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The idea of “absolute” music is central to many debates about what music is and 
which music should be considered beautiful. This essay engages with Mark Evan 
Bonds’s book, Absolute Music: The History of an Idea, to understand the historical 
roots of the term and its philosophical implications and contradictions. By exposing 
issues in the “absolute music” framework, new pathways emerge which synthesize 
knowledge from diverse fields—including sociology, ecology, musicology, and 
psychology—to create a more informed, scientifically grounded, and culturally 
situated perspective on what music is, how it should be treated, and how it might 

be used.
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UP FROM 
ABSOLUTE MUSIC

 The  e f fects  of  music have dazzled 
minds from ancient t imes to the present . 
Despite the ubiquity of  their  subject , 
however,  the task before contemporary 
phi losophers  of  music i s  surpris ingly dif-
f icult .  The deceptive s implici ty of  mu-
s ic  i s  evident in def ining what music i s—
which is  an essentia l  s tart ing point .  I  echo 
Socrates ’  admonit ion in the Meno: that  i f 
a  virtue i s  teachable,  we must  f i r s t  know 
what i t  i s  (Plato,  385/1997a,  p.  880) .  I f 
we are to understand,  create ,  and teach 
music ,  we must  know what music i s .  Set-

t ing the parameters  for  s tudying music 
i s  a  normative process—deciding what i s 
“in” as  much as  what i s  “out” for  ser ious 
scholarship.

So,  what i s  music?  The phi losopher Ste-
phen Davies  (2012) found,  unfortunately, 
that  def init ions of  music are “rarely at-
tempted” and speculated this  was because 
i t  was eas i ly identi f iable (p.  535) .  But, 
while  def init ions l ike “I  know it  when 
I  see i t”  might work for the Supreme 
Court ,  they are unsat i s factory in musico-
logical  scholarship (Mikula & Mabunda, 
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1999,  “Other Opinions”) .  Debates  over 
the essence of  music are many;  howev-
er,  in the Western phi losophical  tradit ion 
this  essence i s  a  key component of  an ob-
ject ’ s  def init ion.  For some of  the t i tanic 
f igures  in this  debate—such as  Hansl ick 
and Wagner—so-cal led absolute music 
held the key.  Mark Evan Bonds (2014) 
describes  absolute music as  the concep-
tion of  “autonomous,  se l f-contained, 
and whol ly se l f-referentia l”  music (p.  1) . 
This  idea i s  necessar i ly and unequivo-
cal ly l inked to the non-verbal  music of 
the orchestra  in Western 
thought.  Orchestra l 
music (as  wel l  as  band 
music and instrumen-
tal  chamber music for 
that  matter)  does not 
require words,  visu-
al  s t imulants ,  or  any 
other extra-musical 
e lement to be enjoyed. 
As an art  form, i t  i s  the 
manifestat ion of  Bonds ’ s  def init ion:  au-
tonomous,  se l f-contained,  and whol ly 
se l f-referentia l .  Put s imply,  i t  i s  music 
boi led down to that  which makes i t  mu-
sic .

Much of  the oxygen in the room is 
sucked up by arguments  over absolute 
music ,  so I  wil l  engage with the history 
and phi losophy of  music as  i t  progressed 
toward and through the concept of  abso-
lute music vis-à-vis  Mark Evan Bonds ’ s 
book (2014) ,  Absolute Music:  The His-
tory of  an Idea.  This  wil l  provide a  ro-
bust  understanding of  music ’ s  essence as 
i t  was understood in the Western tradi-
t ion and offer  contextual ized cri t iques . 
Then,  I  hope,  we can create a  better  and 
more comprehensive path forward.  To 
understand how we arr ived at  “absolute 
music ,”  we should consider how thinking 
about music progressed from antiquity to 
present . 

For St .  August ine (400/1992) ,  mu-
s ic  was something powerful—in a l l  the 

fear-inducing connotat ions that  word 
may convey (p.  207) .  Music purported-
ly gave Orpheus control  over animals , 
which should expose the s tunted,  anthro-
pocentric  def init ions of  music as  unsat i s-
factory (Bonds,  2014,  p.  21) .  More on that 
later .  For Plato and others  (375/1997b), 
the hypnotic ef fects  of  music were so 
immense that  even the s tate should be 
wary of  them (p.  997) .  Later  thinkers , 
undoubtedly hampered by advancements 
in science and phi losophy,  found mu-
sic moving ( in one way or another) ,  but 

perhaps not quite a  s i-
ren-esque enchantress 
worthy of  irrat ional 
fear .  Make no mis-
take,  though—people 
s t i l l  fear  i t .  After  a l l , 
i s  there a  recent gen-
erat ion whose parents , 
upon hearing the new 

music of  a  burgeoning 
youth,  didn’t  dust  off  the 

family Bible ,  phone the parish priest , 
and secure outward-facing locks on their 
chi ldren’s  doors?  The conservat ive im-
pulse i s  perhaps never as  quickly revealed 
as  when i t  i s  exposed to new patterns of 
sound.  But maybe that ’ s  what music i s 
about.  New music and changing musical 
tastes  undercut the idea that  musical  ex-
perience i s  s tat ic  and universa l .

