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Why Do We Listen to Sad Songs?

Aarcn Snuts

But don't forget the songs
That made you cry
And the songs that saved your life.
Yes, you're older now
And you're a clever swine
But they were the only ones who ever stood by you.

-The Smiths, "Rubber Ring"

Introduction

My topic is song, or, more precisely, songs. Although my interests are philo-
sophical, my goal is not to provide a conceptual analysis of song, or to take
a stand on whether songs are a hybrid art form merging poetry and music.t
Rather, I want to look at a few ways in which songs are used, ways in
which people engage with and find meaning in songs.z In particular, I am
concerned with sad songs-those that are about lost love, separation,
missed opportuniry heartache, hardship, and all manner of sad subject.
Sgch songs are not merely expressive of sorrow; they are typically about its
varied causes, upon which we are invited to dwell. Many of us are drawn
to such songs in moments of emotional distress caused by situations similar
to those portrayed in the lyrics. This is curious. It is curious because sad
songs do not always rnake us feel better; no, they often make us feel worse.
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So, we must ask, why do we listen to sad songs? This is the question thit I
wil l attempt to answer,

The underlving problem that I am concerned with is the paradox of trag-
cdy, or berter pfi, the parddox of painful art (Smuts z.oo7b). It boils down
to a simple question: why do we seek out artworks that we know will l ikely
arouse painful feelings? Our engagemcnt with sad songs posesr perhaps, the
purest example of the problem of painful rrt. It is undeniable that some
songs just hurt.r Therefore, it is something of a mystery why we lisren ro
them. In order to see the full force of the puzzle, it is necessary to first say
something about the nature of songs and sonre of the ways in which people
customarily l isten to this forrn of music. It wil l be most instructive to do this
by drarving a contrast to pure (or absolute) music-music unaccompanied
by words, or what Peter Kivy calls "music alone."{ This essly is about a
small fraction of music accornpanied by words. For the most paft, I wil l
discuss sad rock songs,t

My principal claim is that sad songs not only frequcntly make audiences
feel worse, but that we are perfectly awarc of this fact, and, more rrnpor
tintly, wc desire thcm precisely because the,v heighten our suffering. Nor-
mally, by l istening to sad songs we do not purge our sorrow; we enhance rt.
Sad songs are often anticathartic. I argue thit sad songs, particularly those
with suggestive narrative structures, aid in rcflective processes of tremen-
dous import. We seek thern out to intensify negative emotions partly as a
rleans of focusing our reflection on situations of great importance. Backed
by mood-inducing instrumentation and vocalization, the narrative and
imagistic content of sad songs seeds reflection on personal events.

I am not solely concerned with the paradox of painful art in regard to
song. I also intend to defend the appropriateness of a mode of musical
engagement that is radically at odds with that of music alone. The pre-
scribed mode of I istening to sad songs is not one of predominantly formal
appreciation of musical structures, but one of personal, imaginative engage-
ment with the narrirt ive content. In this way, we n.right say that sad songs
are not only tvpically accompanied by instrumental music; sad songs are
accompanied by us.

Some Problems with Absolute Music

Philosophical reflection on absolute music has given rise to a few intriguing
puzzles. Absolute music, music unaccompanied by texts or other l inguistic
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c( )n ten t ,  i s  nc 'a r l l  pure  so ! ) i c  sn-uc t r l re .  To  c rgaue u i th  p t r re  n rus ic  i s  to  bc
.tttenti!c to the conlPlexities, pattcrns. rrncl pr-otr-essior-ts of souncls. \Wc lis
tcn  fo r  the  c ie r  e lopnrc l t  o i  , r  r  . r  r ia t ion  th  roLrghour  J  \ \  o rk .  r rnd  c le l ighc  i r  the
br i l l i ance  o f  the  conrpos i t ion .  Abso lu te  ml rs ic  rnxv  bc  pro founc l l v  n r , . r  ing .

Incleed, it nr.rl rrtforcl iresthetic e\pericnces of neilrl) rurn:rtclred irrrcnrirl,

but it cannot l-rc profouncl. To be;rroforrncl, a \\ 'ork rrusr be rtbout sorre-
tl l ing ()t grc.lt inrporrrrncc. Thc u,ork rlust hlvc sornc c()rceptual contert.
A t  n r in i rn r r rn ,  i r  rn r rs r  p ror , i c le  novc l  ins ighrs  i r l )ou t  the  wor lc l .  ' \ l r so lu te

Dus;c  ( loes  no t l  o r  r l r  le r rs r  i t  i s  no t  oh l ious  hor l  i t  cor r ld .  p ror ic le  s r rch
ins igh ts .  Horv  cou ld  n rerc  so t rnd-no l l ingu is t i c .  nonfcp fcsent l l t io r r rL  so l i c
stl l lctuf es-l)e i 'r l)oLrt iD) thin!l irt all, nIrcll lcss n)i ltters of great inporr.rDtei'
\ \ l r rks  o f  abso l r r te  n rLrs ;c  na \  c renrp l i i r  \ -a f ious  s ta tc \ ,  suah r l s  the  lu rnber -

ing state of cleprcssiol, rruch i ls docs the vislgc of :r horrrd clog.' But this
minltrlr l le\ rl ol rrboutness docs not rrlkru' absohrte mLrsic to sJ) lruch ahout
rn \ th ing .  Hcncc .  i t  scens  th i r t  pur r  D] t rs ic  c . rnnot  bc  p ro i ( rL lnd ,  dcs l . i t c  , ,u r
prcrcllectivc intuit ions to thc coutrirr\ ' . This is knou,n rs the prol)lcnr of
rn r rs ic r l  p ro f r rnc l i r l  (see '  K i r  1  r  99  r  ,  chr tp .  r  o ;  K i \  r  roo l  ) .

S in i l r r r  cons i r l c ra t ions  g i le  r i se  t r )  a  rc la te r l  p rob le r r .  a  n fob lc t r r  c ( )nc tm-
ing rhe possibil i t l  ol em()tionrl] rcsponse t{) absolutc r-nLrsic: cJn irlrsr)lute
rnus ic  c l i c i t  genu ine  erno t i ( )n :11  le lc t ions? , \cco ld ing  to  o le  theor )  o t  thc
em()tionsj t l le colri l i t,c l lcort ', er-notiol]s har e intcntjonalirr ': the\' are rboLrt
things. We do nor jLrst feel lrrcliffercntiatccl fcrrr directccl at rothirl l  in Pl r f ir-
u l . t r ;  ue  fe r t r  par t i cu l r r r  c l r t rgcrous  th i rgs ,  such is  i r  n renr lc ing  dug 's  shr rp
terth. Wc do not har,c objcctlcss hope; l e hope thrrt s e s i l l  u in thc lotrcrr'.
Th is  fc , r tu rc  o f  r l ro f ions  he lps  d i f f c rcn t ia te  thcm f ronr  o the f  spec ies  o t
lffcct, such.rs l lr()ods. \\ ic can be in ir goori or bacl nroocl ior no p,rrricul,rr

re .son i l t  a l l .  Sonre th ing  good might  ha le  happcr icc l  th r r  lec l  to  oLr r  good

rnoocl, it rnight h.rve ir cl isccrniir lc crrrrse, but the nood is rot rrborrt arrvthing.
l i  sonre th ing  a long the  l ines  o f  the  cogn i r i ve  theo lv  o f  thc  cnot rons  rs

corre'ct. rrnd i l absolirtc nrrrsic lrrcks contert. it is lr lrcl ro scc horv :rucliences
cor r lc l  rcspond rv i th  ge ! lu inc  cnror i , ,ns  r , r  Purc  s r r r r i t  r r r r re tu r ' , : s .  Whar  i s
thcrr for our enrotions to bc irbour? \\re might bc srrrrt led bl rhe clash of
svnrbols. or c:tcitcd bv Lr sLrdden shift in tcnrPo. brrt there is nothing ro fc.rr.
ro hope for, or to feel sorlorv rrbout, cxccpt pcrh:rps thc berrutv of thc nusrc
i tse l f  (K i \ ' \ '  :oo ; ) .  Thc  prob lenr  u i th  sLrc l r  a .on . lus i ( )n  i s  r l ra t  peop le  o l ten
descr ibc  the i r -mus ice l  cxper ienccs  es  r i ch  cnro t i ( )na l  ep isoc les .  Onc mighr
sa \  tha t  rhe)  ie l t  e  f r r l l  enro t iona]  r r rc  in  responsc  to : r  svmphon ic  r ,vor l< :

hope.  l  o r r r ,  : rnger ,  lo l lo rvcd  hv  fee l ings  o f  e le la t ion .  ( )ne  ru ighr  e r  en  c r r l l  r r
rvork  s r rc l r  rs  Bar tok 's  S t t i t lg  QuLut ( t  No.  4  ner rc -ur r rck i r r r :  o r  d is tL r rb i rg .
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Many think that "Taps" is heart wrenching. This is puzzling. What is there

to be sad about in a sonic structure that is not about anything? Prima facie,

such a response is nearly as absurd as fearing marshmallows.'

