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ABSTRACT 
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Musicians commonly report experiences of passivity during their musical performances. For 

example, musicians claim that their musical acts are done without thought or self-consciousness, 

that what happens during musical performance is unpredictable, and that the music, so to speak, 

“plays itself.” I argue that to conceive musical activity in a way that is consistent with these 

experiences requires us to think the concept of agency as highly integrated with passivity. To 

develop this concept of musical activity I offer Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological 

account of human action as fundamentally embodied. I argue that Merleau-Ponty’s 

phenomenology of the body is a powerful resource for understanding the distinctive form of 

human agency that musicians enact during the performance of music. Drawing on Merleau-

Ponty’s phenomenology, I show that as embodied, musical activity is expressively oriented 

toward a world of existential significance that is progressively accomplished in collaboration 

with others. Building a concept of musical activity as embodied, worldly, intersubjective, and 

expressive, I contribute to literature about the nature of musical expertise, joint musical 

experience, and musical improvisation. 
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 1 

Introduction: Activity and Passivity in Music 
 

 

 

 

Musicians and theorists of music have noted that during musical performance it is 

common to experience a lack of agency over the music one is playing. In this regard, musicians 

speak of the music, “playing itself.” As Simon Høffding has explored in his recent book, A 

Phenomenology of Musical Absorption, musical performers can even have the experience of 

being passive spectators overlooking the performance in which they are currently engaged.1 In 

her recent dissertation, “Collaborative Temporality,” Rachel Elliot describes a related experience 

of musical passivity, albeit in song writing; she claims that when writing a song, there comes a 

point at which she feels that the song itself dictates how it will unfold, rather than her being the 

one in control of how it materializes.2 Describing improvisational performance, musicians speak 

of the music making demands upon their playing, as if it were not up to the musician to choose 

what to play next, but instead, to answer to a call for a certain kind of playing that issues from 

the developing music itself.3  

These kinds of experiences are different in important respects and thus a full 

understanding of each of them will require attention to their particularities. However, these 

experiences seem to have a common feature that is worth noticing as well. In each one, we can 

see that musicians experience a kind of passivity and absence of agency over what they are 

 
1 Høffding explores this phenomenon in chapter six of A Phenomenology of Musical Absorption, entitled, “Artistic 

and Aesthetic Experience.” 
2 Elliot, “Collaborative Temporality,” 51. 
3 See, for example, De Sousa, Music at Hand, 80-81.  
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nonetheless doing during their musical activities; the musician experiences a sense of not being 

the agent over the very activity they are intentionally contributing to and, in some important 

sense, responsible for bringing about.  

In Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception, and Martin Heidegger’s 

Being and Time, we find immense resources for thinking about the nature of human agency as 

grounded in various structures of passivity; the works of these phenomenological thinkers, 

therefore, provide us with a powerful set of conceptual tools to think through the phenomenon of 

musical activity and its associated sense of passivity. Both Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger put 

forth accounts of the ways in which human agency is not primarily a matter of rational 

deliberation or of self-initiated actions. Without denying the reality of deliberative action, 

practical rationality, or self-initiated actions, these thinkers show that such developed forms of 

agency are subtended by a pre-reflective form of consciousness and intentionality, as well as a 

lived sense of “being-at-home” in the world. Merleau-Ponty in particular shows that identity, 

selfhood, and rationality can emerge only in the context of inter-bodily and affective bonds, and 

both thinkers see identity, selfhood, and rationality only in the context of a taking up of 

intersubjective norms and practices. Furthermore, both thinkers see that human agency has an 

open-ended character: its existence implies a vulnerability to contingency and transformation, 

and its meaning is a meaning that is creatively improvised. On an existential-phenomenological 

view, then, human agency is the expressive movement of living bodies in and toward an 

ongoingly determined sphere of significance. 

In this dissertation, I draw on the phenomenologies of Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger to 

explore the dynamics of activity and passivity in musical experience. I aim to provide a 

phenomenological account of the forms that musical passivity can take, and of the associated 
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sense of “non-agency” in the experience of musical performers. I will describe four distinctive 

sources of musical passivity and of this sense of non-agency in musical performers: one’s own 

body and its musical habits, the worldly character of music, the intersubjective nature of music, 

and the expressivity of music. I will show that these sources of passivity are simultaneously the 

conditions under which musical activity can be realized. The experience of a lack of agency 

during musical performance is, therefore, not indicative of any ontological absence of agency 

therein; it is instead revelatory of the existential character of human agency. My dissertation will 

demonstrate how Merleau-Ponty’s and Heidegger’s phenomenological theses are a significant 

source for understanding the diverse forms of musical experience, and, in turn, that musical 

experience is exemplary of the ontological structure of agency in general. The dissertation 

proceeds through four chapters, each of which tracks its own distinctive source of musical 

passivity; following this path, I develop an account of the nature of musical activity in 

progressively richer detail.  

In the first chapter, I explore the way that musical activity is grounded in what Merleau-

Ponty, in Phenomenology of Perception, calls the phenomenal body [le corps phénoménal].4 I 

begin by describing some common experiences of musicians who are engaged in musical 

performance. I show that these experiences have a common form, which consists of a perceptual 

figure and background. The background character of the musician’s experience, we will see, 

plays a contextualizing role in the musician’s actions without being an explicit object of the 

musician’s perceptual attention. This background character reveals the “lived” nature of 

embodiment and is a first source of musical passivity. The passivity in question, however, is not 

 
4 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 108/F136 (cited in text as PhP with the French pagination 

designated after ‘F’). 



  

 

 

4 

 

the passivity of a mechanism; the phenomenal body, rather, is active in its passivity, in the sense 

that, without paying attention or being self-consciously aware, the musician’s body actively 

makes sense of the musical situations they inhabit. Chapter one analyzes the temporality, 

spatiality, and motor intentionality of the phenomenal body in musical experience, and in so 

doing, develops conceptual tools with which to think through recent issues discussed in literature 

regarding the nature of musical expertise.  

In chapter two, I argue that to think musical experience in the context of the phenomenal 

body is to think musical experience as an orientation toward a musical world. Indeed, the very 

meaning of the phenomenal body is such that it is fundamentally involved with a world; the body 

is lived as a “being-at-home” in the world. Thus, in chapter two, I turn to study the structures that 

constitute the distinctive world of music. I draw on Heidegger’s phenomenological account of 

the world to show that the world of music is a sphere of ongoingly determined and 

interconnected significance. Using Heidegger’s phenomenology as a guide, I describe the 

experience of playing a musical instrument. This experience reveals that a musical instrument is 

not, first and foremost, an object of the musician’s consciousness, but an “equipmental” 

extension of the musician’s phenomenal body; its character is to withdraw from the musician’s 

attention and become an inconspicuous tool with and through which musical situations are 

navigated. Furthermore, by examining the experience of playing instruments, we find that 

instruments are at once determinative of broader musical situations and determined by their role 

in those broader situations. The description of the experience of using musical instruments also 

reveals that their intelligibility is grounded in larger contexts of musical (and non-musical) 

involvements, and that as a whole, such involvements are shown to have an existential and 

worldly significance. This world is not, for the most part, explicitly thought about by the 
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musicians inhabiting it; the world of music is, rather, implicitly lived through, and in this sense, 

music’s worldly character reveals a second sense in which musical activity is grounded in 

structures of passivity. By reflecting phenomenologically upon the experienced world of music, I 

show that the “pre-reflective” and “enactive” bases of musical synchronization are best 

understood in the context of “Joint Musical Experience,” or the sharing of musical homes and 

identities. 

In chapter three, I study the intersubjective character of music. I draw on Merleau-

Ponty’s conception of intercorporeality, and on Jean-Paul Sartre’s social account of “things,” 

from his work Critique of Dialectical Reason to explore the ways in which joint musical 

performance happens, first, in the context of inter-bodily resonance and affectivity, second, as 

the taking up of intersubjective norms and practices, and third, through passivity and openness to 

already established social meanings, embedded in musical “things.” I argue that the singularity 

of musical identities—the establishing of a unique musical “voice”—exists only in and through 

contexts of intersubjectivity. The power to say something musically expressive and unique, then, 

is a power that emerges as a gathering together and carrying forward of diverse musical 

traditions, styles, and norms.  

In the fourth and final chapter, I draw on Merleau-Ponty’s anaylsis of expression as a rich 

resource for understanding the distinctive temporality of musical performance. In acts of 

expression, the meaning of the act is retroactively determined; for example, in the case of the 

performance of a melody, the first notes played are what they are only by virtue of the notes that 

succeed them. I explore how this temporal logic of expression is alive in the performance of 

music generally, and, drawing on Bruce Ellis Benson’s The Improvisation of Musical Dialogue, I 

show how performance can have transformative effects on the musical works that are performed. 
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Finally, by drawing on interviews with jazz pianist Herbie Hancock, I then reveal a fourth source 

of passivity in musical activity. Specifically, I draw on Hancock’s descriptions of his experience 

of being in performance-contexts with Miles Davis’s second great quintet, to draw out the idea 

that in jazz performance, musicians are attuned to the contingent and transformative nature of 

reality itself. I focus on Hancock’s characterization of Miles Davis’s performance philosophy, in 

which the musicians of Davis’s band are asked to, “play the moment,” without “intellectual or 

musical awareness” of how the music they are performing will unfold. I connect these claims of 

Hancock’s with Merleau-Ponty’s claims about painting from his later essay, “Eye and Mind,” 

pertaining to the way in which painters paint by allowing reality to “speak through them.” I 

argue that jazz musicians enact a form of agency wherein their actions are rooted in a readiness 

to respond to the reality of the developing music itself. 

As a whole, I show that musical activity happens as expressive movement, as lived 

embodiment, and as the bodily inhabitation of a musical world, which is not made once and for 

all, but which is progressively accomplished through collaborative practice. Without denying the 

real ways in which musicians can perform with explicit intent and with deliberation, I argue that 

musical agency is grounded in the active passivity of the body, its openness to a world across 

which musical meaning is spread, its responsiveness and attunement toward other bodies and 

intersubjective practices, and, finally, in a readiness to answer to a call of sensible reality itself. 
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Chapter 1: Merleau-Ponty and the Embodied Dimensions of Musical 

Activity 

 

 

 

 

 In this chapter, I present a phenomenological account of the experience of musicians who 

are engaged in the performance of music, drawing on Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s 

phenomenological study of embodiment, from his major work, Phenomenology of Perception. I 

begin by drawing on interviews conducted with performing musicians, to draw out some of the 

ways in which musicians characterise their own experience and agency during the performance 

of music. In particular, I argue that musicians accomplish musical acts without paying attention 

to or self-consciously thinking about them. Further, musicians accomplish these acts while 

attending to different features of their performance-contexts and while engaging in a range of 

experiential processes. Finally, musicians distinguish between self-consciously thinking about 

their musical acts and maintaining some other form of awareness over them.  

To make sense of these claims that musicians make about their experience of performing 

music, I begin by drawing on Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological study of perception. I propose 

that musical experience contains an experiential structure of figure and background, where an act 

of attention on the part of the musician gives rise to a perceptual figure, and where this act is 

contextualised by a more ontologically basic motor-perceptual background. Then, I argue that 

the motor-perceptual background of musical experience is mediated by what Merleau-Ponty 
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calls, “the phenomenal body [le corps phénoménal].”5 I explicate Merleau-Ponty’s idea of the 

phenomenal body and emphasize its (1) habitual character, (2) temporal structure, and (3) 

schematic orientation toward lived environments. Next, I apply these insights to think further 

about musical experience and its bodily nature. In so doing, I discuss some important features of 

musical habits: they are (1) formal in nature, (2) contain an element of improvisation, and, (3) 

motor intentional.  

To conclude the chapter, I consider how the phenomenological view of musical 

experience and agency I present here relates to current literature about the nature of musical 

skills. I consider Hubert Dreyfus’s phenomenologically inspired conception of expertise as 

“absorbed coping,” and some challenges to his view. While appreciating some aspects of these 

challenges, I show that the phenomenological framework on which Dreyfus’s view is based does 

not fall prey to them, and, moreover, offers unique conceptual resources from which to articulate 

a more comprehensive account of musical skill. 

 

1.1 Experiences of Playing Music 

 

During musical performances, musicians execute a multitude of musical acts from 

moment to moment. Musicians move their bodies in incredibly sophisticated ways to perform 

intricate musical ideas, they engage in complex forms of listening to various layers of the music 

being performed, and they channel their emotions into the music they perform. Furthermore, 

musicians accomplish these acts while also engaging in higher-order cognitive acts, like planning 

 
5 PhP, 108/F136. 
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for an upcoming musical passage, or even thinking about how they might approach the music 

they are currently performing in the future.6  

In many cases, performing a musical act does not require the musician’s attention, and 

many musical acts are not initiated by the musician in a self-conscious or deliberative way.7 

Consider this excerpt from an interview with performing musician Ben Stewart: “You’re not 

sitting there thinking about chord structure or tempo. That stuff should have been ingrained. 

There are far too many things going on in performance to make conscious decisions about every 

single one of them.”8 Playing the correct chords and playing at the appropriate tempo are matters 

of the performing musician’s agency. It is, in other words, by virtue of what the musician does 

that these things are accomplished. For example, in the case of a pianist, playing the correct 

chords and playing at the appropriate tempo involve moving one’s hands upon the keyboard 

using particular shapes and at particular rates of speed. These are musical actions that the agent 

performs with their body. But these are not actions to which the musician has to pay attention 

when they are bringing them about. As Stewart claims, there are simply too many aspects 

 
6 This last example is given by Simon Høffding in A Phenomenology of Musical Absorption (52-53).  
7 Of course, many musical acts do require attention; planning for an upcoming musical passage, thinking about one’s 

own playing, trying to figure out a note in a chord or how to count a musical phrase that a fellow performer has 

introduced during a musical improvisation, are all examples of musical acts that require attention. However, these 

acts usually occur in the context of performing musical acts that do not require attention.  
8 Ben Stewart, interview by Andrew Geeves, quoted in Andrew Geeves’s article, “To Think or Not to Think” (684).  
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involved in performing music to make self-conscious decisions about all of them.9 In a sense, 

then, Stewart is “absent” from the performance of these musical acts.10  

Saxophonist Alison Young describes this “absent” quality of the musician’s agency 

when, speaking about ensemble musical performance, she says, “You want to sort of ride on a 

musical wave I guess… at the best of times you’re not thinking at all. You’re not thinking in 

your head like, about, what each individual player is doing or what you’re gonna do to take this 

somewhere it just, I don’t know, happens.”11 According to Young, there is a sense in which 

performing music with others “just happens.” For Young, the experience of playing music can be 

one where she experiences herself as “riding a wave.” Instead of being initiated by her willful 

choices, “at the best of times” Young’s musical acts are, as it were, guided by the musical wave 

itself.  

 
9 However, even though the musician may not be paying attention to aspects of their own musical performances, it is 

worth clarifying that these are nonetheless intentional acts. This is the case in at least two senses of the concept of 

intentionality. First, the action is intentional in the sense that the musician has what Anscombe calls “non-

observational knowledge” over the action being performed. In this sense, while the musician might not pay attention 

to chord structure or tempo, the musician can intelligibly reply to a question, “what are you playing?” with the 

relevant description. See Anscombe’s Intention (49-51). In a second sense, the action is intentional in that it 

manifests what Husserl, in his work Ideas, calls “directedness.” Even if the musician does not self-consciously 

observe their musical acts, they are nonetheless intentional acts in the sense that they are directed toward a musical 

situation—even when this musical situation is not explicitly perceived or attended to for itself. On Husserl’s view, 

all consciousness is intentional in the sense that all consciousness contains this directional structure. See Husserl’s 

Ideas (67-70). I contend that Husserl’s concept of intentionality is more basic than Anscombe’s. That is, even when 

an agent performs a movement without non-observational knowledge of its performance, the movement can still 

have a directional character in Husserl’s sense. By contrast, all intentional acts in Anscombe’s sense will exhibit 

directionality in Husserl’s sense. I will draw on this phenomenological conception of intentionality as it is developed 

in the work of Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger below.  
10 The phenomenon of “absence” in musical activity is discussed by Simon Høffding in A Phenomenology of 

Musical Absorption. Drawing on interviews with the Danish String Quartet (DSQ), Høffding shows that this 

phenomenon of musical performance is complex and can signify different experiences for musicians, ranging from 

mind-wandering, intense absorption, trance-like and amnesiac states. See, in particular, chapter four of Høffding’s 

book, entitled “A Topography of Musical Absorption.” 
11 Alison Young, interview by John Russon, June 28th, 2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4g6fc1tn_pw. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4g6fc1tn_pw
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This absent character of musical activity serves an important function for musicians. For 

example, it is sometimes the case that musical situations contain unpredictable elements.  

Consider this excerpt from musician Emily Davis: 

You never know what’s going to happen onstage. You don’t know if you’re going to bust 

a string…if the PA will suddenly blow up, if your piano player will be so hungover that 

she has to leave the stage to throw up or if a drunk from the crowd is going to wander up 

on stage and dance with you. That’s all happened to me before. You just don’t know 

what’s going to happen.12 

 

While it might seem unusual to have a member of the audience join the stage for a drunken 

dance, her general point about the unpredictability of musical situations is significant. It is not 

uncommon for particular performance-contexts to have unpredictable elements; musicians will 

have to deal with rowdy or uninterested audiences, use unfamiliar musical equipment, find it 

difficult to hear their own playing, or be crammed in a small corner with little room to move 

their body in the way that they normally would while playing their instrument. Responding to the 

unpredictable elements of a particular performance-context sometimes demands the musician’s 

attention, and as a result, acts such as playing the right chords or playing at the right tempo need 

to be done “absently,” and in a way that allows the musician to attend to these unpredictable 

elements. In other words, musicians have to be able to perform musical acts without paying 

attention to them. 

 Further, it is sometimes the case that musicians accomplish acts that produce effects that 

are emergent with respect to the technical aspects of those acts. For example, a drummer might 

play a rhythmic phrase in a particular time signature and at a particular tempo. However, that 

rhythmic phrase might also have a qualitative dimension that is not captured by specifying these 

 
12 Emily Davis, interview by Andrew Geeves, quoted in Andrew Geeves’s article, “To Think or Not to Think” 

(675).  
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technical aspects alone; for example, the phrase can have a certain “groove” or “feel.” Hip-hop 

drummers, for example, talk of playing with a “drunken feel” and of giving the music a 

“stumbling” effect.13 Of course, in order to perform a musical phrase with this qualitative 

dimension, musicians need to employ specific techniques and utilize specific musical 

parameters. However, musicians often do not explicitly attend to these techniques and 

parameters themselves; they are, rather, concerned with the sonorous qualities that emerge by 

employing these techniques.14 

 Of course, it might be the case that self-consciousness does enter into one’s musical 

activity. For example, it can happen that during a musical performance, a musician might find 

themself “lost,” playing a part that is “out of place” or “wrong” in the present performance-

context. In such cases, the musician might come to explicitly think about themself as 

conspicuously acting in a way that is in need of adjustment. However, this kind of musical 

experience is, for the professional musician, the exception. Consider pianist Peter Hill’s account 

of such experiences: “I want to feel like I know where I am without thinking about it… 

sometimes you do, sometimes you think, ‘oh, maybe I’m in the wrong place,’ and then you sort 

of try to work that out but in general, form is like a thing that you want to be like breathing.”15 

Hill’s account further demonstrates that during musical performance, it is generally desirable to 

be acting without self-conscious thought or explicit deliberation; indeed, familiarity with the 

 
13 Questlove, renowned drummer and producer for the hip-hop group The Roots, articulates this idea in an interview 

about production techniques and drumming in hip-hop music. Questlove, interview by Red Bull Music Academy, 

May 14th, 2014, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yCxVzCe2N1Y&t=2262s.  
14 Tiger Roholt, in his book Groove, refers to these qualitative dimensions of the music as musical nuances. In 

chapter one of his book, entitled “Musical Nuance,” Roholt explores in depth the idea that musicians are concerned 

with the qualitative effects of musical acts, rather than with their technical features. See especially Roholt’s section, 

“Nonstructural objectives of nuances” (34-35). 
15 Peter Hill, interview by John Russon, June 28th, 2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4g6fc1tn_pw.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yCxVzCe2N1Y&t=2262s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4g6fc1tn_pw
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musical form one is playing is likened to breathing. Self-conscious musical acts, for Hill, are 

done in special cases where some breakdown in the performance of a musical form occurs.   

 When we consider that musicians often perform musical acts without attending to them 

explicitly, or that they attend to the effects of their actions rather than their actions themselves, 

we might be inclined to suppose that these acts are performed “automatically.”16 However, while 

musicians often do act without explicitly paying attention, musicians also maintain that such acts 

are not done without any awareness. “It’s like a state of hyperawareness but also not awareness. 

You have to be on a level where you’re not thinking but you are aware. You can’t be thinking 

about it, you just have to be it.”17 In this statement we find a distinction between thinking about 

what one is doing and being aware of what one is doing during musical performance. 

Furthermore, we find a distinction between thinking about what one is doing and about “having 

to be it.” Even while musicians do not take themselves to be thinking about what they are doing 

during musical performances, these statements make evident that they are aware of what they are 

doing in some important sense, even identifying with their actions in the sense that one “has to 

be them.”  

Consider, further, the following set of claims from Danish String Quartet (DSQ) violinist 

Frederik Øland: “But you can perhaps say that what we’re striving for at a technical level, that is 

to be…that it is coming by itself and that you are not too aware of it, that you do not spend any 

 
16 In “The Automaticity of Everyday Life,” John Bargh defines a psychological process as “automatic” when “its set 

of preconditions are in place without needing any conscious choice to occur, or guidance from that point on” (3). 

Below I will contend that the psychological processes that are involved in agents who are engaged in the 

performance of music are not automatic processes in Bargh’s sense. While it is true that many musical acts are done 

without self-conscious choice, I will argue that this fact does not entail automaticity. Rather, there are important 

senses in which musical acts are pervaded with pre-reflective consciousness, motor intentionality, and embodied 

agency.  
17 This statement is attributed to a musician named Al and is documented in Geeves’s article, “To Think or Not to 

Think” (674). 
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energy on it, that you just have this that it is coming by itself, but that you are aware of it 

maintaining itself, that there is this little control.”18 This set of claims illustrates that musicians 

can act in an immersed way to such an extent that performing music can be experienced as, in 

Øland’s words, “coming by itself.” At the same time, however, we again see that this kind of 

agency is accompanied by some form of awareness, and with a sense of “little control.”  

When we consider these remarks from performing musicians, we learn that various 

aspects of performing music are accomplished without self-conscious thought, but not entirely 

without some form of awareness. Furthermore, we learn that musicians can execute musical acts 

and at the same time shift their attention between a wide range of experiential processes. They 

perform musical acts while attending to the contingencies of particular performance-contexts, 

while attending to the qualitative effects that their musical acts bring about, and, in some cases, 

musicians even attend to their own performing bodies as spectators.19 But how are we to 

conceive of these phenomena? How is it that musicians can act intentionally without paying 

attention to their own musical acts? Or similarly, what are musicians really doing while attending 

to something other than their own musical acts? How are we to understand this form of 

awareness over one’s musical acts that musicians distinguish from self-conscious thinking about 

these acts?  

 

 
18 Frederik Øland, interview by Simon Høffding, quoted in Simon Høffding’s book, A Phenomenology of Musical 

Absorption (75). These kinds of claims are typical of what Høffding calls “musical absorption.”  
19 Drawing on the works of Dorothée Legrand and Susanne Ravn, Høffding explores this phenomenon in chapter six 

of A Phenomenology of Musical Absorption, entitled, “Artistic and Aesthetic Experience.” Particularly, drawing on 

Legrand’s concept of the “performative body,” he investigates experiences wherein musicians appreciate their own 

bodily actions as aesthetic objects. 



  

 

 

15 

 

1.2 Merleau-Ponty on Perceptual Experience and the Phenomenal Body [le corps 

phénoménal] 

 

 In this section, I draw on Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological study of perception and 

embodiment to develop conceptual resources for thinking about these musical phenomena. I 

begin by articulating Merleau-Ponty’s claim that perceptual experience has a Gestalt structure; in 

other words, perceptual experience is always the experience of a figure that appears against a 

background. Next, I draw on Merleau-Ponty’s thesis that the background dimension of 

perceptual experience is mediated by what he calls, “the phenomenal body [le corps 

phénoménal].”20 By following Merleau-Ponty’s study of the phantom limb, I outline three 

characteristics of the phenomenal body: it is (1) habitual, (2) temporal, and (3) oriented toward 

situations with which we are engaged at a practical level. Using the concept of the phenomenal 

body as a guide, I then turn to more fully conceptualize the sense in which musicians speak of 

being aware of their musical acts without self-consciously thinking about them.  

Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception begins by arguing that we never perceive 

something in isolation; any “thing” that we might perceive is always already contextualised. 

Merleau-Ponty gives a number of examples to illustrate this; to perceive a colour is to perceive 

the colour of a surface, like the red of a carpet. In this sense, perception is never of something 

“pure” and “simple.”21 Consider the perception of a patch of colour: even in this case, we can 

only perceive the colour to the extent that it stands apart from a background; we perceive the 

patch as discontinuous with it, as “on top of” or “emerging from” the background. This is to say 

 
20 PhP, 108/F136. 
21 PhP, 4-5/F25-27. 
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that the background is integral to the perception of the patch: “the perceptual something is 

always in the middle of some other thing; it always belongs to a ‘field.’”22 In this sense, 

perception has a Gestalt structure: to see a colour, a shape, or an object, is to see it as organized 

in some context or other.23 This is the most basic form that perceptual experience can take. As 

Merleau-Ponty claims: “a truy homogenous area, offering nothing to perceive, cannot be given to 

any perception.”24 

I draw attention to this basic fact about perception as a way into thinking about the 

experiences of performing music we have considered above. We saw that musicians distinguish 

between self-consciously or explicitly thinking about their musical acts and being aware of them 

in some other sense. Furthermore, we saw that musicians need to perform musical acts in a way 

that leaves them able to attend to other features of their performance-contexts. I argue that 

musicians are able to do these things because of the Gestalt structure of perceptual experience. 

Particularly, when musicians focus in on some aspect of their musical situation, their musical 

acts do not simply fall out of the scope of their perception entirely; instead, they occupy a 

background status within which the aspect of focus can emerge. 

 
22 PhP, 4/F26. 
23 For an extended discussion of the theme of perceptual experience as a Gestalt structure, see Wolfgang Köhler’s 

Dynamics in Psychology. 
24 PhP, 4/F26. In Merleau-Ponty’s Ontology, Martin Dillon discusses this claim of Merleau-Ponty’s, writing that, “If 

analysis seeks to reduce this fundamental complex [perception as a figure-background structure] into something 

simpler, it can arrive only at constructs, things which are literally imperceptible” (60). These remarks are supported 

by experimental findings, summarized by Dillon: “If the figure-ground structure is not elementary in perception, it 

should be possible to point to perceptual experience which is not structured in that way: the experience, that is, of a 

pure quality, a ground devoid of figuration. Metzger experimented with subjects seated before a blank wall, Koffka 

with subjects in a dark room, and Corso with sensory deprivation. Their conclusions were the same: even when, 

objectively speaking, there is a complete absence of stimulation, the subjects perceived figures against the uniform 

grounds, figures which either were generated somatically (heart beat, breathing, etc.) or were illusions,” (61). Dillon 

discusses the significance of these psychological experiments and of the concept of the Gestalt for Merleau-Ponty’s 

ontology, in chapter four of Merleau-Ponty’s Ontology, entitled “Ontological Implications of Gestalt Theory.”  
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To see the significance of this “background,” let us think, along with Merleau-Ponty, a 

little more fully about what it is to pay attention, and particularly, about the way that perceptual 

acts of attention are contextualised by our embodiment. In his article, “Freedom and Passivity,” 

John Russon illustrates this point. Russon claims that paying attention is not a free-floating or 

autonomous power; this sophisticated perceptual act is, rather, dependent upon the perceiver 

having developed bodily practices. “Acts of attending are bodily practices—they involve 

positioning the eyes in certain ways, holding the body in a chair in certain ways, and so on—and, 

most basically, the condition of paying attention is the body.”25 There is an important sense in 

which paying attention is an aptitude that develops in specific ways and in the context of specific 

bodily activities. For example, if I am attempting to learn how to incorporate rhythmic nuances 

into my drumming, one thing I must learn to do is to play grace notes.26 In order to learn the 

grace note, I must pay attention to the amount of force I employ when I strike the snare drum 

with my drumstick. However, I can only pay attention, and develop this drumming technique, to 

the extent that I already operate with certain drumming abilities; for example, paying attention to 

the force I employ when striking the snare drum presupposes that I know how to “hold a beat,” 

and that I know how to divide musical notes at particular rates in a temporal sequence. In other 

words, my act of attending to the force with which I play the snare drum happens in the context 

of more basic bodily activities. In this sense Merleau-Ponty claims that, “Attention, then, does 

not exist as a general and formal activity. There is in each case a particular freedom to gain….”27 

In other words, one does not simply pay attention. In the first place, one needs to learn how to 

 
25 Russon, “Freedom and Passivity,” 28. 
26 In drumming practice, a grace note is a musical note that is played with a soft touch. The grace note should be 

only barely audible, and its purpose is to add textural nuance to the overarching rhythmic phrase.    
27 PhP, 32/F53-54. See also, Russon, “Freedom and Passivity,” 28-32. 
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attend and this is conditional upon being already initiated into a “particular” kind of activity and 

upon already having developed certain bodily capacities.28   

 It is worth noticing that Merleau-Ponty distinguishes between transformative and routine 

acts of attention. In one sense, acts of attention accomplish new structures of experience, and in 

such cases, there is a “creative” or “expressive” function of acts of attention.29 These acts of 

attention inaugurate “…a change in the structure of consciousness, the institution of a new 

dimension of experience…To pay attention is not merely to further clarify some pre-existing 

givens; it is to realize them in a new articulation by taking them as figures.”30 Paying attention is, 

in other words, transformative of our experience. We can take another musical example to 

illustrate this claim. When one is learning how to perform music in an odd meter, at first, one 

will have to pay explicit attention to the number of beats that comprise the meter while one is 

performing. This can take the form of counting the beats aloud or “in one’s head,” or by 

imagining a specific musical phrase that occurs in the meter one is learning. (Again, this practice 

will only occur in the context of the more basic bodily skills that enable the performance of 

music at all.) At first, having to pay attention in these ways while one is playing will make it so 

that the playing feels rigid and awkward. But once the odd meter has been learned, the musician 

will now hear musical phrases in a new way, hear those phrases with greater articulation, and 

possess new means of expression through musical performance. By paying sufficient attention to 

 
28 Of course, the example of paying attention in the process of learning a drumming skill is an example of paying 

attention in a highly specific context. But one might suppose that there are broader contexts in which we do simply 

pay attention—for example, when we listen to a lecture, or participate in a conversation, and pay attention to what is 

said therein. However, even in these cases, there are bodily aptitudes that need to be developed and that enable these 

specific cases of paying attention; for example, children may find it difficult to attend a lecture, not having mastered 

the “skill” of sitting still and focusing their gaze for extended periods of time. In other words, even in highly general 

contexts where paying attention happens, there are skills to be mastered that enable paying attention.   
29 I will explicitly address Merleau-Ponty’s distinction between first and second order acts of expression in chapter 

four below. 
30 PhP, 32/F54. 
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the odd meter, one changes the very structure of one’s musical experience in these ways. There is 

another sense of paying attention, though, that is not a creative transformation but rather a 

routine recognition of something already established. 

In the second sense that Merleau-Ponty distinguishes, paying attention plays the role of 

merely focusing on an “object” or “figure” that has already been constituted. It is worth thinking 

about such perceptual acts as well, because in them we catch sight of a bodily form of awareness 

and meaning that will be integral to understanding what musicians described above as, 

“awareness that is different than conscious thinking.” Consider the following: when I am sitting 

at my computer and decide to “attend” to the coffee cup sitting behind it, the cup takes on a 

character it did not have when I was focused on my writing. When it was on the periphery of my 

field of vision and I was focused on the computer screen, the cup had a kind of ambiguous 

character; within my perception,  the design on the side of the cup was blurred, the contours of 

the cup were not clearly delineated, and the finer details, such as the chip on the cup’s handle, or 

the coffee stain on the rim of the cup, were not discernible. By paying attention, the blurry design 

becomes clear, I apprehend its size more distinctly, and I notice its details with precision. In this 

sense, my act of paying attention shows me what the cup really “is.” Or in other words, by 

paying attention, I see the cup in its “objectivity.”31 

 This act of attention, where I take the cup as a figure in my perceptual experience, 

however, is contextualized by a more basic perceptual experience. Even without taking the cup 

as a figure and without noticing its definite objective characteristics, I nevertheless perceive the 

 
31 One might think that even in this example, the act of paying attention is transformative; particularly, my vision of 

the cup “transforms” from being blurry and indeterminate to being clear and determinate. However, this is not a 

genuine “transformation” in the way that learning to perform music in a new time signature is. In that case, the 

structure of one’s musical experience is fundamentally reconfigured. Here, I merely shift my attention to focus on 

something that is already quite familiar to me, namely a cup.  
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cup as having a kind of meaning. For example, suppose again that I am focused on the computer 

screen and the cup is in the background of my visual field. Even in this case, I can find myself 

reaching for the cup without having to pay attention to it; here, I pre-reflectively grasp it as 

offering me the possibility of drinking, even though I do not clearly perceive the cup, nor even 

attend to it as an object. This is to say that prior to discerning the cup in its objectivity, I perceive 

it as a kind of practical signification.32 Or more precisely, what I perceive is, “that from which I 

can drink.”  

Notice that in this kind of perceptual experience, I do not perceive this signification self-

consciously, since I do not need to articulate this “from which I can drink” propositionally, and, 

again, I reach for the cup even while it remains in the background of my visual field. As 

Merleau-Ponty claims, “No sooner have I formed the desire to take hold of an object than 

already, at a point in space that I was not thinking about, my hand as that power for grasping 

rises up towards the object.”33 What this basic example demonstrates is that I have a meaningful 

relationship with the background aspects of my environment and that there is a sense in which 

this relationship is independent of my ability to take them as objects or as figures. 

Notwithstanding the cup’s visual indeterminacy, I smoothly take a drink from it and maintain my 

focus on the computer screen. In other words, there is a layer of practical meaning within 

perceptual experience that does not require explicit acts of attention; perceptual experience has 

this kind of meaning built into it even without such explicit acts. As we have already seen, the 

meaningfulness of perceptual experience is inseparable from our bodily engagement with the 

 
32 In Being and Time, Martin Heidegger refers to the practical significations belonging to entities with the term 

“readiness-to-hand [Zuhandenheit]” (98/G69). I will consider this practical structure of entities in detail below in 

chapter two. 
33 PhP, 147/F181. 
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environments in which this experience takes shape; it is only in the context of bodily engagement 

with our environments that explicit acts of paying attention, or making judgments about the 

characteristics of objects, can occur. Indeed, I can take up an objectifying stance on the cup only 

because, in a more basic sense, I am an embodied being for whom using tools and drinking 

matter. As Merleau-Ponty claims, my consciousness is first and foremost a matter of what I can 

do, and it is out of this context that I think.34  

To more fully appreciate these claims about the relationship between acts of attention, 

perception, and embodiment, let us focus more explicitly on Merleau-Ponty’s concept of 

embodiment. On Merleau-Ponty’s view, the body has a phenomenal nature, and in this sense, the 

body can be characterised in terms of habit, time, and a lived orientation toward situations. In the 

chapter, “The Body as Object and Mechanistic Physiology,” Merleau-Ponty shows that our 

bodies are not reducible to the mass of flesh, tissue, muscles and bones that a physiologist might 

observe at some instant. While Merleau-Ponty does not deny that these “objective” 

characteristics are real aspects of embodiment, he shows that such characterisations do not 

exhaust its reality. By studying the phenomenon of the phantom limb, he demonstrates that the 

body comprises two layers—the “body-at-this-moment [corps actuel],” and the body “under an 

aspect of generality and as an impersonal being,” or the “habit body [corps habituel].”35 The 

phantom limb names a condition where a patient experiences the presence of a limb that is in 

reality absent, having been removed from the rest of the body by some means. Merleau-Ponty is 

interested in understanding how such patients can experience their limb as present, even when 

objectively speaking, it is absent. As we will see below, Merleau-Ponty understands this 

 
34 PhP, 139/F171. 
35 PhP, 84-85/F111-112. 
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phenomenon by claiming that the body has a “temporal structure,” and that one does not, for the 

most part, experience one’s body as an object, the specific features of which can be observed at 

specific moments.36 One can certainly experience one’s body as an object, but primarily, we 

experience our body through a kind of readiness to meet the demands of our familiar world.  

 This difference in perspective between experiencing one’s body as an object and as a 

“readiness for engagement” nicely maps on to the distinction between the “body image” and 

what Merleau-Ponty calls the “body-schema [schéma corporel].”37 In his article “Body Image 

and Body Schema: A Conceptual Clarification,” Shaun Gallagher notices that in much of the 

psychological and philosophical literature, these two concepts have been confusedly used in an 

interchangeable way. However, it is now recognized that the two concepts refer to distinct, 

although importantly related, aspects of the experience of one’s own body.38 To distinguish the 

two concepts, Gallagher proposes that the body image is an “inconstant intentional object of 

consciousness,” and that the body schema is a “non-conscious performance of the body.”39 On 

my view, Gallagher’s basic proposal is correct, although, I think that it is false to claim that the 

body-schema is necessarily non-conscious. In fact, Merleau-Ponty demonstrates that although 

our bodily actions are not, for the most part, accompanied by explicit self-consciousness, this 

does not entail that bodily actions are non-conscious. Drawing on Merleau-Ponty’s 

phenomenology, I will argue below that bodily action in the context of musical activity is pre-

 
36 PhP, 86-87/F113-115. In Intention, Anscombe makes a similar point about the experience of one’s body when she 

writes that, “Normally one does not know the position or movement of one’s limbs ‘by observation’” (50). 
37 PhP, 103/F130. 
38 In current literature, however, the nature of relations between the body image and body schema are still debated. 

In Pitron et al’s, “How do the Body Schema and the Body Image Interact?,” a “co-construction” model is proposed, 

according to which body image and body schema shape and reshape one another; however, these authors also 

acknowledge the “primacy” of the body schema over the body image. This model supports Merleau-Ponty’s claim 

that an explicit consciousness of the body as an object depends upon the body’s active involvement in a practical 

context. See, for example, PhP, (102/F130). 
39 Gallagher, “Body Image and Body Schema,” 542. 
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reflectively conscious and motor intentional.  For the present discussion, it is sufficient to note 

that on Merleau-Ponty’s view, the body-schema refers to the experience of our body as that 

which enables us to carry out our everyday activities.40  

Merleau-Ponty understands this experience of the body “at the ready,” again, in terms of 

the body’s temporal structure. He claims that the body’s temporality has a logic according to 

which the temporal dimensions of past, present, and future, are not external to one another. They 

“envelop” one another, and in this sense, a present moment is what it is only as the taking up of a 

past which gives that present its determinacy. It is important to note that there are radically 

different manners in which the present can “take up” the past. Indeed, on the one hand, the 

temporal structure of the body can open up the world for us, enabling us to engage in a present 

moment authentically.41 In this case, the past, while informing the present moment, can also be 

remade and subordinated to the singularity of the present.42 However, the temporal structure of 

the body can also close down the world for us, making us insensitive to the singularity of the 

present moment, and making the present a mere recapitulation of some prior present. In this 

sense, Merleau-Ponty writes that, “One present among all of them thus acquires an exceptional 

value. It displaces the others and relieves them of their value as authentic present moments…this 

 
40 In The Other in Perception, Susan Bredlau captures Merleau-Ponty’s conception of the body schema and its 

distinction from an objective consciousness of one’s body well. She writes that, “This inexplicit, lived sense of one’s 

acting body is what Merleau-Ponty refers to as a ‘body schema.’ When one is acting, one does not have an 

“objective” cognition of the empirical details of one’s body, but has, rather, a lived sense of how to deploy it—an 

implicit sense of one’s determinate powers for bodily engagement that are ‘at the ready,’ powers that will rise to 

meet the demands of our projects as the unfolding of those projects call them up,” (12). 
41 Similarly, Helen Fielding writes that, “Habits open up the worlds to which they belong, and which structure our 

identities over time,” “The Habit Body,” (159). 
42 We have seen this kind of “taking up” of the past already, in our example of learning to incorporate rhythmic 

nuances into one’s drumming repertoire. There, we noticed that in order to learn to perform grace notes, one must 

already operate with certain musical aptitudes—in this sense, the past informs one’s learning. However, supposing 

that the learning really happens, this past opens or enables us to engage in the present as a time in which something 

new can emerge—in particular, the present can be the birth of a new capacity for rhythmic nuance. This idea of the 

present as a place of newness and birth will become important in chapter four below, when we consider the 

expressive possibilities inherent to musical performance. 
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past that remains our true present does not move away from us; rather, in lieu of being displayed 

before our gaze, it always hides behind it.”43 Merleau-Ponty is here describing the way that 

sometimes, as in the case of the person with a phantom limb, we do not experience present 

moments in their singularity. In such cases, the present moment we live through is “displaced” or 

“relieved” by a prior present, or more precisely, by the meaning it has come to have for our 

embodied subjectivity. This meaning subsists and is carried forward in time, “not in our explicit 

thoughts, but in our actual being.”44 That is to say, this meaning is not something we need to 

self-consciously experience; it is carried forward in “our actual being” in the sense that this 

meaning becomes the general context from which we experience.  