Part  1,  “Essence as  Effect ,”  of  Bonds ’ 
book (2014) introduces the f igures  of 
Orpheus and Pythagoras .  Orpheus was a 
pract i t ioner of  music whose abi l i t ies  to 
enchant even the non-human were men-
tioned ear l ier .  He gained a reputat ion 
exclusively for his  mastery of  musical  ef-
fect .  Pythagoras ,  on the other hand,  was 
more theoret ica l .  He engaged as  a  math-
ematician and phi losopher.  Pythagoras ’ 
contributions in and popular  notoriety 
for mathematics  i s  a l so appl icable in his 
discuss ion of  music ,  which was,  in his 
view, a  manifestat ion of  number.  Accord-
ing to Bonds (2014) ,  the legacies  of  Or-
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pheus ’  “ef fectualness”  and Pythagorean 
essentia l i ty were mutual ly reinforcing (p. 
17) .  These are excit ing suggest ions that 
no doubt continue to persuade l i s teners 
and analysts ,  but they te l l  only part  of  the 
s tory of  music .  In fact ,  they expose l i t t le 
more than the physics  of  sound and phys-
ical  techniques of  music-making.  Music 
i s  more than this ,  as  Plato and August ine 
made clear  a lready in considering i t s  ef-
fect .

In the middle-to-late centuries  of  the 
last  mil lennium, humanist  thinkers  re-
jected a cosmic s ignif icance of  music ,  but 
maintained the idea of  numerical  repre-
sentat ion in music (Bonds,  2014,  p.  39) . 
During that  period,  f ive considerat ions 
took primacy of  place in considering 
the connection between the nature and 
power of  music :  express ion,  form, beau-
ty,  autonomy, and disc lo-
siveness  ( i .e . ,  music ’ s  abi l i-
ty to disc lose higher truths) 
(Bonds,  2014,  p.  40) .  But 
the abi l i ty to discern any of 
these i s  secondary to musi-
cal  experience.  Here,  mu-
sic exposes  the fata l  f law of 
humanism and reaff irms the necess i ty of 
a  broad def init ion for i t se l f .  Encounters 
with music are often instantaneously im-
press ive,  meaning analysis  fol lows rath-
er than leads in considering music.  Fur-
ther ,  music i s  shared beyond our species , 
where appeals  to “higher truths”  in the 
human sense are obviously absent .

Between 1850–1945,  absolute music 
was conceptual ly formed and subject-
ed to intense cr i t ique.  Most  prominent-
ly,  Wagner insis ted on combining music 
with other art  forms to rect i fy music ’ s  in-
abi l i ty to convey concepts  when present-
ed a lone,  r i l ing the formalis t  sensibi l i-
t ies  of  such thinkers  as  Eduard Hansl ick. 
Hansl ick’s  treat i se  On the Musical ly 
Beauti ful  (1854/2018) explained musical 
beauty in purely musical  terms.  That i s , 
combining i t  with other arts  (and,  thus, 

changing i t s  ef fect)  did not change the 
essence of  music i t se l f .  The implicat ions 
of  Wagner and Hansl ick’s  phi losophies  of 
music had ramif icat ions for pol i t ica l  sen-
sibi l i ty as  wel l .  The r i se  of  real i sm, a  con-
trol l ing school  of  thought in the academy 
to this  day,  encouraged what we might 
now cal l  the intersect ional  paradigm. For 
music ,  that  meant i t s  ef fects  must  be put 
to use to further the community so that 
i t  could cata lyze socia l  reform. Hansl ick 
(1854/2018) ,  often the conservat ive,  dis-
agreed heart i ly .  Relat ing i t  to Bonds ’ s 
def init ion,  music ’ s  beauty and subl imi-
nal i ty (wherein l ies  i t s  power)  i s  se l f-ref-
erentia l ,  not governed by socia l  or  pol i t-
ical  context .

