JEANETTE BICKNELL

Can Music Convey Semantic Content?

A Kantian Approach

When people are asked to describe what they
hear in instrumental music, their answers are re-
markably different. Some listeners claim to hear
only “the notes” or “the music itself”’; others,
most often those with some formal music educa-
tion, can hear underlying structural patterns—
sonata forms, themes, variations, and recapitula-
tions. While a great many listeners find the ex-
pressive aspects of music particularly striking,
for others music is a stimulus to the imagination,
and listening can inspire flights of fancy. There
are those who go further in assuming that music
carries a great deal of extramusical content, be-
yond its expressive properties. Particular musi-
cal works have been described as “profound” or
“true” or even as having moral value. Certain
listeners claim to hear music, at least sometimes,
as meaning-bearing: The music seems to be say-
ing something to them, if only they could pene-
trate its secrets.

What is going on here? Can music in fact con-
vey something like a semantic content, with “se-
mantic” understood as whatever systematically
contributes to the sense, reference, or truth of
propositions? In this article I explore recent
philosophical work on these questions and offer
some tentative answers. The arguments against
the view that music is a type of language or a
“language of emotions” are well known, and I
will not rehearse them here.! While such argu-
ments might make listeners who hear music as
meaning-bearing feel inadequate or guilty about
their reactions, I doubt they have succeeded in
making such listeners cease hearing music as se-
mantically contentful. This is not surprising:
Such arguments usually aim at conceptual clar-
ity, not conversion to a particular aesthetic ap-
proach.

In the philosophical literature that deals di-

rectly or indirectly with musical content, ques-
tions of “meaning,” musical ‘“semantics,”
extramusical “content,” and the possibility of
music’s cognitive value are not sharply distin-
guished.2 This is not surprising, and I do not
think it is a flaw or an indication of confusion. If
music can be meaningful (analogous to the way
a sentence is meaningful, rather than the way a
favorite stuffed toy is meaningful to a child),
then this meaning will be describable as the mu-
sic’s “content.” If music has cognitive, as well
as hedonic value, then this value can be assessed
in terms of its meaning or content. I will briefly
consider two philosophical attempts to account
for music’s meaning (loosely construed), fol-
lowed by a look at Peter Kivy’s argument for the
rejection of the possibility of musical semantic
content. I will propose a different approach.
The debate over musical content occurs on
two levels: Arguments over how best to charac-
terize the “meaning” of particular passages and
the metaquestion of whether it is even appropri-
ate to say that music can have an extramusical
content. These questions are too often discussed
in isolation from one another, the first tending to
be the preserve of musicologists and the second
of “card-carrying” philosophers. While I am
more interested in the metaquestion, I am con-
vinced that to come to an adequate answer the
variety of listeners’ responses to music must
also be taken seriously. So I will begin by quot-
ing some descriptions of music as heard.
Philosopher and occasional composer Roger
Scruton has said that Bach’s D minor Chaconne
for solo violin provides an effect of “titanic
strain, as of a giant Atlas bearing the burden of
the world’s great sadness,” and that the techni-
cal difficulty of this work is “inseparable from
its message.”3 Susan McClary, a contemporary
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musicologist, finds that the third movement of
Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony “offers the image
of a world in which pleasure is available without
thrusting desire, where tenderness and vulnera-
bility are virtues rather than fatal flaws.”# The
professional cellist and writer Alexander Ivash-
kin has written that Alfred Schnittke’s enormous
popularity in Russia in the 1970s and 1980s was
due to the fact that in his work, listeners found
the “metaphysical ideas and spiritual values”
that were lacking in official life and culture.
Ivashkin also says that Schnittke’s musical vo-
cabulary, like that of Messiaen and Schos-
takovich, reveals the difference between “the
conceivable and the audible.”® Music critic and
BBC announcer Ivan Hewett finds the music of
Arvo Piart and Henryk Goérecki wanting because
“genuine religious music must engage with
doubt. .. .7

I have chosen these examples carefully to dis-
pel the suggestion that only naive and musically
unsophisticated listeners hear music as mean-
ing-bearing. Anyone who sought to argue that
the ascription of semantic content to music was
made only by listeners who lacked technical
training or vocabulary would have to grapple
with these and similar descriptions by perform-
ers, composers, musicologists, and philoso-
phers.