Consider a basic example wherein the past remains—and configures—our “true present,” 

in such a way as to close down the world for us. While vacationing in Australia, I might find 

myself getting ready to set out on a car ride to a National Park. Being the driver, I will walk 

toward the left side of the car, expecting to find the steering wheel, since the left side is, for me, 

the “driver’s side.” But instead, what I find is a passenger seat. Here, my bodily action of 

walking toward the left side of the car is demonstrative of the temporal structure of embodiment 

Merleau-Ponty describes; being a Canadian, the left side of a car has come to mean “driver’s 

side.” It is through this meaning, and not through the singular present of setting out to the 

National Park in Australia, that I move my body. The real “agent” of my present action, in other 

words, is, in this case, the value which my past confers upon my present situation. And in this 

sense, the past has taken over for me, such that I do not really “live” this present moment, but 

rather, a more general “now” that is indifferent to the singularity of the present moment.  

 
43 PhP, 85/F112. 
44 PhP, 85/F112. 
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In “Merleau-Ponty on the Temporality of Practical Dispositions,” David Ciavatta 

articulates the idea that in our habitual behaviours, we experience time not as a series of discrete 

moments, but in a way that is “indifferent” to the specificity of present moments. Ciavatta writes, 

“Thus, rather than being alive first and foremost to the unique “now” of some particular practical 

situation I may be in, at the level of my bodily agency we might speak, instead, of the general 

now of my life as a whole—a now that is not present to itself all at once, in this or that particular 

instance, but that is relatively indifferent to particular situations.”45 In this sense, the body has a 

duration or temporal spread, such that one’s “now” is not reducible to a specific moment in 

clock-time; rather, “now” is a qualitatively differentiated meaning that extends through so-called 

“specific moments.”46 “Now” is, for example, the time of a pandemic or the time of a PhD 

education. 

It is through this temporal structure of embodiment that Merleau-Ponty accounts for the 

phenomenon of the phantom limb. In particular, it is not the “body-at-this-moment” that guides 

the person with a phantom limb’s action, but rather the body in its aspect of “generality.” By 

virtue of being an embodied being, the person with a phantom limb develops habits for 

perceiving the things of their world as “to-be-engaged-with.” These perceptual meanings that 

take shape through the past persist in time and are carried forward, becoming sedimented into the 

things themselves. These meanings continue to call forth the missing limb, relieving the person 

with the phantom limb of experiencing the authentic present—that is, the present in which the 

 
45 Ciavatta, “Merleau-Ponty on the Temporality of Practical Dispositions,” 243. 
46 In his work Time and Free Will, Henri Bergson articulates the concept of duration as qualitative rather than 

quantitative. Bergson’s view is that time does not exist as a series of discrete “nows” that are external to one another 

and which follow one another as points on a line; rather, as in Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the body’s temporal 

structure, Bergson understands the temporal as enduring through so-called “nows,” “each permeating the other and 

organizing themselves like the notes of a tune, so as to form what we shall call a continuous or qualititative 

multiplicity with no resemblance to number” (105). I will elaborate the metaphor of time as “like the notes of a 

tune” in chapter four below.  
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person’s limb is no longer there. Rather, the person with the phantom limb experiences the whole 

body as “there,” since the world as to-be-engaged-with continues to “summon” the missing limb 

up.47  

 
47 In Phantoms in the Brain, neuroscientist V. S. Ramachandran offers a neurological account of the experience of 

phantom limbs. Central to his account, as well, is the concept of a body image, which, in Ramachandran’s words, 

refers to the “internally constructed ensemble of experiences—the internal image and memory of one’s body in 

space and time” (44). Drawing on experiments conducted by neuroscientist Wilder Penfield, Ramachandran argues 

that the body image is localized along the surface of the brain; by monitoring the brain with neuroimaging 

techniques, Ramachandran and other scientists observe neural activity in specific places on the surface of the brain 

when they stimulate specific parts of the body. Through these observations, the scientists “map out” the body on the 

surface of the brain, asserting that this map on the surface of the brain is where the image of one’s body’s parts is 

localized. According to Ramachandran, the “image” of the body’s parts on the brain’s surface is not ordered in the 

same way our body’s parts are ordered in space: in the brain, for example, the image of the hands and thumb are 

positioned above the image of the face.  

 To explain the phantom limb, Ramachandran suggests that a neural reorganization of this body image 

occurs in patients with missing limbs. Particularly, when a limb is severed, the neural pathways that mediate 

sensations on the limb are rewired. To more clearly understand this, consider the following excerpt from 

Ramachandran where he discusses his patient, Tom, who lost a hand in a car accident: “Input from Tom’s hand area 

was lost after the amputation, and consequently, the sensory fibers originating from Tom’s face—which normally 

activate only the face area in his cortex—now invaded the vacated territory of the hand and began to drive the cells 

there. Therefore, when I touched Tom’s face, he also felt sensations in his phantom hand” (29). In other words, 

sensations on the face now stimulate the area of the brain where we find the image of the hand (recall that on the 

brain’s surface, the image of the hand is located next to the image of the face) and, consequently, these sensations 

produce a “phantom hand.” In this way, Ramachandran proposes a material explanation of the phantom limb that 

focuses on the central role of neurological mechanisms and on the idea of the localization of the body image in the 

brain. However, Ramachandran also acknowledges that this cannot be the full story, since the “construction” of the 

body image depends in the first place on “information from many sources: the muscles, joints, eyes and motor 

command centers” (44). In other words, the very existence of an internal image of the body in the brain depends, in 

part, upon the body itself, and, in particular, on the activity of its “muscles, joints, eyes, and motor command 

centers.” Bodily activity is thus integral to one’s internal sense of one’s body, of one’s “body image.” (The idea that 

bodily activity is integral to the internal sense of one’s body is one of the central insights Merleau-Ponty discusses in 

the chapter “The Spatiality of One’s Own Body, and Motility.”)  

 Merleau-Ponty’s claim that the phantom limb experience is an experience of the discord between one’s 

body-at-this-moment and one’s habit-body [i.e., how the body is disposed to move in familiar contexts of action] 

involves a rejection of the idea that the phantom limb experience is a mere “representation” or “image” of the 

limb—instead Merleau-Ponty claims that the phantom limb has an “ambivalent presence,” PhP (83/F110). The 

phantom limb has an ambivalent presence in the sense that, as we saw above, the familiar world which the patient 

inhabits still calls out to the patient as “to-be-engaged-with.” Merleau-Ponty does argue that some neurological 

conditions are necessary (but not sufficient) for the experience, even though Merleau-Ponty does not propose any 

specific neurological mechanisms to explain the phantom limb. See, for example, PhP (88-89/F115-116). By 

emphasising the habitual experience of the body, rather than neurological mechanisms, Merleau-Ponty’s account is 

more comprehensive than Ramachandran’s; Merleau-Ponty’s account enables us to acknowledge, simultaneously, 

some physiological necessity in the phenomenon, but in addition, Merleau-Ponty accounts for the intelligibility of 

bodily activity on which the “body image” depends. In this regard, Merleau-Ponty claims that “the phantom limb, 

which is a modality of the body schema, is understood through the general movement of being in the world,” PhP 

(103, endnote 10/F130, footnote 2). We shall elaborate the ideas of the “body schema” and “being-in-the-world” 

below.  
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In the experience of setting out to drive in a foreign country, and in the experience of the 

phantom limb, we witness the disparity of the “body-at-this-moment,” and the “habit-body.” 

These experiences are important to recognize, since they demonstrate the multi-layered nature of 

embodiment. However, in many ways, this multi-layered nature of the body is inconspicuous, 

since the habit-body successfully acts as “a guarantee” for the body-at-this-moment.48 The 

inconspicuous character of the habit-body is also important to recognize; in experiences of the 

inconspicuousness of the habit-body, we recognize its formative role in realizing our agency. 

Indeed, by virtue of its temporal character, the habit-body is, as Drew Leder claims, the from 

which we attend to the objects of our experience.49 The experience of driving illustrates this 

“from which” of the habit-body well; when driving, our body carries out numerous actions, each 

of which is marked by a complex relationship of perceiving and moving. We perceive signs, 

rules, and the behaviours of other vehicles, which elicit sophisticated movements from us in 

order to carry out the activity of driving: shifting gears, signaling, accelerating, merging, slowing 

down, turning, stopping, etc. These complex relationships of perceiving with and moving our 

bodies, however, are, unless we are beginners, not themselves objects of attention.50 Again, these 

perceptions and movements of our body are the from which we attend to the ongoing, changing 

dynamics of the driving environment. Our bodies thus perform an inconspicuous set of 

 
48 PhP, 84/F111. 
49 Leder, The Absent Body, 15-17.  
50 In “The Unbearable Automaticity of Being,” John Bargh and Tanya Chartrand use the example of driving to make 

a similar point about how attention is needed to develop a skill but not to enact that skill once it has been acquired: 

“We purposefully engage in the considerable practice (frequent and consistent performances) required to 

submlimate many of the components of the skill. In this way, the conscious capacity that is freed up from not having 

to direct and coordinate the lower level components of the skill can be used instead to plot and direct higher-level 

strategy during the game or performance. And so, one sees the teenager go from being an overwhelmed tangle of 

nerves at the first attempts to drive a car to soon being able to do so while conversing, tuning the radio, and getting 

nervous instead over that evening’s date” (467-468). 
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behaviours that serve to enable the overarching activity of driving, without themselves requiring 

our focus or deliberation. 

The example of driving illustrates a more general claim about the nature of embodiment; 

the body is the tacit medium through which we carry out human activities.51 As Merleau-Ponty 

claims, “[The body] …is the darkness of the theater required for the clarity of the performance, 

the foundation of sleep or the vague reserve of power against which the gesture and its goal 

stands out, and the zone of non-being in front of which precise beings, figures, and points can 

appear.”52 

He continues: 

If my body can ultimately be a “form,” and if there can be, in front of it, privileged 

figures against indifferent backgrounds, this is insofar as my body is polarized by its 

tasks, insofar as it exists towards them, insofar as it coils up upon itself in order to reach 

its goal, and the “body schema” is, in the end, a manner of expressing that my body is in 

and towards the world.53  

 

Here, Merleau-Ponty is making explicit what was implied in our brief descriptions of the 

phenomena of the phantom limb, setting out to drive in a foreign country, and the more specific 

phenomena about driving we just mentioned: all of these phenomena involving bodily activity 

are contextualised by a situation toward which our bodily activity is oriented.54 The habitual 

 
51 In his work Remembering, Edward Casey draws on Merleau-Ponty to present this idea of the body as a tacit 

background that is constantly presupposed in human action. He claims that the body, in this sense, has a distinctive 

kind of memory that is more basic than memory as the cognitive recollection or recognition of past events. For 

Casey, “habitual body memories serve as our familiaris in dealing with our surroundings—as a constant guide and 

companion of which we are typically only subliminally aware. They are always already in operation in our ongoing 

lives. We could not initiate actions, much less continue them, unless we could count on such memories…We may 

even say of them that they constitute ‘the body of the body,’ the connective tissue of the corporeal intentionality that 

ties us to the world in the first place,” (149). 
52 PhP, 103/F130. 
53 PhP, 103/F130. 
54 In Merleau-Ponty’s Philosophy, Samuel Mallin argues that the material character of the body is ontologically 

derivative; particularly, the material character of the body is an abstraction from the ontological primacy of a 

“situation.” Indeed, Mallin argues that the primary ontological “units” of reality are “situations,” of which “bodies” 

and “objects” are its abstract sides. For Mallin, these “sides” cannot exist independently from their implication in the 
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character of embodiment, then, is not just about developing typical and inconspicuous manners 

of moving; in addition, having habits is a matter of being tacitly familiar with perceptual 

meanings that are embedded in the contexts where those movements occur. Or, more 

specifically, the habit-body has, as we noted above, a schematic character: the habit-body 

extends beyond the material bounds of the body itself and includes the various meanings that are 

entrenched in the situations with which we deal.55  

 In The Sense of Space, David Morris captures this idea of the schematic character of 

embodiment as extending beyond the materiality of the body. Morris writes: 

 The body schema is the bridge between the body and the perceived world—the theory of 

 the body schema is already a theory of perception. But the body schema is to be found 

 nowhere else than in the living activity that bridges body and world…Schema and living 

 activity are aspects of one and the same phenomenon. And within this phenomenon the 

 schema can be said to communicate a sens to body and world. Notably this sens crosses 

 body and world, since perception of the external world and perception of the body are 

 reflections of one another.56 

 

In this passage, Morris articulates the idea that as schematic, the habit-body “bridges” the 

material body and the external world. In doing so, Morris claims that the body schema 

“communicates” a sens to body and world. Morris takes advantage of the French term sens in his 

explication, which conveys both “meaning” and “direction.” The body schema, as that which 

communicates a sens, gives to things both a meaning and also a direction for our bodily 

activity.57  

 
primary ontological whole of the situation. See, in particular, chapter one of Merleau-Ponty’s Philosophy, “The 

Ontology of Situations.”   
55 Similarly, in her article “Operative Intentionality,” Jennifer McWeeny writes that, “a person’s body is shaped by 

the world’s contours in virtue of its practical activity” (265). 
56 Morris, The Sense of Space, 35. 
57 See Keith Whitmoyer’s article “Sens/Sense,” for further discussion of the French term sens and its importance for 

Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology. 
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 Examples of performing athletes help to demonstrate this concept of sens. Suppose that 

one has developed the skill of executing slapshots in hockey games and that one is fairly reliable 

in scoring goals utilizing this skill. If we want to make sense of this skill, our account will need 

to involve more than a description of the form of bodily movement proper to taking slapshots. In 

addition, we will have to notice that this skill entails a familiarity with hockey equipment, and in 

particular, hockey sticks and skates; further, we will have to acknowledge that the skill entails 

being able to comfortably anticipate the trajectory of a hockey puck toward one’s body, as well 

as being perceptually attuned to the empty spaces between the goalie and the hockey net behind 

the goalie. These more general aspects of the hockey-situation are perceived by the one who has 

the skill of executing the slapshot with sens—with meaning and direction. For example, the 

perception of the hockey puck toward one’s body, in conjunction with the perception of openings 

on the ice, convey a kind of directedness for the hockey player; these perceptions themselves 

draw out of the player the form of bodily movement proper to the slapshot.  

 Similarly, Merleau-Ponty describes the soccer player’s perception as oriented by sens 

when he writes that: 

 For the player in action the football field is not an “object”…It is pervaded by lines of 

 force (the ‘yard lines’’; those which demarcate the ‘penalty area’) and articulated in 

 sectors (for example, the ‘openings’ between the adversaries) which call for a certain 

 mode of action and which initiate and guide the action as if the player were unaware of it. 

 The field itself is not given to him, but present as the immanent term of his practical 

 intentions; the player becomes one with it and feels the direction of the ‘goal,’ for 

 example, just as immediately as the vertical and horizontal planes of his own body.58 

 

 
58 Merleau-Ponty, The Structure of Behaviour, 168/F182-183. In his article “The Myth of the Pervasiveness of the 

Mental,” Dreyfus discusses this example of Merleau-Ponty’s, suggesting that the soccer player enacts a form of 

consciousness that “is simply our direct responsiveness to a shifting field of forces,” (17, endnote 11). Below, I shall 

interpret this form of consciousness in terms of Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the motor intentionality of the body, and 

I will point to some reasons for resisting an interpretation of the athlete’s behaviour, like the musician’s, as simply 

automatic. It is mediated by consciousness and agency, in the sense that the behaviour is a pre-reflective and bodily 

grasping of a motor-perceptual sens.   



  

 

 

31 

 

 Performing athletes act in a manner that is in some important sense motivated by the 

performance-context in which they act; this context, for Merleau-Ponty, is “articulated” for the 

athlete in terms of various practical meanings that “initiate,” “guide,” or “direct” the performer’s 

behaviour in a manner that is “one” with the performer’s own body. It is in this sense that 

Merleau-Ponty claims that the body’s movements are integrated “according to their value for the 

organism’s projects.”59 Indeed, what these examples of performing athletes show is that our 

bodily activity is fundamentally integrated with—and emerges from a schematic orientation 

toward—a “world.”60 

 

1.3 The Gestalt Structure of Musical Experience and the Bodily Character of Musical  

 Habits 

 

 In the preceding section, we began by describing a kind of experience wherein we 

meaningfully interact with aspects of our immediate environment in a way that exceeds our 

powers of attention. We asked about the intelligibility of this kind of experience and sought it in 

Merleau-Ponty’s conception of embodiment. We said that it is in virtue of the body’s habitual 

character that our experience is meaningful without or prior to acts of attention. We clarified this 

concept of the habit-body through Merleau-Ponty’s claims about its temporal structure, and 

particularly by pointing to the idea of the past retaining a kind of “aliveness” in the present. 

Furthermore, we said that the body in this phenomenal sense does not stop at its flesh and bones 

but includes the various living contexts in which familiar bodily activity occurs. In this sense, the 

 
59 PhP, 102/F129. 
60 Following Merleau-Ponty, I use “world” here in a Heideggerian sense. I draw on Heidegger’s phenomenology to 

show more fully how musical activity is mediated by the world in chapter two below.  
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phenomenal body includes a schematic orientation toward a lived world. I now apply these 

insights to think about musical experience and action.   

 In section one, we considered some of the ways in which musicians characterise their 

experience of performing music. We noticed that musicians distinguish between self-consciously 

thinking about their musical acts and of being aware of them in some other sense. Furthermore, 

we saw that musicians can perform musical acts and simultaneously attend to other aspects of 

their performance-contexts, such as the unpredictable elements of their performances, or the 

sonorous effects of their musical acts. In these ways, we saw that musicians validate Merleau-

Ponty’s claim that perception has a Gestalt structure; musicians attend to various aspects of their 

performances and they do so in the background context of executing musical acts. Let us think 

about this figure and background structure of musical experience further. To do so, I will begin 

by drawing on interviews with musical performers in which we find this form of musical 

experience being articulated.  

 Consider the following excerpt from an interview in which pianist Tania Gill describes 

her experience of performing music with an ensemble improvisatorily. Particularly, Gill 

describes some of the differences between performing a piano solo and performing 

complementarily in this context. Gill says that:  

 If I’m comping, I’m probably really more, responding to what everybody else is doing. 

 Like maybe, paying attention to the drums or the overall energy or maybe really listening 

 to this, uh, maybe interacting as a melodic line with another soloist that I’m 

 accompanying. But if I’m soloing, so, um, I might be less consciously listening, I might 

 be more feeling other things that are happening that, somehow make their way into 

 whatever it is I’m doing, but, yea, again, I’d be following the logic, trying to follow the 

 logic within what I’m doing.61 

 

 
61 Tania Gill, interview by John Russon, July 6th, 2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o3jYiQqdHfQ.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o3jYiQqdHfQ
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In the case where Gill is playing complementarily, Gill’s attention can be directed toward a 

number of different performance related phenomena, including the musical contributions of other 

ensemble members, the “overall energy” of the music being performed, or the musical phrases of 

the soloist she is complementing. In the case where Gill is herself the soloist, these other 

performance related phenomena are not objects of Gill’s attention. However, Gill maintains that 

they do not fall out of the scope of her consciousness entirely—while she might not pay them 

explicit attention, she might be “less consciously” listening to them, or feeling these “other things 

that are happening.”  

 Or consider Saxophonist Brody West’s remarks about his experience of thinking during 

the performance of music. West claims that, “I think a lot, things to do with music, things to do 

with people that are around, and things to do with the audience, a lot, a lot…But sometimes it 

can be a lot of thoughts and also no…with no…specific…like just flowing along with what’s 

happening, in a nice way, not obstructed.”62 West can and often does think during his musical 

performances; he may be thinking about the music he is currently performing, but also about the 

people for whom he is performing music. What is important to notice is that this thinking can be 

done, for West, in a manner that does not hinder his ability to execute musical acts; his thoughts 

do not “obstruct” his ability to play, and he describes his thought as “flowing along” with the 

music being performed.  

 For Gill and West, the experience of performing music takes the form of a Gestalt 

experience. Indeed, if we reflect upon the ways in which these musicians characterise their 

musical experience, we notice that these musicians distinguish between, on the one hand, an 

“object” of attention, or a theme for thinking, and on the other hand, a more general and 

 
62 Brody West, interview by John Russon, July 6th, 2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o3jYiQqdHfQ. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o3jYiQqdHfQ
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unreflective background that is nevertheless meaningfully part of the experience being described. 

Gill refers to this background as what she “less consciously listens to or feels.” West implicitly 

makes reference to this experiential background more broadly as “what is happening,” or what 

his thoughts are “flowing along” with. For both these musicians, then, musical experience 

happens as a figure emerging from a background.  

 What these musicians do not say about their musical experience, however, is even more 

significant to reflect upon. These musicians are describing their experience during the 

performance of music, but neither of them say anything about the complex forms of bodily 

movement they are required to execute from moment to moment during their musical 

performances—even though, these complex forms of bodily movement are part of what most 

basically enables musicians to perform music at all! I think that the reason for this omission is 

that complex forms of bodily movement are executed in the background of the musician’s 

experience. In other words, the complex ways in which these expert musicians move their bodies 

are not, for the most part, objects of attention or themes for thinking. Instead, the musicians’ 

bodily movements are constituents of the inconspicuous background upon which experiential 

figures or themes emerge in musical experience. More generally, the musicians’ bodies 

contextualize the possible objects of their attention or thought.63 This is true both in the sense 

that one would not be able to think about anything in an unobstrusive way during musical 

performance unless the body was relatively autonomous in carrying out particular musical acts, 

 
63 David Morris articulates this idea that the background dimension of experience plays a contextualizing role in 

experience, when he writes that, “Perception, cognition, and reflection [are] conditioned, oriented, delimited, and 

buoyed by never-yet-determinate background horizons that continually billow and flow beyond our grasp,” 

“Horizons,” (175). 
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and, as we will see more fully below, in the sense that the musicians’ motor habits 

simultaneously enlarge the scope of the musicians’ perception. 

 Reflecting upon these remarks from Gill and West enables us to see in musical 

experience a Gestalt structure, and in particular, to see that the body plays a fundamental role in 

the constitution of this Gestalt structure of musical experience.  To supplement these interviews, 

I now turn to describe some additional musical scenarios, and to think them through in light of 

Merleau-Ponty’s claims about perception and embodiment. Although for the most part these 

scenarios are drawn from my own experience and from conversations with musicians who I 

know personally, I trust that these scenarios are fairly typical and that other musicians can 

recognize similar scenarios in their own musical experience. On the basis of this reflection, I will 

then turn to think more fully about musical habits, and, drawing further upon Merleau-Ponty’s 

phenomenological study of embodiment, I will characterise musical habits as “motor- 

intentional.” Finally, I discuss the significance of the conceptual resources developed within this 

chapter for contemporary theories of musical expertise. 

 

Scenario 1: 

 

During an improvisational performance, a bassist might be attending to the tempo of the 

music being performed. Suppose the bassist is playing a walking bassline while consciously 

maintaining the music’s fast paced rhythm, which occurs underneath a trumpeter’s 

improvisational solo. While the bassist is attending to the fast tempo, the bassist may be 

suddenly struck by a particular complementary chord that the guitarist plays underneath the 
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trumpeter’s improvisation, not realizing that the chord was a sonic possibility in the context of 

the music currently being performed.64 

The bassist, in this scenario, is actively listening to the music’s tempo, making it the 

perceptual figure of their experience. This specific perceptual figure occurs in and through the 

context of a more general and “passive” form of listening and moving. In other words, there is a 

background, consisting of both motor and perceptual dimensions, within which the object of 

attention emerges, and through which the act of attention happens. Consider the perceptual 

dimension first: the experience of “being struck” by the guitarist’s chord and of coming to realize 

a new sonic possibility in the music being performed, is intelligible only if the bassist had been 

listening to the guitarist all along. In other words, though it was the tempo that the attention of 

the bassist was explicitly focused on, it is clearly the case that the bassist was nonetheless 

“listening to” the guitarist, who was otherwise in the background of the bassist’s experience. 

Here, we see a form of perceiving that happens beneath the level of attention, or a perceptual 

background that, without being an object of attention, is nevertheless meaningfully grasped by 

the bassist. Further, what is heard in the perceptual background can be “elevated” to a reflective 

level, enabling the bassist to explicitly “tune in” to what was already there in the experience. 

Now consider the motor dimension: making sure that the notes in the bassline sound “on time,” 

is an experience that is highly integrated with the bassist’s finger movements upon the fretboard. 

Even if the perceptual object of the bassist’s experience is not the bassist’s own bodily 

movements, it is nevertheless only through the precise and sophisticated movements of the 

 
64 This example is inspired by a conversation I had with John Russon after a study group he led on Merleau-Ponty’s 

Phenomenology of Perception during the winter of 2020. During a conversation about the multi-layered nature of 

listening during musical performance, Russon described an occasion in which, without actively listening to it, he 

was struck by a chord which his fellow bandmate played during a performance with his jazz ensemble, the John 

Russon Quintet. 
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bassist’s fingers that this perception of tempo takes shape in experience at all.65 Without being an 

object of attention, the bassist’s motility contextualizes or gives a sense to the perception of 

tempo. 

 

Scenario 2: 

  

While performing music, a drummer may explicitly attend to the emotional sense that the 

music conveys. More specifically, we can envision a scenario in which a melody that is being 

performed on a piano evokes feelings of joy in the drummer performing with the pianist. These 

feelings of joy can become the explicit object of attention for the drummer; the drummer’s 

experience will be focused on this sense of joy that issues from the melody. Suppose that while 

the drummer is focusing on the emotional sense of the music, the pianist increases the tempo at 

which the melody is being performed, and, before consciously recognizing the shift in tempo, the 

drummer increases the tempo of their own complementary playing as well.66  

In this experience we again find a form of perceiving and moving that happens beneath 

the level of attention. While the drummer is perceptually concerned with the joyful sense of the 

melody, the drummer intuitively senses a rise in the tempo and, even before consciously deciding 

 
65 In his work Adult Life, John Russon discusses this idea of perceiving through acting; for example, he claims that 

“perception is thus fundamentally a practice—a matter of behavior. ‘Apprehend’ is therefore a good name for what 

we do in perception, for we do not primarily perceive the world as spectators, but as agents who ‘grasp’ the 

significance of our situation in and as a process of meaningfully acting within that situation. Our seeing (and hearing 

and touching and so on) is primarily a kind of doing, and something is apprehended by us as the eliciting from us of 

an appropriate, responsive action…At root, then, ‘perception’ and ‘action’ do not name two different facets of our 

experience, but are two names for the same process” (22-23). For an extended discussion of the role of action and 

movement in perception, see also Alva Noe’s Action in Perception. 
66 This example is based on my own experience of playing the drums during ensemble musical performances. I will 

return to this phenomenon of synchronization between musicians at a pre-reflective level in chapter three below. 

There, I will show how this phenomenon of pre-reflective synchronization reveals an intercorporeal structure 

inherent to ensemble musical performances.    
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to, modifies the drumming to match this rise in tempo. This example again demonstrates that 

musicians have a meaningful hold on aspects of the musical context that do not occupy the 

perceptual focus of their experience. Like the previous example, there is also a highly 

sophisticated motor background to the drummer’s listening experience; even while the sense of 

emotional joy occupies the figure of the drummer’s experience, the drummer’s passive 

awareness of the tempo increasing guides the slight change in the rate at which the drummer 

employs his limbs to serve the distinctive ends of keeping time. 

     

Scenario 3: 

 

 During a “jam,” a vocalist sings improvised lyrics overtop a set of musical parameters 

such as a musical key and time signature. In this scenario, the vocalist will have to balance the 

delivery of the lyrics within or through the constraints of pitch, rhythm, tempo, and mood. The 

vocalist might be concerned with the lyrical content without yet knowing how the content will be 

realized rhythmically or melodically. More specifically, the vocalist might be concerned with 

“where” in the existing music the lyrics will “fit,” so as to not get in the way of the violinist’s 

own melodic phrasing.67  

While the vocalist is attentive to “where” the singing can enter into this musical context, 

the other musical parameters do not simply fall outside the scope of the vocalist’s perception 

entirely. The vocalist must maintain a kind of perceptual hold on the parameters of mood, tempo, 

and key, in order to adeptly realize her vocal contribution to the music. In this scenario, the 

 
67 I draw this example from a conversation with my partner about her experience of making vocal contributions to 

improvisational jams.  
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perceptual center of the vocalist’s attention is “the space” that her vocals can occupy, but the 

technical parameters of the musical context—although not themselves explicit objects of 

attention—are nevertheless perceptually “there” in the background of the vocalist’s experience. 

Indeed, it might even be said that these parameters help establish that open space, by virtue of 

being the context from which the space emerges.68 Further, the parameters of mood, tempo, and 

rhythm can be maintained through the vocalist’s bodily movement; for example, in order to 

remain perceptually geared into the tempo and rhythm of the musical context, the vocalist might 

pre-reflectively tap their foot along with the music or sway their body back and forth in accord 

with its pulse. Similarly, the vocalist might adopt a certain bodily posture, move their body or 

even dance in certain ways, in order to more fully inhabit the mood of the musical context. The 

vocalist’s experience of paying attention to the space in the music that can be filled by voice 

happens in the context of the vocalist’s background bodily movements, which support the 

articulation of lyrics and vocal melody. In order to hit a specific pitch and harmonize with the 

existing melody of the violinist, for example, the vocalist must control breath, diaphragm, 

muscles in the face, etc. 

  

Scenario 4: 

 

 While rehearsing a melody on the guitar, a guitarist might find that although they know 

which notes to play, and although they know how those notes are to be rhythmically organized, 

the playing itself remains “sloppy.” It might be the case that the guitarist needs to stretch their 

 
68 In this sense, the background context from which the vocalist can attend to the open space for the delivery of 

lyrics and vocal melody conditions this open space, since the perceptual figure of an open space would be drastically 

different in a different background context.   
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fingers a fair distance in order to reach the next note in the melody, and that they do not quite 

have the required dexterity to do so without the note sounding inarticulate. In this case, the 

guitarist will need to pay attention to how each note is sounding, to ensure that the melody as a 

whole comes across with the requisite clarity. In this case, the guitarist’s attention will be 

focused on the articulation of the notes in the melody. Although the guitarist’s attention is on the 

articulation of each of the notes, the guitarist will be frustrated if he performs one of the notes 

outside the rhythmic subdivision of the melody.69 

Once again, this example demonstrates that the guitarist is perceptually aware of aspects 

of the performing that fall outside the scope of explicit focus; in this case, the rhythmic 

subdivision of the melody comprises a significant aspect of the perceptual background of the 

guitarist’s musical experience. We can also see that the guitarist’s perceptual experience is 

mediated by a motor background; the articulation of notes happens through the guitarist’s bodily 

movement upon the fretboard. And even if the guitarist chooses to focus directly on the 

movement of their fingers, to ensure that each of them hits the fret at just the right spot, this 

focusing on the body itself is still only possible insofar as the guitarist is already moving in the 

context of a more general motor background. That is, the guitarist moves in terms of the 

developed way in which they strum the strings with their other hand, holds the guitar, or 

maintains an upright posture.    

In each of these scenarios, musicians in different musical contexts are absent or passive 

with respect to aspects of the music that they are nevertheless perceiving and that, upon 

reflection, they can notice explicitly. Furthermore, this form of perceiving is directly meaningful; 

that is, the musicians do not just register some bare auditory impressions and then, through a 

 
69 I draw this example from my own experience of learning how to play the bass guitar.  
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subsequent act of attention, judge them to be meaningful. The guitarist immediately hears the 

rhythmic subdivision even while focusing on the articulation of notes; the drummer immediately 

hears the increase in tempo even while focusing on the emotional sense of joy; the singer 

immediately hears the musical key even while attending to the space her vocals can inhabit; the 

bassist immediately hears the guitarist’s jarring chord even while attending to the maintenance of 

tempo.  

More generally, each scenario demonstrates the way in which musicians take an aspect of 

the musical context as a figure, while simultaneously maintaining a meaningful hold on what is 

occurring in the musical context’s background. And, in each scenario we have considered, the 

perceptual nature of the musician’s experience is mediated by and integrated with the musician’s 

background bodily movement. In the description of these familiar musical scenarios, we are led 

to recognize that without paying attention to them or explicitly noticing them, musicians 

nevertheless have a meaningful hold on various aspects of their musical contexts. The drummer, 

who attends to the emotional significance of the pianist’s chord progression, nevertheless makes 

sense of the shifting tempo; the guitarist, who is focused on articulating each note in the scale he 

is performing, nevertheless makes sense of the way these notes are supposed to be subdivided in 

time; the vocalist, who is attending to the openings in the music where her lyrical contributions 

can enter, nevertheless has a hold on the music’s mood and rhythm; the bassist, who is focused 

on the fast pace of the music being performed, nevertheless makes sense of the jarring chord that 

the guitarist plays. 

These scenarios help to further illustrate how musical experience is a Gestalt structure. 

Now, using the conceptual resources we have elaborated from Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology 

of Perception, we can more fully inquire into the intelligibility of this configurational structure of 
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the musician’s experience. In each of the examples, we can make a distinction between a 

perceptual figure and background in the form of the musical experience; more specifically, in 

each case, we notice the musician is actively listening to a specific feature of the musical context, 

and simultaneously, is passively listening to other features. However, we will see that this 

distinction is not as simple as it may initially seem. 

 One might suppose that to distinguish the “active” and “passive” forms of listening that 

musicians exhibit in musical performances, we can invoke the idea of attention, and claim that 

through attention, the feature of the musical context which the musician actively listens to has a 

clarity and distinctness, while the features they are inattentive to are unclear and indistinct. In 

one sense, this description is correct, but it should be qualified; the features of the musical 

context which the musician is “passively” listening to are not, as we noted above, bare auditory 

impressions that need subsequent interpretation by the musician’s attentional powers. While 

attention does bring clarity to the perceptual object, the features of the musical context which the 

musician “passively” listens to are already laden with meaning, independently of any such 

explicit interpretation through attention; as Merleau-Ponty has shown, the body, in its 

phenomenal—that is to say, habitual, temporal, and schematic—nature, is already an interpretive 

kind of being. The musician, as it were, listens with the body.70 This is to say that the background 

 
70 I borrow this expression from Jonathan De Sousa’s work Music at Hand. De Sousa uses this expression in the 

context of an exploration of the cognitive and embodied processes that Beethoven used to practice, perform, and 

compose music after his hearing loss. De Sousa suggests that Beethoven used kinesthetic processes in lieu of 

auditory stimuli: “The composer’s actions can be understood as kinesthetic analogues for the sounds in his mind,” 

(7-9). To further bolster De Sousa’s point, consider the British house music producer Lee Walker, who developed 

permanent hearing loss after an attack of meningitis, and his remarks about his musical experience: “I adapted to 

follow music by feeling the beats through vibration. I memorised lyrics and then settled with video recordings of the 

singer lip-synching until I could follow the whole track – using body language to denote changes in pitch. High 

notes are usually accompanied by a singer lifting their head, low notes by dropping it.” Lee Walker, “Being deaf 

doesn’t mean you don’t care about music,” The Guardian, March 24, 2015, 

https://www.theguardian.com/music/musicblog/2015/mar/24/deaf-music-fans-captioning-gigs.   

https://www.theguardian.com/music/musicblog/2015/mar/24/deaf-music-fans-captioning-gigs
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context in which attentional listening happens is already ripe with musical significance. Just as, 

when I am working at my computer, my hand reaches for the coffee cup and all the while I 

remain seamlessly absorbed with the writing, the musicians in the above examples demonstrate a 

pre-reflective or bodily form of intelligence in successfully negotiating and comprehending 

aspects of the musical situations of which they are not explicitly aware. However, these musical 

examples reveal more than the example of the coffee cup; in the example of reaching for the 

coffee cup while remaining absorbed with the writing, the cup is incidental to the writing, but in 

the musical examples, the contextual elements and peripheral awareness involved in the 

performance of music actually inform the meaning or sense of that to which one is attending 

during the performance.71  

 These remarks also show that there is a kind of sedimented activity built into the 

passivity of listening in musical experience; in Russon’s words, this form of passivity is, “the 

passivity of a practice.”72 To make sense of this “passivity of a practice,” recall our discussion of 

the habit-body above. There, we saw that in virtue of the body’s temporal structure, meanings 

that are developed in one’s past are brought to bear upon one’s present situation, informing that 

present and relieving the agent of having to self-consciously make sense of its aspects one by 

one. Now, in one sense, the fact that the musicians in the above scenarios are not paying 

attention to all of the features of their musical contexts—since the habit-body performs this 

function without requiring the agent to pay attention—shows that there is a passivity of listening 

involved in their musical experience. But this passivity of listening is simultaneously a kind of 

 
71 Furthermore, although both performing music and reaching for coffee cups involve a form of practical 

intelligence, in chapter four below we will see that, unlike pre-reflectively reaching for cups, the performance of 

music exhibits a distinctive world-creating and world-developing possibility. 
72 Russon, “Freedom and Passivity,” 25. 
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activity, since, by virtue of the musician’s habitual embodiment, the musician is constructively 

oriented to the musical context’s meanings.73 In other words, as musicians develop, through 

time, aptitudes for inhabiting musical situations, they bring acquired values to bear on the 

musical situations in which they participate. Thus, it is through the temporal character of the 

body that the musician can be said to make sense of these musical situations.  

 It is worth thinking further here about Merleau-Ponty’s conception of the habit-body. As 

we have already seen, Merleau-Ponty understands the body’s habits in an expansive sense; a 

motor-perceptual habit is a habit that contains a reference beyond the body’s behaviour, and 

toward the living environment in which the behaviour occurs. Moreover, although the habit is, in 

one sense, an exhibition of passivity, in that the enactment of a habit happens beneath the level 

of explicitly self-conscious experience, it is simultaneously the exhibition of a sedimented 

activity, in that the enactment of the habit contains a reference to the body’s temporality, and 

specifically to its past, where, through action and practice, the body acquires meaningful holds 

upon the world, and carries them forward to engage a present and future.  

It may be typical to suppose that when we have done something habitually, we are merely 

“reacting” in a way that has been fully settled in advance. Indeed, it is common to equate doing 

something habitually with doing something “automatically.” There is an important sense in 

which the notion of automaticity correctly characterises habitual behaviour, since, as we have 

already seen, doing something habitually is doing something without self-conscious thought or 

attention; habitual behaviour happens, “of itself.” However, as we mentioned above, it is 

 
73 In “Collaborative Temporality,” Rachel Elliot makes a similar point about the inseparability of activity and 

passivity in musical experience. For example, she writes that, “Any [musical experience] that we characterize as 

primarily passive is also intertwined with a necessary activity, and so to the reverse: any [musical experience] 

characterized as primarily active necessarily requires passivity as well” (11).  
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important to distinguish doing something without self-conscious thought or attention and 

“reacting automatically” in a way that is fully settled in advance.74 This distinction is important, 

because without it, we cannot understand that habits generally, and musical habits in particular, 

exhibit a distinctive form of intentionality, which Merleau-Ponty calls, motor intentionality 

[intentionnalité mortice].75  

By describing habits as “motor intentional,” Merleau-Ponty allows us to see that habits 

are, while short of fully self-conscious behaviours, more than automatic reflexes.76 Samuel 

Mallin helpfully articulates the concept of motor intentionality in the following way: “It is a 

potentiality that can be infinitely manifested by innumerable muscular movements and their 

combinations.”77 In other words, motor intentionality refers to a power of the body to 

intelligently respond to a situation that requires movement, in such a way that is irreducible to 

the automatic triggering of specific physiological mechanisms, and without the intervention of 

explicit self-consciousness over the movement required. Jennifer McWeeny corroborates this 

interpretation, writing that motor intentionality is a “practical directedness toward the world that 

is not necessarily present to reflective consciousness but is instead made manifest in the daily 

operations of a person’s life—in her movements, activities, bodily comportments.”78 As motor 

 
74 I will discuss the idea of automaticity and explicitly argue against conceiving musical acts as automatic more fully 

in section d. below. 
75 PhP, 113/F141. 
76 In his early work The Structure of Behavior, Merleau-Ponty criticizes the classical physiological conception of the 

reflex. Citing various experimental observations, Merleau-Ponty shows that we cannot understand reflex behaviours 

as simple reactions to the physical and chemical properties of stimuli; rather, stimuli are themselves shaped by the 

vital interests of organisms, and, in addition, reflex behaviours themselves vary depending upon the activities of 

organisms and the global context in which the behaviours occur. See Merleau-Ponty’s chapter, “Reflex Behaviour,” 

(7-51/F5-54). For helpful commentary on this point, see also chapter one of Ted Toadvine’s Merleau-Ponty’s 

Philosophy of Nature, especially chapter one, “Nature as Gestalt and Melody.”  
77 Mallin, Merleau-Ponty’s Philosophy, 128. 
78 McWeeny, “Operative Intentionality,” 255. For McWeeny, motor intentionality “is the structure through which a 

graspable and sensible world first emerges out of the ambiguity of experience; it is the mechanism that furnishes 

experience with its most original meaning,” “Operative Intentionality” (255). 
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intentional, the body simultaneously grasps and is directed by a motor signification or sens. By 

grasping this sens and in being directed by it, the body is able to call upon different material 

resources (what Mallin calls innumerable muscular movements) in order to execute a certain 

form of behaviour. In doing so, the body demonstrates a capacity for flexibility and intelligence 

in its motor responses to situations.   