Wagner seems utter ly reasonable in 
suggest ing that  music can’t  convey con-
cepts ,  but i t  does convey something. 

Hansl ick seems equal ly reasonable in 
suggest ing that  the core of  what makes 
music i s  i t s  organizat ional  scheme. But 
organizat ion for organizat ion’s  sake i s 
point less .

These debates  between Wagner and 
Hansl ick were pass ionate and remain 
centra l  to discuss ions of  musical  beauty 
to the present day.  (As of  at  least  2002, 
Peter  Kivy i s  s t i l l  in the business  of  mak-
ing formalism more workable by making 
concess ions about the emotional  expres-
s iveness  of  music in his  books.  See his  In-
troduction to a  Phi losophy of  Music for 
an example. )  Further ,  they ref lect  debates 
within other departments  of  the acade-
my and the evergreen pol i t ics  of  school 
funding,  free speech,  and public ly fund-
ed research that  r ing out any t ime two 
or more legis lators  are gathered.  A prac-
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t ica l  musician would do wel l  to think 
about these ideas .  They wil l  inevitably be 
forced to defend them.

So,  what i s  lef t  for  music af ter  these 
warring t i tans?  Everything.  I  would l ike 
to begin sculpt ing a new way forward, 
informed by the emerg- ing subfie ld 
of  ecomusicology.  My reasoning fol lows. 

Many of  the debates  about the essence 
of music—that  which proponents  of  an 
absolute music try to i solate—are argu-
ably more appropriate to the scholar ly 
pursuits  of  psychology,  neuroscience, 
and music theory than phi losophy.  The 
essentia l  e lements  a lready mentioned fai l 
to consider the whole of  what music i s . 
Physicis t s  and music theoris t s  offer  an-
swers  measured in interval l ic  terms with 
musical  or  engineering dress  (e .g. ,  deci-
bels  or  dynamics ;  inter locking frequen-
cies  or major,  minor,  perfect ,  augmented, 
and diminished intervals ;  the pass ing of 
seconds or beats) .  Psychologists  describe 
how it  re lates  to others  ( the feel ings 
evoked by l i s tening) and i t se l f  ( the ton-
al ly moving forms of  Hansl ick’s  pure mu-
sic ,  but without the pseudo-spir i tual i ty; 
in other words,  music theory) .  These are 
important answers ,  no doubt,  but they 
are part ia l .  Their  concern i s  with the sys-
tematic and physical  organizat ion of  mu-
sic a lone or with the ef fects  on humans 
only,  but what some cal l  the essence of 
music l ies  in i t s  rea l-t ime experience.  In 
the end,  essence i s  no longer function-
al .  We cannot dis t i l l  music into anything 
less  than what i t  i s ,  in a l l  i t s  ful lness  and 
mult ipl ic i ty.  We can study how music i s 
used—that  i s ,  i t s  purpose—or components 
of musical  experience,  but this  te l l s  us 
re lat ively l i t t le .

This  las t  point  brings a  big i s sue to 
the fore,  one in which ecomusicology of-
fers  a  re levant cr i t ique.  The idea of  ab-
solute music i s  tenable only with humans 
and human reason at  the center .  I t  takes 
a  narrow view of  music ,  implici t ly as-
sert ing that  only humans make and en-

joy music—at least  as  we know it .  But 
this  logic i s  c ircular .  That i s ,  we baked a 
bias  into how we def ine music which has 
been hindering us ever s ince.  I t  i s  based 
on real i ty-defying notions of  purity and 
the poss ibi l i ty of  an absolute,  neither of 
which ref lect  the ful lness  of  exis tence.  

Ecomusicology,  the s tudy of  “the re la-
t ionship between sound,  nature and peo-
ple or culture,”  can force us  to reckon 
with the breadth of  music by showing 
the ways in which def init ions dependent 
on human reason and experience fa i l  to 
grasp music ’ s  many effects ,  uses ,  and ex-
periences (Beard & Gloag,  2016,  p.  84) . 
Emerging research in zoosemiotics  (ani-
mal  s igns)  supports  the point  that  beauty 
or aesthet ic  judgment i s  not exclusive-
ly human. In The Evolution of  Beauty, 
Richard O. Prum (2017) ,  a  Yale orni-
thologist ,  provides  s tr iking evidence that 
birds  have aesthet ic  sensibi l i t ies .  This 
idea i s  not tota l ly new, as  Prum readi ly 
admits .  I t  comes from Charles  Darwin’s 
The Descent of  Man, in which Darwin 
(1871/2004) expounded on a second 
method of  reproductive choice-making 
(complementing natural  se lect ion) :  sex-
ual  se lect ion.  Prum adapts  this  term as 
“aesthet ic  se lect ion.”  I  was s tunned by 
discuss ions of  paleontological  and f lora l 
exhibits  created by bowerbirds  to attract 
a  mate vis-à-vis  their  aesthet ic  sensibi l-
i t ies .  (Seriously,  read the book.)  I t  had 
never crossed my art i s t ic  mind that  what 
we cal l  art—or consciousness ,  or  romance, 
or  fr iendship for that  matter—could be 
more than human. 

