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CONVENTION AND DIFFERENCE
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The dam that music is language may be oft repeated, but it remains wholly unenlightening unless
asuffident explanation of one of these terms has dready been given. On the face of it, musicis
entirdy dissmilar to naturd language, at least when concelved functiondly, the one being
categorised primarily as an aesthetic object, the other first and foremost as a means of
communication. Of course, language can aso be the object of aesthetic judgement, but the
damisnot that musc is poetry. Two in the first ingance superficid characteridtics a least are
shared by music and language: the tempora form (risking Derridean deconstruction by taking
the vocal manifestation of language as primary), and the fact that both are, or can be, in perhaps
very different ways, understood — that is, are conveyors of meaning.

My intention here is not to defend or criticise the clam that music is language, but rather to
show the way in which these two characterigtics first ground at |east the possibility of perhaps
fruitful andogy. Thiswill amount to showing how the form of each can be understood to ground
the possibility of meaning for eech. Thisin turn isintended to illuminate a path towards
understanding meaning in generd. | am, of course, scarcely able to offer anything more than a
schematic outline of these consderations here.

My garting point is Saussure s linguistic analyses (as articulated in his Course in General
Linguistics, trans. Wade Baskin, 1960) according to which the determination of any linguidic
unit isgiven only in virtue of its differentiation from dl other units, particularly insofar asit stands
within, or conforms, series of oppositions. The claim expressed in Spinoza s formuletion, omnis

determinatio est negatio, which sounds as a refrain throughout the history of Western
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philosophy from Heraclitus to Derrida, is here given alinguigtic turn. Whilst the andysis of
language in anglophone philosophy has amost exclusively taken either words or sentences to be
the most basic meaning-carrying linguidtic units, for Saussure these are aready the abstractions
of grammarians. For him, the task of identifying the rea/ linguidtic unit is perhaps insuperably
problematic, but isin any case not necessary for an account of the way in which language
means. Words are often to be analysed as compounds of further semantic dements, and might
vary their meaning from expression to expression, and a sentence may not be understandable
without itsimmediate context. In any caseit is clear that differentiation, or, in Hegd’s
vocabulary, opposition and negation, is here the principle of individuation.

For Sausaure, the meaning of the linguigtic ement is given by the system of differences
within which it stands, the complex of oppositiond relationshipsit bears to other linguistic
edements. It isdetermined wholly by what it isnot. Although thisisintended to have universd
goplicability for dl language, it can, in the case of natura languages, perhaps be most clearly
demongtrated by reference to negatives. The word “unti€” recaives its meaning, most obvioudy,
through the oppostiond reationship it bearsto “ti€”’, but thiswould not be the only relationship
of asystem of differences condtituting its determination. According to Saussure, these
relationships take one of two basic forms syntagmatic or associdive. In an exclamation such as
“Don't untie the prisoner!”, “unti€’ bears syntagmatic — thet is, sequentia or successive —
relationships to the other eements of the imperative, and an associative rdationship to “tie” as
well asto other negatives of corrdative syntax: “undo”, “undress’, etc, and to other context
related words: rope, knot, etc. Taken together, these relationships — and we have here only
articulated a smal number of them — form the system of differences which determine the
meaning of “unti€’ in such an exdamation.

It is not altogether controversid to assume that the eements of music, whatever they may be
— notes, chords, harmonies, phrases, movements, whole pieces (and it should not be necessary
to ate that the attempt to identify the basic musica unit is just as probleméticd asitslinguigtic
correlative) — can be concelved in asmilar way. The determination of the chorus section of a
given pop song, for example, may be made primarily by its differentiation from the verse, just as
the development section of a standard sonata form iswhat it isonly in oppostiond reaionship
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to the expogtion. This method of andyss can equaly be gpplied for harmonic determination:
the chord of G in apiecein the key of C (Mgor or Minar) is determinable as dominant only in
reference to the tonic, aswell asfor dynamic and timbra determination, and, of course,
syntagmaticaly for rhythmica determination. My thessisthat the determination, which isto say
the meaning, of any given musicd dement isafunction of the sysem of differences within which
it stands.