One explanation for why audiences readily report experiencing strong

emotions in response to music might be that they are responding to some-

thing different, something other than the music alone. A musical work

might lead us to reflect on some episode of our l ives, or to imagine narratrve
episodes that the sounds n.right exemplify. That is, we sometimes let our
minds wander as our imaginations are sparked by the music, Much like

Disney cartoons set to classical masterpieces, our imaginations provide the

content for the genuine emotions that we experience during the perform-

ance. But, the objection charges, this is not l istening to the music. One is
merely using the music as a proto-mood organ, a spur to daydreaming.
Vhile off on our imaginative excursions we are no Ionger engaged with the

music, at least not in the right way. An attentive l istener wil l indulge in no

such fl ights of fancy. Sure, we may be prone to respond in such a nanner,
but this does not show that our emotions are about the music. No, they are
about some music-inspired figments of our inagination. Hence, absolute
music may indirectly cause audiences to feel genuine emotions, but rt is nor

the content of the emotions. Further, when we approach the music in the
proper nanner, when we pay attention to it, no such emotional reactions

can occur.

Due to the lack of content, absolute music cannot be about much of any-

thing. Hence it cannot be profound. Nor, it seems, can it elicit genuine emo-
tional reactions in l isteners who are engaging with the music in the right

way. These claims are controversial, but what is clear is that absolutely none

of this is true when it comes to most, or at least much, of the world's music.

Much of the music produced in the course of human history contains

semantic content. It is no mystery where the content comes from. It is right

there in the songs. The content comes from the words."

Philosophers focus on absolute music partly because it gives rise to these
kinds of tricky puzzles,ro but also because of an assumption that absolute

nlusic represents one of the highest artistic achievements in human history.

It is important to note that I am not here to dispute this claim. Rather, I

would l ike to take a look at one varirlnt of music with words: songs. More

specifically, I want to focus on sad songs. The question at issue rs not

whether we can feel genuine emotions in response to songs! but why we

would l isten to them if they do indeed make us sad.
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Bctorc I dclclop mv nnswer. ir rvil l  help to srrv a bit nore about thc nlrure
of sorrgs ancl horv rve l istel to them.

Whr t  Is  a  Song?

V'hcrr s e think of song, rve tl picrl ly th ink of lr,rical nrLrsic sung rvith irstru
mcnfal :rcconrplnimcnt. Levinson describes the paradignt as follows: "lt is
a  n re lod ic : r l l v  and rh r , thmica l l v  d is t i r rc t i ve  r r rch  o f  fu l l - f ledged rones  , , I
definit ive pitch, procluced in thc fornr of vocatrles coalescing into rvords rnd
sentrnces, lrrcl tvpically rvith support, prirlrrri lv harlnonic, frorr sonre
cohor r  o f  ins t ruments"  ( r99 f 'b ,  44) .  The most  u ide lv  c i i scussec l  spec ies  ( ) f

song c l i scusscc l  in  the  ph i losophy o f  rnus ic  i s  tha t  o f  opcra  (scc ,  e .g . ,  K ivy
r99.2). For instance. in his cntry on nrusic in T/re Oxlrtrd Htutlbook rf
Aes thc t ics ,  S tcphen Dru ies  conf ines  h is  d iscuss ion  o f  n rus ic  anc l  \ \ ' o rds  to
opcrx (zoo-l). It is f:ri l  to s:r)r that operrr hrs taken centcf stagc in the l itera
ture on song. Althoirgh much of rvhat I hlve to say rvil l  l ikclv applv ro opcrl
and other tirrnrs of sorg, I q' irrrt to discr,rss song-., not s()ng.

Hcrc I rvil l  :rciopt :r cl istinction that.lolln Fishcr makes bettveen song and
songs (n.d.). The labcl "song" .rpplies ro !rn\' "r11Lrsic s ith" sung words, but
thc notion oi a solq is more specific. We talk .rbout pirt icu]rr songs. \{/e
mighr : rsk ,  Horv  nany  son l l s  were  on  tha t  C l )?  Or ,  Hrve  ) 'oo  heard  rh is
song? "Song" functions more l ike a nlrss tcrnr. It describes a t\ Pe of music
and not a unit of lvork. [n contri lst, by a song rve hayc irr rnind rr rvork of
music that, iu turn, night be plrt of a hrger rvork, such rrs an albLrm. Songs
l-picall l  h:rve nirmes rrnd can usuallv be clecrly diffcrcntieted from other
songs. I have tcn thousilnd distinct sorrgs on my il 'od. Nllny of us kno*' thc
r,vorcis to dozcns of songs bl helrt. Further, thcrc' is eood reason to think
that nruch of the rr'orld's nusicrl traclit ion has bcen in rhe fornt of snngs.
Many songs hrtve cleor rluthofs; others arc simply in thc rvind. I i i thcr rvay,
\\ 'e recognize rhcm as individLral rvolks rvith minv subtlr \ ' :rriati()ns.

AlthoLrgh rve clearlv knorv ltrr 'rr.r1 songs, it is dif l. icLrlr to sar, jusr rvhrrt
makcs ,r song :r song, A bit of reflection reve:rls that thc most plausible
candidrtes for necessln contlit ions ire in fact unneccss:I11. For insrancc,
songs need n()t colltain i ln) i l lstlumcnfaltion. Yes, songs ltre often tcconpa-
nied l)\ '  i f lstrumentlt ion, but nlan\-are simplv srrng. A song cln simplt l]c
sung rvords rvith no i lstrunentilt ion. 

-l 
his raiscs i l \\ 'orrv rhat the borclcr

bc t rvecr r  spokcn poet ry  and song is  unc lear .  In  an  e f fo r t  to  d is t ingu ish
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between spoken poetry lnd song, Lcvinson rrrgues that there are t!v() imp.r
tirnt differences: "in song there is a utstaining <tf tones, with sonc degree of
resonance and vibrato, an<l a connectittg of sustained tones into a nore or
Iess continuous vocal l ine."rr But this wil l not do the trick. I 'erhaps these
features are necessary, but they :rre not sufficient for singi[g. Much spoken
poetry contains just these two features. And not just poetry-you can find
both features in speeches. For instancc, Martin Luther King Jr. 's "l Hrve a
Dream" speech contains several plsslges of sustained tone with resonilncc
arrd vibrato. You can hcar sustl in on nearly everv word in his carly sen-
tences. The next rvord sti lrts on thc sustain of the previons, creating a sus-
t;riDed tone rvith resonancc and vibrito. He connects phrases and sentences
togcther in continuous vocll l ines rhat are punctuated bv wcll-placed
pauses. It is a striking presentation, and it satisfies Levinson's nvo features,
but King does not sing the spcech. It is not a song.

Rcgardless of what preciselv clistinguishes singing frorn rclding poetry or
othcr forms of speech, it is clear that a nrere reading of the lyrics of r s,rng.
as one might read a poem, does not constitrrte a performance. for a per-
formrnce to be a performancc of rr song, not only do the vocrls necd to be
sung, they most l ikely have to be sung the right way. It is a plausible condi-
tion that any genuine perform:'rnce fiLrst effectively express the intended
cnlotion though vocalization.rr This raises a host of further complcxities
that we must ignore. Regardless of the expressive performance constri ints,
it certainly seems that the lyrics of a song must be sung. That much secms
ftir ly uncontroversial. But this too is rvrong. Some hip-hop songs show thit
to be a song it is not the case that thc lyrics must be sung; they can simply
be talkcd out rhythmically. ' '  In hip-hop songs there are often no conrinuous
voc:rl l ines of sustained tone. Here the border between spoken poetry and
song is very unclear indeed. A further complication is t l.rat if we classify rap
songs as songs, then not :rl l  songs may be a species of song, that is, if song
reqr.rires anvthing even resembling singing. If works of rap music !lrc songs,
thcn not all songs feature singing.

Due to l imitations of scope, I r,r, i l l  have to forgo any further attempt to
clevclop an analysis of a song. AlthoLrgh we clo not have a s'orkable anall sis,
the p:rracligm of a song is clear. For present purposesr this rvil l  havc to
suffice.

What 's  a  Sad Song?