Turning now to explicit philosophical discus-
sion of the possibility that music may have an
extramusical semantic or cognitive content, [
will briefly consider arguments in favor by
James O. Young and by Kendall Walton.

In his article, “The Cognitive Value of
Music,” Young attempts to defend the thesis
that music, even so-called “absolute” music
(which lacks a text or program) is valuable as a
source of knowledge and can help us understand
nonmusical matters. According to Young, the
arts contribute to our knowledge by means of
immediate demonstration—placing someone in
a position to recognize that something is the
case. Immediate demonstration can be achieved
using interpretative or affective representation.
In the first, something about an object is made
apparent to an audience; techniques facilitating
interpretive representations include amplifica-
tion and simplification. For example, in the
work of Dickens, aspects of character are ampli-
fied or exaggerated so that the audience is in a
better position to understand the features in
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question. An affective representation puts an au-
dience in a position to know something about an
object by making them feel a certain way about
it. Affective representations may be extroverted,
when the affects are directed outward, or intro-
verted, when the aroused affects are themselves
the objects of knowledge.8

Music employs both interpretive and affec-
tive representation. An example of interpretive
representation is when music indirectly repre-
sents emotional states by representing the move-
ments with which those emotions are associated.
The representation of these movements can pro-
vide audiences with insight into certain emo-
tional states; “Listening to a skillfully composed
piece, listeners can realize, for example, what it
is like simultaneously to feel attracted to some-
thing and hesitant about embracing it.”9 More
commonly, music employs affective representa-
tion—it arouses feelings in some listeners and in
so doing, shows them something about the af-
fect in question.!0 For example, in listening to
the music of the nineteenth century, one can
gain insight into what it was like to adopt a ro-
mantic perspective on life.

Although Young is to be congratulated for
bringing conceptual clarity to such a nebulous
topic, it must be admitted that his conclusions
are very modest: Some (not all) music may have
cognitive value to some (not all) listeners. The
cognitive value of music turns out to be fairly
commonplace: Surely everyone who has tried to
quit smoking or follow a diet knows what it is
like to feel attracted to something and hesitant
about embracing it. While listening to sad music
might make one better able to appreciate variet-
ies and gradations of sadness, such knowledge
might also be gained by reading a novel or talk-
ing to a sad person. It seems unlikely that listen-
ing to music could convey anything more or
better than other courses one might follow.

Kendall Walton is concerned with meaning
“for” the listener, rather than with the semantic
meaning of music more narrowly construed. He
begins by trying to specify how music differs
from other more obviously representational arts,
and considers the possibility that the semantic
content of music is more general than that of fig-
urative painting, literature, etc.!! While it seems
presumptuous, even ‘“unmusical” to suggest that
a sonata is about, say, the Trojan war, or even
warfare in general, it makes sense to suggest that



Bicknell Can Music Convey Semantic Content?

music can be about struggle in general. De-
pending on a listener’s personality, interests,
and immediate situation, he or she might hear a
struggle in music as a clash between two people,
an internal battle, or a struggle for dignity under
oppression.

Walton then turns to the “puzzle” of how a
musical passage gets connected to the idea (say)
of struggle in general, without somehow por-
traying a particular instance of struggle. His so-
lution, as I understand it, is that music often calls
for imaginative introspecting. We imagine that
our actual introspective awareness of auditory
sensations is an experience of being aware of
our states of mind: “My suggestion is not that
the music portrays an objective event or circum-
stance, and then induces the listener to imagine
responding to it in a certain manner; it just in-
duces the listener to imagine the experience of
responding to an object of a certain sort.” How-
ever, for Walton, the fact that music elicits
imaginings does not justify talk of musical
meaning or semantic content.

Walton is definitely on the right track in fo-
cusing his investigation into musical meaning
on the listener’s experience. Yet Walton does
not get any further than Young with regard to
the possibility of musical content, and his ac-
count (at least as I understand it) is somewhat
puzzling. I know what it is to imagine, and to in-
trospect, but I am not sure what it would be to
imagine that I introspect while listening to
music. Walton hopes to facilitate “the daunting
task of uncovering the secret of [music’s]
power,” but there is little that is specifically mu-
sical in his account. It could serve just as well as
an account of why different people see various
things in Rorschach blots or cloud formations.
What is it about music that elicits its particular
imaginings? Without a fuller account of how
meaning for the listener is underwritten, it is dif-
ficult to see how there can be even the narrowest
consensus among listeners. While it is uncontro-
versial to say that a particular passage might
make me imagine a struggle between weather
patterns and symbolize for you the struggle be-
tween good and evil, what are we to make of the
listener who hears no struggle whatsoever?