The concept of motor intentionality is particularly suitable to the study of the embodied 

nature of musical experience, since in developing this concept, Merleau-Ponty himself draws our 

attention to performing musicians: 

The example of instrumentalists demonstrates…how habit resides neither in thought nor 

in the objective body, but rather in the body as the mediator of a world. It is said that an 

experienced organist is capable of playing an organ with which he is unfamiliar and that 

has additional or fewer keyboards, and whose stops are differently arranged than the 

stops on his customary instrument. He needs but an hour of practice to be ready to 

execute his program. Such a brief apprenticeship prohibits the assumption that new 

conditioned reflexes are simply substituted for the already established collection, unless, 

that is, they together form a system and if the change is global, but this would be to go 

beyond the mechanistic theory since in that case the reactions would be mediated by a 

total hold on the instrument…During the short rehearsal that precedes the concert he 

hardly behaves like someone who wants to draw up a plan…He settles into the organ as 

one settles into a house…The stops, the pedals, and the keyboards are only presented to 

him as powers of such and such an emotional or musical value, and their position as those 

places through which this value appears in the world…A direct relationship is established 

[and] the body of the organist and the instrument are nothing other than the place of 

passage of this relationship. From then on, the music exists for itself, and everything else 

exists through it.79   

 

This incredibly rich passage of Merleau-Ponty’s is significant to study for a number of reasons. I 

will draw out two of its major themes; first, the experience of the organist shows that, as motor 

intentional, habits have a formal and an improvisatory character. Further, the analogy of the 

habitual relationship between the musician and the instrument on the one hand, and the habitual 

 
79 PhP,146-147/F180-181. 
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relationship between the resident and the house on the other hand, demonstrates a unique form of 

spatiality belonging to musical habits. 

   The experience of the organist shows that, as motor intentional, habits have a formal 

character. The organist who prepares to perform on an instrument with which they are not 

accustomed is, with only minimal preparation, able to execute their “musical program.” This is 

impossible if habits are simply a collection of pre-established reflexes; as Merleau-Ponty claims, 

this “brief apprenticeship prohibits the assumption that new conditioned reflexes are simply 

substituted for the already established collection, unless, that is, they together form a system and 

if the change is global.”80 In other words, while one might suppose that habits can be explained 

by presuming there are pre-established connections between specific perceptual cues and 

muscular reactions, this kind of supposition would not allow us to see how the organist in this 

example is able to perform on an organ that has additional or fewer components. The fact that an 

organist can settle into a new instrument so quickly means that their ability to play the instrument 

is not reducible to pre-established motor-perceptual connections; instead, there must be mutable 

ways by virtue of which the keyboardist can perform the music through the instrument. In other 

words, while we can explain the musician’s behaviour by pointing to specific material resources 

(such as specific nerves and muscles) that become active in the musician’s body during a musical 

performance, these specific material resources can be replaced by others, since they are in the 

service of a form of behaviour—the execution of a musical performance—that remains constant. 

In other words, in order for the musician to perform the music on a new instrument, they must be 

able to call on different combinations of muscles and perceptual cues.  

 
80 PhP, 147/F180. 
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 It might be pointed out that while there is flexibility to the organist’s habits, there are also 

limits to these habits. One might imagine a keyboard that is sufficiently different from customary 

keyboards—perhaps the musical notes are very differently arranged on it—and that even a 

trained organist would be required to learn the instrument anew. This consideration is important, 

for it enables us to see that there are certain determinacies to one’s bodily habits and material 

conditions for their enactment. However, while material explanations of habit are not impossible, 

the flexibility with which the organist performs enables us to see that the material components of 

habit are mediated by a motor signification that is grasped by the phenomenal body; in this sense 

there is, in addition to the material explanation, a formal explanation of this behaviour. This is 

what Merleau-Ponty means by the claim that the instrumentalist has a “total” or “global” hold on 

the instrument.  

 This hold on the instrument, however, is not mediated by any explicit cognitive planning. 

The instrumentalist merely sits at the new instrument and tries it out—the instrumentalist doesn’t 

proceed by “drawing up a plan.” In this sense there is a kind of improvisatory character to the 

musical habit; without calculation, the musician “settles” into the new instrument and it is 

through exploratory bodily movement itself that such a settlement occurs. The motor intentional 

character of the musical habit is revealed here; although the habit is not strictly tied to any pre-

existing motor-perceptual connections, and although it is not regulated by an overt cognitive plan 

or representation of the new instrument, the habitual behaviour upon the instrument is enacted in 

an intelligent way. The body can itself adapt to the determinacy of the musical instrument 

because it is itself oriented toward the realization of the music in a creative, improvisatory, or 

motor intentional way.  
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 One might argue that even though the musical habit is demonstrably not regulated by an 

overt cognitive plan or representation, the musical habit still has an implicit cognitive or 

conceptual structure. John McDowell takes this sort of view when he discusses the expert chess 

master who is engaged in a chess match. McDowell claims that even when the agent acts without 

a “distanced critical reflection on the situation in which he is acting,” nevertheless, the agent acts 

“for reasons.”81 McDowell writes that, “The chess master’s being drawn to make his move by 

the forces on the board is his cultivated rationality at work.”82 A similar account is plausible in 

the case of the musician’s agency; although, for the most part, the musician does not act in a 

“distanced” and “reflective” way, the musician’s agency does express a kind of “cultivated 

rationality,” in the sense that it is through attentive practice and learning that the musician 

develops the habits they do, and it is on the basis of these habits that the musician can engage the 

musical situation pre-reflectively. However, this cultivated rationality does not impose itself on a 

blind mechanistically functioning body. Rationality cultivates embodied activity, but in 

particular it cultivates the phenomenal body, which is already oriented to motor-perceptual sens. 

As Taylor Carman has argued, this motor-perceptual sens is not comprehensively assimilable to 

“conceptual content,” since, even though motor intentionality is developed in connection with 

our rational powers, it is, unlike conceptual content, “constituted by and dependent on the 

concrete exercises of bodily skill [it] informs and governs.”83 In other words, there is something 

irreducible about the embodied manner in which we skillfully engage the world: as Merleau-

Ponty claims, in the context of discussing what is involved in learning a new dance, “in order for 

the new dance to integrate particular elements of general motricity, it must first have received, so 

 
81 McDowell, “The Myth of the Mind as Detached,” 47 
82 McDowell, “The Myth of the Mind as Detached,” 47. 
83 Carman, “Conceptualism and the Scholastic Fallacy,” 175. 
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to speak, a motor consecration. The body, as has often been said, ‘catches’ (kapiert) and 

‘understands’ the movement.”84 In other words, even though learning the dance, or other 

embodied skills, can involve rationality, the body itself must consolidate the skill. Thus the 

learning requires that the body can acquire a distinctively motor signification for itself. This is 

because the body is a motor intentional kind of being; as we were saying with respect to the 

organist, the musician’s body comes to have a global relationship with the instrument, which 

means that it can, through exploration and improvisation, execute an invariant musical sense by 

utilizing variable material resources.  

Merleau-Ponty draws a comparison between the musician’s ability to settle into a new 

instrument and a resident settling into a house. By developing this comparison, we will be able to 

see the nature of musical habits more deeply. Particularly, we will see that there is a distinctive 

form of spatiality belonging to musical habits. First, consider the way that one settles into a 

house, or establishes it as a “home.” Far from being a simple matter of physically positioning 

one’s possessions in some objective location, establishing the “homeliness” of a house is really 

about incorporating its space into dimensions of one’s own body. Following Heidegger’s 

discussion of lived spatiality in Being and Time, Russon and Jacobson show that establishing a 

home is a matter of “stretching” our bodily existence out into things. There is a unique form of 

spatiality belonging to this “stretching out” of our existence. In their words, “This ‘being 

stretched out into things’ is our spatiality, our being spatial. Space is not first a characteristic of 

the object of our experience but is the very character of how we exist. The close and the distant 

are not primarily matters of the quantity of separation between objects, but are matters of our 

 
84 PhP, 144/F178. 
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comfortable absorption.”85 In this passage, Russon and Jacobson claim that the space of a home 

is primarily the embodiment of our identity, it is “how we exist.”86 In addition, they are 

articulating the difference between what Merleau-Ponty calls “positional spatiality [spatialité de 

position]” and “situational spatiality [spatialité de situation].”87  

To illustrate this difference, consider the experience of “being-at-home.” When I am 

settled into a home, its spatial dimensions are transformed, no longer being mere positions in an 

indifferent locale; they are incorporated into and experienced as meaningful components of my 

lived situation. When, for example, I am in my familiar kitchen environment, preparing to make 

an omelette, I do not relate to the kitchen space as a set of alien objects that exist separately from 

my body. My body and the kitchen space form a single, indivisible system; I gather together the 

ingredients, reach for the cooking utensils, and move toward the stove in an intimate, pre-

reflective way. When I prepare my meal on the kitchen table, when I lie across the couch to read, 

when I wash my hands in the sink, I relate to these “things” as I relate to my own body; like my 

body they are that “in,” “with,” and “through” which my very existence is realized. The musician 

navigates the space of the instrument in the way that the resident navigates the space of the 

home. The instrument’s parts are not mere positions; they are directly experienced in terms of 

their musical meaning, and the musician moves upon the instrument in the very same way that 

one moves in, with, and through the body. As Merleau-Ponty says, to settle into an instrument is 

to “literally incorporate” its space “into [one’s] bodily space.”88 Just as I experience my legs as 

internal powers for walking, rather than as pieces of flesh extended on a geometrical plane, the 

 
85 Russon and Jacobson, “Heidegger and Space,” 346.  
86 Similarly, in her article “The Habit Body,” Helen Fielding writes that, “The habit body structures the ways we 

live, engage with the world and with others,” (159). 
87 PhP, 102/F129. 
88 PhP, 146/F180. 



  

 

 

52 

 

instrument is experienced as the site for realizing emotional and musical values. “Places in 

space,” Merleau-Ponty says, like the parts of the musical instrument, “inscribe around us the 

variable reach of our intentions and our gestures.”89 As motor intentional, then, the musical habit 

is more than a set of automatic reflexes, and yet less than an explicit cognition. The habit is a 

bodily habit, but its bodily nature is the nature of an improvisatory form rather than a 

mechanism. The musical habit is the expression of the musician’s global relationship to the 

instrument, and the expression of the musician’s manner of “being-at-home” in the instrument. It 

is, in other words, an orientation toward a musical world.90  

So far in this chapter, we have drawn on Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception 

to examine the perceptual and bodily dimensions of musical experience. We began by drawing 

on experiences of performing music and noticed that musicians distinguish between consciously 

thinking about their musical acts and being aware of them in some other sense. Further, we 

noticed that musicians pay attention to a range of performance related phenomena while 

executing musical acts. We sought the intelligibility of these experiences in Merleau-Ponty’s 

idea that perceptual experience has a Gestalt structure. Moreover, we saw that the body both 

contextualises perceptual acts of attention, and enables musicians to meaningfully interact with 

the background features of such perceptual acts.  In doing so, we studied Merleau-Ponty’s 

concept of the phenomenal body, and we emphasised its habitual character, temporal structure, 

and schematic orientation toward lived environments. We then turned to consider the nature of 

musical habits and distinguished their formal, improvisatory, and motor intentional features. 

Finally, we considered musical habits in terms of a kind of ontological “being-at-home.” In 

 
89 PhP, 144/F178-179. 
90 This idea of an orientation toward a musical world will be developed in chapter two below.  
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chapter two below, I take up this idea of “being-at-home” in order to conceptualize the 

experienced world in and through which musical acts are accomplished. However, before doing 

so, I will briefly consider some contemporary literature pertaining to musical skills; I use the 

conceptual resources I have developed throughout this chapter to suggest ways of entering into 

dialogue with this literature.  

 

1.4 Contemporary Views of Musical Expertise 

 

In Hubert Dreyfus’s phenomenologically inspired conception of expertise, the claim that 

skillful activity does not require conscious awareness is defended. In his words, “The expert 

performer, except of course during moments of breakdown, understands, acts, and learns from 

results without any conscious awareness of the process. What transparently must be done is 

done…An expert’s skill has become so much a part of him that he need be no more aware of it 

than he is of his own body.”91 Dreyfus’s view of expert skill can be conceived as a “response to 

affordances” view, where the expert does not need to think about the content of the actions being 

performed but responds directly to the solicitations inherent to the environment in which the 

action occurs. This “absorbed coping” view of expert skill, in many ways, resonates with the 

phenomenological view of musical experience and agency that I have presented in this chapter. 

Particularly, like Dreyfus’s view, my view acknowledges that musicians are often not self-

consciously aware of the motor and perceptual processes involved in their musical performances. 

Furthermore, like Dreyfus, I have suggested that there is an important sense in which developing 

a musical skill is a matter of incorporating the space of the instrument into one’s own bodily 

 
91 Dreyfus, Skillful Coping, 25. 
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space. However, there are some important shortcomings in Dreyfus’s phenomenological 

conception of expertise. First, Dreyfus mistakenly assumes that self-consciousness and thought 

can only diminish the quality of an expert’s performance.92 Drawing on Barbara Montero’s 

Thought in Action, I will argue that this tenet is phenomenologically inaccurate and, further, that 

it is essential for a phenomenological study of music to be able to acknowledge and account for 

the ways in which self-consciousness and thinking can co-occur with, and even sometimes 

enhance, musical acts. Here, I also show that Montero’s critique of Dreyfus cannot be extended 

to a critique of phenomenology more generally, since this critique targets a conception of 

embodiment that is not the phenomenological conception. Second, Dreyfus’s view has been 

criticized by Geeves et al. in their article, “To Think or Not to Think.” These authors criticize 

Dreyfus’s view for its inability to explain the higher-order cognitive dimensions of musical 

expertise. Still, these authors utilize Dreyfus’s view to put forward their own “Applying 

Intelligence to the Reflexes” model of musical expertise. This model attempts to integrate both 

the higher-order cognitive and embodied dimensions of musical expertise. I will argue that while 

this integrative approach is the correct approach to thinking about musical expertise, these 

authors do not sufficiently appreciate the body’s phenomenal character, and thus, their view does 

not account for the continuity between cognition and embodiment that is, I think, necessary for 

integrative theories of musical expertise. 

 In Montero’s Thought in Action, Dreyfus’s conception of expertise is characterised as 

“unthinking.” Montero writes that, “For Dreyfus, expert action, when all is going well, is 

intuitive (in the quick sense) yet entirely nonmental, which means that it is not even 

 
92 For example, Dreyfus claims that “mindedness is the enemy of embodied coping” in his article, “Return of the 

Myth of the Mental,” (353). 
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unconsciously mental. And intuitive expert action, for him, is automatic, in the sense that it is not 

being guided by, but rather drawn out of the agent.”93 Montero also attributes to Dreyfus’s view 

the idea that expert action is “pulled out of [the agent] by some external force.”94 Montero thus 

distinguishes between acts that are guided by the agent and acts that are drawn out of the agent 

by some external force.95 Montero opposes the claim that expert action is drawn out of the agent 

by some external force; in contrast, she offers numerous cases of expert action in which self-

conscious processes co-occur with the activities of experts, and, in some cases, directly 

contribute to those activities. For example, Montero considers a tennis player who unobtrusively 

attends to their shoulder muscles during a backhand swing, or a ballet dancer who is better able 

to perform a leaping maneuver when focusing on the position of their heel.96 Dreyfus might 

argue that the cases Montero draws on are not genuine cases where expertise is being deployed. 

However, I believe it would be misguided to reject Montero’s examples as cases of expert action; 

in my view, Montero does point to cases in which expert action happens in conjunction with self-

conscious processes. To this extent, Dreyfus’ conception is incorrect—in fact, expert acts can be 

self-consciously guided by the agent.  

 We have already noticed throughout this chapter that musicians perform musical acts 

while engaging in higher-order cognitive processes and while attending to all sorts of 

performance related phenomena; we said that musicians attend to the contingent aspects of their 

performance-contexts, to the sonorous effects of their musical acts, and are even able to self-

 
93 Montero, Thought in Action, 34. 
94 Montero, Thought in Action, 33. 
95 It is worth introducing a further distinction here. In one sense, we can say that all expert acts are “guided by” the 

agent, insofar as expert acts are acts that are done by the expert—they are matters of the expert’s agency. However, 

in a narrower sense, expert acts can be guided by the agent in a manner that involves the agent’s self-consciousness 

and thought over the act being done. It is in this narrower sense of “guidance,” I think, that Dreyfus would claim that 

expert acts are not guided by the agent. 
96 Montero, Thought in Action, 39. 
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consciously admire their own bodily movements during the performance of musical acts. If we 

reflect upon these facts, we must see that Dreyfus’s claim that expertise cannot co-occur with 

thought, attention, and self-consciousness is too strong.97 The relevant phenomenological thesis I 

have tried to develop in this chapter, however, is not that self-conscious processes, such as 

paying attention, are impossible during the performance of musical acts; rather, it is that paying 

attention is a sophisticated perceptual act that only occurs in the context of developed bodily 

practices, many of which are not explicit objects of thought. Indeed, if we reflect upon what 

musicians say about their own agency, I think we have to acknowledge that for the most part, 

musical acts are not guided by the agent in an explicitly self-conscious or attentive way; there are 

simply too many actions and too many variables at play during musical performances for this to 

be plausible. While musical acts can be done with self-consciousness and thought over the act 

being done, for the most part, musical acts are “drawn out” of the agent in the sense that they are 

not being explicitly guided by the agent’s self-consciousness. I draw on an example from my 

own musical experience to illustrate this. When I am in the middle of performing a particular 

 
97 However, I do not deny that pure absorption in one’s musical behaviour is impossible. For example, in A 

Phenomenology of Musical Absorption, Høffding develops a topology of musical absorption and describes 

experiences in which musicians are purely absorbed in their performances; Høffding calls these experiences 

“absorbed not-being-there.” A visual representation of the topology is given in A Phenomenology of Musical 

Absorption (74). Høffding acknowledges that these experiences are rare but he provides vivid descriptions of such 

experiences. For example, consider this excerpt from an interview between Høffding and DSQ member Fredrik 

Sjölin. Sjölin says: “The deeper you are in, the less you observe the world around you…and I had this especially 

powerful experience…where I completely disappeared. I remember that it was an incredibly pleasant feeling in the 

body. And it was incredibly strange to come back and at that point I spent a few seconds to realize where I had been. 

I had been completely gone and with no possibility of observing…It was this intense euphoric joy.” Fredrik Sjölin, 

interview by Simon Høffding, quoted in Høffding, A Phenomenology of Musical Absorption (81). Sjölin describes 

this experience of performing music as a thoroughly absorbed activity from which he has to “come back.” Here we 

have an example of an activity in which the musician is purely absorbed. It is worth noting, however, that even this 

kind of experience does not undermine the role that agency plays in musical performance. Instead, it points to the 

need for a deeper understanding of the nature of agency, beyond deliberative action, beyond an explicit form of self-

conscious thinking about one’s action, and as highly integrated with passivity. As I have already pointed out above, 

activity and passivity are not mutually exclusive in the performance of music; these concepts, therefore, need to be 

understood together with a kind of fluidity and inseparability.  
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song on the drums that I have played countless times, I often self-consciously register the fact 

that there is an upcoming section that features a drum solo. While I am playing the part leading 

into the solo, I sometimes think about the kinds of rhythmic concepts I will employ during the 

solo section. This thinking can serve the solo I perform in productive ways; by thinking in this 

context, my solos can have a stronger thematic organization, the parts of the solo can be more 

internally coherent, tasteful, and articulate, as opposed to when I just “wing it.”98 However, this 

kind of thinking occurs in the context of developed bodily movements about which I do not 

think; I do this thinking while I am engaged in playing the drum part leading into the solo and, 

while this playing surely consists of actions, I do not explicitly guide them. They are, rather, 

“drawn out of me” in the sense that my body “knows how” to execute these acts without my self-

conscious assent, in the sense that my body follows the solicitations offered to it from the other 

instruments and from the song’s progression itself. Musical agency is surely a form of agency 

that enables the musician to perform musical acts with reflection and self-consciousness; 

however, these sophisticated processes are premised upon the agent’s capacity to act without 

them. 

It is worth noticing that Dreyfus himself acknowledges that self-conscious processes play 

important roles during the development and employment of expertise; self-conscious processes 

are necessary for developing expertise and are employed in circumstances of “breakdown,” on 

his view.99 Montero rightly points out that, contra Dreyfus’s view, there is no necessary 

connection between the deployment of expertise and “not thinking.” But, even if Dreyfus over-

emphasises the “mindless” character of expert action, Montero’s important point can be 

 
98 Although I think this is an important point to acknowledge, I do not deny that “going out on a limb” can be 

productive of musical meaning as well. 
99 Dreyfus, “The Myth of the Pervasiveness of the Mental,” 31. 
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integrated from within the phenomenological tradition on which Dreyfus’s conception is 

based.100 Below, I sketch an account of this integration along the following lines: the 

phenomenological approach to musical expertise enables us to see a continuity between self-

conscious musical acts and pre-reflective musical acts by conceiving the body as having a 

phenomenal character, as contributing to the meaningful character of the musician’s experience, 

and as actively participating in the intentional structure of the musician’s agency. Furthermore, 

as Høffding has argued, while Dreyfus’s conception may underestimate the role of thought in 

expert action, Montero may overestimate it, and fail to give due attention to the integral role of 

passivity in realizing agency and expertise.101  

While Montero’s criticism of Dreyfus is important, it too has its shortcomings, since 

Montero characterizes Dreyfus’s view of expertise in a way that is inconsistent with the 

phenomenology of embodied activity. This is the case in two important respects. In particular, 

Montero thinks that Dreyfus is committed to conceiving expertise as (1) automatic and (2) pulled 

out of the agent by some external force. While Dreyfus may write in such a way to make this 

interpretation plausible, it is important to distinguish that for the phenomenological approach I 

endorse here, and for existential-phenomenologists like Merleau-Ponty, Heidegger, and Sartre, 

embodied activity is neither automatic nor governed by some external force. As we noted above, 

psychologist John Bargh defines an activity as “automatic” when “its set of preconditions are in 

place without needing any conscious choice to occur, or guidance from that point on.”102 

 
100 It is also worth noting that for the most part, Dreyfus is interested in understanding expertise as a wider-ranging 

phenomenon than Montero seems to do; for Dreyfus, everyday human behaviours such as preparing a meal, working 

on a construction site, or typing at a computer, are instantiations of expertise. In their more mundane forms, 

expertise does not seem to require as much thought as the highly specialized examples on which Montero draws do. 
101 Høffding develops this argument in A Phenomenology of Musical Absorption (102-107). 
102 Bargh, “The Automaticity of Everyday Life,” 3. 
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Phenomenologically speaking, embodied activity is, to repeat, not automatic in this sense. While 

it is true that many expert musicians’ embodied acts occur without self-consciousness, these acts 

are not non-conscious altogether. As we have seen, musicians claim to maintain some form of 

awareness and “little control” over their musical acts even when they are not explicitly thinking 

of or guiding them—this form of awareness and control reflects the musician’s bodily agency 

and that their musical acts are guided by the body’s motor-perceptual form of intentionality. 

Without self-consciousness, musicians are yet able to respond to the unexpected determinacies of 

their performance-contexts and perform on unfamiliar instruments because the body is, once 

again, in the service of a form of musical behaviour. In order to do this, the body cannot merely 

deploy its material resources in an automatic way; the resources that are called into play are 

shaped and re-shaped by virtue of what the particular situation demands, and how the situation 

unfolds temporally. In this sense, the body executes musical acts extemporaneously. For this 

reason, the putative “preconditions” of the musical act are only determined retrospectively—they 

are not settled in advance of the musical behaviour that is called for.103 

Furthermore, even though musical acts are often “drawn” or “pulled” out of the musical 

agent, what does the “drawing” or “pulling” cannot, on a phenomenological view, be conceived 

as an external force. This is because, as we have seen above with Merleau-Ponty, in developing 

musical habits the musician incorporates the “external” components of the musical situation into 

dimensions of their own bodily subjectivity. In this sense, we cannot conceive of this “drawing 

out” in a way that would make the musician merely passive with respect to external forces; the 

power for, say, an instrument or particular chord to “have a force” and “draw out” a musical 

behaviour from a musical agent, is a power that depends in the first place upon that instrument or 

 
103 I return to this idea of the retrospective nature of musical acts in chapter four below.  
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chord already having been invested with a sens that is internal to the musical agent’s body 

schema. For example, recall the musical scenario involving the performing drummer above, 

whose playing, we said, is pre-reflectively synchronised with the increasing tempo of the 

pianist’s melody. Here, there is a sense in which the drummer is “passive,” responding to a 

solicitation to “speed up,” in the experiential background without thinking about it. But in 

another sense, the musician’s agency is expressed in and through this receptivity to the musical 

context, as the inertia of a practice, or the sedimentation of a prior activity. The solicitation 

would not exist for any subject; it is determined through the drummer’s past, where acts of 

discerning slight shifts in tempo were the perceptual figure of the drummer’s experience. The 

drummer is a musical agent here, but not in the sense that the drummer thinks about the objective 

tempo of the music at time t1, compares it with the objective tempo at time t2, then infers a shift 

has happened, and then decides to deploy faster bodily movements. The drummer is a musical 

agent insofar as the shifting tempo has a lived significance for the drummer, insofar as tempo is a 

dimension of musical meaning onto which the drummer has opened. This is a meaning which, 

through action and practice, the phenomenal body bestows onto the present musical context.104 

The issues that Montero raises for Dreyfus’s conception of expertise are important, but a 

more comprehensive phenomenology of music does not fall prey to these issues. This is because 

a phenomenological account acknowledges as a basic fact about musical performance that self-

 
104 Acknowledging this fact, I think, requires us to think of musical action as being done, not simply in-the-moment, 

but by an agency that is temporally extended. One can have the musical agency that the expert has only by virtue of 

undertaking practices and developing skills through time, such that the agency by which musical acts come about is 

not located merely at the moment in which the act is done, but, more basically, through a temporally enduring habit-

body. While it is of course true that we witness musical acts being done by a body at some specific moment in time, 

the body-at-this-moment is informed by what we referred to above as the habit-body. However, when we discussed 

the case of the phantom limb above, we said that these two dimensions of our bodily being were shown to come 

apart, such that the person with a phantom limb lives a tension between the body-at-this-moment and the habit-body. 

In the case of the expert, or, more generally, in cases of creative action, these two dimensions are experienced 

harmoniously, where the habit-body supports, informs, or enables the activity of the body-at-this-moment.   
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consciousness, thought, and attention, can co-occur with and sometimes enhance musical acts. 

Phenomenology also offers, as I will argue below, unique resources from which to make sense of 

this fact—that is, phenomenology can conceive of how thought and embodied behaviour can 

interact with one another in musical activity. Further, as opposed to Dreyfus—or at least 

Montero’s reading of Dreyfus—a more comprehensive phenomenological account of musical 

expertise does not reduce musical agency to automaticity and passivity to external forces, since 

musical agency is expressive of a motor-perceptual form of intentionality and since the responses 

that musicians execute with respect to environmental affordances are premised upon musicians 

being active in the very constitution of those affordances in the first place.    

 In “To Think or not to Think,” Geeves et al. assert that musical skills have two functions 

in musical performance. On the one hand, musical skills help enable musicians to memorize 

large bodies of musical material and execute that material in an efficacious way. On the other 

hand, musical skills allow the musician to remain open and able to respond to the particularities 

and contingencies of a singular performance-context.105 Geeves et al. draw on Dreyfus’s account 

of absorbed coping in an attempt to develop an approach to musical skill that is capable of 

integrating and explaining these two functions of musical performance. These authors claim that 

Dreyfus’s absorbed coping account of expertise can explain how the musician responds to the 

particularities of a performance-context. However, they claim that Dreyfus’s theory emphasises 

the body too heavily, and that this over-emphasis on the body renders Dreyfus’s theory incapable 

of explaining how it is that musicians are able to memorize large bodies of musical material. In 

the words of Geeves et al.: 

Dreyfus believes that an expert’s optimal responding to a situation does not rely on a 

mental representation but is, rather, sensed by the body as something with which it needs 

 
105 Geeves et al., “To Think or Not to Think,” 678-680. 
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to become aligned and establish equilibrium…While Dreyfus’s theory helps to shed an 

understanding on the way in which an expert musician may flexibly respond to the 

freshness of a performance moment, it does not make much sense of or try to explain 

how expert musicians successfully retrieve such vast and complex bodies of material. By 

placing heavy emphasis on the embodied coping involved in expert skill, Dreyfus 

overlooks planning, chunking and other crucial top-down processes involved in expert 

performance.106 

 

In this passage, Geeves et al. draw on Dreyfus’s claim, inspired by his readings of Merleau-

Ponty, that the body has a tendency for achieving a “maximal grip” upon a situation. The idea of 

a maximal grip is the idea that the body tends to refine its motor behaviour so as to achieve the 

optimal distance for viewing some perceptual spectacle, or the optimal posture for grasping some 

practical tool.107 Geeves et al. acknowledge that the body has a tendency to achieve a maximal 

grip upon a situation in writing that musical skills enable the musician’s body to respond to the 

musical situation “as something with which it needs to become aligned and establish 

equilibrium.” However, for these authors, Dreyfus’s picture still amounts to an account of “skill 

as mindless reaction.”108 And further, these authors claim that on Dreyfus’s view, skills operate 

“on a non-conscious, automatic plane.”109 But it is important to distinguish that while Dreyfus 

does emphasise that expert performance does not involve self-conscious thinking, this claim is 

not equivalent to the claim that skillful embodied behaviour is reducible to “mindless reactions,” 

nor “non-conscious, automatic” processes. As we noted above, it is perhaps true that Dreyfus 

writes in a manner to make this interpretation plausible, but, following Merleau-Ponty, I want to 

make it clear that, while embodied skillful behaviour is not preceded by self-conscious thinking, 

 
106 Geeves et al., “To Think or Not to Think,” 679-680. 
107 Dreyfus articulates the idea of a “maximal grip” in his article, “Intelligence without Representation” (378). In 

addition, Dreyfus discusses this idea of a maximal grip in connection with neuroscientific theories of skilled 

behaviour, arguing that Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the body and Walter Freeman’s neuroscientific attractor theory 

both support the view that skilled behaviour is not premised upon “propositional representations” (381-383).  
108 Geeves et al., “To Think or Not to Think,” 677. 
109 Geeves et al., “To Think or Not to Think,” 679. 
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neither is it reducible to automatic reflex associations. If we reduce the embodied processes 

involved in musical performance to automatic, non-conscious processes, as Geeves et al. do, we 

lose Merleau-Ponty’s insight that the body has a phenomenal character, and that, in the 

deployment of habits, the body exhibits a schematic orientation toward motor significance. When 

enacting skillful behaviour, the body does not, to repeat, operate automatically but motor 

intentionally. This is to say, in other words, that there is a distinctive form of consciousness and 

intelligence belonging to perceptual and motor processes themselves. I believe this insight is 

fundamental for the aim of integrating the cognitive and embodied dimensions of musical skill in 

an overarching conceptual framework.  

 Geeves et al. propose their own account of musical skill, entitled “Applying Intelligence 

to the Reflexes,” or the AIR approach. For these authors, “The AIR approach views an expert 

musician’s skill as contained within an overarching cognitive framework that is at once more 

malleable and open to embodied, on-the-fly responding…and more reliant on mental 

representations.”110 Geeves et al.’s AIR approach is interesting and, I think, correctly 

acknowledges the need to develop an account of musical skill that is capable of integrating the 

higher-order cognitive and embodied dimensions of musical performance. However, I argue that 

the manner in which these authors conceive of this integration remains too dualistic of a 

conception. The AIR approach needs to more fully account for the continuity between the 

cognitive and embodied dimensions of musical skill, and, I argue that it is unclear how this might 

be done as long as the body remains understood as a non-conscious, automatic entity.  

 Geeves et al. are correct to point out that musicians utilize higher-order cognitive 

processes to help facilitate the learning and execution of complex musical material. But the 

 
110 Geeves et al., “To Think or Not to Think,” 682-683. 
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account that these authors give of how these cognitive processes are instantiated in embodied 

musical behaviour remains underdeveloped. Geeves et al. suggest that, “Knowledge processes 

underlying expertise may be unconscious, but the AIR approach believes that they are accessible 

and articulable in the right conditions. Under such conditions, the suitability of the retrieval of 

particular performance-related information can be assessed relative to a given situation and this 

may then be followed by appropriate, on-the-fly modification.”111 The AIR approach seems to 

suggest that even if the expert musician does not explicitly think of what they are doing, 

nevertheless, the behaviour has an implicit or “unconscious” cognitive architecture.112 The 

behaviour has this cognitive architecture such that it can be articulated, called to mind and used 

to “assess” the given musical situation, which may then be followed by “on-the-fly” embodied 

refinement.113 I suppose it is plausible to suggest that unreflective skillful behaviour has an 

unconscious cognitive architecture—as we claimed above, in connection with McDowell’s 

discussion of the masterful chess player, unreflective skillful behaviour expresses our “cultivated 

rationality.” But even so, the AIR approach seems to uphold a dualism between the unconscious 

cognitive architecture and non-conscious bodily reflexes. And in this respect, it is not clear how 

the “top-down” cognitive processes relate to the “automatic, non-conscious reflexes” that, on 

Geeves et al’s view, putatively make up the embodied dimensions of the musical skill.114 More 

 
111 Geeves et al., “To Think or Not to Think,” 681.  
112 In this way Geeves et al.’s position seems similar to Louise Antony’s, who writes that, “We think we make a 

strong case for presuming that intentional behavior involves representation. We then must confront the kind of 

phenomenological evidence that Professor Dreyfus quite accurately showcases: the vast number of cases in which 

we do things quite intentionally, but without any conscious rehearsal of either the goal we seek or the means by 

which we hope to achieve it. The solution, of course, is to posit unconscious representations,” “How to Play the 

Flute” (399). 
113 It is worth pointing out that this description of the AIR approach makes it appear as though some evaluative 

assessment of the musical situation occurs prior to the bodily response. But this way of describing the phenomenon 

seems to undermine the claim that the bodily response has an “on-the-fly” character. 
114 More generally, we might wonder if it is necessary to conceive these “top-down” processes as “mental 

representations,” or if, instead, it is possible to affirm that skillful behaviour expresses our cultivated rationality 

without being committed to the existence of mental representations. In recent cognitive science, the very notion of a 
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work is needed to adequately conceptualize the ways in which “top-down” and “bottom-up” 

processes “gear into one another,” to use a phrase of Merleau-Ponty’s.115  

 Indeed, what is needed is a conceptual framework that enables us to see the cognitive and 

the embodied as ontologically continuous with one another. As Merleau-Ponty says, 

acknowledging the psychological and physiological conditions that give rise to a phantom limb: 

A mixed theory of the phantom limb that acknowledges the two series of conditions 

[physiological and psychological] may thus be valid as a statement of known facts, but it 

is fundamentally obscure. The phantom limb is not the simple effect of an objective 

causality, nor is it a cogitatio. It could only be a mixture of the two if we discovered the 

means of joining the one with the other…and the means of arranging an encounter 

between them, or if third person processes and personal acts could be integrated into a 

milieu they would share.116  

 

Similarly, we can only say that there are cognitive and embodied dimensions to musical skills if 

we recognize a framework that could establish a connection between these two dimensions. 

While the AIR approach might appear to offer such a framework, their approach remains to 

additive to properly integrate them, since the AIR approach preserves a sharp distinction between 

“intelligence” and “reflex,” between cognition and the body. The phenomenological account of 

the body is more radical than Geeves et al. realize, in the sense that within the phenomenological 

tradition, the very notion of a reflex as a blind mechanistic process is called into question.117 

Where the AIR approach wants to show that in skillful behaviour, we apply intelligence to the 

 
“mental representation” has come under attack, and authors question its explanatory power. For example, see 

Anthony Chemero’s Radical Embodied Cognitive Science, which attempts to conceive of and explain complex 

cognitive processes without appealing to this notion at all. 
115 PhP, 79/F105. 
116 PhP, 79-80/F105-106. 
117 In this regard, Merleau-Ponty writes that, “In fact, reflexes themselves are never blind processes; they adjust to 

the “sense” of the situation, they express our orientation toward a “behavioral milieu” just as much as they express 

the action of the “geographical milieu” upon us. They trace out, from a distance, the structure of the object without 

waiting for its punctual stimulations. This global presence of the situation gives the partial stimuli a sense and makes 

them count, stand out, or exist for the organism. The reflex does not result from objective stimuli, it turns toward 

them, it invests them with a sense that they did not have when taken one by one or as physical agents, a sense that 

they only have when taken as a situation,” PhP (81/F108). 
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reflexes, the phenomenologist wants to insist that so-called “reflex behaviours” are themselves 

already proto-intelligent. In this sense, the continuity between the cognitive and embodied is best 

seen in the context of what we have called the phenomenal body throughout this chapter. This is 

because at the most basic level, the body actively contributes to the meaningful character of 

human experience and the intentional structure of human agency. While the phenomenologist 

may not offer a robust psychological explanation of the specific mechanisms and processes 

involved in expert musical performance, the phenomenologist does offer a concept of 

embodiment that can serve a broader-level explanatory end—namely, through the 

phenomenological concept of embodiment, the relations between cognition and the body become 

intelligible, since on the phenomenological view, cognition is a structure that emerges from, is 

parasitic on, and further specifies an original intentionality and consciousness that is initiated in 

the body’s perceptual and motor relationship toward the world.118    

 Finally, even if the phenomenological concept of the body might serve some explanatory 

role for the psychologist who is interested in understanding the ways in which musicians adapt to 

the consistently changing character of a particular performance-context, pitting Dreyfus’s theory 

of expertise against other psychological theories, as Geeves et al. do, might lead one to construe 

phenomenology as if it were engaged in the same theoretical task as psychology. However, in 

my view, the project of phenomenology is not one that first and foremost offers scientific 

explanations; rather, phenomenology is a conceptual project that aims to endow the phenomena 

with a philosophical status.119 Indeed, the phenomenological study of music I undertake in this 

 
118 For further discussion of the relationship between cognition, perception, and the body in phenomenological 

thought, see Samuel Mallin’s chapter, entitled “Cognition,” in his work Merleau-Ponty’s Philosophy. 
119 Merleau-Ponty distinguishes the phenomenological project from the psychologist’s project and makes the point 

that phenomenology’s basic aim is to endow the phenomena with a philosophical status in his introduction to 

Phenomenology of Perception (xx-xxi/F7-8). Of course, this is not to say that the phenomenological and 
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dissertation is a study that aims to offer a concept that outlines musical agency’s basic form. As 

such, the phenomenological study of musical agency is distinctive in that it sees the body, not 

only as a locus of passivity, but, as I go on to show more fully in chapter two below, as actively 

and irreducibly involved in a world of music. Moreover, we will see that a phenomenological 

analysis of musical agency is distinctive from psychological analyses in that phenomenology 

provides an account of the expressive, world-creating possibility belonging to musical agency. 

This concept of what musical agency most basically is and what musical agency most basically 

does takes us beyond the limits of psychological investigation; the phenomenological project is 

an ontological project that is concerned with the being of musical agency. Musical agency is 

fundamentally embodied, but, as embodied, musical agency is oriented to spheres of 

significance, which are founded intersubjectively, and through the movement of expression. 