I arr principally concerned with sad songs, not songs in general, But just

what makes a song sad is also unclerr. It is more complicated than clirssify-
ing a work of pure music as sad. There are two competing views of what
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makes a work of absolute music sad. Both views attempt to answer the

somewhat unnatural question What makes a work expressiue of sadnessl
To put it in (1. K. Bouwsma's language, the framing question is whether we
think that works are sad because they are sad like an apple is red, or do we

think that works are sad because the,y arouse sad feelings (rve need not sa-v

emotions) in l isteners, as cider does a burp (Bouwsma 1969, 49). The qucs-

tion is whether wc first recognize the sadness in the music anci thereby feel
s:rd by contagion, if we feel sad at l l l , or rvhether some properties of the
song cause us to feel a certl in way so quickly that we associ:rte it with thc
nusic, and, perhaps, project our feelings onto the music.

The principal problem for the first suggestion-the suggcstion that wc
just somehow hcar n'orks as expressive of sadness, or that works resemble

sadness is that it seems lny putative rneans of detcction require an affect-
ivc response.ra We could not hear a song as sad if we did not feel some

s:rdrress. It is not that sadness nearly invariably follows detection, but that
it is incoherent to think th.rt we could find a sad song sad if wc felt nothing
at all, just as rve could not t l l ink that r joke is funny if we did not feel rny
amusement. It would not make muclr sense to calI a joke funny if i t arousecl
no amusement. The same goes for sad songs. If i t does not mlke us feel sad,
it is not a sad song. Kiv,v disagrees. Hc notes that we can c:rl l  all sorts of
works sad th:rt do not nove us. If we had to be moved to see that a song rs

sad, this would be impossible. He argues that "there is lots of music that is

somber and stirtely and melancholy that is not good music. And to nrovc

ne by its sonber, stately melancholl, nrusic must 6e beautifully somber and
st:rtcly and melancholy" (zoo5, 9).

Thc principal problem with this objection is that it employs the noticrn

of "bcing moved," which is vague and primed for equivocirtion. The claim

is not rhat one must be moved, if thit means to have an intense aesthetic

expericnce. No, the claim is that a song cannot be sad if i t does not elicit

sad feelings in appropriately receptive l isteners.r' We might note that an
unsuccessful rvork tries to be melancholy, tries to be sad, but fails, just rts .r
comcdy might try to be funny. If the gags fail, i f no one feels antusement, a

comcdy is not fLrnny. Similarly, if no one feels trelancholy in response to a

work of music, it is not melancholy. It tr ies and fails to be melancholy. It

might emplov the typical devices of sad songs, but if i t does not arouse

sadness, it is not a sad song. C)f course, we might resist a work that we find

unduly morose. But we do this by first recognizing where it is trying to tirkc
us, by recognizing the affcct it is trying to arouse. \Ve harden our hearts

against such music, but only after feeling, not merely hearing, its request.
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ln rcply, onc might notc thrtt rvc' do indeed c.rl l  all sorts oi things sad

l' i thour feeling rrnl srclncss, Fur inst:rnce, rleeping rl i l lows rrncl hoLrntl clogs

look sacl. Rirt. rrs .Jenefer l{obinson notcs. if houncl clogs rrrrde us secl, no

one wor r ld  g ie t  one as  l  pc t  (zoo5,  387-88) .  t  ig ree .  l lu t  th is  c locs  no t  p rcscn t

an objcction to nrr, cl,rirn that u'hen rvc c,rl l  l  rvolk of ntusic sad it is onh

becrrusc it mrrkcs us sacl. lndeetl, rve mighr s.Ll thit thc face oi a houncl clog

is sld bcc:rusc its visagc rcsembles that of ir cleprcssccl persorr, but this is nor

thc kind of surlness rr,c rrttribLrtc to rnusic l 'hen rr'c call rt lvolk srrcl. S;rd

songs are not sacl as rr hor-rnd clog is s,rcl; thel'r1o trot nrerclr appe.rr sad.

Rather', thev rrrc sld beciruse thcy rnake us s,rtl. just rs a movic is suspctrseiul

on lv  i f  i t  a r -ous ts  susp(nse.  A t  l c r rs t  th is  seems to  bc  the  pr iman sunse in

$ ] t i e l r  r r ,  u r .  ' . . r . 1 " . 1 1 ' p i i q l 1 o  r  r r s r . .
This highlights a signil icant crruse for rvorry: rl 'c might Lre using thc srme

ter -n r ,  ' sad , "  in  d i f fe rc r t  u 'a ls . r^  Thc  f r lm ing  o f  the  deb: t te  in  te rns  o f

e rpress ion  nr r rkes  mc p . l r t i cu ] . l r ] \ '  ner r 'ous .  The r to r ion  o f  e \p ress lon  ls : l

techn ic r l  fabr ic r t ion  o f  the  ph i losophy o i  r t r t .  T f  i r  n r rkes  lny  scns t  to  ta lk

of s orks as crpressile of cnotion. it is nrctlphoricrrl rrt best .rntl lacks sccure

ioo t ing  in  evcrvdav  l ingu is t i c  I ' r rc r i ce .  i \ los t  pcop le ,  shcn ther  ra lk  o f

mus ic .  do  no t  s : ry  tha f  songs  arc  exprcss ive  o f  sadr tcss ,  bu t  s in tp ly  th . r t  songs

are srr<1. And br this, I contencl, thev tvpicallv nrtln thilt t lre song, rl irkcs

ther r r  s r rd .  The prob lenr  i s  t l . r r r  thc  in r roc lL rc t ion  o f  rhc  techn ic r t l  con .e1 ' t  o f

exprcss ion  t ] r rc i l tens  to  rv reak  havoc  ou  ou t  l ingu is r ic  in tu i t ions .  But  i t  i s  fa r

ourt of scope to untanglc things here.
I clr not intcnd to rcsolve thc clc'biltc ovcr the proper rlcc()unt ot nursic!11

expressir.it l , helc. I raisc the issuc becausc it is importlnt to note thrrt Dotl 'r-

ing  l long  thc  l ines  o f  thc  resenrb lance thc( ) r l  o r  thc  hcar lb i l i t l  t l reo f \  c i ln

adetlLr:rtelr ' .rccounr for rvhat mekrs l sa,.l song s.rcl. 5ld sotrgs rrlso hrrr c s:rd

cortcrt. Thcv rrre sacl in the w.y thlrt rl story or poem is sld. This is in

addition to the u av thrrt ,r s'ork ,,f absolLrre music nright be said to be sad.

Anc l  i r  i s  no t  p laus ib le  to  th ink  tha t  norc ls  appt ' . r r  to  bc  sed,  o r  resenb le

s:rdntss, or coLrld lre hcard as tl]c exprcssion of sirt lness. As lvit lr rtovels,

there arc roughlv t\\ 'o \ri1\'s in rvhich onc tnight trv to iclentifv a srt,. l song:

I ' r  t l r ,  . , ' r r t c r r t  , ' r  I ' r  t l r ,  t i e l r r r . .  t l r , r t  i t , t r , ' r s e ' .

One night sr1'that sad songs rlre thosc tl 'r i l t. lrc about sarl things. I)utting

asicle the problern thirt "sad" is somervltrtt \,aglrc. the suggcsti(D thrt \\ 'e

coulcl classifl songs tri lscd rrrefel\ ()n contcnt is problernaric. l)cath is clecid-

edl1 .r sad suLrjcct, t lrt or-re coulcl comp()se a cclcl)rrtory s()ng fof : l New

Orltrns funeral that rvoulcl be rrnvthing but gloontr'. Indee,.l. i t might not be

sacl et all. Perh,rps such r song rrright rertl l l  be lborrt thc LrftcrLife, *hich is
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not a sad topic uuless there is reason to think that eternal hellf ire awaits the

deceased. Nevertheless, the fact that one could compose a song in celebra-
tion of death-as that which frees us from the suffering of l i fe-makes it
clear that the bare content of a sons is not sufficient for classification. Not

unless the content also includes thc expressed attitude toward the subject.
The problem u,ith this suggestion is that we can only identify the attitude

a work takes toward its subject by figuring out what attitude it asks the
audience to take. It is l.rard to see how a work could take an attitude toward
a subject rhat is different from that which the audiencc should adopt. A
work either adopts an attitude or it does not. Of course, there are c<>mplcx
cases, such as those of audience seduction. rWe find these in more compli-
c:rted narrative works. A seductive work tries to get us to respond ln an
inappropriate way, only to reveal our nanipulabil ity. Seductive works ulti-

mately take the posirion that we should, say, feel disgust and not admiration

at a wicked character.L: [n acldit ion to seductive works, there are ambiguous

works-those that might ask us to respond in different, somewhat conflict
ing wrys. But, regardless of content, we would not call :r song "sad" that
did not, at least partly, ask us to respond in a sad rvay. An uplift ing song
featuring content typical of sad songs is not itself a sad song; it is ar uplift-
Ing son8.