Turning now to arguments against the possi-
bility of semantic content in music: Kivy con-
tends that Schopenhaur’s views on music, minus
their metaphysical niceties, are widely held
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among musical scholars. Accordingly, music
has a hidden content, not apparent on its surface,
which is in need of hermeneutical revelation.!2
Kivy develops his critique of the possibility of a
“hidden content” in music through a consider-
ation of two recent attempts by musicologists to
find such a content in nonprogrammatic
music.!3 Even if we knew, for example, that
Bach intended the Art of the Fugue to express
the proposition, “I seek salvation,” we cannot
conclude that this is what the music actually ex-
presses. Music cannot express this proposition,
so Bach’s purported intention simply fails.
While particular structural features of the Art of
the Fugue can indeed represent seeking and
reaching a goal, how do we know which goal is
represented? We have no more right to say that
the goal is “salvation” than to say that it is vic-
tory over enemies or returning home after a long
journey. What, exactly, is the “message con-
cerning tolerance” expressed in Haydn’s sym-
phonies? Even if it could be shown that the
music refers to tolerance (which Kivy doubts),
how do we know what Haydn wanted to say
about tolerance? And even if we had evidence
(say, in a letter) that Haydn wanted to endorse
Shaftesbury’s views on tolerance in his music, it
seems silly to say that we could gain a better un-
derstanding of Shaftesbury by listening to
Haydn.

We saw earlier that Walton assumes that it is
unproblematic to say that music can be “about”
struggle in general. Kivy, in contrast, argues that
“aboutness” is a semantic concept, and a causal
connection between music’s expressive proper-
ties and thinking about those properties is not
enough to establish it.14 It simply begs the ques-
tion to go from the fact that many works of
music have expressive properties as part of their
structure to the conclusion that these properties
make up an emotive, semantic content.!5 Fur-
thermore, it is not enough to establish that music
can be about some extramusical subject; defend-
ers of musical “meaning” also need to show why
musical “aboutness” is interesting. Kivy finds it
difficult to see how music could say anything
valuable regarding what it is about.!¢ So even if
we allow that a certain composition is about
struggle in general, it still needs to be shown that
the music could tell us or show us something in-
teresting about struggle.

Kivy does not say what would be necessary to
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establish the concept of “aboutness” in music.
He offers no suggestions as to the necessary and
sufficient conditions or other indications of how
to discuss “aboutness” in the arts. I suspect he
does not because he realizes how difficult it
would be to do this with any rigor. I agree with
Jerrold Levinson who has argued that a loose,
informal sense of aboutness is valuable for aes-
thetics.!” Indeed, restricting the notion of
aboutness would excessively constrict our abil-
ity to discuss other arts.

For example, literary works often seem to be
“about” things not explicitly discussed. If some-
one were to ask me what Chekhov’s short story
“The Lady with the Small Dog” was about, I
might answer that it was about an adulterous
love affair between a man and a younger
woman whom he meets on vacation. I might
also say that it was about the power of love to
triumph over the cynicism and despair of mid-
dle age. What is my warrant for saying this? My
analysis of the story’s meaning required inter-
pretation, although I have not claimed to reveal
any hidden content or say what Chekhov ‘“re-
ally” meant. I would likely be able to convince
other readers that my interpretation was plausi-
ble by pointing to aspects of the story—for ex-
ample, the change from the protagonist’s initial
world-weary boredom to his increased atten-
tiveness and joy in his children by the end of the
story.

What is the relevance for music? Literary
works, unlike music, often have an unambigu-
ous propositional content. However, literary
works are not always about their propositional
content. To determine what a literary work is
about requires judgment and careful reading,
with attention to details, nuances, and some-
times also to the context in which the work was
written or initially received. These various fac-
tors cannot be enshrined in a formula or given in
the form of necessary and sufficient conditions.
Despite such difficulties, we can talk profitably
of what literary works are “about,” and offer ev-
idence in favor of rival interpretations. It is simi-
larly possible to discuss what a particular musi-
cal work may be about, despite the conceptual
difficulties involved. Furthermore, the clarity of
a literary work’s propositional content does not
invariably make possible a clear determination
as to what the work is about. So, lack of agree-
ment as to the “content” of a musical work
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should not necessarily prohibit speculation as to
what that work is about.