  

 
psychological do not intersect. In fact, Merleau-Ponty’s entire philosophy is one that develops in the context of an 

engagement with scientific literature and discovery, and, conversely, Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy has come to 

influence work in cognitive science, neuroscience, and psychology. For example, Evan Thompson’s Mind in Life 

draws on Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology to address issues in biology and cognitive science, and to develop 

philosophical and scientific resources for thinking about the relations between consciousness and nature. 
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Chapter 2: Heidegger and The Worldly Character of Musical Activity 
 

 

 

 

Chapter one was concerned with the experiencing body in musical contexts. There, we 

explored the habitual nature of the musician’s experience, making sense of the way that habits 

contribute to the figure and ground structure of musical experiencing. We also explored the 

temporal and spatial aspects of the experiencing body and its practical dispositions; moreover, 

we noticed that to be an experiencing body is to be oriented toward, and to make a home in, an 

experienced world. Using these insights, we argued that musical experience and musical agency 

are not primarily matters of self-conscious awareness and deliberative actions, but that musical 

experience and agency are rooted in the body’s inhabitation of and responsiveness to a musical 

world. In this chapter, I provide an account of some of the structures that constitute the world of 

music itself, and I show that musical experience and agency are only intelligible in the context of 

these structures.  

I begin with Martin Heidegger, who, in Being and Time, articulates a phenomenological 

conception of entities, the environments which harbour them, and the world in which such 

environments are integrated.120 Heidegger begins by first noticing the way that human beings 

engage with entities, and in progressively richer detail, shows how such entities refer to broader 

environmental contexts of worldly involvements and significance.121 In the first section of this 

 
120 All references to Heidegger’s Being and Time will be cited in text as BT with the German pagination designated 

after ‘G’. 
121 In fact, Heidegger does not use the language of “human beings” in Being and Time. Instead, Heidegger speaks of 

Dasein, which is a german term that can be translated as “being-there.” For Heidegger, Dasein is the being who 
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chapter, I follow this movement of Heidegger’s thinking. Then, in the next sections, I apply the 

insights of Heidegger’s thinking to consider music as a kind of world and the performance of 

music as contextualized by this world.  

My argument will proceed by offering some basic descriptions of musicians who are 

engaged in musical performance. In particular, I focus in on the role that musical instruments 

play in the performance of music. Drawing on Heidegger, I use these descriptions to 

conceptualize musical instruments as entities that have the character of “readiness-to-hand,” and 

I show that instruments afford musical performers with possibilities for musical acts. In this 

sense, instruments have an “equipmental” function. Elaborating on this idea, I show that 

instruments are defined by their implication in what Heidegger calls “equipmental totalities 

[Zeugganzes],”122 and that such totalities are made possible by and contextualised by broader 

musical involvements. A nexus of interconnected musical involvements constitutes the world of 

music, and each of these involvements converge toward, and are unified by, music itself as a 

basic “for-the-sake-of-which,” or end in itself. In this sense, the agency of musical performers is 

a form of agency that is fundamentally mediated by music as a world—which is to say, musical 

performance is a form of what Heidegger calls “being-in-the-world [In-der-Welt-sein].”123 By 

studying these phenomenological characteristics of music as a world, I show that musical agency 

 
exists as its “there” (171/G132). This is to say that Dasein’s existence is contextualised by a meaningful structure of 

engagement and an always already intuitive understanding of Being; it is only in the context of this meaningful 

structure of engagement and understanding of Being that we can pick out an entity as a human being. Although 

Heidegger does not speak of human beings, I think that what he says about the ontology of Dasein can, roughly, be 

understood as an ontology of human reality. At the very least, Heidegger’s claims about Dasein can be used to 

develop ways of thinking about the ontological structure of human agency as it pertains to musical activity and 

passivity. For discussion of the significance of Heidegger’s usage of this term, see Dreyfus’s Being in the World, 

chapter one, “Heidegger’s Substantive Introduction,” especially section two, “Approaching the Question of Being 

by Way of Dasein” (12-23). 
122 BT, 97/G68.  
123 BT, 78/G53. 
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is, to borrow another concept from Heidegger, “ek-static [Ekstatische].”124 In other words, the 

actions of musicians are, “outside of themselves,” in the sense that those actions are not, for the 

most part, initiated by a self-conscious individual, but grounded in and initiated by the various 

meaningful structures that comprise the world of music itself.  

I conclude the chapter by applying these Heideggerian insights to the interpretation of 

what Schiavio and Høffding have called, “Joint Musical Experience.”125 Joint Musical 

Experience is a concept that aims to account for the processes involved in ensemble musical 

performance and the synchronization between musical performers. It has been common in 

scholarly literature for these processes to be understood and interpreted in terms of shared 

representations and cognitive goals, but, using insights from phenomenology and cognitive 

science, as well as interviews with expert musicians, Schiavio and Høffding instead give an 

account of these processes in terms of a pre-reflective form of awareness. While appreciating the 

arguments and methods of Schiavio and Høffding’s work, I suggest that we should see this pre-

reflective form of awareness in the context of an understanding of musical activity as a form of 

being-in-the-world. Further, I argue that processes of musical synchronization are more 

comprehensively understood in terms of the musical agent’s co-habitation of a shared musical 

world. It is in the more fundamental context of this co-habitation of a shared musical world that, 

I argue, pre-reflective awareness in musical performance can happen, and pre-reflective musical 

acts can be done. 

 

 
124 BT, 401/G350. Heidegger develops the concept of “ek-stasis” in his discussions about temporality. Basically, 

temporality is “ek-static,” for Heidegger, in the sense that the temporal dimensions are “outside of themselves,” and 

intimately bound up with the others. See, for example, BT, section 69, “The Temporality of Being-in-the-world and 

the Problem of the Transcendence of the World” (401-418/G350-367).  
125 Schiavio and Høffding develop this concept in their article, “Playing Together Without Communicating?” 
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 2.1 Heidegger’s Phenomenological Conception of the World 

 

Heidegger claims that in our everyday encounters with entities in the world, we do not for 

the most part take up a detached, observant stance toward them; instead, we are “caught up” with 

them, absorbed in various “dealings” through them.126 Heidegger claims that in such everyday 

dealings with entities, what we notice are “manifold ways of concern.” In Heidegger’s words, 

“The kind of dealing which is closest to us is as we have shown, not a bare perceptual cognition, 

but rather that kind of concern which manipulates things and puts them to use; and this has its 

own kind of ‘knowledge.’”127 According to Heidegger, in our everyday involvements, the 

entities with which we deal don’t appear as a set of discrete objects such as one might notice by 

taking a reflective or deliberative approach to a situation. Rather, Heidegger claims that in our 

“concern,” we are just wrapped up or absorbed in certain activities; the entities in the world, in 

our concernful dealings, appear with manipulability and usability, or as offering certain 

possibilities for realizing such activities. The entities we encounter in our everyday behaviour 

are, “not thereby objects for knowing the ‘world’ theoretically; they are simply what gets used, 

what gets produced, and so forth.”128 In other words, as we already saw in our discussion of 

musical experience in chapter one, the things of our everyday world are typically experienced 

without self-conscious attention to them as “objects.”  

Even though, when we are concernfully engaged with entities, we are not theoretically 

oriented toward them, or even taking them as objects, Heidegger maintains that this form of 

 
126 This is the central subject of study in In section 15 of Being and Time, entitled, “The Being of the Entities 

Encountered in the Environment” (95-102/G66-72).  
127 BT, 95/G67. 
128 BT, 95/G67. 
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engagement has a distinctive “kind of knowledge.” This kind of knowledge is practical. 

Heidegger terms the entities with which we deal or “know” practically, equipment [Zeug].129 The 

distinctive feature of equipment is that it is always structured in terms of an “in-order-to [um-

zu].”130 The pen is “in-order-to” write, the thread and needle are “in-order-to” sew, the hammer 

is “in-order-to” nail, the bus is “in-order-to” transport people, the ruler is “in-order-to” measure. 

In this sense, any of these items of equipment is what it is in terms of its practical role in some 

existing activity.131 While, of course, these entities can be characterised in their objectivity, 

Heidegger’s claim is that average human behaviour is not oriented toward the objectivity of 

entities, but toward their “equipmentality [Zeughaftigkeit].”132   

One of the essential features of these practically charged entities is that they do not exist 

independently; Heidegger notes that there is no such thing as “an equipment.”133 What 

Heidegger means by this is that, insofar as we encounter something that has the structure of an 

“in-order-to,” it is already implicated in a network of entities, each of which is most basically 

characterized as for something else.134 Items of equipment, then, only function as such in 

connection with other items of equipment. In other words, items of equipment essentially belong 

to a “totality of equipment [Zeugganzes].”135  

It is worth drawing our attention to some further features that Heidegger identifies about 

equipment. Heidegger claims that: 

 
129 BT, 97/G68. 
130 BT, 97/G68. 
131 In his work Heidegger, William Richardson articulates this point, writing that, “The ontological structure of the 

instrument, then, is characterized by its reference beyond itself by reason of its insertion into a total purposeful 

pattern,” (54). 
132 BT, 97/G68. 
133 BT, 97/G68. 
134 BT, 97/G68. 
135 BT, 97/G68. 
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…in such dealings an entity of this kind [equipment] is not grasped thematically as an 

occurring Thing, nor is the equipment structure known as such even in the using…In 

dealings such as this, where something is put to use, our concern subordinates itself to the 

“in-order-to” which is constitutive for the equipment we are employing at the time…The 

kind of Being which equipment possesses…we call readiness-to-hand 

[Zuhandenheit]…No matter how sharply we just look at the ‘outward appearance’ of 

Things in whatever form this takes, we cannot discover anything ready-to-hand. If we 

look at Things just ‘theoretically,’ we can get along without understanding readiness-to-

hand. But when we deal with them by using them and manipulating them, this activity is 

not a blind one; it has its own kind of sight by which our manipulation is guided and from 

which it acquires its specific thingly character. Dealings with equipment subordinate 

themselves to the manifold assignments of the ‘in-order-to. And the sight with which they 

thus accommodate themselves is circumspection.136 

 

There are a number of things to notice about these rich phenomenological descriptions. First, 

Heidegger claims that when we are concernfully dealing with equipment, we don’t need to have 

any explicit cognizance of the entity we are using, nor of the “equipmental structure” with which 

this entity is involved. And insofar as we want to uncover the meaning of these entities, we can 

do nothing more than put ourselves in the position of concernfully dealing with entities; to use 

Heidegger’s example, “knowing” what a hammer’s character as equipment is requires that one 

actually inhabit an environment where hammers function, and that one practically appropriate 

the hammer. In other words, the character of equipment as such is not available to an observing 

consciousness that merely looks at the hammer as an “object,” nor one that reads a theoretical 

manual on its use. It is only available to a consciousness that is engaged in a domain where 

hammering figures as an integral part of accomplishing an overarching—though not necessarily 

self-conscious—goal, such as building a house.  

Heidegger is also arguing that, although when we are using entities in a ready-to-hand 

way we don’t need to have any explicit cognizance of the thing we are using, we cannot think of 

these kinds of activities as “blind.” When we are using equipment, we operate with a distinctive 

 
136 BT, 98/G69. 
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kind of intelligence, or “sight,” that Heidegger calls “circumspection [Umsicht].”137 

Circumspection thus stands for a kind of pragmatic sight; it is a form of behaviour that is 

directed toward a goal, but which does not require the explicit cognizance of that goal.138 

Heidegger argues that one of the peculiarities of entities that are encountered in a ready-

to-hand way is their tendency to recede into the background of our attention: what is ready-to-

hand must withdraw in order to be ready-to-hand in a genuine way.139 Heidegger clarifies this by 

claiming that when we interact with an entity that is ready-to-hand, we aren’t concerned with the 

entity itself, but instead, we are concerned with the “work” that is to be accomplished through it, 

or, as Heidegger says, its “towards-which.”140 To stick with the example of the hammer, 

Heidegger argues that when using a hammer, the hammer itself is transparent to us; we are rather 

attentive to the nail, and “oriented toward” the place on the wood we wish to strike. The hammer 

itself is that through which are oriented to the task of nailing, in such a way that the hammer 

fades into the background of the task.141 

Our everyday experience takes the form of a circumspective dealing; in other words, our 

engagement with the entities that make up our environments is grounded in a kind of perception 

that is directly oriented to the practical meanings of those entities and with a tacit knowledge of 

the applied context in which they are integrated. In Heidegger’s language, our circumspection is 

primarily occupied with the practical “assignment” or “reference [Verweisung]” which 

 
137 BT, 98/G69. 
138 In this sense, then, there is an affinity between Heidegger’s concept of circumspection and Merleau-Ponty’s 

concept of motor intentionality.  
139 BT, 99/G69. The idea that tools withdraw from our attention is also used to bolster claims about the “extended” 

and “embodied” character of cognition. For example, Gregory Bateson, in Steps to an Ecology of Mind, explains that 

tools are not explicitly perceived but become integrated in the “systemic circuits” of the body which determine 

perception and movement (231).   
140 BT, 99/G70. 
141Again, we can see an affinity between Merleau-Ponty’s claims about the body as the from which we attend to 

objects of experience, and Heidegger’s claims here about the nature of practically charged entities. 
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constitutes totalities of equipment.142 That is, we can be circumspectively absorbed with entities 

only insofar as they are part of a network of interconnected entities, each of which is what it is as 

something “in-order-to…” or “serviceable for…”143 

In section 18 of Being and Time, “Involvement and Significance; the Worldhood of the 

World,” Heidegger argues that totalities of equipment and the references that constitute them, are 

themselves implicated in larger and broader structures of involvements. For example, the 

carpenter who is engaged in the local action of hammering a nail into a piece of wood acts in and 

through a totality of equipment that comprises the environment of carpentry. However, this 

equipmental totality which includes hammers and nails and wood, among other things, is itself a 

part of a larger totality of involvements; in fact, the entire equipmental context of carpentry is 

what it is only insofar as it refers to a more broad involvement: carpentry is essentially for 

making shelter, or for making spaces in which human activities can happen. Without these 

broader involvements, the local action of hammering a nail would be unintelligible. This 

involvement in “making spaces for human activities,” which makes carpentry intelligible, in this 

sense, refers back to a deep concern for and of human beings themselves: making shelters is 

ultimately “for the sake of” housing human values, such as self-expression through art, or 

learning about reality through education, etc. 

In fact, when Heidegger uses this example in Being and Time, he only claims that the 

broader “for the sake of” to which carpentry refers is “making shelter.”144 In his commentary on 

division one of Being and Time, Hubert Dreyfus points out that this is an unfortunate example, 

because one might be tempted to interpret Heidegger’s claim here in a way that makes it seem as 

 
142 BT, 107/G77. 
143 BT, 107/G76-77. 
144 BT, 116/G84. 
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though carpentry refers back to a merely “instinctual necessity.”145 Dreyfus clarifies Heidegger’s 

point by distinguishing between the way that birds build nests “out of instinct,” and carpenters 

providing shelter “as a possibility of Dasein’s being.”146  In this sense, while Heidegger doesn’t 

explicitly mention the idea of “housing human values,” I think this interpretive choice aligns 

with Heidegger’s overarching claims.147  

Indeed, later in section 18 of Being and Time, Heidegger claims that “the ‘for-the-sake-

of’ always pertains to the Being of Dasein.”148 In other words, the practical entities with which 

we engage in equipmental contexts, and their references to broader involvements, all make sense 

for us insofar as they are “for-the-sake-of” human possibilities. In this sense, activities are 

structured teleologically—they are directed toward distinctively human ends, even if the 

individuals who carry out these activities are not explicitly cognizant of these ends.  

This purposive structure that renders local activities intelligible is essential for 

understanding what Heidegger means by “world.” Consider the following passage, where 

Heidegger defines the structure of the world: 

The “for-the-sake-of-which” signifies an “in-order-to”; this in turn, a “towards-this”; the 

latter, an “in-which” of letting something be involved; and that in turn, the “with-which” 

of an involvement. These relationships are bound up with one another as a primordial 

totality…The relational totality of this signifying we can “significance”. This is what 

makes up the structure of the world—the structure of that wherein Dasein as such already 

is.149 

 

 
145 Dreyfus, Being in the World, 94-95.  
146 Dreyfus, Being in the World, 95.  
147 This interpretation of Heidegger’s claim is also found in Russon and Jacobson’s article, “Heidegger and Space.” 

There, Russon and Jacobson show that “sheltering” is not just a matter of the physical protection of human bodies 

from the elements, but also, and more importantly, of making a place for living human values (345-346). 
148 BT, 116-117/G84. 
149 BT, 120/G87, emphasis added. 
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The structure of the world is, on Heidegger’s view, a structure of significance 

[Bedeutsamkeit].150 Dreyfus helps to understand this structure when he claims that “significance 

is the background upon which entities can make sense and activities can have a point.”151 The 

world, in other words, is the contextualizing whole that gives entities their intelligibility and that 

orients our perception and behaviour.152 Indeed, this is what Heidegger means when he writes, in 

The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics, that the world is the “manifestness of beings as such 

as a whole.”153 Rather than understanding the world as a kind of indifferent container within 

which the sum of material entities are located, the world is conceived by Heidegger as an 

overarching structure of meaning through which these material entities have a sense and 

direction—are “manifest”—for us.154 

 One crucial feature of Heidegger’s conception of the world is that it is inseparable from 

perspective, or what Heidegger calls, in Basic Problems of Phenomenology, a worldview 

[Weltanschauung].155 In this sense, early in Being and Time Heidegger claims that “being-in-the-

world” is a unitary phenomenon, such that, while we can inquire into the nature of “world” on its 

 
150 BT, 120/G87. The example of the carpenter engaged in the local activity of hammering a nail into a piece of 

wood, the intelligibility of which is found in the overarching project of housing human values, demonstrates this 

structure of significance that Heidegger refers to above. Consider another example that demonstrates this structure 

of significance: currently, I am absorbed in the local action of typing upon a computer keyboard. The computer is in 

this sense, that “with-which” I am absorbed, and I sit in the practical context of my office space—an “in-which,” or 

lived context of action—to do so. My practical absorption with this computer, in this office, is essentially geared 

toward writing up this section of a dissertation, a “towards-which.” Further, I am geared toward writing up this 

section of work “in-order-to” present some material on Heidegger’s thinking, with the broader goal of making the 

world of musical experience intelligible. Finally, this “in-order-to” ultimately refers back to some end that I, and 

more generally communities of people, find meaningful for its own sake: doing philosophy.  
151 Dreyfus, Being in the World, 97. 
152 Martin Dillon articulates this point about the world in Merleau-Ponty’s Ontology, when he writes that, “The 

world horizon [is] the context of all contexts…its historical unfolding influences all themes, perceptual or linguistic, 

emerging within it” (78). 
153 Heidegger, The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics, 349. 
154 In Heidegger, Richardson echoes this idea that the world is an overarching structure of meaning. In Richardson’s 

language, the world is made up of a “matrix of relations” (56). Richardson writes that, “The entire matrix of these 

relations will be called ‘Meaningfulness’ (Bedeutsamkeit), and it is this which constitutes the structure of the World 

with which There-being, as to-be-in-the-World, already enjoys familiarity” (57). 
155 Heidegger, Basic Problems of Phenomenology, 4. 
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own terms, we must bear in mind that we are always implicitly thinking “world” in the context of 

“being-in.”156 Dreyfus echoes this idea when he claims that on Heidegger’s view, “‘Subject’ and 

‘object,’ Dasein and world, are ultimately so intimately intertwined that one cannot separate the 

world from Daseining.”157 Indeed, we have already seen a similar idea in chapter one, in the 

context of Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the body—for Merleau-Ponty, recall, the body is not 

reducible to the materiality of an organism, but in a more ontologically basic sense it is a part of 

a system that essentially includes a meaningful context for its perception and action.  

 The import of this feature of Heidegger’s concept of “world” is that, when we think of 

the interrelations between equipmental entities, their assignments, and the broader involvements 

in which they are integrated—in short, when we think “the world”—we simultaneously think the 

expression of a fundamental way in which things matter [angehen] for individuals and 

communities of people.158 It is the expression of value. The world, in this sense, gives an 

orientation to the individuals and communities of people who circumspectively deal with 

practical totalities of equipment, and inhabit the environments in which such totalities belong.159 

And, by virtue of inhabiting such practically charged domains, the world in turn gives 

 
156 BT, 78/G53. 
157 Dreyfus, Being in the World, 98. Similarly, in Heidegger, Richardson writes that, “When we say that There-being 

[Dasein] is ‘in’ the World, ‘in’ here has by no means a purely spatial sense, for example as water is ‘in’ a glass, but 

rather the sense of to be ‘at home’ or ‘to sojourn’ in, to be entrusted with a privileged ‘familiarity’ with the World-

about. Again, it is to be immersed somehow in the World (Sein bei) into which There-being has entered and with 

which it has intercourse. This immersion in the World is obviously more than mere juxtaposition of There-being and 

World, as if they were two entities placed alongside of each other but mutually accessible. It is a profound intimacy 

of There-being with the World” (52). 
158 In section 29 of Being and Time, entitled, “Being there as State-of-mind,” the concept of “mattering” is 

developed; Heidegger’s view is that in one’s circumspective absorption with everyday entities, a general way in 

which the world takes on meaning has already been revealed, and it is on the basis of this revelation that 

circumspective absorption is intelligible (176/G137). 
159 On Heidegger’s view, the relationship between the individual and the community is integral to understanding 

human experience and agency. See section 29 of Being and Time, “Everyday Being-one’s-Self and the ‘They’” 

(164-165/G126-128). In chapter three below, I explicitly focus on this relationship in the context of musical 

experience and agency. 
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individuals and communities of people a sense of identity, a sense of “how one is,” and thus of 

“who” one is.160 In one’s seemingly isolated absorption with what is ready-to-hand, then, a 

fundamentally human interest is embodied, an orientation toward what matters is enacted, and an 

identity is realized. These claims will become important when we turn to the question of musical 

significance, below.  

By drawing on Heidegger’s phenomenology, we have thus discerned some structural 

features of living environments, and of the world within which such living environments are 

integrated. To reiterate, the living environment is made up of entities that have practically 

charged meanings, and that belong to equipmental totalities; these totalities, and the practical 

assignments by which they are structured, are in turn integrated in broader contexts of 

involvement, defined and unified by fundamentally human interests. The experienced world is 

the unity of these interests and involvements; in other words, it is a knot of relational 

significance.161  

 In the next three sections of this chapter, I apply Heidegger’s insights pertaining to the 

structure of the lived environment and the world, in order to further develop a phenomenological 

account of musical experience and agency. I will begin by proceeding from the local actions of 

musical individuals, to the relational knot of musical significance which makes such local actions 

intelligible. First, I describe the performances of musical individuals in terms of circumspective 

dealings with musical equipment. Next, I show that such local performances are always mediated 

 
160 For further discussion of the theme of “world” as a context or horizon within which a sense of identity, projects, 

and interests are established, see Husserl’s concept of the “life-world [Lebenswelt],” which is developed in The 

Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology (379-383).  
161 It is important to emphasise that the knot of relational significance which is definitive of “the world” is not a 

static or pre-formed knot of relational significance. As a knot of relational significance, the very meaning of the 

world is ongoingly determined, or articulated in accordance with and through the human practices which lived 

environments harbour. The world has, in this sense, an “articulatory” character. I explore these “articulatory” or 

“expressive” dynamics in musical performance in chapter four, below. 
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by totalities of musical equipment, and that these musical totalities, in turn, are integrated in 

larger contexts of musical involvements. Finally, I show that these structures comprise a world of 

musical significance out of which musicians act, and through which their musical agency is 

defined.    

 

2.2 The Phenomenological Character of Musical Instruments 

 

To begin, let us focus again on a familiar musical example. Consider the drummer who is 

engaged in an ensemble jazz performance. During such performances, it is common for a 

drummer to simultaneously carry out numerous actions on a drum set, each with distinctive ends. 

The jazz drummer’s playing will be based around various coordinated movements and 

sensitivities of the (typically right) wrist, fingers, and arm, through the drumstick, and to the ride 

cymbal. The drummer will play out a repeating pattern that establishes a rhythmic foundation—a 

“swing”—for the music. At the same time, both of the drummer’s feet, with their own 

sophisticated, precise movements and sensitivities, will be serving musical goals; for example, 

with the left foot’s consistent motion against the hi-hat pedal, the drummer accentuates the 

tempo of the music, and with the right foot, the drummer “feathers” a beater against a bass drum, 

synchronizes with the bassist and provides the music its pulse. In addition to these complex 

actions, with the left hand’s adroit motions through the drumstick and upon the snare drum, the 

drummer will complement the soloist’s musical phrases, responding to them and embellishing 

their rhythmic and melodic dimensions. 

While it is true that the musician intentionally brings these actions about, as we saw in 

the last chapter, the kind of intentionality at work here is not a self-conscious form of 
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intentionality. In fact, the drummer can be carrying out these actions and all the while be 

attending to aspects of their experience which fall outside the performance-context entirely; the 

drummer might be worrying about a precarious financial situation or daydreaming about an 

attractive audience member. The kind of intentionality at work here is an “operative 

intentionality [intentionnalité opérante],” or an intentionality that is pre-reflectively geared into 

the musical meanings which are at issue in the performance.162  

If we focus on this basic description of the drummer’s activity, it is worth noting that the 

activity happens in and through a lived musical context or environment, and that this context or 

environment is multilayered. One of the most immediate layers of the musical environment or 

lived musical context is the instrument on which the musician plays. The drummer’s musical 

agency is fundamentally mediated by the instrument: it is through the ride cymbal that the 

drummer establishes the music’s rhythm; it is through the hi-hats that the drummer accentuates 

the music’s tempo. By drawing on Heidegger’s discussion of the “kind of being” belonging to 

entities encountered in the environment, we can discern some phenomenological features of the 

instrument on which the musician plays. The instrument is ready-to-hand; the instrument is 

experienced as a set of solicitations; the instrument has an equipmental character; the instrument 

is integrated in an equipmental totality. I focus on each of these claims in turn.  

Above, we began by noticing that the drummer who is engaged in the jazz ensemble 

performance is executing a multitude of actions simultaneously. Moving each limb upon a part 

of the instrument, the drummer accomplishes distinctive musical ends. The instrument is integral 

to the musician’s activity, but it is only as “ready-to-hand” that the instrument can enable the 

 
162 PhP, xxxii/F18. I follow Jennifer McWeeny in thinking of the concepts of operative intentionality, motor 

intentionality, and bodily intentionality as terminologically interchangeable. See McWeeny’s article, “Operative 

Intentionality” (255).  
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musician to accomplish these distinctive ends. The instrument has a “ready-to-hand” character in 

that the instrument withdraws from the musician’s attention; through this withdrawal, the 

musician is able to focus on other features of the musical context in which he or she is 

performing. Just as the carpenter attends to the nail through the inconspicuous hammer, the 

drummer attends to the melodic phrasing of the fellow performer through the inconspicuous 

snare drum. For the drummer engaged in this musical performance, the parts of the drum set are 

not primarily a mixture of alloys and woods which have determinate shapes and sizes; they are, 

instead, powers for certain musical sounds and textures, for establishing and carrying out 

particular musical possibilities, for opening up unique emotional and creative spaces. As ready-

to-hand, then, the instrument is an unobtrusive power for practically navigating the present 

musical context. 

It is worth reflecting on the character of the performer’s experience of the instrument a 

little further. To recall from chapter one, for the performer the instrument’s space is like the 

space of a familiar situation, or of a “home.” The experience of home is an experience of an 

organized place where things immediately enable one’s actions and projects. Similarly, the space 

of the instrument is experienced in terms of the musical possibilities that are opened up through 

it. In this sense, the instrument is, as Jonathan De Sousa has shown, like an “enactive 

landscape.”163  

The idea of an enactive landscape is inspired by J.J. Gibson’s concept of affordances. In 

his work, The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception, Gibson argues that the activities of 

animals are dependent upon environments that offer the animal distinctive potentialities for 

 
163 De Sousa borrows this term from David Kirsch to elaborate the idea that musical instruments are spaces of 

possibilities. De Sousa draws on this idea in chapter three of Music at Hand (52). See also David Kirsch’s article, 

“Embodied Cognition and the Magical Future of Interaction Design.” 
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acting. In other words, the behaviours and capacities of animals are not developed in isolation 

but are solicited by what the environment makes available to them.164 Similarly, the actions of 

musicians are not conjured up in isolation from the instrument on which the musician plays; 

rather, the instrument makes certain musical acts available to the musician. As an enactive 

landscape, the space of the instrument is a space that immediately “offers” the musical performer 

distinctive sonic possibilities; the instrument, in this sense, affords musical acts.165 

 To see the way that instruments afford musical possibilities and configure the agency of 

musicians, it is worth considering some phenomenological descriptions. The first description is 

one that I offer from my own musical experience: once a week, I gather with friends and fellow 

musicians above a window factory in Toronto. There, we “jam” on a variety of musical forms in 

blues, rock, and fusion styles. I play the drum set in an ensemble that typically consists of a few 

guitarists, a bass player, an electric keyboard player, and an auxiliary percussion player. Over 

time, I have become familiar with the tendencies of each performer, and I have developed an 

immediate sense of how to respond to their typical musical behaviours. For example, during loud 

guitar solos, which feature high pitched bends and frenzied scalar patterns, I will play rhythms 

that complement the solo’s intensity. One way to do this is to employ a consistent “crashing” 

sound upon my ride cymbal; this serves to elevate the soloist’s high energy, vehemence, and 

sense of urgency. The ride cymbal I am accustomed to using in this context is a 20-inch Zildjian 

K Hybrid Ride. The cymbal is relatively “bright” in character, and because of its weight, size, 

and finish, the cymbal is able to “open up” quickly, and “cut through” the loud guitar playing 

 
164 See, for example, chapter 8, of The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception, “The Theory of Affordances.” 
165 Gibson’s concept of an affordance has been taken up in different musicological contexts. For example, Joel 

Kreuger develops the idea of a musical affordance in his article “Affordances and the Musically Extended Mind,” to 

emphasize the ways in which music can solicit “emotion-granting regulative processes,” and draw novel experiences 

out of us with expanded richness and complexity.  
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fairly well. Recently, however, I was given a Meinl 21-inch Extra Dry Transition Ride and took 

it to my weekly jam. During a typically bombastic guitar solo, I attempted to elevate the dynamic 

level of my drumming to match the guitarist’s bombast, but I was unable to do so, since my new 

instrument has a lower pitch, and, because of its heavier weight, the cymbal does not open up 

into a crash as well as my old instrument did. As a result, I was incapable of “conversing” with 

and “complementing” the guitarist during his solo in the manner I typically do, and the music as 

a whole could not reach the aggressive and frenetic height that it usually does. In a sense, the 

new instrument rendered my musical agency ineffective—I simply could not give rise to the 

specific emotional space at which my musical acts were aiming. 

 This basic description puts on display the idea that instruments enable particular forms of 

musical behaviour and that it is only through their affordances that musicians can convey 

particular musical meanings. But musical instruments configure musical acts in an even stronger 

sense. To see this, consider another phenomenological description. In chapter three of his work 

Music at Hand, entitled, “Idiomaticity; or, Three Ways to Play Harmonica,” De Sousa presents 

the following description of playing a harmonica solo during an up-tempo blues musical 

performance: 

During an up-tempo blues, I switch from mandolin comping to a harmonica solo. I step 

up to the microphone, but there is no time to plan, no time to select a particular starting 

note. So I start by drawing air through the bottom half of the instrument, orienting myself 

as I play. I glance at the guitarist, the bass player, the small audience. In this moment, I 

do not explicitly think of chord changes, breathing patterns, or licks I have learned. 

Instead, I feel that I am listening to the harmonica’s suggestions, following pathways that 

seem both familiar and new. I respond to possibilities as they present themselves: here I 

can bend and here I can shake; here I reach a boundary and must turn around. I manage a 

flow of energy that passes through the harmonica—leaving space at first, then building to 

a climax. As my solo finishes, I hardly know what I have played. But I know that it 

would have been very different had I chosen to solo with the mandolin or another 

instrumental partner. My sense of technical agency here relies on motor agency, on my 

schematic responses to the harmonica’s affordances. The instrument might not be an 
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autonomous agent—but, in a sense, neither am I. My own embodied agency is 

distributed; my actions respond to the instrument’s call.166 

 

This description puts on display the instrument’s character as enactive landscape; the 

harmonica’s very materiality harbors musical possibilities which configure the De Sousa’s 

agency. As De Sousa himself attests, the musical actions which make up his solo are rooted in 

the instrument’s suggestions. He does not have enough time to deliberate about how to begin, 

and during the performance of his solo, he does not think about the technical or structural aspects 

of the music being performed. Rather, he simply starts to play and allows the harmonica’s 

affordances to guide the music’s development. 

In section 23 of Being and Time, entitled, “The Spatiality of Being-in-the-world,” 

Heidegger describes the way that ready-to-hand entities have a kind of “directionality 

[Ausrichtung]”167 built into them. Heidegger’s analysis helps to make sense of this way in which 

musical instruments “suggest” musical possibilities to performers. Heidegger claims that ready-

to-hand entities, of which, I have argued, musical instruments are an example, “take over the 

giving of directions in a way which is explicit and easily manipulable.”168 Musical instruments, 

in other words, relieve the agent of having to consciously attend to how they get used; further, 

the instrument itself orients the agent in terms of, “the particular ‘whithers’ to which something 

belongs or goes, or gets brought or fetched.”169 This is just what De Sousa describes in his 

account of performing the harmonica solo: it is the harmonica itself that determines, “here I can 

bend and here I can shake; here I reach a boundary and must turn around.”  

 
166 De Sousa, Music at Hand, 80-81. 
167 BT, 143/G108. 
168 BT, 143/G108. 
169 BT, 143/G108. 
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Deliberating about how to begin thinking about the technical or structural aspects of the 

music are not necessary conditions for the performance of the harmonica solo because the 

instrument, as an enactive landscape or set of affordances, has a way of directing the musician 

through the passage of music being performed. The instrument gives the musician “directions” 

for its use in particular musical contexts both in the sense that its materiality solicits particular 

kinds of bodily movement, but also in the sense that its distinctive sounds solicit particular 

musical responses. Of course, the harmonica demands that the musician adopt certain bodily 

techniques in order that music sound from it. But in addition, the sounding music coming from 

the instrument itself can be understood to suggest musical acts.  

In his description of the harmonica solo, De Sousa claims that his actions are responses to 

the instrument’s “call.” Indeed, we should understand this claim in a quite literal sense. For 

example, the sonorous quality of a particular musical key, say, G major, suggests to the musician 

particular modes of response; in this sense, G major itself has a directional structure. G major 

invites the musician to play in a certain way. The invitation is open, in the sense that it doesn’t 

necessitate a response, but it is not completely open, in the sense that certain responses may be 

inappropriate to the sonorous integrity of G major. The musician may choose to build tension by 

moving away from the tonal centre of the key, G, to its dominant (D) or leading tone (F sharp), 

or the musician may choose to play modally, and explore the terrain of A Dorian; in either case, 

though, these musical “choices” will be rooted in what G major affords the musician.170  

To make sense of this way in which musical instruments harbor musical possibilities 

within them and direct the musicians performing through them, it is important to understand that 

 
170 In this sense, in Music at Hand De Sousa claims that, “Here the player is both constrained and free, since the 

interface conditions performance without determining it” (80). 
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musical instruments have an “equipmental” character. This is to say that instruments are defined 

in terms of their function in a larger context of musical instruments, and in terms of the way the 

instrument participates in broader musical situations and involvements. Recalling the jazz 

drummer engaged in an ensemble performance, we can notice that each of the drummer’s 

musical acts are oriented toward a musical end and accomplished through specific drums or 

cymbals. The parts of the drum set, in this sense, have the structure of equipment in Heidegger’s 

sense; they are defined by a number of “in-order-to…”s. In the jazz context we have considered, 

the ride cymbal is “in-order-to” ground a rhythm, the hi-hats “in-order-to” accentuate tempo, the 

bass drum “in-order-to” provide a felt pulse for the fellow performers, and the snare drum “in-

order-to” complement the phrasings of the soloist. The parts of the drum set, in other words, are 

structured by practical assignments; their meaning is determined by the functional role they play 

in the larger musical environment.171 

The drum set can be conceptualised both as an “item” of equipment, and as an 

equipmental totality unto itself. As an equipmental totality, the drum set’s parts have their 

functions determined by virtue of their relationships with the other parts. For example, a 

drummer might play a melody between the snare drum, tom toms, and bass drum, contextualised 

by a rhythmic pattern which is established between the ride cymbal and hi-hat cymbals. The 

snare drum, which in this case serves the functional role of playing the highest pitch of the 

 
171 Of course, these particular functions of the instrument can always be subverted. And these particular functions do 

not define the parts of the drum set exclusively; they are permeable and to some extent they are determined by the 

particular musical context in which the drum set is integrated. For example, in a rock or pop context, the snare 

drum’s primary function is not to complement the soloist’s musical phrases but instead to provide a “backbeat” for 

the music. Similarly, in a heavy metal context, the ride cymbal does not usually function to establish a rhythmic 

swing for the music, but more often, is used to “crash” upon. This permeability of equipment is not specific to 

musical instruments; even the hammer which Heidegger discusses has a multiplicity of functions determined by the 

larger environment in which it figures as equipment; for example, it is “for nailing” in the environment of carpentry, 

but in the environment of masonry, the hammer’s function is more proximally “for breaking blocks.” 
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melody, can only serve this role insofar as it is integrated with the descending pitches of the tom 

toms and bass drum. Furthermore, the melody that is played across the drums only takes on the 

rhythmic shape it does by virtue of its being “felt” as occurring at specific intervals in the cymbal 

pattern that subtends it.  

This example demonstrates how the parts of a drum set can serve to establish a musical 

situation in and of itself, and how the individual drums and cymbals are what they are through 

their relationships with each other. In another sense, however, the drum set as a whole is an item 

of equipment that can serve a singular function in a larger ensemble musical situation. The drum 

set is commonly referred to as the “backbone” of a band, in that the drum set provides a rhythmic 

foundation upon which other instruments make their distinctive contributions to the musical 

situation. In this sense, the drum set as a whole has unique equipmental assignments; it is “in-

order-to” keep time and establish rhythm, and it is only as occurring in a larger musical totality 

that includes, for example, guitars, pianos, brass, and wind instruments, that this unique 

equipmental assignment is intelligible. 

The equipmental assignment of the drum set is intelligible by virtue of its implication in a 

larger musical totality, and in this sense, the very meaning of the drum set as a singular 

instrument is a meaning that is indiscernible outside of a broader musical domain. In other 

words, the drum set has a significance that extends beyond its own physical and sonorous 

integrity, and that is contingent upon its participation in a larger totality of musical equipment. 

Again, recall Richardson’s claim that, “The ontological structure of the instrument, then, is 

characterized by its reference beyond itself by reason of its insertion into a total purposeful 

pattern.”172 For example, it is only by virtue of the melodic line of the saxophone that the snare 

 
172 Richardson, Heidegger, 54. 



  

 

 

89 

 

drum becomes the possibility of a complementary voice. Similarly, it is only through the walking 

bassline that the bass drum becomes the possibility for establishing a musical pulse and for 

rhythmic synchronization. While the meaning of the drum set is, in this sense, dependent upon a 

larger totality of musical equipment, the drum set also gives that totality, and (as we have already 

seen) musical performers themselves, distinctive affordances. It is through the practical functions 

of the drum set that musical possibilities are opened up in a manner that is distinctive to the drum 

set. For example, the drum set can relieve other instrumentalists of the burden of time keeping; 

the drum set can offer up and make explicit particular rhythmic subdivisions that remain implicit 

in the playing of the other musicians. Moreover, the drum set can create unique textural 

contributions to the music being played. In all of these ways, then, the drum set becomes a means 

of determining the particular sonorous organization of the music itself.  

The drum set is therefore determined by the larger musical context in which it is 

integrated, in that its musical functions are what they are through their implication in this 

context; furthermore, the drum set is a determining power of this musical context, in that its 

musical functions afford the greater musical environment distinctive musical potentialities. This 

reflection on the drum set enables us to understand the musical instrument as a locus of musical 

activity and passivity; it is at once shaped by a musical context and the very shaping of that 

musical context. Now, we can investigate how instruments and the totalities of musical 

equipment with which they are integrated themselves refer to broader contexts of musical (and 

non-musical) involvements, and that these broader involvements are the enabling conditions of 

musical agency.  

 

2.3 Musical (and Non-Musical) Involvements and the World of Musical Experience 
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At the most local level, we saw that the entities with which musicians interact are 

instruments, and that instruments themselves have the character of readiness-to-hand. This is the 

case in the sense that the instrument is typically not perceived for itself, but instead withdraws 

from the musician’s attention so that the musician can attend to other features of the musical 

context. Furthermore, we claimed that the instrument is an enactive landscape, in the sense that 

its space is a space of musical possibility, orienting and directing the musical agent’s 

performative “choices.” We elaborated this idea by noticing that the instrument has the character 

of equipment; the instrument is structured by various “in-order-to…’s.” Furthermore, as 

equipment, the meaning of the instrument is not discernible in isolation, since in describing its 

nature we make essential reference to broader totalities of musical equipment, which include 

other instruments and their musical functions. In this sense, we claimed that the instrument is 

both determined by its participation in a broader musical context, but also that its unique musical 

affordances serve to open up singular musical possibilities for that musical context. Now, we 

must see that the equipmental totalities through which circumspective dealing with instruments 

happens are in turn grounded in broader musical (and non-musical) involvements. 