Hence, content alonc is not sufficient, even if we include expresscd atti-
tudes as part of thc content of the work; classification also requires notirrg

the work's take on the contelrt. rWe determine this by assessing the intended

effects of the work. Doing so amounts to developing a nascent interpreta-

rion of the song by answering thc question, What is the song trying to make

us feel? We typically describe sad songs as "depressing," noting the effect
they have on l isteners. As a character in the movie Beesrar (Andrerv Bujal

ski, zoog) says of a song, "This one makes me cry l ike a baby." That is
what makes it :r sad song. Perhaps sorne aspects of a sad song may weilr

their sadness as rn apple wcars its redness. I am suspicious of this clain.r.
Regardless, rhe sadness of the words in a sad song is more l ike the burp ro

dre cider than the redness to the apple. It does not rnake much sense to s:ry

that the sad contcnt resembles sadness. No, it seems that sad songs are those

that make listeners sad.
My contcntion is that sad songs are those that give rise to feelings that are

sad-1;loonr,v, depressing, sorrowful. A comlrination of intonation, pitch,

vocalization, tempo, and content causes receptive l isteners to have aifective
responses tlrat characterize the enrotional tone of the song. Lyrics and into-

naaion work together. The pain in Neko Case's voice in the second stanza
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o f  " l l unn ing  ou t  o f  I : ( ) o l \ "  . 1m l ) l i f i f s  oLu  r c r l . t i on  t o  t he  n : r l l r r t i l e  eon rcn t .

\ \ e  hu r t  l n  i r r n r r ' t i i i r r c  r r scc re l  r c . r c r i oD  to  h t - r  \ r r i l .  Th t -  a i i c c r i r c  | r . r . r r on

p i l r t l r  s l n r c tu re \  ou r  con rp rehcns ion  o i  r he  l l r i c s .  We  i cc ]  hc r  hc l l t . r chc ;  i t

docs  no r  r esc r rb l c  s r rd r r ' \ \ .  \ \ ' e  h ! , l r  hc r  \ \ . r i l  r s  t ha  a \p j - e \ \ i ( ) r r  o t  s . r r l n t ss .

l . u t  t l r i s  i s  r r o f  u l r . t t  n r . r kcs  t h t  song  s l c l .  I f  i r c  n r c l c l r  hc , r r ' . 1  r hc  se t l r css  o f

t hc  s i r r gc r  o r  t h ( )ugh t  t h r t t  t he  r t L r s i c  l ookcc l  sac l ,  uc  u ' o r r l d  ] r c ' r t t o r c  P to r t r
t o  f cc l  p r r r  r h r rn  : r r t l ncss .  l Ju r  l e . l o  no t  l ce l  f i t \  i r r  l c spo rsc  t o  t he  \ ( ) ng .  : 1s

$e  r l o  t o . r  s i r d  l ) r f l on .  ) cs .  r hc l c  r r r -  s ( )n ra  c i l sL -s  r | hc r t -  $ .  n r i g ,h t  i ec l  P i r r
torvlrrr l  r t  chrlrcfr.  r- in .r  song, but rnorc oifcn rhrn not. :rs I  u i l l  ,rrgrrr '  in thc

ne \ t  \ . ! t i on .  \ \ c  i r ' r l  so f r r t h i ng  i l { ) se r  r o  ' c l i  p i t r .  I h i s  g i r cs  us : r c l r l i r i on r r l

r e i l s ( ) r r  r ( )  r h i r t k  t l r r r r  t hc  \ r ! l r r ess  o f  . t  sonq  i r  n ro rc  i r l i r ' . r  s . l d  \ cn t ! ' l t c c  t h . t n  i i

s lr ]  iacc.

Fo r  1 t ; . ' 5gn1  | u fposc \ .  r v t  nccd  no t  c l c r ' . 1 ,11 .  11  n r , r - t  p r cc i sc  no r i o r  o i  r ed

songs .  I he r '  . r ' c  t hosc  t h r r r  t i p i c . r l l - i  t r c  r h ( )u t  son rc l h i ng  r l cp less rng .  sL rc l t

r t s  l os t  l ove ,  n r i sse t l  o I l . o r t r r n i r r . l r c , r r t ' r chc .  a r c l  \ c I i r r r t i ( ) n .  I n  J ( l ( l i l i ( ) 11 .

t he r  u r i  p r -on r i n , . n t l l  i n t r nded  f ( ) . l r oL rsc  r . i t l  i r - r - l i r g :  i n  l i s t c r c r s .  1o  pL r r  r t

so r t t euh r t t  c rL r c l c l r .  a  song  n r i gh t  bc  hePpr  . r nd  s r r , - 1 .  Bu t  r r o  L rD . ' q r r roc , r l l r

r up l i l t i r t l l  \ ( ) nq  co r r l d  bc  e lass i f i cd . r s  s l d .  . \ n . l  no  r r r r c . l u i r  oe . r l l r  c l c l . r L \ . r r -

, ' ,  i - , , ' r r l , l  l ' .  . .  | . . 1  . ,  l ' . r 1 ' 1 ' .  . , ,  r . .

Be fo rc  *  e  co r t r nL re ,  i t  i s  L r se i r r l  r o  eons i r l r l  r n  c r r rn rp le .  Lcon l r c i  ( . ohcn ' s

"F l t r t t o r r s  B l t r e  I l . r i nco r r t ' i s  r r  r r e l l  l i no *n  s . r . l  song .  I n  soun . l  , r r c l  c r )n l cn r  r t

i s  r r  1T1 t r . 1 j j g11  o i  t hc  sc r r re .  r : r nk rng  i n  t l r c  se rn i  l c r rgue . r r  l e i i  I ' , L r c l . l c r ' s

r c C o t t ] i t r g  o f  " l . i l . r c  W i r r c . "  T h c  \ i , r r t  ! , ' r r r , I r t !  l | r  r r r i t { r \ t r !  r . t  i t t r ! C  O f

i n6dc l i r i .  l ove , , t n .1  con rp . t ss i on .  I  l r c  1 r  r i c s  t . r ke  t hc  f o lm  o i  i r  l c t t e r  f o  \ on re

onc  nho  h l s  l r r ' r ' r  ou t  o l  r o r r ch .  I t  l r cg i r : .  l t  s  f ou r  r r  t he  n ro rn ing .  t hc  c rd

o t  l ) ccc rnbe r  /  l ' r n  u ' r i t i ng  voL l  r ( ) \ !  i us l  l o  scc ' i t  l o r r ' r e  l r e r t e r  /  N l  u ,  ) ' o r k

i r  co l . l .  bu r  I  l r l . c  uhe lL  l ' n t  I i r r ng  /  l he l t  s  u rL r . r e  on  (  l i n t on  S t l c t , t  r r l l

t h rough  rhe  c r cn inq . '  l r r  r l i c  b . r c l i g roun r l .  . i  so l l  e l r o r r r s  o i  i cn r r l u  r u r . e :

s i r gs  r  s i r up l c .  l u l l i ng  ph r ' . r sc ,  o l  pc l haps  . r  n r c r c  s r ' l l , r h l e .  l l ) r ' i n s t l Ln r ) c r t i l -

t i on  i s  b , r l c l l  r r o t rec lb l c .  I - hc  l r  r i c r  r eve , r l  . r  i e r  c l c t r r i l s  o f  r r  \ t o r \  t h . r t  \ \ e

\ t r L rgg l (  t ( ) ; r i c cc  t oec r l r c r :  " 1  g r r , , s s  t ha t  I  r t t i s s  roL r .  l gL ress  I  i o rg i r , .  r oL r  /

[ ' t r ]  e l : r t l  t r r u  s l ooc l  i t r  t r r r ' u ' a r .  ( l o l t e r t  g i r t s  r r s  t r n r c  t o  I c . r r r r  t hc  r r r p ' , r t .
' f he  

: ong  . onc lL rde5 .  I  h . r r t ks .  i o l  t hc  t l oL rb l c  r oL r  r ook  f l on r  hc r  c r cs  /  I

t houg l r t  i t  \ v . t \  t l r t r e  f o r  sood  so  I  neve l  t l i cd . "  l l c  s i ngs  Lhc  son3  r r  . l

l . t co r r i c .  b re r t h r  r unnc r ' .  l l r . r r r i r g  so rnc  uo rc l s  ( ) u t  i ( ) r  sc r c r . r l  bc . r t s .  I l i s

: i ng i r g  i s  l i r bo r f l l :  each  n  o r r l  soun r l s  . l i f i i c r r l t  f o r  ] r n1  t o  \ ' ( ) . r l l z c .  \ \ ' r  l L r r - n

r v l t r  . r s  u r  g r l r l r r . r l l i  con rc  t o  u r r l e r s t : r ne l  r hc  p , - r r po r t ,  t hoL rgh  u ,e  r r : r t  be

y r r r zz l cc l  h r  son rc  1 -h115c5 ;  \ \ h r t  c \ i r a t l l  c l ocs  i r  mc : r r r  r o  "go  c l c r r r ? "
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\X/hat is clear is that the song can be emotionally devastating, especially
if one has ever cared deeply for someone. There is no puzzle of profundity
here: "Famous Blue Raincoat" is a profound reflection on the selfishness of
romantic love in its demand for exclusivity. Unlike friendship, love cannot
be promiscuous.rs Cohen asks us to see the tragedy: we cannot always be
everything that another person needs at all r imes; nevertheless we cannor
share them. Nor romantically. Not if we love them.