We have seen that the sophisticated attempts
by Young and Walton to make sense of musical
“content” proved disappointing. A philosophi-
cally rigorous analysis of musical content allows
us to say far less than is indicated in the experi-
ence of many listeners. Kivy would have an an-
swer to my qualified defense of musical
“aboutness’’: Defenders of musical content have
been misled by analogies between music and the
more obviously “contentful” arts of literature
and representational painting. And his argu-
ments against the presence of a complex
extramusical content in the music of Bach and
Haydn seem fairly devastating. Attempts to ex-
pound the “hidden meaning” of instrumental
music in propositional terms seem doomed to
fail for the reasons that Kivy indicates—even if
we allow that music can refer, how can we tell
whether it endorses or condemns, and how can
music tell us the precise terms in which it en-
dorses or condemns?

Kivy accords respect to those with whom he
disagrees, and gives their claims and arguments
the serious treatment they deserve. What he fails
to do, however, is to take seriously their listen-
ing experiences (all the while insisting, plausi-
bly, that his listening experience must be taken
seriously). If Kivy is right, and defenders of mu-
sical content (both musicologists and philoso-
phers) have been misled by analogies between
music and literature, what does this say about
music and about the listener’s experience? What
can we learn from such misleading analogies (if
that is indeed what they are)? The musicologists
Kivy attacks certainly have the capability to
make sense of their experience in theoretical and
musicostructural terms. Why, then, do they
choose to describe music according to notions
perhaps more appropriate for literature? It may
be easy to dismiss the experiences of untrained
listeners, but there is little good reason not to
take seriously the experiences of performers and
musicologists, even if there is hardly consensus
among them.

Is the debate over musical content doomed to
end in a stalemate between those who ‘“hear
what they hear” and those who insist that for
sound philosophical reasons, those in the first
group cannot possibly make the music responsi-
ble for what they hear? Does philosophical rigor
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insist that we condemn those who insist on the
reality of extramusical content? Only if the de-
bate continues in the manner that it has. I believe
there is a more fruitful approach: Rather than
continuing to ask “Does music have an extra-
musical content or meaning?” let us consider the
question “What is it about the experience of lis-
tening to music, such that listeners frequently
experience what they hear as carrying semantic
weight?” What is significant about music, such
that it encourages some listeners to project, as-
sociate, or invest it with semantic content?
While I would not defend the existence of hid-
den messages in instrumental music, I would
like to try to understand the ground of the possi-
bility for claims of hidden content. My tentative
answer is based on a reading of Kant’s Critique
of Judgement, specifically his analysis of aes-
thetic ideas.

Aesthetic ideas and rational ideas are counter-
parts of one another, comparable to two sides of
a coin. A rational idea is a concept of the mind to
which no sensible intuition or representation of
the imagination can be adequate. Kant’s exam-
ple of a rational idea is the kingdom of the
blessed. An aesthetic idea is a (sensible) repre-
sentation of the imagination that brings about
much thought, but to which no definite thought
or concept is commensurate. It is difficult to
provide an example of an aesthetic idea, as they
cannot be completely compassed and made in-
telligible by language.!8

According to Kant, the poet (one is tempted
to say, the creative artist, more generally) tries
to express rational ideas by using sensory
means. That is, he tries to give the appearance
of objective reality to certain concepts that lie
beyond the bounds of experience. Or, if the art-
ist deals with things of which experience is pos-
sible—death, the emotions, vice, etc.—he tries
to present these things with a “completeness”
they lack in nature. In this type of creative
work, the artist’s faculty of aesthetical ideas is
manifest (§ 49).

