, 02-12-2005, repertoire 6548, Judicial Archive of Santiago.

22. Online interview conducted on August 16, 2024.
23. Online interview conducted on August 16, 2024.
24. Private donors such as Sociedad de Inversiones AKKO Limitada ($6.000.000); Gabriela Rosen

blut ($2.000.000), Isaac Frenkel –also Vice President of FOJI’s Board– ($2.000.000) and 

CULTURAL TRENDS 15

https://www.bcn.cl/leychile/navegar?idNorma=220680
https://www.bcn.cl/leychile/navegar?idNorma=220680
https://www.fondosdecultura.cl/fondos/fondo-musica/lineas-de-concurso/
https://tokirapanui.org/nuestro-programa/
https://foji.cl/Transparencia/2022/InformacionPresupuestaria/ipresupuestaria.html
https://foji.cl/Transparencia/2023/InformacionPresupuestaria/ipresupuestaria.html
https://foji.cl/Transparencia/2023/efectosterceros/archivos/02120123_Convenio%20COOPEUCH%20FOJI%20-%20Aniversario%2030%20OSNJ%20-%20Mahler%208.pdf
https://foji.cl/Transparencia/2023/efectosterceros/archivos/02120123_Convenio%20COOPEUCH%20FOJI%20-%20Aniversario%2030%20OSNJ%20-%20Mahler%208.pdf
https://foji.cl/Transparencia/2023/efectosterceros/archivos/02120123_Convenio%20COOPEUCH%20FOJI%20-%20Aniversario%2030%20OSNJ%20-%20Mahler%208.pdf
https://www.foji.cl/catastro.php
https://www.foji.cl/noticias/noticias/declaracion-publica-proximos-cambios-estatutos-directorio.html
https://www.foji.cl/noticias/noticias/declaracion-publica-proximos-cambios-estatutos-directorio.html
https://www.foji.cl/noticias/noticias/foji-anuncia-los-directores-as-de-sus-orquestas-regionales.html
https://www.foji.cl/noticias/noticias/foji-anuncia-los-directores-as-de-sus-orquestas-regionales.html
https://programassociales.ministeriodesarrollosocial.gob.cl/pdf/2023/PRG2023_3_3497.pdf
https://programassociales.ministeriodesarrollosocial.gob.cl/pdf/2023/PRG2023_3_3497.pdf
https://cooperativa.cl/noticias/entretencion/musica/orquestas-juveniles/musicos-de-la-foji-participan-junto-a-gustavo-dudamel-en-la-orquesta/2022-08-03/175429.html
https://cooperativa.cl/noticias/entretencion/musica/orquestas-juveniles/musicos-de-la-foji-participan-junto-a-gustavo-dudamel-en-la-orquesta/2022-08-03/175429.html
https://www.foji.cl/noticias/noticias/musicos-de-la-foji-participan-junto-a-gustavo-dudamel-en-la-orquesta-del-encuentro-2022.html
https://www.foji.cl/noticias/noticias/musicos-de-la-foji-participan-junto-a-gustavo-dudamel-en-la-orquesta-del-encuentro-2022.html


COOPEUCH ($20.000.000). Information available at https://foji.cl/Transparencia/2023/otros_ 
aportes/Enero2023.pdf.

25. https://palabrapublica.uchile.cl/chile-mahlerizado/
26. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EnF94FOORfg
27. https://www.elmostrador.cl/cultura/2023/04/05/historico-concierto-de-la-foji-sera-emitido- 

por-primera-vez-en-television-abierta/
28. https://www.elmostrador.cl/cultura/2023/01/17/600-musicos-en-escena-hicieron-vibrar-el- 

caupolican-en-concierto-por-los-30-anos-de-la-orquesta-sinfonica-nacional-juvenil/
29. https://www.biobiochile.cl/biobiotv/cultura/entrevistas/2023/01/11/con-el-poder-del-amor- 

en-la-8-sinfonia-de-mahler-orquesta-sinfonica-juvenil-celebra-sus-30-anos.shtml
30. https://www.formpl.us/form/6012556739215360
31. Online interview conducted on 16 August 2024.
32. Interview conducted with the team of professionals from the Psychosocial area of FOJI, held 

on 18 July 2024 in Santiago de Chile, by the ANIMUPA team.
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