How to Listen to Sad Songs

In the brief discussion of absolute music above, I noted that the prescribed
mode of engagemenr is one concerned largely with the detection of parrerns
and variations. If one uses absolute music to drive reflection on the day's
events or other matters of import, one is no longer l istening to the music.
To pay attention ro rhe music is to adopt a largely formal mode of engage-
ment, as if one were taking in a profoundly mood-altering mathematical
formula. Since this model of musical engagement is a parody of an extreme,
to give it a name, we might call i t the priggish l istening mode.re lt f inds its
jester in the pretentious fool instructed in how to look l ike one is l istening
to serious music: he sits down, takes off his glasses and perhaps twirls then.r
by the arm. He cocks his neck slightly, l ike a dog trying to undersrand his
master, and directs his gaze somewhere off in the distance.

This is, of course, a parody of one extreme theory of the proper mode of
engagement with absolute music, but it sets up a clear contrast. The priggish
mode of engagement n.right have its place inside the conservatory. But this
is not how one does or should engage with much of the world's music. From
dancing to marching to chanting, most music is not l istened to while sitt ing
sti l l  or twirl ing one's glasses in reverential attentiveness. Nor should we take
a primarily formal appreciative mode. This is especially true of rock and in
particular of the kinds of sad songs in which I am most inrerested.

Sad songs do not ask for a conremplative mode of formal apprecrarron;
rhey  a 'k  fo r  r  per .ona l l l  engaged.  imrg inar ive  c rpcr ience prompred by  rhe
content of the song, guided by musical features such as the pirch, tone, and
tempo of the instrumentation and vocalization. Most importanrlyj many sad
songs tell stories upon which we are asked to reflect. The narratives may be
ell iptical, but they often provide suggestive details that are causally l inked.r(,

Consider an extremely simple, but characteristic example-the brief nar-
rative in Damien Jurado's "Letters and Drawings" (from the album
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Rehearsals for Depdrture).21 The song begins "Goodbye angel / Hands in
your pockets / Maybe tomorrow / Maybe you'l l come back sometime." The
narrative is brief, with minimal detail. A girl leaves: "She boards a
Greyhound / With a ticket to Jersey / A gray colored backpack / Full of all
her belongings." She promises to write, but, of course, she does not. The
singer suffers thinking about her. Many years later he hears that she's mar-
ried: "She one day calls me / Tells me that she's married / I took it badly."
Near the end of the song we learn that the song is a reflection on his sorrow
prompted by passing by the spot where he last saw his lover: "Here's where
you left me / Only with memories / When we were just sixteen." The story
is extremely simple. In fact, it reads l ike an abstract of any story of lost love.
Extracted, it is nothing to celebrate. The narrative itself offers very l itt le to
stir the heart. It fails miserably as flash fiction, and would be a terribly
ineffective poem. It even makes use of the clichdd conceit of waiting by the
phone. On the page, there appears to be very l itt le of value here, but the
song, as song, is effective. It simply would not work without the power of
music to stir the heart. But it is not the music alone that makes Jurado's
song work, it is also the narrative, or to be more precise, the crude nature
of the narrative.

Jurado uses the skeleton of a story as an abstract type-the sketch of a
situation that many listeners might have lived through, not pufting someone
on a bus, but of saying good-bye. The song does not ask us to reflect on the
details of its story; l ike most songs, it is short and does not give many
details.12 Instead, the song asks us to think about a similar moment of sepa-
ration in our own lives. The choice of content would not make much sense
otherwise, Why present a kernel of a story if you do not intend for it to be
fleshed out by the audience?

Many sad songs contain similar skeletal narratives that allow listeners to
heap on their personal reflections. We might say that we personalize sad
songs-we customize them through imaginative supplementation for our
specific purposes. Not only do we personalize them, we develop personal

relationships with songs. As Mark V/. Booth (r98r) notes, one often feels
as if songs have a personal message, a message just for me. But our relation-
ships with songs are often fragile. Morrissey is correct to note in "Rubber
Ring" that "the most impassionate song / To a lonely soul / Is so easily
outgrown."23 As we grow and change, an old song may no Ionger meet our
needs.

Personalization highlights an important feature of one prominent mode
of engagement with sad songs: it is best characterized as empathetic. As
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notcd previously, we do not feel profound pity for the singer; we feel sad.
Many sad songs are told in the first person, but this does not elicit pity. Ve
do not just syrnpathize; we emparhize. Strangely, we often suffer ru a way
akin to the narrator. Wc feel as she purports to feel. This l ikely marks a
profound difference between the ways in which we cngage with narrarive
fiction and song. Although contentious, it is far less clear that rve empatheti
cally engage with characters in most narrative l iction, but we clearly do with
the singers of sad songs.rlThis is largely due to the way in which we listen
to sid songs. We do not merely consider the singer, or rhe persona, we think
of ourselves, our own problems! our own sorrows. In :r way, we do not so
much as emp:rthize with the singer as feel sorry for ourselves, though we
likely do both. To give it ir label, rvc might call the prescribed modc of l isten-
ing to sad songs the sullcn teenagcr mode,

It is clear that people can forn all sorts of associations with songs. l\4any
couples have a song: "They're playing our song." And people ofren l istet to
songs that are not sad in a similar wan ruminating on personal assoclatlons.
During a particularly diff icult monent, one might l istcn to a familiar song
repeatedly, Sometirnes one might have emotions our of sync rvith the song
one is l istening to. An otherrvisc happy lyric might rentind you of a momenr
of cnotion:rl distress in the past. Although this mode of engagemenr is
somcwhat sirnilar to wh:rt I have described, it is not clear rhar in such cases
this mode is prescribed. But in the case of sad songs, it is clear that they are
intended for just such rrssociative-emotive engagement. At least this seents
to be how Morrissey thinks his own nrusic wil l be used. "Rubber Ring"
concludes, "l 'm here rvith the cause / I 'm holding the rorch / In the corner
of your room / Can you hear me?"

The Paradox of Painful Art

Thc preceding discussion raises a significant problem: Why in the world
would anyone want to cmpathetically engage with the sad narrator of a sad
song? Why wouid anyone wanr ro wallow in despair? This is a species of a
much larger problem, a problem widely known as the paradox of tragedy.
The paradox of tragedy has otlen been franed as a question about pleasure:
how is it that audiences can take pleasure in the portriryal of the suffering
of others? I f ind this qucstion too narrow and think that the paradox should
take a more general fornt. The more importarrr quesrion concerns arr$'orks
rhat:rre putatively painful. I argue thar the paradox of tragedy should bc
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corsidcfecl r sLlbproblenr oi t l lc pitrndox ol pdintul oit.:, Thc i irrrctrrrrcnfrrl
qucs t ion  i !  th is :  ryhv  do  lL tc l i cnce :  scck  ou t  l r f rvorks  fh i l t  the \  kno \ \ ,  u . i l l
i l rousc  negt t i vc  tee l ing ,s .  rvhcn Ie , rpLc  Srner . l l l \  . r r . , , i t l  ,L rL t . r r io r rs  tha t  e l i c i t
such  r t 'ec t io r rs  i : r  thc i r  nornr r l  l i r .es i r .