Of course, in the case of music, Saussure' s categories of syntagmetic and associative will no
longer be exhaugtive. For the sake of completeness, | shdl offer a schematic categorisation of
musicd difference. Later, however, we shdl see how any such classfication must reman
radicaly contingent. The determination of any dement of music is given by a system of
differences of the following categorid relaions. syntagmatic (in Saussure' s sense), harmonic (in
the broadest possible sense of rations of pitch), quditative (including indrumentation, timbre,
dynamics, etc.), associative (including rdations that extend beyond the piece of music itsdf).

| spesk of asystem of differences, and examples have illugtrated the oppositiona relations
that are condtituted by such differences. In what sense, however, are these systematised and
why? Saussure himself does not refer to systems of differences. Our referenceto themisan
attempt to respond to afundamenta problem of the differential analys's of language which
Saussure himsdlf bardly seemsto see. To return to the linguistic case, if aword receives its
determination purdly by negation, and if no procedure is given in advance for /imiting this
negetion, that is, determining the negetion itself, then every word stands in a negdtive differentia
relaionship to every word other than itsdf. In this case, only one relaionship distinguishes any
one word from any other word: its relationship of identity to itself; but here we returnto a
positive theory of determination: aword iswhat it is because of what it is. The only way we
can prevent Saussure' s differential analysi's of meaning from collgpsing into a positivist account is
to indg that the differentia relationships within which aword stands are limited, that is,
systematised, in advance.

The problem here, and the solution | propose, may be usefully illustrated by means of a
musical example. The dominant chord G, which | referred to earlier, carries the harmonic

determination it does not because it issmply aG, nor because it Sandsin differentia
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relaionship to dl other possible chords, but rather because it stands in a particular system of
differentia relationships, namely, the key of C. In other words, the key of C formsthe
systematic context or horizon within which G can firgt function as adominant, it provides that
hierarchicd series of differences— or intervals— in which such a determination isfirst possble,
and this means that before G can receive this determination, the key of C must be givenin
advance. Of course, the key of C itsdf isonly an instance of the gpplication of the tond system
of the West. Thusthat G receives the musica meaning of dominant presupposes the system of
differencesthat is the Western tond system.

But what isit that determines thet this system is given in advance? My answer — convention
— of practica necessity laconic, will neverthdess require at least alittle explication, again by
means of further illugration. The dam isthat the system of differencesin which G functions as
dominant is constituted by the conventions of the Western tond system; puiting the point
another way: that | hear this particular chord of G as adominant is determined by my
undergtanding the particular system of harmonic differences in which it gands in terms of the
conventiona tond system of the Occident.

Returning to linguigtics, aword such as*“unti€”’ isto be determined, as we have seen, in any
given context, by the syntagmatic and associative relationsin which it Sands. To take the
associative case, we have dready mentioned the most obvious relationshipsto “tie” and other
negatives. Whilst there may be others of comparative importance, “untie” would seem to stand,
a least in most contexts in which it is uttered, in no relaion at dl to * power-gation”, for
example, nor “Nietzsche’, nor “lonic Greek”, nor even to “under”. But yet it baresthe same
abgtract negative reation to dl these asto “ti€”, “undress’, etc. Consequently, it cannot be an
unlimited system of negations which determines the meaning of “untie’ in any given context, but
adetermined system of differences which is congtituted in advance by convention, by the rules
which conventionaly govern the use of the word “untie’ in the English language.