The drummer’s circumspective absorption on the drum set is mediated by the drum set’s 

affordances. Furthermore, the absorption is mediated by the drum set’s participation in a broader 

musical totality. This totality is in turn integrated in broader musical involvements and as such 

this totality refers to a plethora of musical and non-musical environments which extend beyond 

it. These include, for example, the environments of craftspeople, of educators, of consumers, of 

venues, of critics, and of specific musical styles, but also of non-musical environments like 
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manufacturing environments, business environments, and political environments.173 Indeed, just 

as the intelligibility of the drummer’s circumspective absorption with the equipmental space of 

the drum set depends on the ensemble of instruments comprising the immediate musical context 

extending beyond it, such circumspective absorption would similarly be unintelligible without 

these other environments. In other words, musical agency is essentially contextualised by these 

broader environments, and without them, the local activities of musicians performing on their 

instruments would take a radically different form. 

For example, it is by virtue of the artistry and techniques belonging to the cymbal smith 

that the drummer has equipment on which to perform, and it is only through complex processes 

of manufacturing that such instruments are available to musicians. Here we must notice that the 

manufacturing of instruments points toward complex political and economic relationships 

without which the drummer’s musical activity would be drastically different. Or again, the 

drummer’s circumspective absorption upon the drum set in an ensemble jazz context depends 

upon years of practice and experience, and this practice and experience is typically mediated by 

participation in formal educational institutions with their own histories, practices, and 

instruments. Yet again, the music needs to be performed. For this it depends on the one hand on 

the material realities of performance venues, with all the histories, practices, and instruments that 

they involve. And, on the other hand, it depends on audience members or consumers, whose 

involvement is both material and musical. Materially speaking, audience members will position 

themselves bodily in chairs or on a dance floor, or they will rely on play-back devices for 

 
173 It is worth noticing that some of these environments are more closely related to and for the sake of music qua 

music, while others may have distorting or deforming potential in relation to music qua music. I will discuss this 

deforming potential of certain environments below in an effort to see that musical agency is always enacted as an 

engagement with these environments.  
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recorded music, such as turntables, iPods, or CD players. Musically speaking, the listeners 

contribute their own sensibilities and listening histories to the realization of the musical 

experience. By drawing on these claims, we can see a wide-ranging interconnection of distinct 

environments and involvements that make the local activity of performing music possible. Let us 

consider some of these broader environments and involvements in more detail. By doing so, I 

point to some of the ways in which diverging human ends constitute the world of music. Then, I 

explicitly focus on the character of musical activity as a form of being-in-the-world.  

Recall the environment of the cymbal smith we just mentioned. The environment of the 

cymbal smith is an environment that, in part, is made up of natural resources, tools and 

techniques. Traditionally, the cymbal smith will start with particular alloys and forge them into 

the rough shape of a cymbal. Then, using various hammering and lathing techniques, the smith 

will hone the shape and size of the cymbal, and, sometimes, polish the cymbal to give it a 

specific finish. In every step of this process, and with every entity used in it, the orientation and 

action of the smith is determined by how the cymbal sounds. It is by using particular alloys, by 

producing particular hammer marks, and by, for example, giving the cymbal a “brilliant” finish 

or leaving it “raw,” that the cymbal will take on a specific tonal character. 174 The fundamental 

business of the cymbal smith, then, is oriented toward the sonic possibilities that emerge from 

the use of resources, tools and techniques, and thus the very existence of this craft depends upon 

musical possibilities themselves. There is, Heidegger would say, a musical involvement that 

guides the activity of smithing and structures the practical context in which smithing is done. 

 
174 For a more detailed account of the environment and involvements of cymbal smiths, as well as an account of 

their historical significance, see Hugo Pinksterboer’s The Cymbal Book. In particular, chapter eight accounts for the 

different manufacturing processes employed by cymbal smiths in Turkey, Germany, Italy, and China; there, 

Pinksterboer details the specific alloys, mechanics, techniques, and testing procedures utilized by smiths in each of 

these cultures.    
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However, despite the fact that we can describe the craft of cymbal smithing in terms of an 

orientation toward musical possibilities themselves, the craft of cymbal smithing cannot be 

separated from complex non-musical involvements: of manufacturing, marketing, and profit-

making, for example. Indeed, in many cases the environments and practices of cymbal smiths are 

mediated by the international coroporations that employ them. While some of the members of 

these corporations might have some musical interests themselves, the corporation as such is not 

primarily motivated by these musical interests; it is toward the end of profit-making. Further, it is 

by operating manufacturing warehouses and marketing a series products that the corporation 

enables the craftsperson to do their work as they do.  

Or consider the environments of rehearsal spaces and recording studios. These 

environments, at a basic level, are made up of a number of rooms in a building, each of which is 

separated by walls that are treated in specific ways and tended to by a number of workers. These 

spaces often contain musical instruments, amplifiers and public address systems. They also 

house expensive equipment for recording, such as cables, microphones, mixing boards, control 

surfaces, computers and monitors. Perhaps less obviously, they may also include lounge areas 

and kitchen spaces. Just like the cymbal smith, the very existence of such musical spaces depend 

upon broader involvements, only some of which can be described as musical. Others are 

pointedly non-musical. 

Consider the musical involvements first. The instruments and amplification systems are 

organized in such a way as to present the finest experience of the sounds produced by them. The 

amplifiers, for example, are not directly facing each other or set up facing a wall; they are, rather, 

positioned in such a way as to best reverberate through the space. The mixing boards are housed 

in a separate room from the actual instruments, so that the recording engineer using them can 
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most clearly hear how each instrument is “coming through in the mix.” Lounge areas and kitchen 

spaces are for the musicians’ comfort, set up with the rationale that their musical performances 

will be ideal if, for example, “the mood is right.” The rooms themselves are treated with 

particular materials to prevent “bleed” from one room to another; they are built with particular 

dimensions and shapes, and sections of the room which might cause unwanted sonic reflections 

are covered up with materials for sound absorption. The workers that tend to these spaces have 

particular sets of expertise: for tuning instruments, fixing electronic malfunctions, or setting up 

microphones in the optimal positions. In each case, then, the nature of the persons, equipment, 

even the physical form and material of this environment, can be described in terms of an 

orientation toward the sounding music—in terms of musical involvement—itself.  

But of course, the people who work in such musical spaces may take the jobs there 

without being particularly interested in the musical function they serve. Indeed, it is plausible to 

suppose that at least some of these workers dislike the sounds that reverberate through these 

musical spaces. Rather, they carry out their work since it is “close to home,” it is “all that was 

available,” or perhaps it is because someone with whom they are intimate secured work for them. 

Similarly, the musical equipment found in these spaces is obtained in the context of a 

competitive economy, where certain brands offer marketable selling features that have little to do 

with music itself. Perhaps certain microphones and amplifiers utilize lower electricity, with the 

result that running this particular equipment will be more cost efficient for the owners of the 

spaces. Further, while the nice lounge areas in the recording studio might be designed with a 

view toward establishing a mood and comfortability for the sake of the musical performers, it is 

perhaps the case that extracting the best performances from the performers is more basically 

significative of an involvement in creating “catchy,” “hip,” and “trendy,” (i.e. profitable) tunes.   
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 The artworks that are produced by cymbal smiths are sold and delivered to retail stores 

that sell musical equipment; the music that is rehearsed in a rehearsal space is perfected and then 

performed for an audience in a franchised pub that demands a fee for entrance and, in addition to 

having a music hall, markets itself for being a place where young adults can meet and gather to 

drink, eat, and for entertainment. The music that is recorded in a recording studio is distributed 

by a record company or uploaded to a streaming service, some of whose workers may have little 

interest in music. The musical environments we described therefore open onto other non-musical 

environments and refer to non-musical involvements. 

In section b. of this chapter above, we began by thinking about the nature of the activity 

of the drummer performing music in a jazz ensemble performance-context. We saw that at a 

basic level, this activity happens through an equipmental entity, an instrument, and that this 

entity is integrated an equipmental context. This equipmental context is made up of practical 

references, where equipmental entities are “assigned” to the performance of mutually dependent 

musical functions. Then, in section c. of this chapter, we saw how this context refers to broader 

environing contexts that enable the musical performance to be what it is; we said these contexts 

include the contexts of performance venues, educational institutions, manufacturers, and 

craftspeople. Together these contexts converge upon distinct musical involvements and comprise 

a world of musical significance. However, we also noticed that these broader musical 

involvements themselves contain connections to and dependencies upon involvements that are 

non-musical, such as involvements in economics and social life. Indeed, there occurs a kind of 

co-optation of musical involvements and ends for these non-musical involvements and ends. By 

studying the nature of the entities with which musicians act and by describing some of the 

contexts, involvements, and ends through which these acts happen, we can see in a 
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phenomenological way that (1) the world of music is a relational knot of musical involvements 

and significance, and that (2) the world of music is itself involved with realities beyond itself. 

Now, I present the idea of musical activity as a form of being-in-the-world and discuss some of 

its implications. 

 

2.4 Musical Activity as a Form of Being-in-the-World 

 

In section a. above we claimed that Heidegger understands the world as inseparable from 

a worldview; the world is a constitutive item of the unitary phenomenon that is being-in-the-

world.175 When we think of “worldly” character of music in this sense, then, we have to conceive 

of a musical home, or a place of dwelling in which the musician can be said to belong. In her 

article “Rights and Worlds,” Shannon Hoff articulates this idea of a world as a place of 

belonging or as a home. For Hoff, this idea of world: 

Illuminates the fact that there is non-objectifiable meaningfulness to which we are in a 

 sense passive, through which reality appears to us as shot through with significance and 

 propels us on an already existent path. “World” is ‘never an object that stands before us 

 and can be seen’ because ‘object’ and ‘subject’ are discrete entities only made possible 

 by the existence of the domain in which subjects are formed in the first place as open to 

 significance.176 

 

In this passage, Hoff describes Heidegger’s idea of world as a unity of significance. Again, to 

say that the world is a unity of significance is to say that it is the background context against 

which entities make sense and activities have a telos—it is a place of belonging. When 

Heidegger describes the everyday way in which we are absorbed with entities, he gives voice to 

this experience we have of “being at home” in the things of our world. The entities with which 

 
175 BT, 78/G53. 
176 Hoff, “Rights and Worlds,” 359. 
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we interact, as we have seen, are entities that do not appear explicitly in themselves as neutral 

objects, since they are contextualized by the roles they serve in this meaningful place of 

belonging. The musician acts out of this context, out of what Hoff calls a “non-objectifiable 

meaningfulness.”  

 The musician, as we saw in chapter one, is “at home in” the instrument on which they 

play. And as we saw in this chapter, the musician acts through the meaningful musical contexts 

in which their instrument is integrated, and in terms of the larger musical involvements through 

which their activities are ultimately intelligible. But more than this, the musician acts among the 

members of a musical community to which they belong, and according to a pre-reflective 

awareness of the value and significance of music in human life. In this sense the world of the 

musician’s experience is the correlate of a lived vision of how music “matters,” and of how 

music fits into broader human involvements.  

 As the correlate of a lived vision of how things matter, the world of music reflects 

something of an identity back to the musician. As Russon and Jacobson claim, the meaning of 

the world is also the meaning of “how” and “who” one is.177 In other words, the world is what 

enables one to recognize oneself as oneself. In The Philosophy of Improvisation, Gary Peters 

thematizes this idea that there is a structure of recognition in music. Drawing on Heidegger’s 

essay, “The Origin of the Work of Art,” Peters articulates the idea that works of art have a 

productive dimension, in the sense that they do not only recapitulate the existing possibilities for 

artistic acts but more fundamentally, “set up” a world in and through which those possibilities 

 
177 Russon and Jacobson, “Heidegger and Space,” 346. 



  

 

 

98 

 

originate, and through which artists come to recognize themselves. In Peters’ words, works of art 

involve the “marking of an unmarked space.”178 Peters claims that: 

The marking of an unmarked space sets in train a dialectic of “recognition”…Art does 

not express the self, it meaningfully configures it…Where autonomy aesthetics has a 

tendency to assume the self that, within the aesthetic realm at least, is free to act, both the 

Hegelian and Heideggerian models understand art as a situation, a predicament, a 

“clearing,” within which the self approaches itself from out of the darkness of 

misrecognition into the “lighted space” of recognition.179 

 

Peters’ claims are pertinent here because they point to the idea that selfhood and identity are 

configured through one’s involvement with art (and by extension, music). In the setting up of 

and living through a musical world—in the marking an unmarked space—the musician 

simulatenously comes to self-recognition in a way that cannot be assumed in advance or apart 

from that world. 

 To see musical activity as a form of being-in-the-world, then, we conceive of musical 

activity as grounded in entities with musical meanings derived from their integration in musical 

contexts and musical involvements. Further, we think musical activity as the perspectival living 

out of a stance about what matters or is of value. As being-in-the-world, musical activity is also 

about the agent’s manner of negotiating the place and significance of music in broader human 

realities. And finally, as being-in-the-world, musical activity is a matter of belonging to a home 

and of coming to recognize an identity.  

 As a form of being-in-the-world, musical activity is fundamentally conditioned by the 

world of music—and broader human realities—as a whole. Indeed, Hoff claims that, “the activity 

of individuals relies on their fundamental passivity in relation to the worlds of value that sustain 

 
178 Peters, The Philosophy of Improvisation, 12. 
179 Peters, The Philosophy of Improvisation, 14. 
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them.”180 By considering these claims we are led to think about the nature of musical activity in 

terms that are at odds with our normal ways of thinking about human agency. As De Sousa 

claims, in the context of his discussion of the instrument as enactive landscape: “All of this 

complicates common notions of agency, demonstrating that actions are not always “caused” by 

self-conscious decision-making.”181  

 While it is common to think of actions as self-initiating or rooted in the freely willed 

choices of agents, we have seen that it is sometimes the case that musical acts are rooted in the 

suggestions of instruments themselves, and that the conditions for the possibility of such 

suggestions are the instrument’s implication in broader musical ends and involvements. More, 

musical involvements refer to involvements that are beyond the terms of music itself. Bearing all 

this in mind, we should see that the meanings of musical actions are not meanings over which a 

singular agent can claim full possession or ownership.182 Indeed, while we often suppose that it 

is the musician that initiates, plays, or gives rise to the existence of music, here we must see that 

there is an important sense in which it is in fact the world of music that initiates, “plays” or gives 

rise to the existence of musical acts themselves.183 Another way to put this point is to say that 

 
180 Hoff, “Rights and Worlds,” 373. 
181 De Sousa, Music at Hand, 79. 
182 It is worth noticing here that because the meanings of musical acts are not meanings over which a singular agent 

can claim full ownership, the agent is always vulnerable to enacting meanings that are inconsistent with the agent’s 

own sense of what they are doing. This can happen in a benign way, in cases such as one in which the agent takes 

themself to be giving rise to a certain emotional space—say, a joyous space—through their musical acts, only to find 

that the action in fact elicits unease in a listener. But it can also happen in a manner that perpetuates an oppressive 

stereotype about who can play certain kinds of music. For example, in virtue of being a white male playing metal 

music, my musical acts might perpetuate a sense that playing metal is something that only white people do, or that 

women cannot play this music. Even if I do not explicitly endorse these meanings, and even if I might try to deny 

that I am the agent by which these meanings are perpetuated, there is an important sense in which these meanings 

stem from what I do. Thus, even though I may not explicitly intend such meanings, I think there is an ethical 

obligation in playing music to own up to these unintended meanings, such that we take responsibility for and try to 

change them.     
183 In the first paragraph of his work “The Origin of the Work of Art,” Heidegger makes a similar claim about the 

relationship between artist, the work of art, and art itself: “The artist is the origin of the work. The work is the origin 

of the artist. Neither is without the other. Nevertheless, neither is the sole support of the other. In themselves and in 
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there is an ek-static character to the agency of musicians; that is, their musical acts are “outside 

of themselves.” Particularly, musical acts are outside of themselves in the sense that they are 

delimited and motivated by structures of the world of music. Musical acts could not be initiated 

in isolation from music’s worldly structures and their relationships with broader human realities. 

It is only in the context of a “being-in-the-world” of music that musical actions are 

accomplished.184  

 As a form of being-in-the-world, musical activity has two further characteristics that I 

will turn to study next: the (1) intersubjectivity of music, and (2) expressivity of music. In our 

discussion of music as being-in-the-world, we have already touched upon these themes. As 

being-in-the-world, musical activity is done in and through a sense of membership in a musical 

community; the world of music is made up of musicians who recognize themselves and others as 

such, and who are connected in their subjectivity by virtue of shared musical involvements, 

shared musical identities, and shared musical practices. Further, as being-in-the-world, musical 

activity is expressive in the sense that, as Peters claims, musical acts configure and re-configure 

one’s self, and, furthermore, musical acts set up a world in the sense that they inaugurate distinct 

musical possibilities. Indeed, as we will see more fully below, the world of music is a world with 

 
their interrelations artist and work are each of them by virtue of a third thing which is prior to both, namely, that 

which also gives artist and work of art their names—art” (143). I do not mean to imply that what Heidegger calls 

“art” in this work is synonymous with my use of his concept “world,” although the two are importantly related in his 

philosophical “system.” I draw attention to this passage simply because, like Heidegger, I claim that musicians are 

not unequivocally self-determining agents; their agency is shaped by worldly contexts that exceed them, in the same 

way that, as Heidegger says here, art as such exceeds and contextualises the works and character of the artist.  
184 In this sense, my position here resembles Lambros Malafouris’s position about the extended character of 

cognition, which he develops in his work, How Things Shape the Mind. Malafouris argues that we must recognize a 

“gray zone” of material engagement, or a, “zone in which brains, bodies, and things conflate, mutually catalyzing 

and constituting one another” (5). In other words, his view is that it is impossible to distinguish in a clear way 

between human thought and action, on the one hand, and the material things through which thought and action are 

accomplished, on the other hand. Things shape and participate in our thinking and action. Similarly, I have argued 

that instruments themselves fundamentally shape our musical actions. Drawing on Heidegger, however, we see that 

it is not just things, but relationships between things, and their implication in a world, that fundamentally shapes our 

thought and action.   
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a rich history and, through its history, the world of music is open to further articulation and 

creative modification.  

 

2.5 Joint Musical Experience 

 

Before turning to study the intersubjective and expressive nature of music, in this final 

section of the chapter, I apply Heidegger’s insights about the nature of the world of music to 

think about the processes by which musicians play together. Particularly, I expand on the theses 

developed in Schiavio and Høffding’s article, “Playing Together Without Communicating?,” 

regarding the embodied and intentional processes involved in ensemble musical synchronization. 

Schiavio and Høffding argue that when musicians perform music together, they do not require a 

shared mental representation of the music, nor do they need to share an explicit musical goal. 

While higher-order cognitive processes like explicit planning or the setting of goals may have 

some efficacy in refining aspects of joint performance, such processes are dependent upon pre-

reflective and embodied dynamics.185 Schiavio and Høffding argue for these claims by surveying 

the literature on joint musical performance, drawing on insights from phenomenology and recent 

cognitive science, and through qualitative interviews with the Danish String Quartet (DSQ). 

They notice that in the existing literature, there is a tendency to understand joint musical 

performance in terms of each performer having either (1) awareness of the subjective states of 

other performers, or (2) the awareness of a commonly held goal.186 However, they notice that the 

 
185 Schiavio and Høffding, “Playing Together Without Communicating?,” 382-383. 
186 Schiavio and Høffding, “Playing Together Without Communicating?,” 375. 
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qualitative interviews with the DSQ point to an understanding of joint musical performance and 

synchronization wherein such forms of awareness are neither necessary nor sufficient.  

Schiavio and Høffding undermine the idea that joint musical performance and 

synchronization requires an awareness of the subjective states of other performers by pointing to 

musical experiences in which performers are expressly not aware of the subjective states of their 

fellow performers. In Schiavio and Høffding’s interviews with the DSQ, two such experiences 

are described. The first involves an occasion in which the quartet is performing a movement of 

Beethoven, and one of the violinists in the quartet, Fredrik, being moved by the passage of 

music, begins to cry. Despite the music’s fluid passage, Fredrik’s subjective state of emotional 

distress had gone unnoticed by another violinist in the quartet, Rune. In another experience 

during performance, Rune had been experiencing significant physical distress with his shoulder, 

to such an extent that whenever the music allowed, Rune would place his arm on his thigh to 

relieve the pain. Despite looking at Rune, Fredrik, the other violinist, did not notice the physical 

distress. These experiences point toward a form of joint musical performance and 

synchronization wherein the subjective states of the performers are pointedly going unnoticed by 

each other; these experiences thus show that subjective states are not necessary for these 

performances.187 

The second idea that Schiavio and Høffding rule out is that joint musical performance 

and synchronization depends upon the awareness of a common goal. This idea comes from Peter 

Keller’s article, “Joint Action in Musical Performance.” Keller’s view is that the motor processes 

of performers who are engaged in joint musical performance need to be regulated by “idealized 

 
187 Schiavio and Høffding, “Playing Together Without Communicating?,” 376-377. 
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mental representations” and “performance plans.”188 Schiavio and Høffding undermine Keller’s 

view by pointing to experiences in which such explicit musical goals are shown to be insufficient 

to guide joint musical performances.  

The DSQ performs music according to a score that is settled in advance of the 

performance itself. In this sense, one might suppose that the score itself is an “idealized 

representation” of the music being played, and that as such the score regulates the bodily 

movements of the performers. However, the members of the DSQ claim that the music’s score is 

insufficient to determine the nature of the musical performance itself. Consider the following 

passage, taken from an interview with DSQ cellist Fredrik Sjölin: 

The tone itself in a sense defines the next tone and so on because otherwise the phrase 

becomes unnatural. And therefore you’re really in the tone you’re really on and then it 

kind of gives itself how the next tone will become… You need a smooth (development) 

and therefore each tone, each and every vibrato, each and every oscillation, bowing, 

phrasing, everything builds towards how it is going to become and it is impossible to 

predict how it will play out. It depends on what you laid as ground…There were a couple 

of times where I was surprised by where we were going… Suddenly we find ourselves in 

a tempo we hadn’t planned for at all, but we couldn’t have done otherwise, because the 

preceding notes leading into it, they had laid the ground for it. And then you can’t get out 

of it. 189  

 

The form of this experience is important to consider for a number of reasons.190 For the present 

purposes, however, we only need to notice that it undermines the idea that the awareness of a 

shared goal is sufficient for joint musical performance; despite having a sophisticated 

representation of the music in the form of a score, the joint performance of the DSQ depends 

upon conditions which exceed such explicit representations. The specific nature of the 

 
188 Keller, “Joint Action in Musical Performance” 206. 
189 Fredrik Sjölin, interview by Simon Høffding, quoted in “Playing Together Without Communicating?” (378). 
190 In addition to giving support for the idea that shared representations are insufficient to determine joint musical 

performance, this experience also points to the fundamentally expressive nature of musical performance. Music, 

even when it is being performed “according to the score,” develops in ways that are not foreseeable in advance; it 

emerges according to its own internal logic. I explore this “expressive logic” of musical performance in chapter four, 

below. 
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performance cannot be “predicted in advance,” but depends upon how the movements and 

perceptions of the performers unfold and “lay the ground” for what is to come; it is thus the 

motor-perceptual activities of the performers themselves which form the basis on which joint 

performance and synchronization can happen.  

 Schiavio and Høffding use first person experiences of joint musical performance to 

undermine two theoretical models of such experiences. The description of such experiences 

shows that having an awareness of the subjective states of fellow performers is not necessary for 

joint musical performance, and that having an awareness of a shared representation of the music 

is not sufficient for joint musical performance. However, Schiavio and Høffding do claim that 

there is a limited sense in which awareness of other performers is required for joint musical 

performance; the relevant issue is about the form that the awareness takes. For Schiavio and 

Høffding, the relevant form of awareness involved in joint musical performance is an operative 

form of awareness. In their words, the necessary conditions of joint musical performance are, 

“found at the pre-reflective, embodied level,” and, “what drives the process is an enactive form 

of awareness, which is rooted in the musical interactions among the players.”191  

On Schiavio and Høffding’s view the processes involved in joint musical performance 

are pre-reflective, enactive, and embodied. The phenomenological views of musical experience 

which I have presented thus far in these first two chapters are thus, in many respects, consonant 

with the arguments and methods that Schiavio and Høffding employ in their work on joint 

musical performance. However, I believe that what needs to be emphasised more fully than their 

work does is that the body is not just a mechanism for motor-perceptual processes, but the 

mediator of a lived world in Heidegger’s phenomenological sense. The body, in its phenomenal 

 
191 Schiavio and Høffding, “Playing Together Without Communicating?,” 381. 
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nature, inhabits domains which harbour practically charged entities and a nexus of lived 

involvements. Through this inhabitation, the body makes a home in the world, and it is in and 

through this sense of home that pre-reflective awareness happens. To speak of joint musical 

performance at a level that is “prior to the formation of attention, goals, and mental states,”192 we 

must emphasise that the members of the DSQ, like all ensemble musical performers, co-inhabit a 

shared musical world in which distinctive musical entities, totalities, and involvements, are 

sheltered. In this shared world of the DSQ, the parts of stringed instruments, the functions of the 

instruments in the holistic passage of music, the music’s multi-layered rhythmic character, the 

musical symbols comprising the score, the complex pitch relationships typical of classical music, 

the style of individual composers, the subtle, expressive, and interpretative features of each 

performer’s performance, all have significance by virtue of being integrated in the overarching 

world of music. To understand joint musical experience phenomenologically, then, we must 

acknowledge this worldly nature of musical experience, which is to say that musical experience 

is always necessarily the experience of an outside, shared unity of significance, across which 

musical meanings are spread. 

Indeed, to recognize the worldly nature of musical experience is to recognize that musical 

situations themselves secrete musical signification. As we have seen, the instruments, the roles of 

specific musical performers, performance venues, the sounding music, and so on, all have 

meanings which exceed individual performers, and which orient, solicit, or direct their musical 

acts. In other words, these meanings are not merely subjective properties; they constitute the 

reality of the entities, roles, environments, and involvements, which comprise music’s world. As 

such, this reality of musical signification is a reality to which individual musical agents are 

 
192 Schiavio and Høffding, “Playing Together Without Communicating?,” 382. 
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subject and which their ongoing actions serve to support and, indeed, redefine. Thus, it is 

through music’s world that a multiplicity of musical perspectives can pre-reflectively converge 

in the performance of music. Now, I turn to more fully explicate the intersubjective processes by 

which musical performance happens.  
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Chapter 3: The Intercorporeality and Intersubjectivity of Music 

 

 

 

 

 At the end of chapter two, we pointed toward the idea that understanding musical 

experience as the bodily inhabitation of a lived musical world can help bolster recent 

phenomenological approaches to “Joint Musical Experience.” In this regard, we claimed that to 

understand the pre-reflective processes which musicians employ in the performance of music 

together, we must see those processes as integrated in co-habitation and the sharing of a musical 

world. In this chapter, I now explicitly turn to investigate the nature of Joint Musical Experience 

and study the intercorporeal and intersubjective processes involved in performing music 

together. Through this study, I will also reinterpret the theses advanced in chapters one and two 

to emphasise the distinctive sense in which musical experience, agency, and world, are 

fundamentally intercorporeal and intersubjective.  

 In the first section, I explore Merleau-Ponty’s concept of intercorporeality, to develop the 

idea that relations with others are based in bodily resonance, affectivity, and communion. Then, 

using resources from Jean-Paul Sartre’s Critique of Dialectical Reason, in the second section I 

show how out of this intercorporeal bond there emerges a form of human agency that is 

essentially permeated by structures of intersubjectivity. That is, human action fundamentally 

occurs as the living out of collectively endorsed human practices; moreover, through human 

practices, things take on intersubjectively meaningful exigencies, which direct and call for 

particular human behaviours. In the third section, I explore some of the ways that ensemble 
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musical performances are exemplary of Merleau-Ponty’s concept of intercorporeality, and, 

through some phenomenological descriptions of ensemble musical performance scenarios, I 

develop the idea of an “ensemble body,” which mediates and contextualizes the agency of the 

individual performers involved therein. In the fourth section, I return to explore the nature of the 

lived world of musical experience; in this section, I show that musical entities have an “exigent” 

character and that these exigencies shape the musical gestures of musical performers. Building 

on the insights developed in chapter two about the lived world of musical experience, I show that 

these exigencies are structured through intersubjective musical practices. In this sense, I contend 

that there is a kind of anonymity that is integral to the agency of musicians. To conclude, I use 

the ideas that are developed throughout the chapter in order to discuss the nature of musical 

identity. I argue that, since in their musical performances musicians act through an agency that is 

shaped by collective musical practices, musical identities are marked by a fundamental 

ambiguity and are collaboratively accomplished.  

 

3.1 Merleau-Ponty’s Concept of Intercorporeality  

 

In “The Child’s Relations with Others,” and “Others and the Human World,” one of 

Merleau-Ponty’s guiding questions is the question of how we perceive and communicate with 

other human beings. He criticizes theories of intersubjectivity that begin by understanding 

human beings as discrete, isolated “psyches,” each of whom can be defined in a self-contained 

manner. Such theories understand human communication to be a matter of externalizing, through 

bodily behaviour, the private inner states belonging to the individual’s psyche. On such a view, 

furthermore, knowledge of other persons’ psyches can only be indirect, based upon analogy and 
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inference: since, on this view, the psyche is not directly perceived in the way that a physical 

body is, we have to infer that standing behind the bodily behaviour of the other person is “a 

psyche like mine.”193 

Merleau-Ponty argues that as infants, we do not begin by experiencing ourselves as 

differentiated for others.194 Furthermore, prior to the experience of individuation, human 

communication happens at a bodily and affectively charged level rather than at a reflective level 

between discrete self-conscious egos.195 In Merleau-Ponty’s words, “there is a first phase, which 

we call pre-communication, in which there is not one individual over against another but rather 

an anonymous collectivity, an undifferentiated group life.”196 This is to say that even before the 

human child develops a sense of self, there exists for the child a history of “intersubjective 

significations” upon which mature communication will later be based.197 Merleau-Ponty bases 

this claim on a number of phenomenological descriptions involving the child’s perceptual 

relationship to others, and on various observations from psychologists such as Wallon, Dolto-

Marette, and Guillaume.  

Merleau-Ponty notices that for the child, human faces and conducts are privileged objects 

of perception, and that children are disposed to mime the behaviours of others. An infant will, for 

example, mime a smiling or biting gesture carried out by an adult. These observations are 

 
193 Merleau-Ponty, “The Child’s Relations with Others,” 113-114. 
194 In Merleau-Ponty’s Ontology, Martin Dillon points out that this initial indifferentiation has important 

consequences for how we conceive agency and selfhood. Dillon writes that Merleau-Ponty is “shifting from 

conceptions of the subject which construe it as a self-transparent agency underlying perception to one in which the 

subject appears as a prepersonal power present in perception but remains anonymous until and unless a subsequent 

act of reflection posits it as its own” (57). We will elaborate the themes of anonymity and the prepersonal below.  
195 More precisely, at this level there is only “pre-communication” with others. On Merleau-Ponty’s view, 

communication proper involves an understanding and maintenance of difference between persons, whereas the 

child’s perception of and “communication” with others lacks such difference.  
196 Merleau-Ponty, “The Child’s Relations with Others,” 119. 
197 PhP, 368/F409. 
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significant because, as Merleau-Ponty argues, such mimetic behaviours cannot be preceded by 

analogy or inference. At this point in the child’s life there are simply not enough resources to 

carry the analogy or inference out: the child is not yet self-consciously aware of their own body 

as a system that is discrete from others. So, the child cannot explicitly make a comparison 

between it and the body of the adult.198 What makes mimesis possible is therefore not a self-

enclosed psyche that makes analogies and inferences between its own bodily behaviour and the 

bodily behaviour of others; instead, the gestures of the adult naturally carry with them an inter-

bodily meaning and thus resonate with the child in a distinctively embodied manner.  

 Although Merleau-Ponty and his contemporaries did not think it was possible, cases of 

“newborn imitation” have been reported in more recent psychological experiments. In one 

experiment, reported in Gallagher and Meltzoff’s “Earliest Sense of Self and Others,” newborns 

less than 72 hours old were shown to be able to mimic tongue protruding and head moving 

gestures.199 Gallagher and Meltzoff take these experiments to show that an “already-

accomplished, innate, supramodal visual-motor/proprioceptive link” exists in newborns and that 

on the basis of this link, the gestures of others are immediately transferable for the newborns.200 

Further, Gallagher and Meltzoff take these experiments to challenge Merleau-Ponty’s claims that 

we do not begin by experiencing ourselves as differentiated for others and that we do not begin 

with a sense of self.201 Gallagher and Meltzoff claim:  

 Studies of newborn imitation also suggest an important modification in the conception of 

 early experience which Merleau-Ponty describes as the “pre-communication phase”…On 

 this [Merleau-Ponty’s] view there seems to be, in the infant’s phenomenal experience, a 

 complete lack of differentiation between itself and the other…The studies of newborn 

 
198 Merleau-Ponty, “The Child’s Relations with Others,” 119. 
199 Gallagher and Meltzoff, “Earliest Sense of Self and Others,” 221-224. 
200 Gallagher and Meltzoff, “Earliest Sense of Self and Others,” 226. 
201 In her work The Child as Natural Phenomenologist, Talia Welsh presents this challenge to Merleau-Ponty’s 

claims in more detail. See, in particular, chapter four, “Contemporary Research in Psychology and Phenomenology.” 
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 imitation, however, not only demonstrate that imitation of actions (conducts, gestures) is 

 possible from the very beginning…They also indicate that the original indifferentiation is 

 never complete…The phenomenon of newborn imitation suggests that much earlier there 

 is a “primordial” or “embryonic” notion of self…Furthermore, it suggests that this 

 earliest period is not a “pre-communication” phase, but is already an experience of pre-

 verbal communication in the langague of gesture and action.202  

 

Gallagher and Meltzoff reason that the newborns can imitate human actions only if they possess 

an innate capacity to distinguish between self and others. In this sense, they conclude that 

Merleau-Ponty was wrong to describe early infancy as “pre-communicative” or 

“undifferentiated.”  

Even though Gallagher and Meltzoff argue that newborns engage in pre-verbal 

communication, I hold that communication proper is a dimension of co-existence from which the 

newborn is closed off. Merleau-Ponty claims that, “We cannot say that in such a state the child 

has a genuine communication with others. In order that there be communication, there must be a 

sharp distinction between the one who communicates and the one with whom he [or she or they] 

communicates.”203 It is unclear whether the “proprioceptive self” that Gallagher and Meltzoff 

attribute to newborns is sufficient for bringing about the sharp distinction Merleau-Ponty 

identifies as a condition for communication proper; it seems to me that this “proprioceptive self” 

cannot by itself give rise to an experience of another person as another person.204   

 
202 Gallagher and Meltzoff, “Earliest Sense of Self and Others,” 227. 
203 Merleau-Ponty, “The Child’s Relations with Others,” 119. 
204 In “The Child’s Relations with Others,” Merleau-Ponty identifies the mirror stage, where the child comes to 

recognize their body in a mirror as their own body, as a formative context in which this sharp distinction is 

elaborated. In particular, it enables the child to “objectify” their own body, and “discloses to the child [their] 

difference, [their] ‘insularity,’ and, correlatively, that of others” (119). See also Jacques Lacan’s “The Mirror Stage 

as Formative of the I Function,” for a substantial discussion of the significance of the mirror for the child’s self-

recognition. Gallagher and Meltzoff themselves acknowledge the significance of this stage, even if their overall 

view is that it is not as formative as Merleau-Ponty and others thought it was. See, for example, “Earliest Sense of 

Self and Others,” (227).  
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Further, while Gallagher and Meltzoff may be right to claim that there is some 

rudimentary sense in which the newborn can distinguish between itself and what it itself is not, 

there is a deeper sense in which infants—and, as we will see more fully in section b. below, 

adults, too—live out of an experience of indifferentiation and anonymity.205 And, what is 

missing from Gallagher’s and Meltzoff’s analysis of infant imitation is an account of the 

distinctive intercorporeal significance of this phenomenon, according to which, “the other’s 

intentions somehow play across my body while my intentions play across his.”206  

 In her work The Other in Perception, Susan Bredlau shows that examples of childhood 

mimesis reveal that we perceive through the other’s body.  Bredlau makes this point by 

elaborating details of an example of childhood mimesis that Merleau-Ponty discusses. The 

example Merleau-Ponty discusses concerns a situation in which Merleau-Ponty himself is 

playfully pretending to bite the finger of a fifteen-month-old baby. In response to Merleau-

Ponty’s gesture, the baby opens his mouth and mimes the biting gesture that Merleau-Ponty 

makes. As we saw already, the baby must be able to make this response without recourse to 

analogy or inference. But more than this, Bredlau points out that the distinctively playful 

character of this situation is integral to understanding the intercorporeal form of 

“communication” between them. Bredlau first notices that the playful character of this situation 

is accomplished in between the gestures of Merleau-Ponty and the baby. In other words, its 

playful character is collaboratively accomplished—as Bredlau points out, the baby may have 

 
205 It seems that Gallagher and Meltzoff would acknowledge this as well. While they criticize Merleau-Ponty’s claim 

that the child lives out of an “undifferentiated group life,” their own claim that “the original indifferentiation is never 

complete” is implicitly an acknowledgement that there is some important sense in which the child lives in an 

undifferentiated way. It is just not “completely” undifferentiated, on their view. See “Earliest Sense of Self and 

Others” (227).   
206 Merleau-Ponty, “The Child’s Relations with Others,” 119. 
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very well found Merleau-Ponty’s gesture frightening and not playful.207 “The baby’s response 

suggests, therefore, that he perceives the world as meaningful in that same way that it is 

meaningful for Merleau-Ponty, namely, as a place for play.”208 This detail of the encounter is 

significant for Bredlau, because it enables us to see that the “object” of the baby’s perception is 

not just Merleau-Ponty’s physical body, but, through his body, it is Merleau-Ponty’s 

intentionality—his orientation toward the world and toward the baby as playful. For this reason, 

it is not quite correct to describe the baby’s behaviour in terms of imitation. In Bredlau’s words: 

 By referring to the neonates’ behaviors as ‘imitative,’ I think we overlook what is 

 actually most significant about these behaviors, namely, their collaborative character. 

 Rather than simply perceiving adults, infants perceive through them; their focus is not 

 adults’ bodies as such but the meaningful world that is enacted by these bodies and that 

 they, too, can participate in.209 

 

On Bredlau’s view, the baby’s perception is not of Merleau-Ponty’s objective body—first and 

foremost the baby perceives that Merleau-Ponty perceives and according to Merleau-Ponty’s 

perception of the situation as playful. In other words, the baby’s perception is of Merleau-

Ponty’s phenomenal body, and the baby’s behaviour demonstrates the way that the body can 

adopt shared orientations or intentions. This is what Merleau-Ponty means when he says, “The 

other body is already no longer a simple fragment of the world, but rather the place of a certain 

elaboration and somehow a certain ‘view’ of the world.”210 Perceptual experience, in other 

words, is intercorporeal: we perceive the other’s body as the site of a perspective. We perceive 

the other body “as perceptive.”211 And, we perceive through the other’s body. 

 
207 Bredlau, The Other in Perception, 48. 
208 Bredlau, The Other in Perception, 48. 
209 Bredlau, The Other in Perception, 49. 
210 PhP, 369/F411. 
211 Bredlau, The Other in Perception, 47. 
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The nature of intercorporeality is not only revealed through examples of childhood 

experience. It is further exemplified in the immediacy with which we—adults—perceive the 

emotions of others. For example, consider Merleau-Ponty’s discussion of perceiving the sense of 

another person’s gesture: 

Consider an angry or threatening gesture. In order to understand these gestures, I have no 

need of recalling the feelings I have experienced while I myself performed these same 

gestures…I do not perceive the anger or the threat as a psychological fact hidden behind 

the gesture, I read anger in the gesture. The gesture does not make me think of anger, it is 

the anger itself.212 

 

And further: 

…I perceive the other’s grief or anger in his behaviour, on his face or in his hands, 

without borrowing from an inner experience of suffering or of anger and because grief 

and anger are variations of being in the world, undivided between body and 

consciousness, which settle upon the other’s behaviour and are visible in his phenomenal 

body, as well as upon my own behaviour such as it is presented to me.213  

 

When perceiving a frown or a smile, we do not self-consciously interpret these gestures as if they 

were external signs for an inner mental state; the gesture immediately means sadness or 

happiness, which implies that prior to any reasoning or explicit comparison between discrete 

psyches, we are affectively oriented, or attuned, to (and by) the behaviours and attitudes of 

others. The body, in other words, is not some mechanism the function of which is to merely carry 

out the inner states of a psyche; its behaviour is the direct expression of how one finds oneself at 

home in the world. As such, bodily behaviour can communicate one’s own subjectivity in a way 

that is directly accessible to the other.   