The pr l rdc i r  o f  p r r in iu l  . r r t  i s  esscnt i i t l l \ . . r  con f l i c t  bcnveen aud ieucc
r-cports i lnd l dcilulr lssLunption of rrotir.ariolrrI hcclonisnr. If rrrdie,nccs
rc:rl l i  do l incl sorJtc 11t-trl.ofks peilful, u'hr clo thcr n.ant to see thcll? \,1ost
thcor is ts  p lopose hcc lon ic  conrper rsa torv  so lL r r ions  to  thc  p roLr lem,  sLrggesr
iDg th r r t  ruc l iences  i IL ts r  f i fd  sorne  p lcasure  to  contpens i tc  lo r  the  p . r in .  1 'hc
p lob lc r r  i l i rh  l l l  hcc l rn ic  so lu t io i rs  i s  thar  t l thoug i t  thc re  r r re  sure ] r  r t rnv
p lc lsures  to  be  hrd  f ron  r  \1e l l -c r r f red  n l r r . r t l \ -e .  rud icnces  c lo  no t ; r l \ \ . l vs
describc their crpericnces rs on tl le u'l iole plelsur.rblc. Lr frrct. thcre ri le
rl lr lnv cilsr'! $'hcre pcoplc cleselibc their cxperiencc-s,rs gertuitrel\ '  painiLrl. I
t l l i e  i t  th r t t  r tu r  exper icnce $ . i th  s . rc l  songs  can be  hear t  wre Ic l t ing .  U l ten
wc hnd no clell hcclonic c()nrpeDsilt ion in orrr engrqcnrent u,ith s;rcl songs.
Thc  semc goes  io r  men l  u 'o r l<s  in  o ther  r r t  fo rn ls . l

( io rs ic lc r  Ingn l r  Bersmln 's  hor r ib l l  c lepress ing  s ix  hoLr r  sc r ies  ,Scrzc-<
f )o t r  a  L la r r i4qc  l r9 : ; ) .  T l re  th i rc l  ep isode.  , . [ ) ru l : r , .  i s  one o l : rhe  nrosr
c \c rLrc l r r i rg  s to r ies  evc l  tok l .  lV l r r i lnnc  ( l . i v  L l l ln t r rnn)  i s  l t  the  s r r r r r r : re I
housc  io r  thc  n 'eek  l . i th  the  ch i ld ren .  Hcr  husbrnd, . johrn ,  i s  r io t  c \pL ,c ted
lionre unril thc ncekencl. \Xrlten hc nirkcs I sur.prise rnicln.ccl< r.isit, \. leri-
ln re  rs  over jo lcc l . , \  g ic lc lv  ch i ld ,  she  luns  eroLrnr l  the  housc  nrer . r i l v  f i r ing
.fohrrir :r snrrck. srl irg horv happr.she is that he crrre to thL- cotti lge crrl ier
rh r rn  c rpec tcc l .  He l  happ iness  nr r r le :  J , ,h . r r ' , ,  n ru r . r l l  rh . r r  n rorc  e rush ing :
he  tc l l s  \ ' l a r ianne t l i . r t  he  has  ie l len  in  lo re  u i th  a ro thcr  t ,omrn  (p : ru l l )
rnd  r r . i l l  bc  lee l ing  th r t  n igh t  rv i th  h is  mis r ress  on  11  s i \  n ro l l rh  t r ip .  Thc i r
conl erslrt iol lusts for l n uictLrcii l t ing hl l{ hour of scr ccn tintc. clrrring *.hich
-Johan prciceeds ro shorv Nlali lnnc, rrlbcjr ar her- rccluest, r l. l l ler picturc of
h is  lo re r !  On l r ' . r  s rc l i s t  cou lc l  te l ie  jo l  in  Lh is  cp isode.

I  l .ou ld  nor  descr ibc  rn r ,expcr ience o l  th is  ep isode rs  in  l r r l  u ,a r .p le . rsLr -
ebJe, bLrr I f lncl it to bc one of rhe nosr effectivc rrffrrir f ictiors er.er crc,rtecl.
hrclecci, prrr-rlon rrv gushing. it contains sonte of thc nrost pou,eriLrl rronrerts
i r  c incnra t ic  h is to l r ' .  I  u .o r r l c l  r . ccomurcnd i t  to  o rhcrs .  l l l gc l r  l i o r . t i r c  cxpcr i
encc .  But  i t  i s  no t  p lcasur lb le .  No,  i t  i s  no th ine  less  th rn  enro t ion l l l v  der . rs
ti l t ing. Ald to Llse rcrnrs that rve might other\\:rsc think are iucliclrive of
p leasure .  I  am " in to  i r "  e r rc l  g ive  i t  r  b ig  " thunbs  Lrp .  'Bu t  

I  r r r r r  . . in to . .  rhe
u'ork bcca use oi the dccicleclh. nonpleasurable expcriences it :r i iorcls. I clesire
thc  overa l l  sad  e lpcr ie rce  n4r i le  i t  i s  occur r ing .  I  r r ]n  no t  n re fe l r  rc r rospec
t ive lv  g lad  to  her .c  under -gonc  the  er lo r io r ra l  tu rmoi l .  Ar  se le ra ]  n ror re r r rs
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along the way, if you stopped the novie and asked me what I thought, I

would say, through a mist of tcars, that it was terrif ic and absolutely

c rushrng.
ln the sense of "l ike" that simply means that I think it is excellent and

would recommend it to others, I l ike it. I l ike the work (in part for the

experiences it affbrds); however, I hesitate to say that I "l ike" thc work,
sincc it carries colrnotations of pleasure. If "to l ike" rleirns something closer
to bcing pleased that something is the case, I certainly did not l ike watching

Scencs from a Marridgc. But everyone should see it i f t lre-v have not rlrc:rdy.

One mighr rcply that although pleasure might not bc the source of moti-

vati<>n, audiences must be seeking out some other source of value. The pain-

ful cxperiences are perhaps instrumcntal to this value, but the pain i" nor
intrinsically valuablc. The ploblem with this suggestion is that it does not

accord with the way we talk about painful art, Audiences do not talk about
evcn the most painful experiences had in response to art as having rnere
instrumental value. Watching Scenas from a Marriage is not l ike gorng to

tl.re dentist. We do not cndure the dril l ing to end a throbbing ache. Certainly
wc nay find valuc in the insightful portrayal of suffering and marriage, but
that does not exhaust our n.rotivation. Although audiences may find varrous

forms of value in experiencing the work, no compensatiol.r is necessary for
thc ncgative expericnces it engenders. The negative cxperience is not the
pricc we have to pay for some compensatory valuc; ir seems that the negr-
tivc experience is its r>wn reward.

Although the painful emotions one feels in response to art are not clearly
instrurrentally valuablc, perhaps they are constitLrtive of other types of
virlue, such as the cognitive value of recognizing hunanity's profoundly

clepressing proclivity to cruelty. Somchow, one nright argue, fully under-

standing such insights necessarily involves painful emotional expencnces.

Clcarly, this style of explanation is highly plausible. Indeed, I think that it
is part of the complete motivational story. But what it would have to show,
if it were to preclude the suggestion that we intrinsicall_v desire painful

affect, is that audicnces only dcsire painful emotional responses as constitu-

tive of other kinds oi value, and lever for themselves. I f ind this highly

implausible, especi:rl ly since the kinds of cognitive value one can take from

art arc rypically banal. !(e know all too well that thc universe is inclifferent

to our desires and that people are capirble of beastly rcts of violencc, cruelty,

and gross insensitivity. It is hard to imagine that the desirc to be reninded

of sLrch depressing trivialit ies is the prinrary source of auclience notivirt ion,

one to rvhich all negative affect rnust be subsumeci. Surely it accounts for
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some of our motivation. but it seems that audiences do in fact desire the

ultimately unpleasant experiences for the sake of having the experiences. At

least that is how we often talk about such works: we praise Bergman's pow-

ers of emotional devastation in addition to his humanity and depth of

insight.
Although it is not the complete story, my claim is that audiences seek out

painful artworks at least in part for the painful experiences they afford.

Narratives provide long and varied experiences. Most provide at least some

pleasures. But overall, some works are best described as painful. Although

we seek out painful art for a variety of reasons, one reason is for the experi-

ences themselves. When engaging with painful artworks, one somerimes

intrinsically desires the nonpleasant experiences they afford. Perhaps this

sounds odd, but there is good evidence for my claim: after the fact, we praise

many works for their effectiveness at elicit ing just such painful resPonses.

We praise Scenes from a Marriage for its power to disturb-to elicit heart-

wrenching, painfully felt sorrow. ln part, this is what we intrinsically desire

from the work. The perplexing question is why in the world would we want

th is?
I will forgo any further development of a general solution to the paradox

of painful art; instead I wil l attempt to develop a more robust account of

our desire for sad songs. Our question is this: Just what is it that motivates

people to l isten to sad songs, knowing full well that they wil l l ikely feel

worse? Do they really want to feel worse, and if so, why? As a reply to the

more general question of why we listen to sad music, Stephen Davies says

that this is just the way we are (r 994, 3 o7-zo). But we need not bottom out

the explanation here; we can be more specific in regard to sad songs. IJfe

have good reasons, personal reasons.