But convention hereis not to be restricted to what might be caled macro-socio-culturd
conventions such as the occidental tona system or rules for the deployment of particular words.
After dl, our chord of G will carry much more than merely a harmonic determination. A system
of differences will 0 be determined by the immediate context. The musica meaning of any

119



Rurus DuiTs

instance of the G-chord within the piece may vary depending on whether it is used cadentidly or
not, for example, or on what pogtionitisin, or on dynamics, timbre, insrumentation, or
perhaps extraamusical references, etc. All these may serve to frame a context, to determine the
system of differences according to which the G-chord recaivesits meaning. Similarly, the
system of syntagmatic and associative reaions in which the word “unti€’ sandswill vary from
utterance to utterance, from context to context.

These rlations will dso inevitably vary more or less from individud to individud. Itisa
platitude that | cannot understand Indian classical music, for example, except with an
“occidentd ear”, at least not before | have become sufficently familiar with itsmusicd
conventions. A more tdling illustration might concern someone arriving late to a concert, who,
given that she does not know the piece dready, will not understand the devel opment section of
the sonata in the same way as someone present from its beginning, since the syntagmeatic
relaions in which the themes stand will be arranged differently for each. Clearly, dso, a
particular piece may bare extra-musica associative reaions of a highly persond character for a
sngle individud.

Despite their persond dimension, for our purposes such determinations will be categorised
under the heading of convention, and in any case it will be found in practice ultimately impossible
to separate the persona from the socio-cultural determination of any system of differences.

And thus we arrive a avery broad and nomenclatorid definition: a convention in the sense
employed here is anything which determines a system of differences in terms of which an
eement of music or language is understood. Expressed with a bit of jargon: a convention is that
which gtructures a hermeneutic topology.

With this gpparatusin place it may be suggested that music is Smilar to language insofar as
both are systems of meaning which function in terms of convention and difference. The most
remarkable difference, however, is, of course, that whilst |language essentidly fulfils what might
be cdled a sgnificatory function, musical sgnification is the exception rether than the rule —
programmatic music being perhaps the obvious example — and music certainly does not need to
ggnify in order to quaify asmusc; “music is aout musicd idess’ asthe musicologist Eduard
Handick put it. Whilst the question of the significatory character of language (thematised
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famoudy by Saussure in terms of the difference between the Sgnified and the Sgnifier) does not
lie within the scope of this paper, it isimportant to emphasise, in lieu of musicologica debete,
that the relations we have congtrued as the ground of musical meaning are not projected onto
the music from the outside, as it were, but configure or conform the musicitsdf. Asthe
Argentinian composer Mauricio Kagd once said: “Composing is the process of inventing
relationships’. Thus, on our account, there is no need to debate whether, for example, the
melancholia of aparticular piece is a property of the music itsdlf of not. If we are to retain the
language of properties, then we can respond that of courseit is, Sinceit is precisdly those
relationships which condtitute the determination melancholiathat are the musc.

Before concluding my considerations | wish to turn briefly to what might rashly be thought to
be a counter-example to the andys's of musicd meaning | have outlined: twelve-tone seriaism.
In the absence of the conventiond tona system how can the eements of twelve-tone music be
sad to mean? That is precisely the problem. Twelve-tone music, and indeed seridismin
generd, remains inaccessible to the mgjority of Western ears, not because it is atond per se, but
because its conventions are largely unfamiliar beyond amusicd dite. According to our andyss,
despite being artificid in away in which the Western tond system is not, sufficient assmilation of
its conventions renders twelve-tone music as equaly cgpable of bearing musica meaning, of
being musicdly intdligible, as the sygem it, with ared revolution, overthrew. What then isto be
made of non-serid, post-tona music, which may even intend to be radicaly unconvertiona?
Sometimes one finds a composer — a notorious example being Boulez — going out of hisway to
explain his pieces to his audiences, to present them with a system of differencesin advance for
their interpretation. On the other hand, in order to make an artistic statement, composers have
aso chosen to pursue the ambiguity and diversity of meaning listeners themsdlves bring to their
musc, or have actively sort out the meaningless, the unintdlligible — athough an entirely
unconventiond lisening will in genera not be possible. For the sake of artistic cregtion, dl that
is perhaps more than acceptable for the theory of meaning we have sketched here.
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