In the domain of affectivity, the body is not simply a mechanism carrying out a function 

for making external the private state of a psyche. Similarly, in the domain of action, the body 

 
212 PhP, 190/F225. 
213 PhP, 372/F413-414. 
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does not just externalize the otherwise inaccessible will of the other’s psyche; rather, in action, 

the body is the immediate realization of the other’s practical intentionality:  

My “psyche” is not a series of “states of consciousness” that are rigorously closed in on 

themselves and inaccessible to anyone but me. My consciousness is turned primarily 

toward the world, turned toward things; it is above all a relation to the world. The other’s 

consciousness as well is chiefly a certain way of comporting himself toward the world. 

Thus it is in his conduct, in the manner in which the other deals with the world, that I will 

be able to discover his consciousness. If I am a consciousness turned toward things, I can 

meet in things the actions of another and find in them a meaning, because they are themes 

of possible activity for my own body.214 

 

As “turned toward the world,” the consciousness of the other person is visible in their bodily 

behaviours and actions. But more than just being visible in the actions of others, the 

consciousness of the other is furthermore, “lived from a distance.”215 In chapter one, we saw that 

the experience of our own bodies is an experience of “readiness” to meet the demands of a 

familiar world. We saw that our bodies are given to us in terms of the contexts of our activities. 

In this regard, we said that our phenomenal body has a schematic character—it extends beyond 

the material bounds of our “body-at-this-moment” and includes the familiar things of our world. 

What we must now come to see is that, as Bredlau puts it, “The body schema…is fundamentally 

a shared body schema.”216 In other words, I do not perceive the other’s actions as belonging to a 

consciousness that is radically foreign to me, since in those actions I perceive the very 

possibilities of my own bodily agency.217 “It is precisely my body that perceives the other’s body 

and finds there something of a miraculous extension of its own intentions, a familiar manner of 

 
214 Merleau-Ponty, “The Child’s Relations with Others,” 116-117. 
215 Merleau-Ponty, “The Child’s Relations with Others,” 118, emphasis added. 
216 Bredlau, The Other in Perception, 35. 
217 In his article “Intercorporeality,” Scott Marratto writes that, “We understand that others are subjects, that they 

have minds, on the basis of an ‘intentional encroachment’ between our bodies. As intercorporeal, my body responds 

directly to the immanent significance of the behaviors of others; my own gestures are prolongations, response, or 

pretheoretical motor ‘interpretations’ of those behaviours” (197). 
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handling the world.”218 I perceive the other’s actions as happening in the same world that I 

inhabit, and therefore with a kind of transferability.219 The other’s “psyche” and my own are 

“paired” in the sense that they both participate in and are geared toward the same potentialities 

for being a body in the world.220  

 

3.2  The Intersubjective and Pre-Personal Dimensions of the Body and Things 

 

 So far in this chapter, we have seen that the body is intercorporeal. The body, in other 

words, inhabits the intentions displayed in the bodily behaviour of others, is naturally resonant 

with other bodies, and is affectively attuned toward them. In this section, I argue that out of this 

intercorporeality there is established a shared human world and that in this shared world, human 

action takes the form of living out shared human practices. And, since action takes the form of 

living out shared human practices, there is an important sense in which action is, as Heidegger 

says, brought about by an agency of which we must say it was “no one.”221 That is, there is a 

 
218 PhP, 370. 
219 In her article “Intercorporeality, Intersubjectivity and the Problem of ‘Letting Others Be,’” Kym Maclaren 

describes this transferable character of intercorporeality well by drawing on Merleau-Ponty’s example of the 

spectator at a soccer game. Maclaren writes that, “Wholly immersed in the action on the field, the spectator does not 

just watch the game, but follows it in a bodily way, anticipating and completing the moves of the athletes through 

the jerks, dodges and half-kick motions of his own body. He is, of course, not really the agent of the action; he is not 

actually present there, in the middle of the field where the action is being played out. But neither is he 

straightforwardly present here, on the sidelines, as someone apart from the game, observing and taking mental note 

of the plays made. Rather, he is, as it were, a shadow of those actions; he inhabits the player’s actions and the game 

itself in a bodily way, such that those actions play themselves out in his own body” (190). Other common 

experiences of this transferable phenomenon include, for example, feeling compelled to smile upon witnessing 

another person’s joy, or the visceral reactions we can have toward witnessing another person’s injury.  
220 In section 12 of Cartesian Meditations, entitled “‘Pairing’ as an associatively constitutive component of my 

experience of someone else,” Husserl introduces the concept of “pairing [Paarung]” to refer to the way that in the 

experience of another person, the perspectives of each are “transferred” or “overlayed” to the other. Scott Marratto 

helpfully explicates this concept of Husserl’s in his article “Intercorporeality,” when he writes that, “Pairing happens 

when I perceive the behavior of another living body as reflective of my own body’s motor capacities” (197). 
221 BT, 165/G127. 
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kind of anonymity to action, and correspondingly, an ambiguity to the identities that carry such 

actions out. I will show, however, that the anonymity of action does not undermine the agency of 

individuals, but rather grounds individual agency in structures of intercorporeality and 

intersubjectivity. Individual agency and identity are thus collaborative accomplishments.  

   In chapters one and two, we reflected on some basic examples of using things 

habitually. We claimed that the coffee cup calls on my hand to adopt a particular manner of 

grasping, or that the car calls on my body to adopt different movements for driving. In chapter 

one, we focused on the embodied significance of habitually using things like cups, vehicles, or 

hammers. That is, in using things habitually, our body demonstrates a kind of motor 

intentionality, living intelligence, and improvisational flexibility in its responses to situations. In 

chapter two, we focused on the worldly significance that things themselves have in our habitual 

use of them; we claimed that when using things habitually, we experience them with a kind of 

“readiness” to meet the demands of the task with which we are involved, that they are implicated 

in larger totalities of “equipment,” and that they open onto broader domains of human 

significance. The embodied and worldly significance of the habitual use of things, however, are 

derived from their intersubjective character.222 That is, to act habitually in a domain of 

significance is to adopt shared human practices; further, the things with which we engage in such 

domains themselves contain the inertia or sedimentation223 of those practices. In this section, I 

will analyze each of these points in turn.  

 
222 In his work, Human Experience, John Russon makes this point: the meaningful fabric of the world is one that 

others teach to us and elaborate for us. See, in particular, chapter four, “Others.” For example: “[Others] teach us 

what there is, how to behave, and so on; in short, they articulate for us the parameters of our human world” (70).  
223 Dillon defines sedimentation as the “settling of culture into things,” in his work Merleau-Ponty’s Ontology (101). 
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To begin, consider again the experience of driving. When driving a car on a highway, I 

make use of my body’s powers for engaging in this domain of action; the sophistication of my 

body’s perceiving and moving activities is solicited by the various meanings found in the driving 

environment; my body moves according to the changing colours of streetlights, according to the 

particular lines on the road, according to the typical behaviours of other vehicles, etc. There is a 

sense in which such environmental meanings, spread across roads, lights, and other vehicles, are 

arbitrary; in and of themselves, and to one without knowledge of driving, such environmental 

entities would not convey the sense they have for drivers. What makes them efficaciously 

convey a sense to drivers, and what makes them count as solicitations for our bodily agency, 

then, is the collective endorsement of those meanings by other drivers. In other words, the 

meaningful character of the environment is derived from the way that others agree to shape and 

inhabit its space; and in this sense, the body’s operative intentionality itself is a reflection of the 

mutual recognition of things as the bearers of meaning by communities of people.224 In 

developing one’s bodily intentionality, then, one is essentially learning to adopt lived stances that 

are expressive of such mutually recognized endorsements. In this sense, to develop one’s bodily 

intentionality is to adopt shared practices for engagement with the world—practices that aren’t 

themselves determined by that body. Those practices are, rather, “taken up” by the body. In this 

way, we can come to see that there is a sense in which action in the world is accomplished as one 

does; that is to say, actions are done by virtue of a kind of anonymous agency where no 

particular individual’s singularity is at issue.  

 
224 This is one of the central theses of Shannon Hoff’s “The Legal Conditions of Action,” in her book, The Laws of 

the Spirit. In fact, Hoff uses the example of driving herself, to demonstrate that agency and action only make sense 

in a social context that is structured by, “shared standards and expectations and the implicit and explicit support of 

others” (64). 
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Above we claimed that the meanings which are spread across environments are arbitrary, 

in the sense that there is nothing about a “green light” in itself that means “go.” It is, in other 

words, a contingent reality that communities of people endorse this sign as conveying the sense 

“go.” The meanings which are spread across the environment, however,  are not experienced as 

arbitrary by the members of the culture who recognize it as a traffic sign. Through time and 

practice, the things that bear environmental meanings themselves come to make demands upon 

the bodies that use them. As Russon claims, “…all such institutionalized, customary behaviour 

can only be taken up as rituals, that is, as demands for compliance that do not first present their 

own justification.”225 In other words, there is a way in which the contingency of the sign comes 

to take on a character of necessity; for the one who has become accustomed to the driving 

environment, the meaning of “green light” is not experienced as an optional meaning. The green 

light takes on a kind of urgency and makes an imposition on the driver to “go.”  

In Jean-Paul Sartre’s Critique of Dialectical Reason, this idea that things take on a 

necessary character is expressed with the concept of a “practical exigency [exigence pratique]” 

belonging to the thing.226 Sartre argues that the entities that comprise practical environments 

have an exigent character: they command those who inhabit these environments, and in this way, 

it is things themselves that come to spell out in advance the forms that action can take in the 

environments that harbour things. These exigencies of things are the inertia of shared human 

practices. In other words, the mutually recognized endorsements that are embodied in human 

behaviours, when repeated through time, become sedimented into how we experience things, or, 

in Sartre’s language, they become “worked matter [matière ouvrée].”227  

 
225 Russon, Human Experience, 70. 
226 Sartre, Critique of Dialectical Reason, 185-186/F251-253. 
227 Sartre, Critique of Dialectical Reason, 153/F225. 
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Through this temporal deposition, the thing as it is experienced becomes itself the locus 

of intersubjectively established meaning, and this meaning is what guides the bodily behaviour 

of individuals. In other words, this kind of behaviour is expressive of what Sartre, in Critique of 

Dialectical Reason, calls “seriality [sérialité].”228 Inasmuch as the behaviour called for is what is 

to be done by “anyone,” the kind of identity that such things invoke in an agent is what Sartre 

calls “serial,” because in carrying out the behaviour one acts as just an indifferent member of the 

series of persons who might engage with that thing.229 In other words, there is an important sense 

in which, when responding to the “green light,” for example, my singularity is not at stake; I am 

like a number in a series of human numbers, all of which behave in a typical fashion. It is thus to 

a “pre-personal”230 subject that the green light is addressed, and like all other drivers, I am 

somewhat passive with respect to its command to move in specific ways in order to “go.” In 

these senses, then, things address themselves to “my” body only to the extent that it is also an 

indifferent and exchangeable social body.  

It is through this structure of intersubjectivity that things within reality solicit our 

behaviour. Further, it is through this structure of intersubjectivity that individual agency and 

identity can emerge. Indeed, even though my body is subject to the exigencies of things, these 

exigencies do not, for the most part, get in the way of my agency and identity. It is in being 

meaningfully taken over by the intersubjective significance of things that I can engage in 

projects like learning how to drive or playing a sport. It is, moreover, in the experience of finding 

one’s own behaviour efficacious that a sense of I is more concretely developed.231 Below, I 

 
228 Sartre, Critique of Dialectical Reason, 255/F308. 
229 Sartre, Critique of Dialectical Reason, 254-255/F307-308. 
230 PhP, 86/F113. 
231 This is one of the central insights of Fichte’s Foundations of Natural Right. In this work, Fichte’s first theorem 

reads, “A finite rational being cannot posit itself without ascribing a free efficacy to itself” (18). Elaborating on this 
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identify ways in which these structures of intersubjectivity meaningfully contribute to the 

formation of musical agency and identity. 

 

3.3 Intercorporeality in Ensemble Musical Performance 

 

 So far in this chapter, we have explored the idea that the body is intercorporeal, in the 

sense that our emotions, actions, and intentions, carry with them an inter-bodily significance. It is 

through intercorporeality that we directly perceive other human beings as perspectives upon the 

world; this form of perception is not inferred by means of mechanical bodily behaviour, but 

rather bodily behaviour meaningfully conveys the practical and emotional intentionality of others 

with a kind of immediacy. Furthermore, in our use of things and in our navigation of the world 

more generally, we enact a kind of pre-personal subjectivity, which points to the idea that our 

body, things, and world, are structured intersubjectively. To develop a bodily habit is thus to 

adopt an intersubjective posture; to use a thing is to have its exigency, which is the result of an 

intersubjective sedimentation, solicit our behaviour; to navigate the world is to move in and 

through shared human practices.  

 In this section, I use the phenomenological insights developed in the preceding section to 

build on the analysis given by Høffding and Schiavio of what they call Joint Musical Experience. 

In what sense is ensemble musical performance intercorporeal and intersubjective? And in what 

sense do we enact a kind of intersubjectivity in our performing bodies, in our use of musical 

equipment, and in our navigation of musical situations? To answer these questions, I begin by 

 
first theorem, Fichte later writes, “What is being claimed is that the practical I is the I of original self-consciousness” 

(21). On Fichte’s view, the experience of “I” depends upon the experience and acknowledgement of the efficacy of 

one’s action in the world.  



  

 

 

122 

 

again drawing attention to some familiar examples of joint musical performance, some of which 

we have already studied in different contexts. Now, I will present these examples with the goal 

of making intelligible their intercorporeal and intersubjective dimensions. Following the 

presentation of these examples, I discuss the nature of “ensembles.” Is the ensemble reducible to 

its individual members, or is the ensemble a unique, emergent reality? 

  

Scenario 1: 

 

 In chapter one, we considered the familiar musical example of the drummer who is 

performing music in an ensemble context; in this example, we claimed that while performing, the 

drummer’s attention is centered around the emotional sense of joy being conveyed by a melody 

that is played by the keyboardist. We claimed that in the performance of the joyful melody, the 

keyboardist would slightly raise the tempo at which it is played, and that, without the drummer 

shifting attention from the emotional sense being conveyed by it, the drummer would similarly 

raise the tempo at which the rhythm is being played, to match the increasing tempo of the 

keyboard melody.  

In our initial discussion of this musical scenario, we emphasised the way that the 

drummer’s habit-body intelligently responds to the shift in tempo without having to make it a 

focal aspect of the musical situation. We said that even while it constitutes a background layer of 

the drummer’s musical experience, the drummer will nevertheless respond to the keyboardist’s 

increase in tempo efficaciously through the developed habit-body. But we can also emphasise the 

intercorporeal dimensions of this musical example. There is an important sense in which the 
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drummer and the keyboardist share an inter-bodily bond that enables the shift in tempo to occur 

with fluidity and seamlessness.  

Put even more strongly, there is a sense in which, through the performance of music, the 

drummer and the keyboardist can be said to inhabit a shared “ensemble body” that is geared into 

the determination of a single musical expression. Now, “objectively” speaking, this claim 

appears non-sensical, since it is plain that the two musicians remain separate in their embodiment 

during the performance. However, phenomenologically speaking, this claim is also more than 

just figurative. Without having to self-consciously decide, without paying explicit attention, and 

without construing a plan that would outline their musical behaviours in advance, the drummer 

and the keyboardist’s actions coalesce in the unfolding pulse of the music; the musicians share 

an intercorporeal bond. This is to say, in other words, that the body of the drummer and of the 

keyboardist mutually inhabit the same musical reality.  

In their shared orientation toward a single musical reality, the drummer and keyboardist 

can, further, be said to constitute a “fused group.” In Critique of Dialectical Reason, Sartre uses 

the concept of a “fused group [groupe en fusion]”232 to refer to the way that a multiplicity of 

individuals can take on the character of a reciprocally organized ensemble. Sartre develops this 

concept in the context of an analysis of the history of political action and struggle.233 However, 

the concept of a “fused group” can also shine light on the nature of ensemble musical 

performance. For example, consider Sartre’s discussion of the orator calling a crowd to action. 

Sartre claims, “But we can now see in this orator, addressing the upturned faces and shouting, 

‘To Bastille!’ a common individual (that is to say, one whose praxis is common) who gives the 

 
232 Sartre, Critique of Dialectical Reason, 357/F391. 
233 For an extended discussion of the political significance of Sartre’s concept of the fused group, see Paul 

Gyllenhammer’s article, “Sartre and Heidegger on Social Deformation and the Anthropocene.” 
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entire crowd the biological and practical unity of its organism as the rule of common 

unification…”234 According to Sartre’s analysis, the orator exemplifies a common individual, or, 

in his words, a “practical community coming to individual action.”235 Similarly, in the ensemble 

performance of music, the musicians are fused by virtue of their individual bodies having a 

common orientation toward a shared musical reality. In other words, the musical reality “unifies” 

the performers; through the music itself the practical actions of each performer are fused, taking 

on the character of a “community coming to individual action.” In other words, the performers 

act as organs of a single ensemble body, each of which participates in and is turned toward an 

overarching musical end. 

Indeed, we can compare this musical example to the phenomenon of the different body 

parts working together to execute a single movement. For example, notice how one’s body 

moves as it is about to catch a ball flying past one’s torso. The action of catching will depend, 

among other things, on a number of movements from various muscle groups and limbs, and on 

the initial position of the body as a whole. In order for the hand to extend outwards and grasp the 

ball, one will need to first extend one’s elbow and forearm at just the right time and to just the 

right extent. The movements of each of these limbs do not happen in isolation from one another 

but are determined by the particular motions and positions of the others, as well as the relative 

distance between the body and the incoming ball; the use of particular muscles in the hand, for 

example, will vary depending on the direction and degree of extension employed by the elbow 

and forearm. The action of catching a ball is thus not like a series of discontinuous jerks between 

 
234 Sartre, Critique of Dialectical Reason, 382/F410. 
235 Sartre, Critique of Dialectical Reason, 382/F410. 
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totally disparate body parts but happens as a confluence of motions that, without thought, 

harmoniously work together to achieve the goal.236  

This description of the body’s limbs as co-implicated in a single task produces a good 

image for understanding the intercorporeality of ensemble musical performance. This is because, 

while each of the body’s limbs make singular contributions to the catching of the ball—the hand 

grasping, the arm stretching outward, for example—at the same time, each limb is enveloped by 

and in the service of the more global performance of the task. In an analogous way that the 

discrete parts of the body work together in the performance of a global task, the keyboardist and 

drummer in the example above act as parts of one cohesive and unified system in the 

performance of music together. The individual musicians, while discrete, and while surely 

making singular contributions to the musical activity—after all, the drummer is playing the 

drums, not the keyboard, and thus they are not producing the same bodily gestures—mutually 

“envelop” one another, in the sense that the specific musical gestures of one of them becomes 

implicated in the other’s gestures, each helping the other articulate their respective perspective 

upon and expression of the same musical reality. In this way, intercorporeality is put on display 

in the act of playing music together; the keyboardist’s increase in tempo is resonant in the 

drummer’s bodily experience; the drummer, in a bodily way, inhabits the keyboardist’s 

intention—pre-reflective or otherwise—to increase the speed at which the music happens, and 

 
236 Merleau-Ponty makes this point about bodily movement in The Structure of Behavior. In bodily movement, the 

parts of the body do not work in a disjointed way; even though each body part contributes a distinct motion, the 

parts work together as a whole. See, for example, chapter one, “Reflex Behaviour.” Merleau-Ponty writes, “Thus, it 

is not what happens at the level of the flexors which determines what happens at the level of the extensors, or 

inversely; but these two partial processes appear as aspects of a global phenomenon…” (22/F21). In other words, it 

is not as though a particular set of muscles causes or triggers reactions in other muscles, like events that are separate 

from or external to one another. Rather, in movement, the distinct muscles of the body display an internal 

relationship with one another; they participate in the execution of a single behaviour. Bodily behaviour is, in this 

sense, what Merleau-Ponty calls “a global phenomenon [d’un phénoméne d’ensemble].”  
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this inhabitation of the keyboardist’s intention plays itself out in the drummer’s bodily behaviour 

upon the drum set. Just as the hand fluidly adjusts itself depending upon the particular 

movements of the elbow and forearm, the drummer fluidly adjusts the tempo with which the 

rhythm is played depending upon the rate at which the keyboardist plays the melody. Their 

discrete bodies, in other words, form a community and jointly configure an “individual action,” 

namely, the birthing of a single musical reality. 

 

Scenario 2: 

 

In chapter two, we analysed Høffding’s qualitative interviews with the Danish String 

Quartet. We took particular note of one description, from cellist Fredrik Sjölin, about the way in 

which the quartet can find themselves in the middle of a performance the specificities of which 

were not planned in advance. Particularly, Fredrik describes the experience of finding himself 

playing at a tempo that had not been planned, but also which could not have been otherwise, 

since this tempo unfolded on the basis of the preceding musical behaviours of the quartet’s 

members.237 This description revealed that even when performing music according to a score, 

elements of the performance could only emerge on the basis of the lived behaviours of the 

performers themselves. 

Fredrik’s claim that the score is insufficient to determine the way that a specific 

performance unfolds is echoed in Alfred Schutz’s work, On Phenomenology and Social 

Relations. In chapter four, “The World of Social Relationships,” Schutz considers the process of 

making music with other persons as an exemplary case of interpersonal communication, 

 
237 Schiavio and Høffding, “Playing Together Without Communicating?,” 378. 
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dependent on inter-bodily exchanges, and, as we emphasized in chapter two, the sharing of a 

world. Schutz writes: 

Technically, each of [the musical performers] finds in the music sheet only that portion of 

the musical content which the composer has assigned to his instrument for translation 

into sound. Each of them has, therefore, to take into account what the other has to execute 

in simultaneity. He has not only to interpret his own part, which as such remains 

necessarily fragmentary, but he has also to anticipate the other player’s interpretation of 

his—the other’s—part and, even more, the other’s anticipations of his own execution. 

Either’s freedom of interpreting the composer’s thought is restrained by the freedom 

granted to the other. Either has to foresee by listening to the other, by protentions and 

anticipations, any turn the other’s interpretation may take and has to be prepared at any 

time to be leader or follower. Both share not only the inner durée in which the content of 

the music played actualizes itself; each, simultaneously, shares in vivid present the 

other’s stream of consciousness in immediacy. This is possible because making music 

together occurs in a true face-to-face relationship…The other’s facial expressions, his 

gestures in handling his instrument, in short all the activities of performing, gear into the 

outer world and can be grasped by the partner in immediacy.238 

 

This passage helps us to grasp Fredrik’s remarks about the insufficiency of the score and about 

the unpredictability of ensemble musical performances. The score is not sufficient to determine 

what happens in the unfolding of an ensemble musical performance, because in addition to the 

score, the musical performance requires each performer to “take into account” and “interpret” the 

musical behaviours of the other performers. This “taking into account” and “interpreting” is not, 

for the most part, something done thematically or with calculation; as Schutz claims, such 

activities happen with a kind of immediacy and simultaneously with each performer’s own 

musical behaviours. Schutz’ phenomenological description highlights the way in which this 

immediacy of interpretation is both embodied and worldly; it is in the perception of the other 

performer’s gestures and facial expressions that these interpretations happen. Further, it is insofar 

as all of their musical behaviours are “geared into the outer world,”—or, in other words, insofar 

 
238 Schutz, On Phenomenology and Social Relations, 214-215. 



  

 

 

128 

 

as their behaviours are each oriented to the same developing sonorous reality—that this “taking 

into account” is possible.239  

Fredrik’s experience again points to the idea of a shared ensemble body or a structure of 

intercorporeality wherein the individual performers inhabit the behaviours of the other 

performers and, together, come to share in a single experience. According to Fredrik’s 

description, the musical behaviours of any of the members are not rooted in self-consciously 

initiated actions; they are, rather, lived, creative responses, contextualized by what is implicit in 

the developing musical situation.240 Fredrik describes performance as building toward something 

that is “impossible to predict.” This is because performance is not co-ordinated by transparent, 

self-contained psyches; instead, it is in the motor-perceptual dynamics of the quartet’s inter-

bodily life and in a shared orientation toward a developing musical situation that the music 

unfolds.  

The members of the quartet are, in this sense, like the individual organs of a self-

maintaining body where—while it is of course true that each organ contributes a distinctive 

function—any organic function can only be carried out if it is in service of and simultaneously 

dependent on the others. For example, while it is the heart’s job to carry blood to the lungs, the 

 
239 In her doctoral work “Collaborative Temporality,” Rachel Elliot discusses Schutz’ account of making music 

together in detail. On Elliot’s view, Schutz’ account ultimately remains too “additive” of an account of ensemble 

performance, in the sense that it presumes the ensemble can be adequately characterised as an agglomeration of 

discrete individuals. On Elliott’s view, Schutz’ account, relying on a theoretical framework molded from concepts in 

Bergson and Husserl, doesn’t sufficiently appreciate the unique reality of the ensemble. Elliot’s own account utilizes 

Merleau-Ponty’s conception of temporality to better conceive this reality. See especially Elliot’s chapter four, 

“Togetherness in Time.” Commenting on the theoretical differences between Schutz’ and Merleau-Ponty’s accounts 

is beyond the scope of the present discussion; but I think that even without engaging in such a commentary, Schutz’ 

phenomenological descriptions are worth drawing on to help to illuminate the nature of ensembles, and, that Schutz’ 

descriptions are in some important ways consonant with the Merleau-Pontian “intercorporeal” approach I am 

discussing here. Below, I discuss the question of whether the ensemble is best understood as a unique and 

irreducible reality, or whether it is reducible to its individual members. 
240 Similarly, in his article “Coming and Going of Time,” Bernhard Waldenfels writes, “Situations make proposals, 

but they do not afford ready-made solutions; thus our actions depend on creative responses” (227). 



  

 

 

129 

 

heart itself depends upon the lungs to oxygenate that blood so that the heart can continue to carry 

blood to the lungs; without this mutually dependent process of a single body, both organic 

functions would eventually fail. Similarly, while the members of the DSQ each carry out 

distinctive musical functions, it is as mutually dependent and as the process of a single ensemble 

body that the performance of music happens.   

The idea of a single ensemble body is not just a figurative manner of speaking; it 

designates a real phenomenon of ensemble musical performance, namely, the integration and 

fusion together of bodies in the process of performing music. Without being aware of each 

other’s “mental states” and in contexts where a shared symbolic representation of the music is 

insufficient to determine what unfolds during performance, the DSQ expertly gives rise to a 

single musical phenomenon. Its meaning is determined in the bodily resonance of each DSQ 

member with the others. The musical behaviours of each of them, in other words, are created in 

mutual envelopment, and thus, the agency by which their performances happen is rooted in a co-

operative form of bodily intentionality, a shared body-schema. 

    

Scenario 3: 

 

Conversing about an improvisational performance that takes place in the “Vic Firth 

Jams” video series, jazz drummer Mark Guiliana describes his intentions behind a “solo” section 

of the performance.241 He claims that he “just wanted to talk” to the percussion player, Weedy 

 
241 One can view both the musical performance, and listen to Guiliana’s conversation about the performance, on 

YouTube. For a link to the performance: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4xJqDHpHrnc. And for a link to the 

conversation: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C8GVpoihcIk. Guiliana’s comments come at around 46 minutes 

into the video.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4xJqDHpHrnc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C8GVpoihcIk
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Braimah, with whom he was performing. During this part of the performance, Guiliana in effect 

has a conversation with Braimah; the conversation takes place in the language of rhythm, where 

Guiliana will “call” out to Braimah with a certain rhythmic phrase orchestrated on the drum set, 

and where Braimah will “respond” with a comparable phrase orchestrated on the percussion rig. 

With each call and response, the rhythmic phrases take on a more complex character, each one 

enriching the last; and during their conversation, we see both Guiliana and Braimah becoming 

surprised at what each other is saying, we see each of them emphasising particular aspects of 

what is said to one another, and we see each performer challenging the other to say more, in 

deeper and more sophisticated ways.  

Reflecting on this musical conversation that happens between Guiliana and Braimah 

allows us to further appreciate the intercorporeal character of ensemble musical performance. 

First, notice that this conversation happens “in the moment.” In other words, it is not planned in 

advance. The musicians understand the gestures of each other, as Schutz says, with a kind of 

immediacy. Each of these gestures is dynamically shaped in response to the gestures that called 

for them. The musical gestures that are exchanged between Guiliana and Braimah have an 

intercorporeal sense; their meanings do not stand behind what is heard, nor do they need 

subsequent interpretation by an explicit form of conscious awareness, in the same way that, as 

we saw above, the meaning of the frown does not stand behind it in some cerebral realm but is 

read in the bodily behaviour itself.  

Furthermore, each musical gesture carries forward the meaning that is embodied in the 

previous gesture in open-ended ways.242 In each exchange, certain aspects of the rhythmic 

 
242 It should also be noted that “the first gesture” that inaugurates their exchange does not “come from nowhere” but 

is itself rooted in the possibilities that are inherent to the musical piece in which their exchange happens. 
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phrases that are being expressed can be taken up and further emphasised, elaborated, or 

transformed. The meaning of the musical exchange as a whole is thus in a kind of tension that is 

resolved only between the two musicians involved; it is discernible to neither of them alone, 

because what each of them can say on their own part is already configured in terms that the other 

has offered up, and configured in terms of what the conversation as a whole will allow. The 

primary phenomenon that we witness here is therefore the musical conversation itself, where the 

contributions of each performer are, when taken in themselves, incomplete and, to a certain 

extent, unintelligible. The phenomenon of the musical conversation is an intercorporeal 

phenomenon; the real “substance” of its reality is the one temporally open-ended musical 

exchange between bodies who are perceptually and responsively attuned to its developing 

musical sense.  

It is in this sense that Schutz claims that ensemble musical performance is exemplary of a 

mutual tuning-in relationship. Schutz writes that, “This relationship is established by the 

reciprocal sharing of the other’s flux of experiences…by living through a vivid present together, 

by experiencing this togetherness as a “We.” Only within this experience does the other’s 

conduct become meaningful to the partner tuned in on him.”243 This is precisely what we witness 

in the musical exchange between Guiliana and Braimah. The two “live through” the musical 

situation with a kind of synchronicity and as the sharing of each other’s embodied perspective. 

The musical conversation happens as an experience of “We.” It is an experience where what one 

performer does is intimately bound up with what the other proposed.  

 
243 Schutz, On Phenomenology and Social Relations, 216.  
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The musical conversation is, in this sense, structured in terms of a kind of shared rhythm, 

one which emerges “between” the two performers. In Being and Nothingness, Sartre uses this 

idea of rhythm to further clarify the experience of the “We.” Sartre writes: 

 In particular the fact that I am engaged in a common rhythm which I contribute to 

 creating is especially likely to lead me to apprehend myself as engaged in a We 

 subject…It is I who produce this rhythm. But at the same time it melts into the general 

 rhythm of the work…It gets its rhythm only through this general rhythm…Yet the 

 enveloping of my rhythm by the rhythm of the Other is apprehended “laterally”…It 

 surrounds me and involves me without being an object for me. I do not transcend it 

 towards my own possibilities; but I slip my transcendence into its transcendence, and my 

 own end—to accomplish the work, to arrive at a particular place—is an end of the 

 “They”…Thus the rhythm which I cause to be born is born in connection with me and 

 laterally as the collective rhythm; it is my rhythm to the extent that it is their rhythm and 

 conversely. There precisely is the motive for the experience of the We-subject; it is 

 finally our rhythm.244  

Describing the experience of being engaged in a shared activity, Sartre claims that the activity as 

a whole has a “common rhythm [un rythme commun].”245 On the one hand, Sartre claims that I 

contribute to its creation or production, but at the same time, what I contribute is “melted into” or 

subsumed by the rhythm of the shared activity as a whole—the common or general rhythm. 

One’s own freedom, or what Sartre calls “transcendence,” is given over to the freedom of this 

whole. Further, this happens “laterally,” in the sense that the common rhythm is not perceived 

out in front of oneself like an object in physical space. Rather, the common rhythm of the 

activity as a whole is what contextualizes each individual’s perceptions and actions; or as Sartre 

says, one is surrounded by this common rhythm. It “involves me.” Indeed, this is what we 

witness in the musical conversation. Guiliana and Braimah, to be sure, contribute their own parts 

of the conversation, but these parts are themselves “melted into” the developing rhythm of the 

conversation as a whole. 

 
244 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, 549-550/F465. 
245 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, 549/F465. 
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 In Being and Nothingness, Sartre describes the experience of the participants of a shared 

activity as an experience in which the participants cease to be individuals. In such “we-

activities,” Sartre writes that, “We lose our real individuality, for the project which we are is 

precisely the project which others are.”246 In Sartre’s view, the “we” is, in this sense, self-

effacing. However, the example of the rhythmic dialogue between Guiliana and Braimah is not 

an example of a shared activity wherein the individuals involved lose their singularity. 

Contrarily, the musical dialogue enables both participants to be singular musicians: it is by 

responding to the rhythmic suggestions of each other that Guiliana and Braimah express their 

singularity. Indeed, the musical dialogue would be fundamentally different if it were not for 

Guiliana’s singular ways of taking up Braimah’s rhythmic phrases, and for Braimah’s singular 

ways of taking up Guiliana’s rhythmic phrases. In other words, although the rhythmic dialogue is 

an intercorporeal phenomenon, depending upon inter-bodily synchronicity, the mutual 

inhabitation of a single musical situation, and a common rhythm, this intercorporeal phenomenon 

is not self-effacing. This “we-activity,” rather, preserves and supports the singularity of each 

musician.247  

 The musical exchange is, in this sense, what Merleau-Ponty calls a “being-shared-by-two 

[être-à-deux].”248 Merleau-Ponty writes that:  

 In the experience of dialogue, a common ground is constituted between me and another; 

 my thought and his [or hers or theirs] form a single fabric, my words and those of my 

 interlocutor are called forth by the state of the discussion and are inserted into a shared 

 operation of which neither of us is the creator. Here there is a being-shared-by-two...our 

 perspectives slip into each other, we coexist through a single world. I am freed from 

 myself in the present dialogue, even though the other’s thoughts are certainly his [or her 

 or their] own, since I do not form them, I nonetheless grasp them as soon as they are 

 
246 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, 548/F464. 
247 In chapter four below, this point will become especially important when we consider the performance philosophy 

of jazz trumpeter Miles Davis. 
248 PhP, 370/F412. 
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 born or I even  anticipate them. And even the objection raised by my interlocutor draws 

 from me thoughts that I did not know I possessed.249 

 

Merleau-Ponty’s description of a dialogue captures well the musical exchange between Guiliana 

and Braimah. This is because Merleau-Ponty’s description allows us to see in a dialogue, both a 

mutual inhabitation of the issue being discussed, and that each interlocutor introduces 

elaborations and developments that enable the dialogue to “go somewhere”—that is, to enable 

each participant to think thoughts that “they did not know they possessed” in advance. In other 

words, we see that each participant affords the dialogue with something unique, while at the 

same time, being “inserted into a shared operation” that neither participant could create on their 

own. The musical exchange between Guiliana and Braimah, similarly, requires both mutual 

inhabitation of the same musical reality and singular musical contributions for the very 

production of that reality. Indeed, for the musical exchange to be productive of musical meaning, 

the participants must be able to both “slip into” each other’s perspective, in order to 

communicate with one another meaningfully, and the participants must be able to challenge each 

other to say something more than could be said in isolation from each other’s singularity, in 

order to push the musical dialogue forward and give it a sense of movement and development. 

While Sartre emphasizes the ways in which shared activities and their common rhythms efface 

one’s own freedom, the example of the musical exchange between Guiliana and Braimah allows 

us to see shared activities and their common rhythms as compossible with one’s freedom and 

singularity.   

Nick Fraser articulates the central importance of a common rhythm in the performance of 

music with others. Speaking with saxophonist Alison Young, Fraser says, “You said something 

 
249 PhP, 370/F412. 
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about achieving a flow and that resonated with me…I think there’s a level at which that’s where 

the music is going to happen, where we achieve a collective… flow… where we’re flowing 

together… I mean if it didn’t happen at all, it would be disastrous.”250 Although Fraser does not 

use the language of a “common rhythm” here, the idea of a pre-reflectively apprehended 

synchronicity between performers is captured with Fraser’s phrase, “collective flow.” The term 

“flow” is developed by psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi to refer to the way in which 

actions can be done with a sense of effortlessness and without self-consciousness.251 With the 

expression “collective flow,” Fraser is pointing to the way in which ensemble musical 

performance happens in the context of a tacit sense of “togetherness” that does not depend upon 

self-conscious recognition. The collective flow, or the common rhythm, is what facilitates the 

smoothness with which ensemble musical performance happens—without it, performance would 

be a “disaster,” in Fraser’s view.252 In this sense, the collective flow of an ensemble musical 

performance is a kind of enabling condition for individual musicians to make singular 

contributions to the broader musical situation. Here it is worth recalling the idea, introduced in 

chapter one, that while it is true that musical acts are done by an individual body at some specific 

moment in time, these acts are supported and conditioned by the temporal depth of the habit-

body as the inconspicuous medium through which we are involved with a world of meaningful 

 
250 Nick Fraser, interview by John Russon, June 28th, 2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4g6fc1tn_pw. 
251 Csikszentmihalyi and Robinson, The Art of Seeing, 8. 
252 Although Csikszentmihalyi’s concept of flow helpfully brings forward the idea that ensemble musical 

performance happens without explicit self-consciousness and effort, it is worth noting that this concept has been 

criticized by Simon Høffding in A Phenomenology of Musical Absorption. For Høffding, the concept of flow is 

developed by Csikszentmihalyi with confused assumptions about the nature of the “self” and is employed too 

broadly to characterize the “absorbed” way in which musical performers perform music—in solo or in ensemble 

contexts. Høffding’s argument is developed in chapter seven of A Phenomenology of Musical Absorption, entitled 

“Flow.”  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4g6fc1tn_pw


  

 

 

136 

 

engagements. The collective flow or common rhythm, like the habit-body, supports and 

conditions the musical gestures of each musical agent involved in the ensemble performance.  

By studying these musical scenarios, we have learned that musicians are able to 

synchronize the rate at which they perform music without self-consciously registering shifts in 

tempo and that during musical performance musicians take the behaviours of their co-performers 

into account with a kind of immediacy and in simultaneity with their own musical behaviours. 

Further, the activities of performers are contextualized by the common rhythm of the overarching 

musical conversation or exchange. This common rhythm, we said, supports and conditions the 

singular contributions of the individual musicians. By elaborating these features of ensemble 

musical performance, we reveal its intercorporeal structure. What is revealed through these 

phenomenological descriptions, more specifically, is that musicians act as organs of a single 

ensemble body, co-operatively serving distinctive musical ends. Musical activities are 

contextualized by inter-bodily exchanges which immediately convey musical sense, and in this 

regard, ensemble musical performance is intercorporeal, happening in the moving, perceptual, 

and affective dynamics of inter-bodily life. Musical activities are activities of a “We.”  

At this point, we are in a position to clarify more specifically what is meant by the 

expression “We.” In particular, we can provide an answer to the question of whether the “We” is 

reducible to its individual members, or if, somehow, the “We” is the more primary phenomenon, 

irreducible to the aggregation of these members. Or more simply, is there a “we in me or me in 

we?” I borrow this expression from the title of a recent article by Dan Zahavi.253 In this article, 

Zahavi focuses on the significance of conceiving identity and selfhood for current debates about 

 
253 In Zahavi’s usage, to say that there is a “we in me” is to say that there is an irreducible collectivity at the heart of 

one’s own individual agency, and to say that there is a “me in we” is to say that all “we-activities” are reducible to 

the individual agents that are involved in these activities. See Zahavi, “We in Me or Me in We?,” 3-6. 
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the nature of collective intentionality. Moreover, Zahavi argues that a robust account of the “We” 

cannot entail “a commitment to the existence of some kind of primordial ‘hive mind.’”254 On 

Zahavi’s view, there is an important sense in which “The I and the you are prior to the we.”255 

Drawing on Husserl, Zahavi argues that because there is an irreducible first-person character to 

all experience, this prohibits one from intelligibly conceiving of a “we” as prior to an “I.” 