Why Do We Listen to Sad Songs?

If we reflect on our experience with sad songs and discuss the phenomenon

with others, it quickly becomes clear not only that sad songs frequently

make us feel worse, but that we desire them precisely because they heighten

our suffering. Sometimes a sad song might help us grieve; it might help

purge our sorrow by "having a good cry." But, more often than not, we do

not purge our sorrow; we enhance it. 'We seek not catharsis or purgation,

brt dnticatha/sis. Although this sounds odd, it has solid phenomenological
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support. Further, it is to be expected given the prescribed mode of

engagement.
There is no doubt that priggish l istening is largely the wrong way to l isten

to sad songs. One may of course l isten for formal elements and delight in

the arrangement of the piece, but one is typically also presented with poetry,

sometimes a narrative that requires a much different kind of l istening-

what, in self-parody, I dubbed the sullen teenager mode. Skeletal narrari\ es

and vivid inagery provoke personal associations, thereby providing the cat-

alyst for imaginative reflection. The musical accompaniment can enhance,

refine, and contradict the lyrics, modifying the affect of the song while invit-

ing us to engage in emotional-associative imagining. The end result is

intensely felt emotions directed at thoughts of the personalized narrative

content.
Sad songs present us with brief, often merely suggestive narratives that

we personalize with private thoughts. As noted above, our engagement with

the singer-persona of a sad song is often one best characterized as empa

thetic. We do not feel pity for the singer, so much as we feel the singer's
pain. We use the attenuated narratives as the seeds for imagining episodes

from our own lives. Of course, this is not the only way to l isten to sad songs,

but it is far from abnornal. Hence, it is no surprise that engaging rvith sad
songs can elicit viscerally felt sorrow, And given that many people turn to
sad songs during n.roments of emotional distress, we should expect to 6nd

that people are made to feel much worse through listening to sad songs. The
question is not whether people do this, for they surely do, but why?

My answer is that we listen to sad songs as a way to intensify negative

emotions; we do this paftly as a means of focusing our reflection on situa-

tions of great importance. Emotions have a searchlight abil ity to enhar.rce
focus. The object of focus can be internal or external. Fear rivets our atten-

tion to a dangerous object. Strong emotions can also help us achieve pro-

found levels of concentratiolr that can afford rich reflective, imaginrtive

experiences. Sad songs, particularly those with suggestive narrative struc-

tures, aid in reflective processes of tremendous import. Backed by n.rood-

inducing instrumentation and vocalization, the narrative content of sad

songs seeds our reflection on personal evcnts. This is not always therapeutic.

Dwelling on a loss, a misstep, an unfortunate circunstance does not always

lead to acceptance or atonement. It can lead to frustration and suffering.

But profound Ioss deserves profound grief.

Sad songs can help us see what we have had as well as what we have

lost. It is clear that reflection does not always make us feel better. Indeed,
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sometimes it makes things worse. rife know this. But we also want to under-
stand what we have lost and to feel the significance. The value of such emo-
tionally charged reflection is not merely cognitive, but it does serve to
deepen our understanding, in some sense of the term, We listen partly for
the experiences themselves, but the experiences are also constitutive of our
enhanced understanding. Partly, what it is to appreciate the significance of
some event is to feel it-to feel the significance. We assume that those who
feel nothing have yet to accept their loss. They certainly do not understand
the significance, not yet, at l€ast.

This might sound a bit obscure, but we frequently make use of this notron
of understanding. It is not know-that and it is not know-how, it is some-
thing different-a matter of understanding the felt significance, a form of
nonpropositional awareness of value. Imagine asking someone if they
understood the enormity of some genocide, battle, bombing, or other hor-
ri6c event. In reply they say sure, and spin off a few statistics. IVe ask: "lsn't
it just awful to think about? It 's incomprehensible." A reply that "No, it is
perfectly comprehensible: x number of people died" misses the point. Simi-
larly, consider someone who is completely unmoved at the death of a
friend's child. It is incoherent to say, "l understand how horrible it is to lose
a child, but it just doesn't sadden me one bit." Either the person does not
care or simply does not understand. This is not merely a matter of knowing
how it feels to lose a child. It is a matter of understanding the significance,
of being fully aware of the loss of value, Sometimes one may be over-
whelmed, moved into a nearly affectless state, but before this extreme, one
cannot even approximately understand the loss of a child without feeling
pity or grief. The same goes for things that happen to us. Understanding the
significance of things that matter to us sometimes requires feeling profound
sadness.2H

I have only offered a vague sketch of the kind of understanding at issue.
Ultimately, such a conception might not be entirely defensible. For insrance,
one might object that I have not offered good reason to think that the role
of the emotions is anything but instrumental to our understanding the sig-
nificance of important events. Rather than appeal to a fuzzy notion of non-
propositional understanding, we would be on more secure ground if we
thought of the emotional experiences as conducive to the realization of
some insights, not as constitutive of the understanding. If so, then what I
offer wil l turn out to be a nonhedonic compensatory solution to the para-
dox. The painful experiences will find compensation in the cognitive value
to which they are instrumental. This would not jeopardize much of my
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explanation for why we Iisten to sad songs But I suspect that the emotional

t.r'o."t.t of"t a more signifitant role-that they are constitutive of our

understanding.'ze---Af,ft."glt 
i think that the notion of nonpropositional understanding

i,rvolving 
"an 

emotional awareness of the loss of value is l ikely defensible' I

."rr", aL*f.p the idea further here l wil l rest my defense on the thought

that there is something incoherent in the suggestion that we corrld care

J".ply 
"bou, 

somethini and feel no sadness in response to its loss lt is not

,i,npiy rt.t", art affectless state would be atypical' but that the unmoved

"ither 
do not care or do not understan<l To value is not merely to think

valuable, or even to clesire to promote and preserve' but to feel'ro One can-

not unambiguously be said to value something if one feels nothing when lt

is threatened or lost

Either way, if painful emotionai responses are constitutive of our under-

standing the significance of the loss of value or if they are merely rnstrumen-

i"t, ttt. i  nr. . it..-. ly cognitively valuable Hence' our engagement with

sad songs is not irratronal, nor rs it a case of pathetic t 'allowing in self-pity'

On. rhnuld not just buck up Only someone who is incapable of carir.rg

obo.,t 
"r,ything 

could fail to see the importance of reflective turmoil lt is

not irratitnal.lt is perfectly human 'We need to feel in order to understand

what we care about.

Conclusion

Kivy complains that "Narcissus-like, we listen to music and hear.only our-

,"lu.r" (toos, r3). This is close to the truth, but it is not always a bad thing'

;;;; t;J rong.'"." designed for iust that-to let us hear ourselves' The

,[o.i ,t. l .,"t 
"n"rratives 

that we find in a large number of sad songs allow

,-,r ro'p.rron"tit, the content' The prescribed mode of engagement is radi

."tty 
"t 

oa,t, with that of priggish l istening' Yes' to tts "clever swine" this

urode of l istening may strrke us as adolescent, but adolescents feel things

-r.. i",*t.ft. S'ud rong,.nn elicit and intensify strong personally directed

emotions. In this way, we mlgnt say that sad songs are not only tyPically

o..,rn.tp"ni"d by instumental music, sad songs accompany you' As Morris-

,ay notar, *h"n playing oul records, our disks, our rubber rings' we are not

aLone.- 
i", *lt, do we listen to sad songs? It is undeniable that.l istening to sad

,orrg, ofr"n makes us feel worse The experience is typically anticathartic'
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Many people seek out the intensifying effect, simply because some situarions
warrant profound emotional distress. lt seems that the experience is at least
partly intrinsically valuable. But more importantly, the experience has con-

stitutive value. One comes to understand the significance of loss through

reflective, emotional episodes. The enhanced understanding is not so much
the result of the episode; it is not that the listening experience is merely
instrumentally valuable, but that the experience is part of the understand-
ing. Feeling sadness is constitutive of what it is to understand the signifi-

cance of our lives.

NOTES

I thank Heidi Bollich, John Gibson, and Ma*hew Gerrig for feedback on previous versions of
rhis essay. I also thank Tony Alterman, my commentator at the Ameican Society for Aesthet-

ics, Eastern Division, meeting (April 20ro). I rhank the audience at the ASA for rheir questions

and criticisms. Anthony Aumann rightly pressed me to defend my notion of undersranding.
r. Some ofthese issues are taken on by John Fisher in his provocative essay "The Concept

of  a Song" (n.d.) .

z. For an account of a wide variety of the uses of music, see Alperson and Carroll (zoo8).