Closely linked to aesthetical ideas are the aes-
thetical attributes. These are forms that the artist
uses to make us think of rational ideas. The aes-
thetical attributes are “approximate representa-
tions of the imagination” and express the conse-
quences bound up with a given concept and its
relationship to other concepts. However, the
aesthetical attributes do not simply present
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given concepts. These concepts, as rational
ideas, cannot be adequately represented; and if
these concepts are given in experience, they lack
a certain completeness. The aesthetical attrib-
utes of rational ideas “furnish” aesthetic ideas;
that is, they enliven the mind by alerting it to the
possibility of an unlimited range of related rep-
resentations (§ 49). Because aesthetic ideas are
representations of the imagination for which an
adequate concept can never be found, they can-
not be cognized as knowledge. Similarly, a ra-
tional idea cannot be cognized as knowledge be-
cause it involves a concept corresponding to
which no intuition can be given. Aesthetic ideas
are inexponible (ineffable) representations of
the imagination, meaning that they cannot be
conveyed to others through language (§ 57, Re-
mark I).

Kant’s examples of aesthetical attributes are
not very illuminating: The aesthetical attribute
of the king of heaven (a rational idea) is Jupi-
ter’s eagle with lightning in its claws. By way of
further explication he analyzes a poem by Fred-
erick the Great, which many subsequent com-
mentators have found notable only for its banal-
ity (§ 49). A more illustrative example is helpful
here: “The act of Divine creation” is a rational
idea that is not given in experience. Michelan-
gelo tried to evoke or “realize to sense” this idea
in his well-known fresco of two outstretched
fingers about to touch one another (God’s hand
touching Adam’s). The aesthetic ideas ex-
pressed by the fresco—impossible to convey ad-
equately in language—might include God’s be-
nevolence and wisdom, the fundamentally
dependent and contingent nature of human life,
and the perfection of divine design. The aesthet-
ical attribute by which these ideas are evoked is
the form of Michelangelo’s fresco; that is, the
perceptual qualities inherent in it and their rela-
tions to one another, as perceived by a subject.

Kant indicates that music can express aes-
thetic ideas:

Thus as modulation is, as it were, a universal lan-
guage of sensations intelligible to every man, the art
of tone employs it by itself alone in its full force, viz.
as a language of the affections, and thus communi-
cates universally according to the laws of association
the aesthetical ideas naturally combined therewith.
Now these aesthetical ideas are not concepts or deter-
minate thoughts. Hence the form of the composition
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of these sensations (harmony and melody) only
serves instead of the form of language, by means of
their proportionate accordance, to express the aesthet-
ical idea of a connected whole of an unspeakable
wealth of thought, corresponding to a certain theme
which produces the dominating affection in the piece

(8 53).

We see here Kant’s acceptance of the notion of a
universal “language of passions,” conveyed
through the intonation of the speaking voice,
which can in turn be expressed in music. In
commenting on this passage, Kivy claims that
with the integration of the notion of aesthetic
ideas, Kant transforms the ‘“shopworn” eigh-
teenth-century notion of the Affectenlehre into
something “entirely novel” and “indelibly
marked with the signature of the third Cri-
tique.”19 However, Kivy’s enthusiasm is short-
lived, as Kant seems to back away from the in-
sights expressed above in favor of a
physicalistic account of musical experience:

It is not the judging the harmony in tones or sallies of
wit, which serves only in combination with their
beauty as a necessary vehicle, but the furtherance of
the vital bodily processes, the affection that moves
the intestines and the diaphragm—in a word, the feel-
ing of health. . . . In music, this play proceeds from
bodily sensations to aesthetical ideas (the objects of
our affections), and then from these back again to the
body with redoubled force. (§ 54)

According to Kivy, this passage gives us “noth-
ing more than the standard, pre-critical explana-
tion in the British manner,” which Kant had al-
ready put behind him in the “Analytic of the
Beautiful.”20 Kivy conjectures that Kant failed
to live up to the promise of his earlier insights
about music and aesthetical ideas (§ 53, quoted
above), because of his “almost complete igno-
rance” of music as an art, including his igno-
rance of the larger elements of musical form.2!
What Kant was groping toward in his applica-
tion of aesthetic ideas to music, Kivy believes,
was an attempt to capture “that feeling of logical
coherence we have, but cannot state in concep-
tual terms, in a well wrought musical structure, a
feeling of connected discourse.”22