Although, Zahavi proposes that the issue of priority here depends on the particular concept of 

self one is adopting.256 

From the existential phenomenological perspective I am developing here, I argue that, in 

ensemble musical performance, there is both a “we in me” and a “me in we.” On the one hand, 

during ensemble musical performance, a musical performer can inhabit the other’s musical 

behaviour and truly share in the intentionality that is expressed in this behaviour. There is a way 

in which the activity as a whole—the “we-activity”—contextualizes each individual’s 

perspective and behaviour. Ensemble musical performance happens as intercorporeal and as an 

“ensemble body.” There is a “we in me.” But on the other hand, there is a kind of irreducibility 

to the first-person character of musical experience: as Sartre says, “I” contribute to the 

production of a shared activity, even if this contribution is configured in terms of the activity as a 

whole. Similarly, Merleau-Ponty writes that: 

But ultimately, the other’s behaviour and even the other’s words [or musical phrases] are 

 not the other himself…If I can participate in this grief or anger through a gesture of 

 friendship, they remain the grief and anger of my friend Paul…If we undertake a shared 

 project, this project is not a single project, and it is not presented to me and to Paul from   

 
254 Zahavi, “We in Me or Me in We?,” 5. 
255 Zahavi, “We in Me or Me in We?,” 14. 
256 Regarding this particular claim, see section two of Zahavi’s article, entitled “Varieties of Self” (8-12).    
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the same angle…Coexistence must be in each case lived by each person.257 

In this sense, Merleau-Ponty claims there is a “lived solipsism that cannot be transcended.”258 In 

other words, while the musicians involved in ensemble musical performance jointly contribute to 

the accomplishment of a single musical reality and share in each other’s perspective, the very 

sense of “sharing” here can be meaningful only if those perspectives do not fully overlap, only if 

there is something distinct to be shared in the first place. There is, therefore, a “me in we.”  

The experience of “me” as distinct from others is a real phenomenon and it is true that 

there is an irreducibility to the first-person character of all experience, to the experience of “I.” 

However, there is another sense in which there is a “we in me,” and so all claims about the 

irreducibility of the “I” must be qualified. As we have already seen in our discussion of the “pre-

personal” character of the body and things, there is, built into the experience of “I,” a 

fundamental anonymity. In this sense, Dillon claims that, “it is mistaken to say, as Kant did, that 

all my experience is my experience, because there is experience which is primordially 

anonymous and experience that is irreducibly our experience.”259 That is, in our everyday 

experience of our body and of our use of things, we enact an identity that is not strictly speaking 

“our own,” but rather, we enact an identity that is socially undifferentiated. There is an 

experience of “me,” but within and at the basis of this experience of “me,” there lies a pre-

personal form of subjectivity. Ultimately, then, the question of whether there is a “we in me” or a 

“me in we” should not be posed as if the disjuncts were mutually exclusive. The experience of 

being separate from others, the experience of being in inter-bodily communion with others, and 

 
257 PhP, 372-373/F414-415. 
258 PhP, 374/F415. 
259 Dillon, Merleau-Ponty’s Ontology, 88. 
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the experience of anonymity within our own subjectivity, are compossible experiences.260 I turn 

now to explore more fully this idea of the pre-personality of subjectivity in the context of 

developing musical skills and in the context of being engaged in musical situations.  

  

3.4 The Pre-Personality of Music 

 

 In section b. of this chapter above, we saw that the development of habits is 

fundamentally about the body learning to adopt postures and practices that other bodies have 

assumed. In doing so, the body interacts with entities that secrete intersubjectively founded 

meanings. The very capacity to act through our body is thus a matter of taking up shared human 

practices, embedded in domains of intersubjective significance. In all of these ways, we claimed, 

the body acts as an “anonymous one.” In this section, we will use these phenomenological 

insights to see that in the development of musical habits, the body assumes styles of movement 

belonging to other bodies and takes up the musical practices that are embedded in diverse 

musical worlds. Furthermore, we will again draw attention to the idea, introduced in chapter two, 

that musical entities have a “directional structure.” We will deepen this idea of a directional 

structure belonging to musical entities and clarify its intersubjective basis. Finally, in the last 

section, we will inquire into the question of what these theses imply for the idea of having a 

musical identity. If it is true that in the performance of music, musicians act “as an anonymous 

one,” is there such a thing as a musical identity? What is the musical identity? 

 
260 In this sense, in her article “Intercorporeality, Intersubjectivity and the Problem of Letting Others Be,” Kym 

Maclaren writes that intercorporeality—or the experience of inter-bodliy resonance—and intersubjectivity—or the 

experience of being in relationship to others from whom one is nevertheless distinct—“are not to be understood in 

terms of an either-or; they are rather to be understood as ‘two ‘moments’ of one phenomenon’” (189).   
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Let us begin by describing some familiar musical situations and reflecting upon the ways 

in which these situations are contextualised by structures of intersubjectivity. In particular, we 

can reflect upon what it is like to develop a musical habit. Take for example learning a 

drumming rudiment. The six-stroke roll is a rudiment that is composed of six notes, and typically 

has the following sticking: RLLRRL. In itself, the drumming rudiment is abstract and 

conceptual, but it can be applied in a variety of rhythmic contexts and with different 

orchestrations across the drum set. And although there are abstract and conceptual components to 

the learning of the rudiment, there is a more fundamental sense in which the learning happens in 

and through intersubjective contexts. For example, the learning happens through the perception 

of another drummer performing the rudiment in a specific musical situation. Further, the learning 

requires the learner to treat their own body as an anonymous “one.” I elaborate each of these 

points in turn. 

As we have noted above in section one, children develop by perceiving and miming the 

behaviours of other human beings. Similarly, developing the ability to perform the drumming 

rudiment happens by perceiving the rudiment being used in a specific musical context by another 

musician. It needs to be “demonstrated.” This is the case for a few reasons. While it is not 

difficult to cognitively memorize a six-note pattern that is to be performed between two limbs, 

performing the pattern with fluidity and speed is more than a matter of memorizing the pattern in 

its abstraction. For example, one must first learn how to properly grip and move the stick with 

one’s wrists and fingers and learn how to co-ordinate the force of the moving stick with the 

movement of one’s arms, in order to develop a swift and controlled manner of executing the 

pattern. These technical facets that are integral to the drumming rudiment are typically learned in 

and through the perception of one who performs the rudiment with swiftness and control. 
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However, one might suppose that these technical aspects can be learned in private practice, 

perhaps according to book instructions. Of course, practicing rudiments does happen alone and 

by following exercises in books; but even in these cases, the practice is mediated by 

intersubjective contexts: the book is written by someone with expertise in a standardized 

(intersubjective) notation system. Further, one must be sure that they are executing each partial 

bodily movement with the proper form, and this is essentially a matter of  moving one’s body 

“like others do.” 

Developing the habit of performing the drumming rudiment is more than a matter of 

learning mechanical bodily movements. Truly to learn the rudiment is to know, intuitively, how 

to use these movements in real musical contexts. It is to know how to employ the rudiment 

appropriately or in a “musical” way; it is to intuitively recognize “where,” in the unfolding 

music, the rudiment can offer rhythmic nuance. This kind of intuitive knowledge is not learned 

in a theoretical manner, but depends upon having noticed, and being perceptive to, the plethora 

of ways that drummers employ the rudiment in diverse musical situations. It is to be familiar 

with the wealth of history on which any moment of drumming performance happens; it is to have 

witnessed, for example, drummers using the rudiment in the context of a drum solo where the 

rudiment is performed as sixteenth note triplets between the snare drum and tom toms, or as an 

ostinato on the hi-hat cymbals with the fifth note of the pattern accented, underneath an eighth 

note backbeat groove. It is by drawing on the wealth of its intersubjective applications that one 

comes to see the abstract pattern as actualisable through a multitude of orchestrations and 

variable rhythmic rates. 

While the perception of others’ behaviour is in this sense integral to the learning of a 

musical habit, this is not the only sense in which musical habits have intersubjective dimensions. 
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In order to learn a musical habit, one must, furthermore, get outside of one’s own familiar ways 

of moving and instead make the ways that others move internal to oneself. To learn a musical 

habit is precisely to recognize a limitation in one’s own familiar ways of moving one’s body, and 

to come to treat one’s body, not as the expression of one’s particularity, but as the possibility for 

moving, again, “as others do.” Indeed, when one is learning how to perform a drumming 

rudiment, one needs to learn to move one’s body in ways that are strange and alien to oneself, 

and to adopt a standard for moving one’s body that is the standard of a “one”—we will say, for 

example, “that’s not how one holds the stick,” or, “one shouldn’t apply that much force on the 

downstroke.”   

In learning a musical habit, then, one must take up a perspective on one’s own body that 

is similar to the perspective we sometimes take toward other bodies; one must “objectify” one’s 

own body, observe its movements from a perspective that is not one’s own, and scrutinize those 

movements from that “alter” perspective, in order to notice, for example, that one’s bodily 

movement is, “too rigid,” “sloppy,” or, “starting from the wrong place.”261 In learning a musical 

habit, in other words, we must begin to adopt postures and behaviours which are foreign to us, 

and which are demonstrative of the postures and behaviours of others. In other words, to learn a 

musical habit is to incorporate the postures, behaviours, and perspectives of other human beings 

into our own body.262 When we develop musical habits, then, we come to embody a kind of 

 
261 Of course, while we might start by objectifying our own bodies in order to more adequately analyze the parts of 

the bodily movement we are going to exercise, we must eventually transcend this objectifying perspective and make 

the form of movement we are learning internal to our phenomenal body. For as Merleau-Ponty claims, “We never 

move our objective body, we move our phenomenal body” PhP (108/F136).   
262 In her article, “Perceiving through Another: Incorporation and the Child Perceiver,” Susan Bredlau elucidates this 

idea that in learning we incorporate the perspectives of others into our own bodily being-in-the-world. She refers to 

this process as a process of “scaffolding,” in the sense that one’s own body develops to the extent that it comes to 

rely on others as “systems of support,” where the perspectives of others are understood as offering one’s own body 

new “sensitivities to situations of which [one] would have otherwise remained unsensitive” (84).  



  

 

 

143 

 

“oneness” within ourselves; that is, our own musical behaviour becomes enacted in and as an 

intersubjectively structured style of bodily movement.  

There is an important sense in which such styles of movement are embedded in domains 

of musical significance themselves. That is, styles of movement are in an important sense called 

for by the living meanings of musical situations. As we saw in chapter two, instruments 

themselves direct us in our musical behaviour; they themselves call for certain modes of musical 

comportment from the musical performer. For example, in an improvisational ensemble jazz 

performance, when a bassist performs a walking bassline, the bassist is responding to a call to 

enact this style of movement that emerges from the particular musical situation in which the 

bassline figures. Here the bassist adopts a practice for performing that is alive in the context of 

improvisational ensemble jazz performance itself; and in some sense the performance itself is 

like a séance, where the bodies of the musicians are like vessels, and where particular practices, 

like the practice of “walking the bass,” are channeled through the musicians’ bodies. 

 While such a description may seem mystical, we can, using the conceptual tools outlined 

earlier in this chapter, make sense of it in phenomenological terms. Above, we noticed that in 

Critique of Dialectical Reason, Sartre has developed concepts for thinking about the way that 

things are charged with various exigencies and that such exigencies are rooted in the consistent 

practices of human beings upon things. We described exigencies as kinds of depositions or 

sedimentations of human activities that come to exist in things themselves; the thing bears a kind 

of “inertia” such that it can make demands upon us, take on a kind of “thingly agency,” as it 

were, and make us “passive” with respect to it.263  

 
263 However, Sartre shows that this sense of passivity is itself premised upon freedom. In other words, the thing 

makes demands upon us only to the extent that those demands are first built up from human practices and action. 
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For example, we noticed how the cup across the writing table demands a certain manner 

of grasping, or the way that the green light imposes upon us a requirement to “go.” Similarly, in 

the domain of music, musical entities exist with an exigent character, in that, before we self-

consciously assent to a certain form of action, these entities themselves bring it out of us. Or, to 

recall De Sousa’s words, musical entities suggest musical behaviours, and as musical performers 

we respond to their call.264 In the domain of improvisational ensemble jazz performance which 

we were just discussing, the ride cymbal of the drummer, for example, has exigencies. This 

entity is not just some alloyed metal but has intersubjectively structured demands built into it; the 

ride cymbal makes a claim on the drummer for whom it is used, which says, “swing!” 

Furthermore, it is not just the physical instruments themselves that have exigencies built into 

them, but also the very sounds which these instruments emit. For example, it is in hearing the 

drummer’s resounding swing on the ride cymbal that the bassist is called to perform the walking 

bassline we were previously describing in mystical language. That is to say, it is in the 

“swinging” sound of the ride cymbal itself from which this call to the bassist to “walk!” is 

issued. The swinging sound has, to recall Russon’s language, a kind of “demand for compliance” 

built into it, which the bassist experiences in the form of “play the walking bassline!”  

The swinging upon a ride cymbal carries this exigency because in its resounding we find 

the sedimentation of a shared human practice. The resounding cymbal embodies this human 

practice and thus relieves the bass player of the self-conscious decision to perform the walking 

bassline; as exigent, the ride cymbal’s resounding swing conveys a musical direction to the 

bassist without any intermediary. This example again puts on display Heidegger’s idea that in 

 
The passivity we experience is thus not ultimately separable from human agency, but they circularly depend upon 

one another. See, for example, Critique of Dialectical Reason (185-186/F251-253).  
264 De Sousa, Music at Hand, 80-81.  
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living environments, such as musical performance-contexts, entities harboured therein have a 

kind of directionality built into them, immediately offering to human beings the acceptable forms 

that action can take there. As exigent, then, musical entities have an intersubjectively structured 

directionality, outlining in advance the kinds of musical behaviours and gestures that are called 

for in the overarching musical situation, and by the entities that belong there. 

In this section so far, we have seen that in a number of ways musicians act out of an 

intersubjective form of agency. We have seen that in the development of musical habits, 

musicians must perceive other musicians employing these same habits, and that the employment 

of musical habits is a matter of enacting intersubjectively structured styles of bodily movement. 

It is thus only out of an intersubjectively structured context that musicians can deploy particular 

musical skills, both in their immediate bodily execution and in their intuitive recognition of the 

“places” in which such skills can be deployed appropriately. Furthermore, we have seen that 

musical entities are charged with exigencies which outline and direct the behaviours and gestures 

of musicians who use them. These exigencies are inherent to both the instruments on which 

musicians play and to the sonic character of those instruments. These exigencies emerge through 

a temporal deposition of musical meaning upon musical entities by the shared musical practices 

of human beings.  

In all of these ways, the agency of the individual musician is mediated by structures of 

intersubjectivity; the habits they employ are possible only through intersubjective forms of 

learning, or “scaffolding,” to recall Bredlau’s language, and through the adoption of 

intersubjective styles of moving; the musical entities with which they interact, moreover, have 

intersubjectively mediated sense and direction. The body and the world through which musical 

performance happens is thus permeated with intersubjectivity. The notion of intersubjectivity 
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that is being invoked here implies that the sense of musical entities is “handed down” to us by 

others; in this sense, playing music is in important ways a lived response to an intersubjectively 

structured musical prompt, rather than a spontaneous action that is initiated by a self-concious 

musical individual. But if musical performance is permeated by intersubjectivity in this sense, 

then how can we ascribe “identities” to musicians who perform music? In what sense are 

musicians “individuals,” and to what extent do we find in musical performances the expression 

of unique musical voices?   

 

3.5 Musical Identity 

 

It may be tempting to think about musical identity in such a way that the musician who 

expresses their identity somehow manages to “get beyond” music’s fundamentally 

intersubjective structures. Similarly, we might suppose that a piece of music has an identity to 

the extent that is fundamentally distinct from other pieces of music. Indeed, it is more generally 

familiar to suppose that, in expressing an identity, we say something from a unique and singular 

perspective: the identity is, in this regard, what distinguishes one from other people or other 

works. But there is an important sense in which this familiar way of thinking about musical 

identity seems to be unavailable to us, since, as we have seen, to be involved in music is to adopt 

the styles of moving of others and, in a certain sense, to be compelled by the intersubjective 

meanings which are built into musical entities. I will argue that, while there is such a thing as 

musical identity, it is inseparable from, and moreover, ultimately depends upon, structures of 

intersubjectivity. Musical identity is thus fundamentally ambiguous, in that the means for 

realizing something like “musical individuality” are always tied to a pervasive “musical 
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collectivity.” I demonstrate this set of claims by focusing on two examples: first, I consider John 

Cage’s ‘4’33’ to show how even extremely unique pieces of music are ultimately intelligible—

and thus can have an identity—only in the context of music’s intersubjective structures. Second, 

I draw on Jason Stillman’s work on individuality in jazz music to show how developing a 

musical voice on one’s instrument is a matter of the incorporation of the musical insights of 

others, and thus of “scaffolding” in Bredlau’s sense. 

Let us begin by noticing that even notably unique pieces of music are, so far as they can 

be understood and appreciated, ultimately tied to music’s intersubjective structures. In part, this 

is because the basic parameters which define music, like rhythm, melody, and harmony, have 

intersubjective meanings and foundations; any attempt to express something musically without 

using such parameters in some way would not even clearly count as a musical expression. 

Consider, for example, John Cage’s composition, “4’33.” In his book, No Such Thing as Silence: 

John Cage’s 4’33, Kyle Gann’s describes its first performance: 

Pianist David Tudor sat down at the piano on the small raised wooden stage, closed the 

keyboard lid over the keys, and looked at a stopwatch. Twice in the next four minutes he 

raised the lid up and lowered it again, careful to make no audible sound, although at the 

same time he was turning pages of the music, which were devoid of notes. After four 

minutes and thirty-three seconds had passed, Tudor rose to receive applause—and thus 

was premiered one of the most controversial, inspiring, surprising, infamous, perplexing, 

and influential musical works…265 

 

Cage’s 4’33 is a musical composition that, as Gann notes, isn’t comprised of any musical notes. 

The piece is controversial in the history of music, and in some respects, it doesn’t qualify as 

music; the piece doesn’t make traditional use of musical parameters, and its “performance” does 

not require that any musician actually does anything. Regarding the piece, Cage himself says, “I 

had friends whose friendships I valued, and whose friendship I lost because of that. They thought 

 
265 Gann, No Such Thing as Silence, 2-3. 
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that calling something you hadn’t done, so to speak, music was a form of pulling the wool over 

their eyes, I guess.”266 Here, we see that because 4’33 is so unique and distinct—it forgoes the 

use of many of the parameters which normally define what music is—some, including Cage’s 

own friends, judge it to be something other than music. However, to the extent that we do 

recognize this work as a musical work, this is only because it reckons with some musical 

parameters and conventions—albeit in subversive ways. The piece has a duration, and it is 

performed for an audience in a performance venue. Furthermore, as Gann notes, the piece can 

even be regarded as having distinct movements: the sound of wind stirring comprises the first 

movement; raindrops pattering against the roof of the concert comprise the second; the 

accidental movements and whispering of the audience comprising the third.267  

We might imagine that in developing this composition, Cage’s intentions are, in part, to 

expand the listeners’ conception of music; but this is only effective to the extent that we 

acknowledge the “silence” as musical. What this example shows, I believe, is that even if a 

composer wants to subvert listeners’ expectations by creating a work without, for example, 

tonality or coherent rhythm, in its very subversive nature the work still deals with musical 

parameters: it is only in the context of how the work subverts our expectations of such 

parameters that the musical expression will be understood and appreciated. This is to say, in 

other words, that such works are not completely free from, or outside of, those parameters and 

conventions which ultimately make music comprehensible by and for others. Indeed, by 

considering a musical work such as Cage’s 4’33, we see that even historically unique and distinct 

works do not totally “get outside” of the rich and meaningful intersubjective history of music; it 

 
266 Gann, No Such Thing as Silence, 4. 
267 Gann, No Such Thing as Silence, 4. 
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is rather to the extent that Cage is responding to that history, challenging us to expand our 

conceptions of it, that the work is effective—for example, to hear the raindrops as rhythm, or 

whispering and chattering as musical phrasing. 

To further exemplify this point, we might imagine that a musician has the goal of saying 

something that has never, in even the slightest degree, been said before in the history of music; in 

other words, imagine someone trying to express something musically that was completely free 

from the influence of all musical heritage. What would such a musical expression look like? 

What parameters could be used to realize such a goal? Even if we imagine that one could 

actually succeed in developing a piece of music that transcended all musical history and all 

musical parameters—if a piece of music could be created that had absolutely no reference to any 

other piece of music—it is unclear how it could become comprehensible to others, since there 

would simply be no terms from which the piece could be appreciated or understood, and since it 

would have effectively come from “nowhere.” This supposedly “singular” work of art would be 

incommunicable, and so, its “singularity” could not be appreciated as such. In this way, then, the 

very motive from which such a piece could come into existence would prove itself to be self-

undermining; creating something completely and utterly singular would simultaneously render 

its communicability and recognition impossible. This basic thought experiment again puts on 

display the idea that difference can only be recognized as such if there is some underlying shared 

means for understanding that difference; it is only with respect to a common characteristic—

temperament—that I can be different from another person in a certain respect: he is serious 

where I am cheery. The same is true of musical identities; musical identities can be distinct from 

one another only to the extent that these identities take up and express some shared musical 

characteristics, and insofar as each identity inhabits a shared domain which makes their 



  

 

 

150 

 

differences intelligible. The claim that musical differences are intelligible only in the context of 

underlying shared musical characteristics helps us to see something of the nature of musical 

identity more clearly. The very capacity to be distinct from one another musically is a capacity 

that is afforded to us only to the extent that we take up a shared language for expressing this 

identity. 

However, even if distinct musical works such as Cage’s do not manage to get outside of 

the already established intersubjective structures of music, there is another sense in which such 

works cannot simply be reduced to these intersubjective structures either. For if that were the 

case, there would simply be no distinguishable musical works or identities; every musician, 

every musical work, would just instantiate a self-same and changeless musical “one.” But it 

seems uncontroversial to suppose that when we listen to music, watch a performance, or analyse 

a score, we sometimes witness the shining through of distinctive identities, even if it is only in 

the context of the intersubjective wealth of musical history and structure that this shining through 

of identity can happen. The nature of a musical identity needs to be discerned from within—and 

yet simultaneously as irreducible to—the contextualizing structures of music’s intersubjectivity. 

How can it be both?  

Consider Jason Stillman’s descriptions of the relationship between having influences and 

having an individual voice in jazz improvisation, from his doctoral study of jazz saxophonist 

Bunky Green: 

Although the terms “influence” and “individualism” may at first seem to represent two 

contrasting ideas, with respect to jazz improvisation they, in fact, have…a symbiotic 

relationship. Part of what makes jazz engaging for musicians and audiences is the 

“dialogue” that takes place between the musicians onstage and those who have come 

before. Qualities that make a player unique are not necessarily separate from traditional 

aspects of the music (influence); the improviser’s ability to shape, alter, and integrate 
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influences with their personal experiences allow them to develop an individualistic voice 

that is part of the jazz tradition.268  

 

Having an individual voice in jazz improvisation is not a matter of saying something separate 

from what has been said in its history. It is about establishing a meaningful dialogue with that 

history. Put more strongly, the very condition of developing a unique voice is an engagement 

with history; trying to say something in isolation from its history would prevent one from 

understanding how it is that one can speak in that domain. Indeed, drawing on testimony from 

jazz musicians and formalized approaches from jazz pedagogues, Stillman notes that the process 

of developing a unique voice involves listening, transcribing, and analyzing the playing of 

others.269 This is because, as we have noted above, others are the “scaffolding” upon which we 

learn to perceive the world; as Bredlau claims, they introduce for us ways of being from which 

we were previously closed off, giving us new sensitivities, supporting and informing our 

perspective. 

In this sense, drawing from others is indispensable for having a unique musical identity. 

However, while drawing from others is a necessary condition for developing a musical identity, 

it is not sufficient. As jazz saxophonist Joe Lovano says, “A lot of guys play but they’re not 

players…When you’re around a player, you’re around the truth and that’s what influences you to 

get yourself together. You don’t try to tell someone else’s story or imitate somebody…90 

percent of the players today do that. There’s a lot of cats who play amazing but they’re not 

players.”270 In Lovano’s comments, we find a distinction between merely playing and being a 

player. In other words, Lovano is suggesting that simply being able to play music is not 

 
268 Stillman, “Individualism and Audibility in Jazz,” 113. 
269 Stillman, “Individualism and Audibility in Jazz,” 103. 
270 Joe Lovano, interview by Jason Stillman, transcribed in his work, “Individualism and Audibility in Jazz” (110). 
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equivalent to having an identity, even in the case where a musician can “play amazing.” In such 

a case, one might perform music with exceptional proficiency, and yet simply be imitating others 

or “telling someone else’s story.” To be a player, on the other hand, is to go beyond imitation 

and to express something singular.  

Going beyond imitation is not going beyond the wealth of jazz improvisation and its 

intersubjective history, but, again, it is not reducible to that history either. Being a player in 

Lovano’s sense is taking up that history and, as Stillman says, re-shaping, altering, and 

integrating that history in a movement that carries it forward. Take, for example, the 

contemporary jazz drummer Mark Guiliana, one of the performances of whom we considered 

above in the context of understanding the intercorporeal nature of ensemble musical 

performance. It is unquestionable that Guiliana has a distinctive musical identity: it is easy to 

recognize his playing on recordings, others enjoy performing with him because he surprises them 

with his unique musical ideas, and his playing has come to influence the way that modern 

drumming now happens. In what does his musical identity consist? Why is he so recognizable?  

Guiliana is a graduate of William Paterson University with a degree in Jazz Studies and 

Performance. In interviews, he expresses reverence for the great history of jazz drummers such 

as Elvin Jones and Tony Williams. He is passionate about diverse musical styles, and often 

speaks about his development as a musician being tied to imitating the rhythmic ideas found in 

musical genres like electronic and dub. There is, therefore, an important sense in which 

Guiliana’s drumming is expressive of great respect and love for existing musical practices. 

Indeed, he performs while remaining deeply entrenched in the history of diverse musical styles. 

And yet, through his performances he also expresses his own distinctive identity. In his playing, 

Guiliana holds together a vast array of musical traditions, and can seamlessly inject a rhythmic 
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phrase characteristic of electronic music into an ensemble jazz performance. It seems to me that 

it is in his ability to hold these seemingly disparate styles together that he manages to say 

something musically unique; it is in the way that he carries forward different musical norms in 

the unity of his own playing, and, through their intersection, drawing out otherwise unrecognized 

potential in each, that he expresses his own singular musical voice, and re-defines the very 

possibilities of jazz drumming and musical performance.271    

Guiliana’s musical identity is singular, and yet its singularity is not the kind of singularity 

that has nothing to do with what others have accomplished or managed to say with their own 

musical expressions. Guiliana’s identity is ambiguous in the sense that what he can say as a 

singular musician is fundamentally bound up with and inextricable from what others in existing 

musical traditions have already said.272 It is, again, in his manner of “holding together” and 

“carrying forward” existing musical practices that Guiliana has a musical identity. This is not a 

limitation or criticism of Guiliana’s musical identity; on the contrary, the ambiguity of Guiliana’s 

identity is also its very potency to say something musically unique. 

The example of Guiliana’s drumming, like that of Bunky Green’s saxophone playing, 

shows that having a distinctive musical identity and living out of existing musical practices are 

not mutually exclusive. While it can of course be interesting to look for ways to write and 

 
271 As Travis Jackson says in his work Blowin’ the Blues Away, “The possession of an identifiable musical persona 

is the product of having considered a number of approaches and synthesized them into a concept” (112-113). 

However, these approaches are not simply synthesized conceptually. They are, more generally, synthesized in an 

embodied way, and as an orientation toward a world.  
272 In this sense, it is in and through others that Guiliana can realize a unique identity or musical singularity. This 

idea that singularity emerges through an engagement with the ways of being belonging to others, is one of the 

essential lessons of Kym Maclaren’s article, “Singularity as Becoming Oneself through Others.” For example, she 

claims: “Others…are essential to our self-transformations because these others, insofar as they live according to 

different institutions, on the basis of different logics, than we do, can offer us ways of encountering the world that 

are genuine alternatives to the one in which we have been entangled. Spending time with them…allows us to move 

into a different way of being, occupy a different base “level,” not merely think reality differently, but perceive and 

live it differently” (63). 
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perform music in ways that subvert established musical conventions and traditions, musical 

expression fundamentally happens in the context of shared practices and in the form of 

intersubjectively structured styles of moving and perceiving. Therefore, saying something 

“different” and having a distinctive identity are not necessarily matters of getting away from our 

shared musical heritage; as the example of Guiliana shows, identity emerges powerfully by 

listening to others attentively, respecting their insights, and appropriating their visions of music 

into one’s own. Indeed, like Guiliana, many of the most recognizable musicians in history are 

deeply immersed in intersubjective communities marked by already rich and developed musical 

practices; and the insights of such communities and their practices—far from getting in the 

way—provide the very terms from which those recognizable voices can emerge.  
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Chapter 4: Merleau-Ponty and the Expressivity of Music 

 

 

 

 

 In the preceding three chapters, we developed the thesis that musical performance 

happens in and through the phenomenal body, its orientation toward a musical world, and its 

incorporation of intersubjective musical structures. The capacity to exercise agency in music, in 

other words, is a capacity that emerges as embodied, worldly, and intersubjective. These are the 

formative contexts out of which musical acts can happen. In this final chapter, I draw on 

Merleau-Ponty’s metaphysics to argue that these formative contexts of musical activity are 

derived from a fundamental expressivity belonging to music. 

The chapter will be broken into two parts. In part one, I draw on Merleau-Ponty’s 

phenomenological study of speech, to illustrate that expressive acts exhibit a double-sided 

movement that at once gathers together established forms of meaning and carries them forward 

to creatively articulate new forms of meaning. By focusing on musical improvisation and 

musical composition, I illustrate some essential features of expression as it is conceived by 

Merleau-Ponty: these include a distinctive form of temporality belonging to expressive acts, the 

productive role of contingency in expressive acts, and the thinking of expression as a site for 

intersubjective learning and development. In part two, I show how the body, in the development 

of musical skills, is fundamentally expressive. To do this, I examine Merleau-Ponty’s studies of 

organic behaviour and draw out his claim that this type of behaviour is oriented to the expression 

of the sensible world. I show how the bodily development of musical skill is similarly tied to an 



  

 

 

156 

 

“orientation toward the realization of sensible meaning.” Further, I show that it is through 

expressive acts that the world of music is continuously developed and transformed. Here, I draw 

on Heidegger’s claim, in his work, “The Origin of the Work of Art,” that works of art inaugurate 

or set forth a world. To illustrate his claim, I study the development of drum set performance in 

the work of jazz drummer Kenny Clark and I argue that Clark’s musical expressions set forth a 

world, consisting of a range of new musical possibilities. Finally, I study the way that expression 

is exhibited in ensemble musical performances. Drawing on interviews with jazz pianist Herbie 

Hancock, I explore how musical meaning develops in unpredictable ways, through a receptivity 

to musical possibility, and through the taking up of open-ended musical gestures. In all of these 

ways, I will argue that expression is at the basis of musical activity; the bodily, worldly, and 

intersubjective contexts in which musical activity happens are fundamentally expressive 

contexts. 

 

Part One: Merleau-Ponty’s Concept of Expression; the Expressivity of Improvisation and 

Composition 

 

4.1 Merleau-Ponty’s Concept of Expression 

 

In the chapter “The Body as Expression, and Speech,” from Phenomenology of 

Perception, Merleau-Ponty articulates phenomenological conception of expression. To begin, 

Merleau-Ponty invites us to consider our everyday suppositions about what it is to speak. 

Typically, we suppose that in speaking, we use external bodily behaviour to convey our inner 

thoughts, emotions, and attitudes; we “express” ourselves through speech in the sense that we 
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give those thoughts, emotions, and attitudes an external body—words. On this kind of view, the 

meaning of what is said does not come from speech itself. Rather, our thoughts, emotions, and 

attitudes are themselves the bearers of meaning, and speech is, as Merleau-Ponty says, like an 

“empty envelope” for those meanings, which in turn are fully formed and already contained in 

one’s “interior.”273 These familiar suppositions are not unequivocally false: they describe 

phenomena, Merleau-Ponty argues, which apply to the kind of being for which “speech is 

already instituted.”274  

For Merleau-Ponty, these suppositions about expressing ourselves through speech are not 

so much false as they are incomplete; they describe experiences that are possible only because 

speech is, for us, “already instituted,” only because our thoughts, emotions, and attitudes have 

already been expressed. But speech that is “already instituted” presupposes an “instituting” 

power of expression, where speech does not merely carry already determinate meanings, but 

rather where the act of speaking accomplishes or makes determinate those meanings in the first 

place.275 Merleau-Ponty draws our attention to familiar experiences wherein this 

“accomplishing” character of speech is evident: 

Thought tends towards expression as if toward its completion…The most familiar object 

appears indeterminate so long as we have not remembered its name…The thinking 

subject himself is in a sort of ignorance of his thoughts as long as he has not formulated 

them for himself, or even spoken or written them, as is shown through the example of so 

many writers who begin a book without knowing just what they are going to include.276   

 

 
273 PhP, 182/F216. 
274 PhP, 189/F224. 
275 The idea that speaking “makes a meaning determinate” is borrowed from David Morris’s recent book Merleau-

Ponty’s Developmental Ontology. Drawing on Merleau-Ponty’s writings on animality and ontology, Morris argues 

that speech carries forward a more basic movement of “making something determinate” that characterises being 

itself.  
276 PhP, 182-183/F216-217. 
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This quotation from Merleau-Ponty points to phenomena in which our thoughts are not fully 

settled in advance of their expression in speech or writing, but where their very character as 

thoughts more fully become so through speech or writing. In this sense, expression has a creative 

power; by expressing ourselves, we establish our thoughts, emotions, and attitudes, making them 

exist or realizing them in a manner that is both coherent and communicable to others.  

 For Merleau-Ponty, expression thus happens in two distinct orders; “second order” 

expression refers to a power for gathering together and making use of already determinate 

meanings, and “first order” expression refers to a power for creatively articulating those 

meanings. Merleau-Ponty names the articulatory power of speech “authentic [parole 

authentique]”277 or “originary [parole originaire]278, because, on his view, the power to carry 

forward already determinate meanings depends upon their already having been established by 

these “first order” expressive acts.279 However, there is an important sense in which these two 

orders of expression are mutually dependent. As Merleau-Ponty says, “The new meaningful 

intention only knows itself by donning already available significations, which are the results of 

previous acts of expression. The available significations suddenly intertwine according to an 

unknown law, and once and for all a new cultural being has begun to exist.”280 First and second 

order acts of expression are mutually dependent in the sense that, in order for first order 

expressive acts to generate meanings, those acts have to make use of “materials” with which to 

do so. Expressive acts of the first order do not generate meaning “from nowhere,” but instead 

reconfigure existing meanings, or “already available significations,” in a transformative way. 

 
277 PhP, 183, endnote 6/F217, footnote 2. 
278 PhP, 184, endnote 7/F218, footnote 1. 
279 PhP, 189/F224. 
280 PhP, 189/F223. 
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Further, the capacity to make use of these already available significations in expression, 

“assumes that the decisive step of [first order] expression has been accomplished.”281 

 Merleau-Ponty gives a number of examples to illustrate in a phenomenological way the 

“decisive” and transformative power of expression.282 One powerful example that Merleau-Ponty 

considers is the example of learning to understand what another person is saying. Consider the 

following description: 

People can only speak to us in a language we already know, and each word of a difficult 

text awakens thoughts in us that belonged to us in advance, but these significations 

sometimes combine into a new thought that reworks them all, and we are transported to 

the heart of the book and connect with the source. There is nothing comparable here to 

the resolution of a problem, where an unknown term is discovered through its relation 

with known terms. For the problem can only be resolved if it is determinate, that is, if the 

cross-checking of the givens assigns one or several definite values to the unknown. In 

understanding others, the problem is always indeterminate because only the solution to 

the problem will make the givens retrospectively appear as convergent, and only the 

central motive of a philosophy, once understood, gives the philosopher’s texts the value 

of adequate signs.283 

 

There are a few important insights to elaborate here. The first is that, once again, we see the 

mutually dependent nature of first and second order expression: the understanding of another 

person’s speech or writing is a matter of sharing a set of “available significations”—a 

language—and also of having these significations reconfigured. That is, by understanding the 

other person’s speech or writing or thinking, our own sense of these activities is transformed.    

Further, through this reconfiguring of “significations,” we both understand the other’s 

thought, or “connect with the source,” and we also achieve a greater depth to our own thinking. 

Indeed, as Merleau-Ponty says, “Through speech, then, there is a taking up of the other person’s 

 
281 PhP, 189-190/F224. 
282 Above, in chapter one, we noticed this transformative power in the context of paying attention; paying attention 

in the development of musical skills, we said, accomplishes a transformation of the form of musical experience. 

Paying attention, in this sense, operates according to an expressive logic.  
283 PhP, 184/F218. 
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thought, a reflection in others, a power of thinking according to others, which enriches our 

thoughts.”284 In other words, others provide us with sources for our own capacity to think and 

speak, by offering us new and different perspectives upon the themes expressed in their speech 

or thought. To recall Bredlau’s expression discussed in chapter three, others are the scaffolding 

through which our own capacities for thought and speaking are realized.  

In the passage above, Merleau-Ponty also notices that in having our thoughts enriched 

and reconfigured through others, there is a movement that proceeds from a place of 

indeterminacy to clarity. It is a movement where the position of understanding enables one to 

retroactively clarify that which initially posed the problem of, “how to understand the other.” To 

see this, Merleau-Ponty invites us to consider the experience of coming to understand a work of 

philosophy. It is a common experience for those of us who have read works of philosophy, to 

proceed through the text groping for meaning in what is written, only to find ourselves unable to 

grasp that meaning. But at a certain point, an insight hits us and enables us to make sense of 

these initially indiscernible parts of the text from which we proceeded. In this movement from 

indeterminacy to clarity, there is a distinctive form of temporality in which our present 

retroactively determines our past. Particularly, the initial experience of speech, the meaning of 

which was not clear,  is reconfigured as intelligible through a moment of insight.  

In the experience of understanding others, then, we witness the mutually dependent 

nature of first and second order expression, the intersubjective significance of speech and 

thought, as well as a form of temporality in which the present retroactively determines the past. It 

is worth dwelling further on this last point, since this form of temporality has a way of 

concealing itself. Indeed, Merleau-Ponty says that it is difficult to understand expressive acts in 

 
284 PhP, 184/F218-219. 
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their retroactively determinative nature, because acts of expression are subject to a retrospective 

illusion.285 Particularly, once an expressive act has been realized, there appears, prior to it, 

reasons, causes, or motives, which give rise to and sufficiently explain it. However, on Merleau-

Ponty’s view the putatively anterior explanans only appears after the act has been realized. 

Consequently, they do not always account for the contingency and passivity involved in these 

acts.286 Further, their character as anterior to the expressive act is a character that is derived from 

the expressive act itself. 

 

4.2 Expression and Improvisation 

 

The retroactively determinative nature of expressive acts is exhibited in the phenomenon 

of musical improvisation.287 Of course, musical improvisation can take many forms. I will 

consider two forms of musical improvisation and discuss how they reveal the retroactively 

 
285 PhP, 51/F76. See, for example, Kym Maclaren’s article, “Merleau-Ponty on Human Development and the 

Retrospective Realization of Potential,” for some helpful elaborations of this idea of a retrospective illusion. 
286 PhP, 189-190/F224. 
287 There is a broader sense in which this retroactive form of temporality is exhibited even in the basic structure of a 

melody. A melody is a musical phrase which consists of musical notes played in succession. These notes are the 

“materials” out of which the melody is composed. But the meaning of the melody is not discernible as a simple 

aggregate of these materials, such that one could consider each note in isolation and simply add them together. The 

meaning of the melody can only emerge by considering the notes as temporally self-continuous with each other, and 

where the meaning of each note is determined by the present note’s “action” on the notes that have already been 

heard. Consider the performance of a melody on a guitar. If I begin with the note “A,” its meaning in the melody as 

a whole is open-ended, and it is up to the subsequent notes to show what the “A” means; if I move half a step up 

from “A” and play a “B flat,” the meaning of the “A” will have been shown to be the “leading tone” in the “B flat 

major” scale. However, if I move up a full step and play the note “B,” the meaning of the “A” will have been shown 

to be the “subtonic” in the “B minor” scale. These are not simply terminological differences. The very sonorous 

quality of “A” will change, depending on whether it is succeeded by the “B flat” or “B.” in the former case, the A 

will take on a character of “wanting to resolve” to the tonic, whereas in the latter, no such “desire” will be audible. 

The meaning of the note “A,” then, is determinable only by the note that succeeds it. In this sense, the melody has an 

expressive meaning, in that its meaning is available only in the context of its unfolding and retroactive form of 

temporality. Of course, this meaning does not come from nowhere; it emerges by configuring the existing pitches 

that belong to various diatonic scales. But considering the melody in this way puts on display the idea that its 

specific meaning emerges only through a distinctive mode of temporality wherein the notes played in some present 

moment are determined retroactively by the notes that will succeed them in a future. 
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determinative nature of expression. First, I consider a rhythmic improvisation upon a musical 

theme that I draw from my own experience of drum set performance. Next, I consider Derek 

Bailey’s reflections on improvising with his free improvisational trio Joseph Holbrooke.  