3. Vhether the painflrl affec should be classified as an emotion, a mood, or simply a
feeling is irrelevant to the paradox of painful art. This is why the paradox should not be
called rhe "paradox ofnegative emorion." The painful affect encompasses more than emorions
proper. You cannot avoid the paradox through mere classification. You still have to accounr
[or the phenomenology.

4. Kivy (r99r ). This labelsuggests thar music is instrumentation and words are something
else. It suggests that song is a hybrid artform.

5. See Grackyck (1996) for foundational work on rock. His "Popular Music" entry in

the lntetnet Encyclopedia of Philosophy is also very useful: hnp://wrvw.iep.utm.edu/music-po/.
6. This is the exemplification view of musical expression.

7. For a critical evaluation of the cognitive theory, see Robinson (2ooj).

8. Most of the literarure concerns musical expression. How can absolute music express
anything) \?hat does it mean to say that a song is sad or that it expresses sadness? The same

underlying considerations give rise to the related problem concerning the content of the puta-

tive emotions aroused by absolute music.

9.  Kivy notes th is in Kivy (2ooj ,  5) .
ro. Kania defends the focus on music alone for similar reasons (zoorl.

r r .  Levinson \ r996b, a1l .  This essay contains several  other compl icat ing examples:

Sprech stin/ne, rccitative, chant, and vocalize.
rz.  Bicknel l  (uoo5,266).  I fso, the di f ference between a fa i led performance anda radical

inrerpretation will be difficulr to specify.
r3. Fisher claims that singing is one of the core, or basic, features of song.
r4. I'm lumping together appearance and hearabiliry theories. There are important distinc-

rions between the two. but I merelv want ro contrast arousal and nonarousal theories. For a
recent defense of hearability theory, see Levinson (2006).

r 5. Of course it will be diffcult ro noncircularly explain what makes a listener rppropri-

ately receptive. This theory of sad songs suffers from the same kinds of problems as response-
dependent of color.
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)6.  Stcphen D.] \ ies (1006) r rgres rhr t  \ve use "s.rd"  in referencc ro music in i  secondrrr .
ahhough nonmer.rphor ical ,  sense of  rhe rerrr ,  in  rhe same way rhar we ralk about hound dogs

r7.  fargue t l rar  t l r is  pat tern can be fourrd in l r the (ar , lpt1n) o[Mci '  (Nci l  t -nBrrre,  r997).
See Slnuts (2oo7:r) .  IJervsGaurdubsir the'seduct ionstr . r tegr"( :oo7).  l t 's  harc l  ro rmagrne a
song.rdopt ing a s in i l . r r  s t rategy.  hut  I  take i t  that  could be done.

r8.  Not cveryonc agrees th i r t  f r iendship can be prorr iscuous.  Montaigne,  for  rnsr . :nrc,
disagrecs.

r9.  Kiv l  is  of tcn srddled rv i th rh is m<ic l ,  but  hc chins ro be.rn emorer.  However,  h is
modcl  cotnes dangcrously c losc.  He c la ims thrr t  the emot i ( )ns he teels i rc  d i recred rr  rhe bcaurt
of  the work.  He dor:s mor feel  srdness,  but  n)nre nameless ernor ion in response ro rhe beaut i fu l
sadncss of  rhe work.  I  do not  d<,Lrbt  rhat  rve can also be moved by the beauty of  the work,  but
to denv rh.r r  rvc fecl  s i rdness srr ikes me es rn id hoc nrove mot iv i tec l  br  a r ig id rdherence to
the cogni t ivc theorv of  the emot ions,  a dreory \vhich has far  less support  rhan rhc common
phenonrcnology of  nrusic. r l  expcr ience.

: .o.  Many songs rneet  thc minimal  condi t rons for  narr . r t ;ves as dcfcDded by C.rrnr l l  (zoor o.
: r .  A s imi lar  but  s l ight lv  nrore compl ic. r tcd example in rhe same gcnre r<rrr ld be Richrr t l

Buckner 's  "L i l '  W:r l lc t  I ' ic turc."
z: .  I i isher notcs that  most  songs are 'nrenrorable,"  p.r r t ly  bec.ruse they are short  enough

ro renrcnrber (n.d. ,  scc.  5) .
: ; .  Of  course,  in some sense N{orr jssey is  making fun of  thc emot ional  excesses of  teen.rg

ers, .rnd perhaps rhc exagger.rted signiicancc given ro his orvn rvork. Rubber Rins" is not i
sad song. lCs:bour s.rd songs.

u4.  For an exccl lcnt  overv iew of  rhe w,ry in rvhich wc cngage wi th narrat ivc f icr iuns,  s(r
Carrol l  (1oo8, chap. 6) .

, .  i .  For an orerr ic \ !  of  the l r r . ious posi t ions,  see Snruts ( roo9 ) .
: .6.  There . r re . r  var iety of  the table ro rhe paradox of  pain iu l  . rn.  Conrrol

theor ists i rgue thr t  the purat ive painfu lness of  some rr tworks is  r r i t igared by our abi l i ty  to
stop e\pcr iencing rhcnr at  \ t i l l .  ( iompens. t t i ( )n thcor;sts r rgue.hat  any p.r infu l  rcacnols nrust
be compens.rred krr  bv orher p lcnsures,  c i ther in rhe cr . r f t  of  rhe narr . r t ive (Hunre) or  in rhe
awa.encss that  $e i re s)mp:r thct ic  cresturcs responsive ro the suf fef ing of  rxhers lFe.rg in
r  98 t  ) .  ( l (nvers ion rheor ists argue thar the overal l  exper ience of  pr infu l  arnvorks is  nur onc , r i
pain but  of  p leasurc, : rs the pnin is  convcrted into a larger,  rnorc p leasurrblc experrener
(Hume).  Po$'er  rhc<)rsts argut ' f ia t  we enjo l ' the feel ing of  pos,er  tbat  er ises f r rur  e i ther rhc
real iz , r r ion of  the cnr lLrrance of  humani t ,v  (Pr ice r  998),  or  through the overcoming of  our fcar
(Shaw roor) .  Rich e\per iencc dreor ists r t rgue rhat  thcre are mrnl  reasons why people do
things other than to feel  p leasurc.  The ovefal l  cxper iencc of  painfu l  . r r t  may t rc one of  pr in,

but  the cxpcr ience can st i l l  be seen as \ ,a lu lb lc,  and,  as snch,  mot ivrr img lSmuts rooTb).
: i .  Jerro ld ler inson also deiends e s inr i lar  cr i t ic ism of  rhe hedonic solur jorrs ( r99. , . r .

r 8  r 9 ) .
:u.  Mv suggcst io,r  has prccedence in thc work of  Martha Nrrssbaum. I l r r t  I  add thrr

in add;r i {nr  to e\prnding our expcr ient i r l  r inge,  narr i t i lc  f ic t ion crn also help us focus on
our orr , r  l i res,  erper iences.  Flere I  am not  cndorsing NLrssbaum's Ar isrote l i in
: rccount o i  pract ie. l  rcason. I  r I l r  merel-v Hcstur ing torv.r rds a nor ion of  nonproposir ion.r l
underst . r r rd ing.

29.  An al tcrn.r t i le .  bur re l i red,  suggesr i ( ' r  nr ight  be tbat  the p,r infLr l  enot i i )nr l  experrcnL(.
let  us nrxk rhr)urh r .aun.r t ic  events.  r \s  Freud oughi ,  che rrurh must bc . rccepted enrrr
t ional i  before sc c.rn fu l l l  recover.  ln sonc sense,  rh is scems r ighr.  But  I  am not  so sure t lut
rve rrc r lp ical ly  t r ) ing lo recovcr $ 'hen rvc l isren to srr( i  songs.  We i rc t ry ing r( )  urderstrnd
wb.rr  we lost ,  rnd rvhat  i t  mcrns to Lrs.  This mighr cvcntual lv  le. rc l  t ( )  recovefy,  but  thr t  is
sccondxrr  and nor rcquired.
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3o. I do not have a fully worked out theory of what it is '1o value," but I am not satis6ed
with either belief or desire accounrs. Although a depressive may believe her child's education
is valuable, she may lack any desire to drive her child ro school. Yes, bur I am uncomfortable
saying that she values her child's education, at least not fully. If she feels nothing when it is
threatened, she does not value it, not completely. This sounds right; from rhe perspective of
the depressive, the world seems ro lack value. For a critical account of desire rheories of valu-
ing, see Smith 1r 995, chap. 5).
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