I cannot share Kivy’s view that the aesthetical
ideas that Kant thought music able to convey
were ideas related (exclusively) to its formal
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structure. For one thing, if Kant really was as ig-
norant of music’s formal properties as Kivy and
other commentators believe, it would seem un-
likely that he would elevate musical form to the
status of an aesthetic idea. None of the examples
that Kant gives of rational ideas have to do with
the form of an artwork. Form rather pertains to
the aesthetic attributes—those features of an art-
work that get us to think of aesthetic ideas. It is
more plausible that the “connected whole of an
unspeakable wealth of thought” is linked specif-
ically to the expressive properties of music. The
aesthetical ideas in music do, after all, corre-
spond to a theme “which produces the dominat-
ing affection in the piece.”?3 Perhaps Kant’s
linkage of the aesthetical ideas conveyed in
music to “bodily sensations” (§ 54, quoted
above) is an underdeveloped attempt to provide
a stronger physical basis for the natural and
transcultural effect of music on the emotions.

Kivy rejects the notion that Kant sought, in
his doctrine of aesthetic ideas, to ascribe a con-
tent to music.24 Yet we can question the view
that Kant meant the aesthetic ideas conveyed by
music to be its form only, without thereby sus-
pecting Kant of attributing content to music.
The fact that Kant was unlikely to have thought
that music possessed semantic content need not
stop us from using his doctrine of aesthetic ideas
to make sense of some listeners’ propensity to
hear music as meaning-bearing. An approach
from a different source—Nelson Goodman’s
conception of art as a symbolic system—may
help us here. Much of Goodman’s discussion of
art focuses on the logic of the denotative rela-
tionships—representation, exemplification, and
metaphor—inherent in works of art and discov-
ered through engagement with them. Goodman
says comparatively little about the process by
which we come to appreciate those relationships
or their role in aesthetic experience. His ap-
proach is thus asymmetrical to Kant’s, who de-
votes most of the Critique of Judgement to a
consideration of the mental process operative in
understanding art and says comparatively little
about artworks themselves.

According to Goodman, artworks possess
syntactic and semantic density.25 Semantic den-
sity is relevant for our purposes. If a symbol sys-
tem is semantically dense, then for every two
characters “C” and “C*” that do not have identi-
cal compliance classes and every object that
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does not comply with both, it is theoretically im-
possible to determine that the object does not
comply with one or the other.26 The opposite of
semantic density is semantic finite differentia-
tion. While the standard notation of music dis-
plays finite differentiation—a trained listener
will be able to determine the notational symbol
for a given musical tone and relative duration—
musical works as heard are semantically dense.
That is, there is no one-to-one relationship be-
tween the elements of the music and the ele-
ments of the world. Each musical work can be
seen as having a different symbolic structure
and as utilizing different semantic relationships.
The denotative relationships that are found in
artworks—representation, expression, and ex-
emplification—are not universal or immutable.
They must be “decoded” in each artwork we en-
counter, although knowledge of the artistic tra-
dition and operative conventions will help us
gain a better understanding of the work in ques-
tion. For example, an ascending chromatic pas-
sage need not signify the same thing in works by
different composers, nor even in works by the
same composer, nor even twice in the same
work. Semantic density ensures that we will
never be able to say exactly what a particular
musical passage conveys.

This is not to suggest that Kant had anything
like Goodman’s account of art as a symbol sys-
tem in mind, or that Goodman needs Kant’s
analysis of aesthetic ideas to round out his own
thought. However, bringing the two together in
such a way is suggestive and is not precluded by
anything either says. If we take seriously Kant’s
contention that music denotes aesthetic ideas,
and accept Goodman’s claim that the symbol
systems of artworks are dense rather than articu-
late, we can begin to see why some ascribe se-
mantic content to music. Imagine a listener who
hears such a passage in the context of a work
with which she is fairly familiar. She has a sense
that the passage holds some greater significance
within the overall structure of the work. The
“dense” nature of music makes it difficult for
her to say exactly what the passage signifies,
and unlikely that there is any one “correct” an-
swer. Her knowledge about the work—includ-
ing its title, information about the composer, and
the circumstances of its composition—may lead
her to favor one possible interpretation over an-
other.
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So, one consequence of music’s semantic
density is the phenomenon of specificity. That
is, we are not able to come up with a precise
term or phrase to indicate what a listener is sup-
posed to experience; nor are we able fully to
convey in language all of a work’s aesthetically
relevant features and what these features mean
to us. The paucity of our language for describing
music (as well as other art forms) means that or-
dinary language cannot fully convey what many
listeners would find most meaningful in a musi-
cal passage. While poetic language may be more
effective than literal language in aesthetic con-
texts, no one would believe that a verbal de-
scription could replace an encounter with the
artwork. One has to hear or see for oneself.2’
Yet it is important to note that this phenomenon
says as much about art as it does about language.
The paucity of language in aesthetic contexts is
underwritten by the epistemic opacity of seman-
tically dense symbol systems. We cannot know
what a feature symbolizes, and so we cannot say
what it is in words either. Even if (per impossi-
ble) we had a language that was fully adequate
to describe music, we would still not know
which terms to apply.

