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Abstract. The aim of this chapter is to refer basic philosophical approaches
to the problem of musical meaning and, on the other hand, to describe some
-

possibility of inter-theoretical reduction and application of an accurate theory of
ductionism dispute concerning musical meaning, and more importantly, for pro-

Introduction

the philosophical thought. At least since Pythagoras, philosophers tried to
mind. Until the 19th century, that is until the beginning of the development
-

disciplines. Using methods of empirical science, psychologists started to

and music, in order to solve one of the oldest philosophical riddles concerning music: musical meaning. In analytical philosophy, the notion of
necessity of semantic foundation of meaning. Therefore, for most of the
be at most a silly metaphor. For some philosophers of music and most

roscientific approaches to the musical meaning problem and trying to
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sibility of reduction.

The Problem of Musical Meaning in Philosophy

for the sake of listening to it. There should be some reason behind it. These
considerations lay at the foundation of the musical meaning problem.
-

-

cal meaning problem:
1) Can a piece of music have a meaning? If yes,
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retical questions:

-

and (4) touch the core of the problem and in this version appear often in

considered – at least partially – more meta-problematic, but – in the per-

neuroscience.
Historically speaking, the problem of musical meaning has been presOn the Musical Beautiful
opposed to the popular, rooted in romanticism, the thesis that music can

emotional qualities, as tension, surprise or calmness, but it is only an analogy, based on the fact that music contains some dynamical elements. MuAs Hanslick put it referring to Gluck famous air from Orfeo ed Euridice,
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-

claimed:

peace of mind as such in themselves, abstractly” (Schopenhauer 2011, 289).

Philosophy in the New Key (1979).
In the chapter devoted primarily to music and its meaning, Langer devel-

music, similarly to language, is capable of symbolizing. The difference is
though the concept of presentational symbol seems to be controversial,
until today and are often mentioned in discussions concerning musical
meaning not only in philosophy (e.g., Koelsch 2012).

-
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emotional meanings.

of a mental state. Other – not contradictory – possibilities: (2) The music
This problem is another big controversy in the contemporary philosophy
of music.
starting from understanding music as not having any meanings, through
in recent years on the grounds of the philosophy of music alone. There is
a vast development in music research in cognitive sciences, particularly in
-

possible) to any of the concepts mentioned.

Some Examples of Research on Musical Meaning
in Cognitive Neuroscience

approaches to the construction of a model of processing musical meaning:

seems that the semantical side might be more interesting for a philosoFedorenko et al. (2009) offered a test of the hypothesis, according to
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processing (SSIRH – shared syntactic integration resource hypothesis). By
crossing the linguistic and musical phrases of different levels of difficulty

both for language and music, the understanding of the linguistic phrase
it still is about the structural-syntactic content, and might not be interestof “meaning”.
Stephan Koelsch in his earlier articles (e.g., 2004) and summarizing
only the syntactic but also the semantic element. The musical meaning, ac-

1.1. Iconic musical meaning that emerges from musical information resembling sounds of objects, qualities of objects, or qualities of abstract concepts.
ner state of an individual.
sical associations; the symbolic sign quality of musical information
can be conventional or idiosyncratic.
2. Intra-musical
2.1. Meaning [that] can also emerge from one musical element (or group
of elements) pointing structurally to another musical element (or
group of elements).
3. Musicogenic
3.1. Meaning emerging from the interpretation of physical, emotional and
personality-related effects elicited by music. (Koelsch 2012, 157–177)
It is important to add, that the third category – the musicogenic meanthe musical meaning that philosophers discuss?
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not our main concern in here; the resemblance of music to the “qualities of
abstract concepts” seems intriguing, though. If music can be of any resemblance to an abstract concept, then it might also be a bearer of an abstract
phers, especially in the emotivist paradigm, the problem here is that the
concept of “signal”, rather than of “symbol” is used in the definition. The
arises. Point (1.3) suggests the possibility of an arbitrary musical meaning,
and (2.1) the syntactic, but also referential (e.g., to the other parts of a musical piece).

parison of the electric brain activity, in reaction to the visually presented
phrases, Koelsch and others found out that the N400 ERP is elicited. N400

strong enough evidence to provide a foundation for the claim that “music
can convey meaning, as language”? It seems that – currently in neurosci-

Reduction and the Philosophy of Cognitive (Neuro)Science

troversially – “semantics”. As such, music and language should operate
about musical representations, similarly to the mental representations. If
ment or melody is another problem. Is it an aesthetic quality, e.g., beauty?

48

THE COGNITIVE ASPECTS OF AESTHETIC EXPERIENCE – SELECTED PROBLEMS

Is it a psychological object like emotion? Or musical quality like melody or

these questions. So, is it possible that philosophical musical meaning is the
such identity? This problem might be seen as a special case of the problem of reduction in the philosophy of science. The problem of reduction in
the philosophy of science contains a set of questions concerning the relaIn case of the reductionism concerning the language describing mental
states (as representation, consciousness, but also emotion) the question is
philosophical) statements describing mental states can be reduced (translated) into the statements of empirical sciences (neuroscience, but, as the
final goal – physics). Most of the naturalistically oriented philosophers
phenomena. The same should happen in the case of a reductive theory of
musical meaning. One of the possibilities to provide such a reductionist ap-

– broadly discussed in general philosophy of psychology (e.g., Feldmann
Barret 2006) – are emotions natural kinds? To provide a good reductionist
tion becomes suspicious. Because of such and other methodological problems not only some philosophers but also neuroscientists (Revonsuo 2001)
of the higher cognitive functions.

Can Musical Meaning in Philosophy Be Musical Meaning
in Neuroscience? Problems and Perspectives
As it has been said at the beginning of this chapter, many philosophical theories of musical meaning have been provided over centuries of
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cognitive sciences, it becomes out of question that there is some connec-

meaning” is not that controversial as it seems to many more formalistically
oriented philosophers. To create a unified theory of musical meaning is
Koelsch, there is a lot of data suggesting that musical meaning has many
“dimensions” but some of them are still only speculative (philosophical?).

serious problems, the most important being the question of the representational character of music and the status of emotions as natural kinds.

the musical meaning phenomenon. It is not controversial that the classical
to incorporate different levels of operation of the mechanism (and mind is

“A mechanism is a structure performing a function in virtue of its
component parts, component operations, and their organization. The
orchestrated functioning of the mechanism is responsible for one or
more phenomena” (Bechtel 2005, 423).

parts of one higher level mechanism, that is, the “meaning mechanism”,
on different componential levels (neurobiological, cognitive, psychological,

reducible).
there is a chance that some of the philosophical approaches are still valid
-
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cussions are referring to different levels, and some of the quarrels do not
make much sense. In a very special take, such mechanicism might be antient levels of mechanism might not be needed, or not possible, and at the
sical meaning is still an open problem in both scientific and philosophical
approaches and both fields can provide some insight that might be helpful
tion.
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