Lucki ly for me,  this  real izat ion co-
incides  with the advent of  a  revolution 
in personal  thought away from the cre-
at ionist ,  man-in-God’s-image,  toward 
an integrated view of  the universe.  That 
i s ,  a  growing acceptance of  what Timo-
thy Morton (2010) cal l s  “ the ecological 
thought.”  Thinking ecological ly requires 
one to recognize the fundamental  con-
nection between al l  things—a universa l 
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ecology.  In l ine with Prum’s  writ ings, 
Morton (2020) suggests  the immense 
s imilar i ty between al l  things we know to 
exist .  Even the human form is  not a  dis-
crete bundle:  micro-ecologies  make the 
s tomach and mouth function,  and indi-
vidual  cel l s  comprise us .  This  thought i s 
gaining tract ion in environmental  man-
agement,  publ ic  pol icy,  urban design, 
architecture,  visual  arts ,  and geography 
(I  should know, being a degree-holding 
geographer) .  Music i s  the odd holdout. 
For a  craft  whose pract i t ioners  are ( in)
famously Left- leaning,  this  i s  s tr iking. 
Musicians look more l ike 
Wil l iam Buckley,  Jr .  than 
the tolerant ,  scienti f ica l-
ly grounded,  progress ive 
image they otherwise cul-
t ivate .  Buckley (1955) ,  a 
founder of  the conservat ive 
magazine,  National  Re-
view, famously described 
a conservat ive as  “someone 
who stands athwart  his to-
ry,  yel l ing Stop,  at  a  t ime 
when no one i s  incl ined to 
do so,  or  to have much pa-
t ience with those who so 
urge i t”  in the magazine’s 
1955 miss ion statement 
(para.  2) .  I t ’ s  t ime for our understandings 
of  music to catch up.

Even in human terms,  what we often 
argue about in music i s  the experience of 
music .  But these debates  often ignore the 
how and why of  our experience.  That i s , 
they ignore the neurological  origins of 
experience.  To discuss  music more appro-
priate ly,  we should integrate our knowl-
edge about what we experience,  which 
i s  often subject ive,  with the neurologi-
cal  machinery responsible for process ing 
the inputs  that  create i t .  Subject ivi ty i s  of 
principal  importance to me and suggests 
the near impossibi l i ty of  creat ing a uni-
versa l ly sat i s factory aesthet ics .  I t ’ s  l ike 
trying to answer Steven Pinker ’ s  (2009) 

tongue-in-cheek quest ion in How the 
Mind Works:  “What i s  i t  l ike to be a  bat?” 
(p.  146) .  How can we ever know? Where 
subject ivi ty i s  l imit ing in one sense,  i t  i s 
the most  expansive in another.  The eco-
logical  thought a l lows us  to co-create 
value together—and to create value a lone. 
This  ecomusicological  project  i s  a lready 
being undertaken by researchers  l ike 
Hol ly Watkins (2018) in her book Mu-
sical  Vita l i t ies ,  where she confronts  the 
biases  that  l imited our understanding of 
music as  something only human, argues 
against  exceptional i sm, and redef ines 

music as  the art  of  poss i-
bly animate things.  This 
i s  only a  beginning.  We 
would be better  research-
ers  i f  we cracked open the 
s i lo door and experienced 
sunshine—perhaps for the 
f i r s t  t ime s ince graduate 
school .

I f  there ’ s  any hope for 
musical  aesthet ics ,  i t ’ s 
found in being more broad, 
more eclect ic ,  and more 
scienti f ic .  This  doesn’t 
mean that  the beauty 
goes away,  but i t ’ s  2021, 
and I  am rightful ly t ired 

of  bickering,  especia l ly about nonsense. 
But this  project  i sn ’ t  just  about gett ing 
a long.  I t ’ s  about accepting and appreci-
at ing more as  beauti ful  because i t  i s .  This 
perspect ive i s  a  long-overdue shif t .  I f 
we can create more beauty in the world 
without moving from our armchairs ,  why 
shouldn’t  we?
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