Both the language we use to describe music
and musical features themselves can be ambigu-
ous. Of course, not all ambiguity is aesthetically
relevant. In certain contexts, “he went to the
bank” might be unclear between departure to the
shore or to a financial institution. A word or
phrase may be ambiguous because it admits of
several meanings (as in my example), or be-
cause it is used in a nonstandard way. This latter
“poetic” form of ambiguity is of limited use in
discussing music, as not every musical feature
has an unambiguous “standard” usage.28

Let me offer a more specific example of how
music might express aesthetic ideas. Recall
Scruton’s claim that Bach’s D Minor Chaconne
for solo violin provides an effect of “titanic
strain, as of a giant Atlas, bearing the burden of
the world’s great sadness.” Let us assume for the
moment that Scruton’s description does in fact
capture some of the music’s structural and ex-
pressive properties. “The world’s sadness” is a
rational idea that is not given in experience. A
competent performance of Bach’s Chaconne
will inspire much thought in a listener. Some of
these thoughts will not be adequately expressed
by any concept; that is, the music will express
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aesthetic ideas. The particular aesthetic ideas
that the Chaconne expresses, while not ade-
quately conveyed in language, might include the
inevitability of suffering, the contingency of
human life, and the psychic strain brought about
by acknowledging these. The aesthetical attrib-
ute by which these ideas are evoked is the form
of the Chaconne—a series of rhythmic pitches,
as perceived by a listener. A different aesthetic
form (the series of rhythmic pitches that under-
lie another musical work, or even different pat-
terns of emphasis in a different performance of
the Chaconne) would inspire different aesthetic
ideas. The type of ambiguity I have been invok-
ing with relation to the Bach Chaconne is related
to semantic density, rather than to deviation
from accepted usage.

Interpreting Kant’s conception of aesthetic
ideas as I have done helps us to see how it is that
music could be heard as meaning-bearing with-
out making it necessary to accept the hypothesis
that music is literally a language. Composers
and performers, in making their distinctive con-
tributions to the art of music, use aesthetical at-
tributes—form and expression—to give works
and performances the particular characters that
they have. In so doing, they present aesthetic
ideas—representations in sound—thus encour-
aging mental activity in listeners. This mental
activity can take many forms, but may include
contemplation of Kantian rational ideas. These
rational ideas, however, cannot be adequately
represented, neither in sound, nor by paint and
canvas, nor in stone. Moreover, they cannot be
cognized as knowledge, so their interpretation
and expression in language is necessarily uncer-
tain. Yet while the semantic content of a particu-
lar work will necessarily be open to interpreta-
tion, it does not follow that interpretation is
hopelessly relativistic or merely whimsical.
Aesthetic ideas “reside” in a work’s form, and
so are liable to the demand of intersubjective
agreement. Hence, descriptions or interpreta-
tions that are not reflective of a work’s form
must be rejected as inadequate.

Since music does not carry semantic meaning
in the more straightforward way in which natu-
ral languages do, there will likely always be dis-
agreement over the meaning of particular musi-
cal passages. I have said little about how
knowledge of such things as a musical work’s
title, its expressive properties, or the historical
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and cultural context in which it was composed
could help us understand what, if any,
extramusical meaning it might have. The larger
questions of what it is to understand a musical
work or performance and how this understand-
ing is achieved will have to be set aside for an-
other time. Instead, I have sought to uncover the
grounds for the possibility of semantic or cogni-
tive content in music and to answer the question
of why at least some listeners “hear” meaning
when they listen to music.2?
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