 

i) Improvising on a Musical Theme 

 

To begin, consider a rhythmic improvisation upon a musical theme. This kind of 

improvisation happens without an explicitly formulated plan, but within a determinate musical 

context and through existing musical parameters. For example, a drummer might improvise 

during a section of a piece of music which has a specified tempo, time signature, and musical 

key. These parameters set the terms within which the improvisation happens. So far as the 

improvisation works, however, these parameters are not experienced as restrictions for the 

drummer, but rather as means for exercising freedom in their playing.288 For example, the tempo 

sets a pulse for the improvisation, but this pulse can be doubled or halved, depending on the 

rhythmic and melodic ideas that the drummer implements. Furthermore, the time signature sets 

the terms for how many notes can fit within a measure, but the drummer can play “over the bar 

line,” or play “polymetrically,” oscillating for a few measures to a different rhythmic meter, 

before merging again with the existing time signature. The key signature and the particular 

chords that are played in the section of music suggests an emotional sense, but it is in the 

drummer’s manner of playing over them that the music as a whole takes on its affective value; 

for example, while minor chords might suggest a “gloomy” tonality, it is through the sparse, 

 
288 In Music at Hand, Jonathan De Sousa makes a similar point about the relationship between constraints and 

freedom in musical performance (80-81).  
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jagged, and sporadic rhythms of the improvising drummer that the music more fully conveys 

“unease” and “discomfort.” The musical parameters thus delimit what happens in the rhythmic 

improvisation, but not in a deterministic way; these parameters open up a field within which 

musical meanings can emerge.289 Furthermore, it is in the unfolding improvisation that the 

parameters themselves come to have a specific embodiment and significance. It is, for example, 

as the burst of furious 32nd notes that “120 beats per minute” takes shape, or as three groups of 

three softly played 8th notes followed by one group of two aggressively played 8th notes that the 

“11/8” time signature happens. In other words, it is not just the musical parameters that configure 

what can happen in the improvisation, but, moreover, it is the improvisation itself which realizes 

the musicality of the parameters.  

In the course of the improvisation, what is played is not planned in advance; the musical 

meaning of the improvisation emerges spontaneously. To understand the spontaneous nature of 

the improvisation, we must see that the improvisation happens according to a temporal logic 

wherein the meaning of what is played in the present is, on the one hand, motivated by what 

came before, but also, retroactively settles the meaning of this “before.” The past motivates what 

is played in the improvisation in a number of senses. First, as we have noted, the improvisation 

will take shape in a context with already specified musical parameters. Further, as we have seen 

in our study of the habit-body, the drummer is a musical agent with a kind of temporal depth, in 

the sense that the improvisational context of-this-moment is shaped by the drummer’s already 

determinate musical skills and musical vocabulary. Such skills and vocabulary signify a kind of 

 
289 In his work, The Birth of Sense, Don Beith makes this point about jazz improvisation. Beith’s point about jazz 

occurs in the context of a discussion about the expressivity of animal life. Indeed, Beith sees important connections 

between musical improvisation and animality. See, in particular, chapter one, entitled, “Consciousness and 

Animality” (46-47). I will follow Beith, and other Merleau-Ponty scholars, in exploring some of these connections 

below.  
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sedimented past that is alive in the musician’s present, informing what musical sense can emerge 

there. Finally, during the course of the improvisation itself, what has already been played helps 

to configure what the drummer will play next; for example, the musician might pick up on 

certain phrases that have already been introduced in the course of the musical performance, and 

make use of these to carry the improvisation forward. In these ways, the musical meaning of the 

improvisation is motivated by the past. But in addition, the meaning of this past will be 

continually recontextualized by the present itself. That is, the meaning of the musician’s current 

musical phrases will retroactively determine those that came before: if, for example, the 

drummer plays a note on a snare drum, its meaning in the improvisation as a whole can only be 

settled by what is played next. If the following notes become progressively louder and culminate 

in a loudest note played upon a crash cymbal, the initial note will come to mean, “the first part of 

a crescendo.” If the following notes happen on a drum with a lower pitch, the initial note will 

come to mean, “the beginning of a descending melody.”  

In each case, the musical meaning of the initial note is retroactively determined; while the 

initial notes will promise a certain future, it is this future, once made present, which will more 

fully establish the significance of the initial notes. There are of course important senses in which 

the notes comprising the “beginning” of the improvisation give rise to or call for the subsequent 

notes to exist in the manner that they do; the subsequent notes exist as having to deal with the 

beginning. But it is only through the subsequent notes that the beginning can be a beginning; the 

subsequent notes must take up and make determinate certain musical possibilities that were set 

up by the beginning in a merely indeterminate way. It is, then, the subsequent notes that settle the 

meaning of the beginning, “causing” it to fully exist as itself, or determining what, more 
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precisely, that beginning was. So, while the initial note opens up musical possibilities, its 

meaning is expressively determined by the unfolding of the rest of the improvised activity itself.  

The meaning of the improvisation is in this sense not contained “in the performer’s mind” 

before it happens. This is attested to by the fact that even for masterful improvisers with 

extensive musical vocabularies and with a strong intuitive sense of the possibilities that can be 

realized in specific musical contexts, improvisation can be accompanied with the experience of 

“surprise” at the music that has taken shape by their own musical agency. In the same way, we 

often find that when engrossed in a rich conversation we come to wonder “how we got there.” It 

is through what the musician, like the interlocutor, says that the meaning of the improvisation or 

dialogue emerges.290 At the beginning of an improvisation, and even during the first parts of it, 

there is something that is yet to be determined—something that will confer a significance upon 

the first parts of it and give those first parts the ability to show what they more fully mean. The 

improvisation thus exhibits the movement of expression, whereby a meaning crystallizes through 

time; as expressive, the improvisation is a reality within which the present is not only followed 

by the past but furthermore gives the past its full sense.  

 
290 It must be stressed that what the musician or interlocutor says is not unmotivated, such that we would imply a 

concept of agency where what is said or done by the agent comes “from out of nowhere.” The meaning of what can 

be expressed by an agent always already owes itself to a “before.” But in addition, we will see that what one says at 

each moment of a conversation or musical performance contains more than is intended by the agent, such that what 

is said carries within it a kind of excess of meaning that in turn can re-shape the meaning of what has been said 

before, as well as adumbrate the meaning of what can be said next. In other words, there is a kind of contingency 

alive within the expressive acts of the agent that renders both the agent of the expression and the expression of the 

agent open to transformation in surprising or unexpected ways; and these surprising or unexpected elements of the 

expression can retroactively determine what counts as a “before.” This is a point that Merleau-Ponty makes about 

the history and development of painting in his Institution and Passivity lectures. For example, Merleau-Ponty claims 

that painting does not develop according to “a logic,” that any attempt to construct a logic of painting’s development 

will be “retrospective and provisional,” and that, in the development of a painter’s work, “we do not know exactly 

what it is going to mean” (44).  In this sense, on Merleau-Ponty’s view, while expressive acts always occur as the 

taking up of a past, expressive acts are irreducible to their supposed anterior causes. We will explore this notion of 

contingency as having transformative effects upon musical expression and musical agency in section c. below, 

where we turn to discuss the nature of musical composition, and, in particular, of the unexpected and unforeseeable 

aspects of performing music that has already been expressed in the form of a detailed score.    
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ii) Free Improvisation 

 

It is worth noticing that, although improvising upon a musical theme demonstrates the 

retroactively determinative nature of expressive acts, this kind of improvising may happen 

through expressive acts of the second order. While the improvising drummer may proceed 

without a plan and without self-consciously deciding the shape of the musical acts before they 

happen, the drummer’s acts can, nevertheless, merely reiterate skills, ideas, or phrases with 

which the drummer is already familiar.291 In this sense, the improvisation itself will take the 

temporal form of a retroactive determination, but it will also happen, for the most part, in the 

domain of “already constituted speech.” 

Improvisation, however, also offers the distinctive opportunity to move beyond the 

domain of what is already constituted. In fact, moving beyond the domain of what is already 

constituted may be the lived impetus for improvising, as it is for Derek Bailey’s free 

improvisational trio, Joseph Holbrooke. In his work Improvisation, Bailey describes the trio as 

on a “search” for freedom and development in music. During the beginning of Joseph 

Holbrooke’s existence, Bailey describes the music as “fairly conventional in a jazz manner.”292 

However, the group became dissatisfied with jazz and its conventions. Indeed, Bailey finds in 

jazz music a growing tendency toward preserving its own tradition rather than exploring new 

avenues of sound. In addition, Bailey came to see jazz pedagogy as overly analytical, and as 

 
291 To be sure, even this kind of basic improvisation may enable the musician to realize a radically new expression, 

but it is not integral to the activity.  
292 Bailey, Improvisation, 87.  
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producing musicians who merely recapitulate the already established insights of jazz music.293 

Joseph Holbrooke, by contrast, wanted to, “replace the inherited things which we found stilted, 

moribund and formal.”294 

In an interview with Bailey, Joseph Holbrooke drummer Tony Oxley discusses this 

desire, and his experience in the group more generally. Consider some of his remarks: 

There were times that were significant that one remembers but my main impression is 

 one of continuous development. The search was always for something that sounded right 

 to replace the things that sounded predictable and wrong. But there is something I would 

 like to point out. During the whole time I don’t think I ever made any intellectual 

 decision to limit myself. The exclusion of the jazz vocabulary was an emotional act of 

 feeling. Sometimes there’s an assumption that this sort of thing is done just to be 

 different. That’s totally wrong. It’s an emotional demand that you have to meet. When 

 you’re wearing chains you don’t become aware of them through intellectual processes. 

 You can feel them.295  

 

Oxley characterises Joseph Holbrooke as a trio on a search for “continuous development.” The 

group was not satisfied with the musical paths they had already traversed; the trio was defined by 

an incessant attempt at constructing and moving toward new musical paths. One interesting 

feature of Oxley’s experience with Joseph Holbrooke is that his desire to move beyond the 

already established or predictable elements of musical performance is a desire that is pre-

reflective. The aim of saying something new in his music is not a deliberate or calculated aim; 

the search for a musical meaning that lies, for example, beyond “the jazz vocabulary,” is 

motivated by an emotional demand. This is, in other words, a lived and passive dimension of 

 
293 Bailey, Improvisation, 49-53. 
294 Bailey, Improvisation, 87. 
295 Bailey, Improvisation, 89. 
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Joseph Holbrooke’s musical expressivity.296 Indeed, Bailey echoes this description, 

characterising the trio as working in an “instinctive” manner.297 

 Describing the results of this instinctive search, Bailey characterises the music of Joseph 

Holbrooke in ways that challenge many of the most basic and common assumptions there are 

about what music is. Indeed, Bailey claims that Joseph Holbrooke’s improvisational music took 

the form of an “attack” on fundamental musical parameters. Here are some examples: 

Tony Oxley evolved a method of super-imposing a different time feel over the original, 

creating not only a poly-rhythmic effect but a non-rhythmic effect…until the feeling of a 

regular pulse was totally removed. Additionally, harmonic experiments were taking 

place…The soloist improvised not on the chord being played but on the following chord, 

the chord about to be played. 

 

Bailey continues: 

The main stimulus was to escape from the lack of tension endemic in tonal or modal pitch 

constructions. The ‘tension and release’ myth upon which most scalar and arpeggio 

patterns, phrases and designs are based seemed to us no longer valid. In these closed 

systems there is a circular quality to the improvisation which means that the release is 

built into the tension, that the answer is contained in the question. The effect is of 

slackness, blandness…It was to escape from this that we turned to a more atonal, non-

causal organization of the pitch. Much of our language now was arrived at…by a much 

more consistent use of the more ‘dissonant’ intervals.298 

 

Joseph Holbrooke pushes the boundaries of music-making; through their improvisations, the 

basic parameters of pulse, rhythm, and harmony are put into question. The group accomplishes a 

kind of “non-rhythm” or lack of “regular pulse” in their music, and they develop a unique 

musical language that does not rely on “tonal centres.”  

 
296 In their improvisations Joseph Holbrooke thus demonstrates a receptivity to the open-ended reality of sound, and 

an ability to let the emotional demands of the musical situation carry their own musical voices forward. I will return 

to this theme of passivity in improvisation below. 
297 Bailey, Improvisation, 87. 
298 Bailey, Improvisation, 87-88. 
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Bailey notices that improvisations in more traditional jazz contexts have elements of 

predictability to them. While such musical performances might not be deliberately planned, the 

relationships between all of the possible musical pitches are taken as given in advance; this 

means that the performance of certain notes will have tension built into them, and they will 

require specific other notes to “resolve the tension” which these “tension notes” pose. In this 

sense, improvisations which take this form are, on Bailey’s view, “second-order” improvisations. 

To take a very basic example, if a musician is improvising in the key of A major, the notes E (a 

perfect fifth) or G sharp (a leading tone), will present themselves with an audible tension, and 

“call for” the note A—the tonal centre of the key—to release this tension. This is what Bailey 

means when he says that traditional improvisations can have a “circular quality,” where the 

“answer is built into the question.” The result is that such improvisations can even take on a 

“causal” character, where the performance of one pitch necessitates others; these improvisations 

are thus, on Bailey’s view, not as spontaneous as they might appear.  

Joseph Holbrooke’s improvisations, by contrast, aim to move beyond this “already 

constituted” language. Without relying on basic constituents of music, like rhythm or harmony, 

the members of the trio are forced to approach each musical situation—and moreover, each 

musical sound—anew. The result is a kind of music-making that utilizes dissonance, irregularity 

and idiosyncratic procedures for achieving unique sounds from the instruments on which the 

trio’s members play.299 Indeed, in “freeing” themselves from typical musical conventions, the 

group members force themselves to forge techniques and invent practices that offer unique 

musical expressions. 

 
299 For example, in Improvisation Bailey describes a procedure employed by the trio’s drummer, Tony Oxley, that 

enabled a cymbal to produce an effect where one musical note would slide into another. Oxley did this, “by tying a 

piece of cloth to a cymbal in such a way as to be able to bend the cymbal after it had been struck” (88).   
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This last point is important. It might be tempting to think about Joseph Holbrooke’s 

approach to improvisation in a merely negative way: their approach is one that emphasises non-

rhythm, lack of pulse, and an avoidance of traditional harmonic structures. While this manner of 

characterising Joseph Holbrooke’s approach may be accurate, it is incomplete. For it is in and 

through these (and other) omissions that Joseph Holbrooke is free to develop new and positive 

procedures for improvising. For example, it is by relinquishing the traditional role of a double 

bass player that Gavin Bryars is able to play “a lot” of chords on his instrument and play 

“horizontally across the strings like a flamenco guitarist.”300  Similarly, it is by moving beyond 

the familiar concept of a drum set that Tony Oxley is able to incorporate new percussive sounds 

into the group, and to see in seemingly non-musical entities, musical possibilities: Bailey 

explains that Oxley’s drum set included an amplified section, comprised of, “wires, various 

kitchen equipment, motor generators, springs.”301 

Joseph Holbrooke’s approach to improvisation is exemplary of Merleau-Ponty’s concept 

of expression. This is the case in a few different senses. First, Joseph Holbrooke’s improvisations 

exhibit a temporal movement wherein the present retroactively determines the past. This is the 

case in an even stronger sense than we considered above, in the example of improvising over a 

musical theme. In that context, while the reality of the improvisation as a whole is only 

discernible retrospectively, it is still the case that this improvisation may be rooted in the pre-

existing ideas or skills belonging to the musician. However, in the case of Joseph Holbrooke, 

where pre-existing ideas and musical conventions are to a large extent omitted, the development 

 
300 Bailey, Improvisation, 88. 
301 Bailey, Improvisation, 101. 
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of the improvisations require a greater receptivity to the moment, a creative articulation of 

musical sound, and a form of expression that is transformative of musical possibility.  

In this sense, Joseph Holbrooke’s musical expressivity is one that tends toward 

expression of the first order. However, as Merleau-Ponty notes, first-order expression is 

expression that transforms existing significations. Joseph Holbrooke is no exception to this rule; 

even if the group’s improvisations are premised upon a lack of convention, the distinctiveness of 

Joseph Holbrooke’s music is one which emerges only through the group’s history as working, 

practicing, conventional musicians.302 Further, Joseph Holbrooke’s free improvisations work 

only because the group itself has a history within which the members develop a shared musical 

vocabulary together:  

I think it worked for a lot of reasons. The main one was that we had gone through a 

period of inventing procedures together and all that stuff was insurance against things 

falling flat when we did work without guidelines. The fact that we did all that meant that 

the music retained some coherence. The earlier stuff served as a sort of training. We had 

been in that ‘swimming’ situation before.303 

 

So, even if Joseph Holbrooke’s music tends toward expression of the first order, this is not 

because they are operating in terms that are completely beyond already constituted musical 

language. To further emphasize this point, recall that in chapter three above it was claimed that 

even extremely idiosyncratic musical pieces are not totally free from basic musical parameters 

and conventions. The case is the same with Joseph Holbrooke. For example, when bassist Gavin 

Bryars says that, “I would at all times try and avoid playing the pulse of the music,” there is a 

sense in which his musical acts are dealing with this very convention of music having a “pulse.” 

 
302 Indeed, in Improvisation Bailey notes an important connection between the ability to play in “free 

improvisational” contexts and developing the technical aspects of one’s musicianship. See, for example, the section 

entitled “Practicing” (109-111).   
303 Bailey, Improvisation, 90. 
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Of course, his manner of playing with irregularity is distinctive and transformative of musical 

possibility, but it is distinctive only because it is shaped in response to this convention. In other 

words, his musical acts are expressive in the sense that those acts take up already existing 

musical significations and use them in service of a transformative gesture.     

Finally, Joseph Holbrooke’s approach to improvisation is exemplary of Merleau-Ponty’s 

concept of expression in the sense that, for Merleau-Ponty, expression offers us distinctive 

sources of intersubjective learning and development. Above, we saw that in the understanding of 

the other’s speech or writing, one’s own capacity for thought and individuality is enriched. It is 

through the intersubjective context of expression in language that one finds a depth to one’s 

individuality. Gavin Bryars echoes this idea in a description of his experience with Joseph 

Holbrooke: 

We developed a collective language. Not a consciously articulated language but step by 

step—each step by a different person—a symbiotic thing. The total exceeded the sum of 

the individual parts. It was a very real case of that. It was absolutely a collective thing. 

The ideas that were contributed individually all coloured the development but we were in 

a position to trust each other sufficiently to share those things, to allow the individual 

contributions to come in and be used collectively.304 

 

It is, in other words, in the intersubjective context of improvising together and developing a 

collective musical language, that each member of the trio is able to simultaneously develop their 

musical individuality.305 

 

4.3 Expression, Contingency, and Composition 

 
304 Bailey, Improvisation, 92. 
305 This is one of the central insights of John Russon’s article, “Freedom and Passivity.” See, for example, section 

three, “Freedom as Such: Work and Communication,” where Russon claims: “we are “made out of” a successfully 

accomplished communication with others that is realized as the meaningful things of our (shared) world. We are 

thus “made out of” language, so to speak, and the imperative inherent in our free realization of the possibilities in 

things is the imperative to communicate: my action is true, what I accomplish is real, when it is afforded room by 

the freedom of others that is implicit in the determinacy of things” (35-36). 
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 By studying (1) the experience of improvising upon a musical theme and, (2) Joseph 

Holbrooke’s approach to free improvisation, we have seen Merleau-Ponty’s concept of 

expression exemplified in musical phenomena. Through these phenomena of musical 

improvisation, we witness the way that established musical significations are reworked in a 

transformative way. These phenomena exhibit a temporal logic wherein the past becomes what it 

is through retroactively determinative gestures that are accomplished in the present; further, 

these phenomena demonstrate that expression is a site of intersubjective learning and 

development. One further crucial feature of expressive acts, on Merleau-Ponty’s view, is the 

productive role that contingency plays in them.306 Indeed, Merleau-Ponty claims that expressive 

acts accomplish a new signification that is unforeseeable in advance.307 Part of appreciating this 

claim involves seeing that expressive acts are subject to accidents that exceed the intentions 

behind them. A common example of this phenomenon is the example of expressing something in 

language that is meant in a harmless or comedic way but turns out to have a harmful or upsetting 

significance for others. While the intention behind the expression might be harmless, this 

intention in itself cannot sufficiently determine the meaning of the expression; in making one’s 

intention real through expression, it becomes vulnerable to transformation in ways that are 

unforeseeable to the agent of the expression.308 In this section, I explore this phenomenon of 

 
306 PhP, 189/F224. 
307 For example, in Institution and Passivity, where Merleau-Ponty is discussing the development of a painter’s style 

in each of the painter’s works, Merleau-Ponty writes that, “Everything hangs together, and yet it would not be 

possible to say where it is going” (78). So while there is continuity and coherence across the painter’s individual 

works, this continuity and coherence does not precede those individual works; rather, these characteristics develop 

through the individual works themselves and can only be observed, as we said above, retrospectively. 
308 This is also one of the fundamental insights of Hegel’s discussion of action in the section entitled, “Individuality 

which takes itself to be real in and for itself,” in his work, Phenomenology of Spirit. For example, Hegel claims that, 

“Accordingly, an individual cannot know what he [really] is until he has made himself a reality through action. 

However, this seems to imply that he cannot determine the End of his action until he has carried it out,” (240). In 
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contingency in expression by studying the performance of composed music. This study will 

illustrate how the contingent dimensions of musical expression can be productive of musical 

meaning, in the sense that distinctive musical possibilities can emerge in the performance of 

composed music in ways that exceed the intentions of the composer, and, as well, of the 

musicians who are performing the composition. In turn, I argue that this reflection will point us 

toward a conception of musical works as akin to living beings, in the sense that, like living 

beings, musical works have a developmental character. 

To begin, it is worth remarking upon some of the similarities and putative differences 

between performing composed music and performing improvised music. Performing 

compositions and performing improvisations are commonly thought to be musical activities that 

bear little similarity to one another. There are some compelling reasons for this common 

assumption; improvisational performance is a form of musical performance wherein the 

performers proceed without a plan, while compositional performance, on the other hand, is 

dictated by an explicit and detailed score, or is simply, “retrieved from memory.” But we will see 

that even in cases of performing composed music, where the music to be performed “has already 

been expressed,” the performer must engage in a kind of improvisation in order to bring the 

music, as it were, “to life.” And because compositions must be performed in this way, 

compositions themselves contain contingent musical elements that can produce new and 

unexpected directions within the composition itself, although in ways not always visible to the 

composer or musical performers. Thus, the meaning of the composition will be shown to be a 

 
other words, there is a performative character to action, in the sense that its meaning is only discernible by “carrying 

it out.” 



  

 

 

175 

 

meaning that evolves beyond its composer’s and performer’s intentions. Let us turn to elaborate 

these claims. 

In his work, The Improvisation of Musical Dialogue, Bruce Ellis Benson examines the 

idea that performers of classical music, even when performing in accordance with a score, are 

not simply recapitulating pre-existing musical ideas; on his view, the performer actively 

contributes to the determination of the musical idea in and through the performance. In this 

sense, there is a kind of improvisation that is essential to the performance of scored music.309 

Benson notices that one might argue that calling the performance of a piece of classical music 

improvisatory would be mistaken, and he acknowledges that there are indeed differences 

between the improvisation that happens in this kind of musical performance and, for example, 

the improvisation that happens in an explicitly improvisational jazz performance. However, on 

Benson’s view, such differences are not “qualitative” differences but “quantitative” 

differences.310  

While the improvisational jazz performer is expressly engaged in an activity that is not 

planned in advance, the performer of classical music follows a “plan” in the sense that the music 

being performed is notated. Still, in both cases, the musician has to go beyond that which is 

planned. In the case of the classical performer’s performance: 

It consists of “filling-in” certain details that are not notated in the score. Such details 

include (but are not limited to) tempi, timbre, attack, dynamics, and (to some degree) 

instrumentation. No matter how detailed the score may be, some—and often much—

improvisation of this sort is necessary simply in order to perform the piece. Thus, no 

performance is possible without some form and degree of improvisation.311  

 

 
309 Benson, The Improvisation of Musical Dialogue, 25-26.  
310 Benson, The Improvisation of Musical Dialogue, 30. 
311 Benson, The Improvisation of Musical Dialogue, 26. 
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The classical performer thus has to go beyond the score or “musical plan” in order to perform the 

music at all. In this sense, the classical performer is, like the jazz performer, involved in a kind of 

improvisational activity; the difference between the two is not a difference in “what” they are 

doing, but rather of “how much” they are doing it.312 There is a sense in which both musicians 

are engaged in musical improvisation, where musical improvisation refers to a kind of musical 

performance that is not simply the replication of an already full formed musical meaning, but the 

active shaping of that meaning.  

 To further illustrate the commonality between the performance of explicitly 

improvisational music and the performance of classical music, it is also worth noticing that 

explicitly improvisational music does not take the form of “creation ex nihilo.” As we saw above 

in describing the nature of musical improvisations, these activities that are “not planned in 

advance” are nevertheless constrained by, or responses to, specific musical parameters—in short, 

they do not come “from nowhere.” The improvisational gestures of the musician take place in a 

musical context, where such parameters as musical key, time signature, tempo, rhythmic rate, 

and mood are often already established. It is through these parameters that improvisation can 

happen, and in this sense the improvisation exists only as the taking up of an already determinate 

musical sense. This sense is determinate, but, like the score for the classical musician, it is not 

fully determinate; it requires the musical gestures of the performer to more fully realize it, and it 

is only through these gestures that the musical sense can be what it is. 

Because there is an indeterminacy to certain musical works that requires musical 

performers to render these works determinate, musical works can take on forms that lay beyond 

 
312 Bailey echoes this idea in his claim, from the “introduction” to Improvisation, that improvisation is basic and 

fundamental to all music-making.   
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what the composer or the musicians performing these works envision. First, consider the way 

that musicians can come to find themselves surprised at their own performances of such musical 

works. When we considered the intercorporeal nature of ensemble musical performance in 

chapter three above, we noticed that even when music is performed “according to a score,” the 

music is subject to shifts in meaning that go beyond the score, and we have seen that such shifts 

in musical meaning happen in ways that are not anticipated by the performers themselves. In 

particular, we saw that the Danish String Quartet (DSQ) cellist Fredrik Sjölin can, during the 

performance of a passage of music from Beethoven which is being performed according to a 

score, find himself astonished at how the quartet managed to “arrive” at the musical “place” they 

did. He describes the experience of finding himself performing at a tempo that was not planned 

for in advance, and that often it is “impossible to predict” how the performance will turn out. In 

Fredrik’s words, “it depends on what you lay as ground.”313 

One might wonder why it is that the DSQ members would find it impossible to predict 

how their musical performances will turn out, since, in some sense, they can just look ahead to 

the next measure in the score and read about how the music will unfold. But for the DSQ 

members, reading the score is not sufficient to determine how the musical performance will turn 

out. We can make sense of this in terms of Benson’s claim that even when musical scores are 

highly specified, the score leaves interpretive “decisions” to the performer. While the score 

might specify the notes that are to be played and specify the rate at which those notes are to be 

divided in the duration of a measure, Benson reminds us that the score does not always specify 

the “timbre” of the intstruments used during the performance, the “attack” with which the notes 

 
313 Fredrik Sjölin, interview by Simon Høffding, quoted in Simon Høffding’s article, “Playing Together Without 

Communicating?” (378). 
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are played, or the “dynamics” with which the notes are played. These indeterminacies must be 

handled in real time by the performer who is sight reading the score. 

 The score itself contains a degree of indeterminacy and thus the performer has to make 

this abstract and incomplete representation of the music into a living sonorous reality. Once this 

is done, the performer will have inaugurated a specific musical reality which is, in an important 

sense, not contained within the musical score. This is why Fredrik can have the experience of 

surprise when performing according to a score. Once the performers begin to make the score 

exist as music, the music takes on a determinacy of its own. These determinacies do not precede 

the performance, nor are they located within the score; they are realized in-the-moment through 

the performing musicians’ musical gestures.314 It is in this sense that each musical gesture, to 

recall Fredrik’s phrase, “lays a ground.” That is, each musical gesture opens up a distinctive 

musical field—although, without itself containing a fully determinate musical future. As we saw 

in chapter three, this musical field is not one that is rooted in the self-consciously willed choices 

of the individual performers, since, in opening up this musical field, contingent possibilities and 

nuances that the musicians do not plan for at the outset are introduced. The musicians in the 

DSQ, rather, find themselves having to take up and develop these possibilities and nuances.315  

The contingent possibilities that emerge in the course of the performance of composed 

music thus enable the musical work itself to take forms that exceed the intentions of the 

 
314 It is worth once again calling attention to Schutz’ phenomenological descriptions of ensemble musical 

performance from his work Phenomenology and Social Relations. Schutz claims that, “Technically, each of [the 

musical performers] finds in the music sheet only that portion of the musical content which the composer has 

assigned to his instrument for translation into sound. Each of them has, therefore, to take into account what the other 

has to execute in simultaneity. He has not only to interpret his own part, which as such remains necessarily 

fragmentary, but he has also to anticipate the other player’s interpretation of his—the other’s—part and, even more, 

the other’s anticipations of his own execution. Either’s freedom of interpreting the composer’s thought is restrained 

by the freedom granted to the other. Either has to foresee by listening to the other, by protentions and anticipations, 

any turn the other’s interpretation may take and has to be prepared at any time to be leader or follower” (214-215).  
315 Schiavio and Høffding, “Playing Together Without Communicating?,” 378. 
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musicians who are performing the work. But even more than this, it can happen that the 

contingent gestures of particular musical performers lead to shifts in what is necessary to the 

work, even long after the composer has died, and even far beyond what the composer had 

envisioned. To exemplify this point, consider the following passage from Benson: 

If I play a piece of Chopin, it is almost impossible for me not to have been influenced by 

the entire Chopin performance tradition (a large tradition indeed), particularly as 

embodied by such recent performers as Brendel or Vladimir Horowitz or Sviatoslav 

Richter. There is a very real sense in which I interpret not just the score but also their 

interpretations. And they, in turn, represent “interpretations” of others in that tradition. 

Given the wider limits of interpretation allowed in jazz, this sense of indebtedness to 

performers of the past (and present) tends to be even stronger. If I am playing “April in 

Paris,” I have the very real sense that I am not merely playing a tune by Vernon Duke but 

a tune that has been interpreted by Count Basie, Charlie Parker, and Joe Pass. It is a 

Vernon Duke tune, but it is likewise a Basie tune. I interpret the tune, but my 

interpretation is likewise an interpretation of those previous interpretations. And my 

improvisation may well contain bits borrowed from Parker or Pass.316  

 

This passage shows that when performing a piece of music, one is not merely a mouthpiece for 

the composer’s fully-formed musical idea. The performance is, rather, mediated by layers of 

interpretation, and in performing well one must meet a demand to deal with these layers of 

interpretation. Each layer of interpretation presents a different manner of embodying the musical 

work itself, with the result that the interpretation can intitiate new musical gestures that become 

integral to the musical work being performed. While the musical work is inaugurated by the 

composer, then, it can take on a life of its own, changing in ways that were not planned for or 

anticipated by the composer. These changes emerge contingently as the work is embodied in the 

acts of different musical agents through time, and in particular, as these musical agents elaborate 

new musical possibilities that, up until then, remained nascent and unrealized in the work. The 

meaning of the work is thus a meaning that is shaped and re-shaped in and through its 

 
316 Benson, The Improvisation of Musical Dialogue, 145. 
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performance. As Benson claims of performing the composition, “April in Paris,” one is not just 

recapitulating the musical idea of Vernon Duke, since one must also negotiate the performative 

gestures that have come to settle in the work through the agency of musicians like Joe Pass, 

Charlie Parker, and Count Basie. In this sense, we must recognize that the musical idea, 

inaugurated in the music of Duke, is an idea with a transformative history and with an open-

ended, contingently developing future.  

 These features of performing musical compositions have implications for how we think 

about the nature of musical compositions themselves. When we recognize that in musical 

performance the performer does not replicate a pre-existing meaning but participates in the 

generation of the music’s meaning, we must see the musical work itself as an enactive process 

rather than a finished product. Indeed, when musicians are called upon to perform a piece of 

music, they open the piece of music up to a future that has the potential to transform it. Of 

course, there is no necessary connection between performance and transformation, and it is 

indeed true that musicians can perform a piece badly or play it “exactly as it is on a recording,” 

thereby leaving it unchanged. But as an expressive phenomenon, musical performance in general 

leaves the musical work at least vulnerable to contingent elaborations, developments, and 

changes. While surely motivated by the work itself, these changes exceed the intentions of the 

performers and the composer, and yet, they can come to settle in the work and constitute its own 

necessary layers.317  

The phenomenon of contingency in expression is thus visible in the performance of 

musical compositions. This is the case in the sense that musical performers can have the 

 
317 Below, we will see this movement from contingency to necessity in the phenomenon of bodily functional 

reorganization.  
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experience of being surprised at the shape the music takes when performing according to a score, 

and in the sense that the meaning of a musical work itself extends beyond the composer’s 

intentions, transforming by virtue of being performed through time by different musical agents. 

In both cases, the music performed carries within itself a kind of meaning in excess. That is, the 

meaning of the music exceeds the intentions of those who give rise to the music, since this 

meaning is open-ended and since it receives further determinations that are only adumbrated by 

its already existing dimensions.  

It is in these senses that Merleau-Ponty can claim that musical phenomena are analogous 

to living organisms. For example, in his work The Structure of Behaviour, Merleau-Ponty draws 

on the biologist Jakob von Uexküll’s claim that, “the animal is like a melody that sings itself.”318 

This is the case in the sense that the behaviours of animals are not sufficiently explicable by 

virtue of material causes that precede those behaviours; in addition, according to Merleau-Ponty, 

the temporal form of animal behaviour is a retroactively determinative temporal form.319 The 

temporality of animal behaviour, more specifically, is a temporality in which the animal’s past 

configures its living possibilities, but in an open-ended way: through its behaviour and exposure 

to a reality outside it, the organism changes, develops, and can evolve beyond even what is 

specified in its “genetic code” or “blueprint.”320 Similarly, the musical composition is a reality 

that has a history. This history configures what can be said musically through its performance, 

 
318 Merleau-Ponty, The Structure of Behavior, 159/F172. 
319 In his work, Merleau-Ponty’s Philosophy of Nature, Ted Toadvine develops this idea of Merleau-Ponty’s: for 

Toadvine, animals, in their behaviour, exhibit a kind of “melodic form.” See especially chapter one, “Nature as 

Gestalt and Melody” (21-50). As we have seen above, the melody’s form (as well as improvisation’s) is 

retroactively determinative: while the initial notes motivate the notes that follow them, the following notes settle the 

meaning of the notes that precede them. 
320 For a discussion of the insufficiency of genes as an explanatory principle of biological development, see 

developmental biologist Richard Lewontin’s work, The Triple Helix, particularly chapter one, entitled, “Gene and 

Organism.” Noah Moss Brender’s article, “Symmetry-breaking Dynamics in Development,” draws some interesting 

parallels between Lewontin’s arguments about development and Merleau-Ponty’s conception of living being.  
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but, in and through its performance, the work itself can be said to go beyond that history, since 

performance renders the work vulnerable to contingencies that become incorporated into it and 

that contribute to its evolving musical meaning. The composition, like the living organism, thus 

has a developmental character.  

  

Part 2: Expression as the Ground of the Bodily, Worldy, and Intersubjective Dimensions of 

Musical Agency 

 

 So far in this chapter, we have studied Merleau-Ponty’s fundamental concept of 

expression. In particular, we have identified and elaborated three of its crucial features: 

expression, we have said, (1) takes a retroactively determinative temporal form, (2) is a site for 

intersubjective development, and (3) contains contingent elements that leave what is expressed 

vulnerable to unforseeable transformations. We have shown that these features of expression are 

demonstrable in different phenomena of musical expression. The retroactively determinative 

nature of expression is visible in the phenomenon of musical improvisation. Expression as a site 

for intersubjective development is visible in the distinctive way in which the musical ensemble 

Joseph Holbrooke develops a specific approach to free musical improvisation. Expression as the 

taking up of contingency in transformational ways is visible in the performance of musical 

composition.321  

 
321 While we have discussed each of these features of expression in a single musical phenomenon, it should be noted 

that each feature of expression is alive in each of these phenomena. That is, as an expressive phenomenon, musical 

improvisation can be a site for intersubjective learning and the taking up of contingencies in transformational ways. 

Further, compositional musical performance can be a site of intersubjective learning and display a retroactively 

determinative form of temporality. Finally, the development of a singular musical approach—like Joseph 

Holbrooke’s—can happen as the taking up of contingencies in transformational ways and through a retroactively 

determinative form of temporality. 
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 By engaging in these studies, we have elaborated Merleau-Ponty’s fundamental concept 

of expression, and we have seen its features alive in various musical phenomena. I now turn to 

re-think the theses that have been developed throughout this dissertation in light of the 

fundamental expressivity belonging to musical phenomena. Throughout this dissertation we have 

presented the view that musical agency is a form of agency that develops in the context of the 

intercorporeal phenomenal body and its collaborative orientation toward a musical world. Now, I 

will turn to show how a fundamental expressivity pervades and grounds the body, the world of 

music, and its intersubjectively accomplished structures. In other words, while we have seen that 

musical agency is accomplished through the movement of collaboratively oriented living bodies 

toward domains of musical significance, we shall now see that this movement is expressive in 

Merleau-Ponty’s sense.  

  

4.4 The Expressivity of the Body in the Development of Musical Skill 

 

In this section, I explore how the body, in the development of musical skills, is 

fundamentally expressive. To begin, I pick up on a claim developed in the preceding section, 

regarding the analogy between music and life.322 There, we saw that musical compositions are 

like living beings in their development; this is the case, we said, in the sense that musical 

compositions and living beings are realities marked by a history that has to be enacted and re-

enacted, and where each enaction contains within it both the incorporation of that history, but 

also the possibility of going beyond that history in transformative ways. Here, I suggest that 

 
322 For an extended discussion of this affinity between life and art in Merleau-Ponty’s thought, see Véronique Fóti’s 

work, Tracing Expression in Merleau-Ponty. 
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there is an additional way in which phenomena of life and music are analogous. In particular, I 

suggest that both life and music exhibit an orientation toward the expression of the sensible 

world. Although this is a new sense of expression, I will show that this orientation toward the 

expression of the sensible world works according to the retrospective logic we have already 

discussed. I begin by following Merleau-Ponty in illustrating that perceptual processes exhibit an 

orientation toward the expression of the sensible world. I then show how this orientation toward 

sensible expression is exhibited in the phenomenon of learning a musical skill. 

 In the Structure of Behavior, Merleau-Ponty describes cases of the functional 

reorganization of vital processes. His aim is to show that, at the level of vital processes, living 

beings cannot be conceived in causal-mechanistic terms, since the anatomical parts of the living 

body can undergo creative modifications when a vital interest is at stake for them. The behaviour 

of living beings is in this sense improvisatory. In other words, their behaviour is not restricted to 

the triggering of pre-established nerve circuits, since living beings are capable of reorganizing 

their nervous functions and physiology. For example, consider Merleau-Ponty’s description of 

the visual condition hemianopsia: 

If the retinal sectors which remain capable of evoking luminous sensations in a person 

with hemianopsia are determined by measuring the perimeter of vision, it is observed that 

he now has the use of only two half retinas; consequently one would expect that his field 

of vision would correspond to half of the normal field of vision…In reality this is not the 

case at all: the subject has the impression of seeing poorly, but not of being reduced to 

half a visual field. The organism has adapted itself to the situation created by the illness 

by reorganizing the functions of the eye. The eyeballs have oscillated in such a way as to 

present a part of the retina which is intact to the luminous excitations…In other words, 

the preserved retinal sector has established itself in a central position.323 

 

In patients with hemianopsia, only half of their retina is functional. But the patient does not have 

the experience of seeing only half of a normal visual field; instead, the patient remains capable of 

 
323 Merleau-Ponty, The Structure of Behavior, 40-41/F41-42. 
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seeing a full visual field, although “poorly.” The reason for this is that the eyeballs carry out an 

adaptation; they move in order that the functional half of the retina can occupy the centre of the 

eye and so that the functional half can most effectively receive visual stimuli. Furthermore: 

Certain “peripheral” retinal elements in normal vision have now become “central” and 

inversely, a systematic permutation of functions must indeed have been produced…In 

particular the old fovea, pushed back to the periphery, has lost its privilege of clear vision 

and has been replaced by a “pseudo-fovea” situated in the center of the zone which is 

now sensitive… Measures show that the visual acuity of the pseudo-fovea is superior to 

that of the anatomical fovea… All the colours are perceived by the new fovea even if it is 

situated in a retinal region which in a normal subject is blind to red and green.324  

 

In carrying out this adaptation, the fovea, which provides the clearest source of vision, is pushed 

to the periphery, and in the functional portion of the retina which now occupies the central 

position of the eye, a new, “pseudo-fovea” develops. Merleau-Ponty notes that the new fovea 

that has developed has greater visual capabilities than the anatomical fovea, to such an extent 

that the patient can perceive colours from which they were previously blind. 

In her article, “Life is Inherently Expressive,” Kym Maclaren draws on these descriptions 

of Merleau-Ponty’s to show that the reorganization of the eye’s functioning and physiology 

happens by virtue of the living being’s orientation toward bringing the sensible world to 

expression. She claims: 

The vision realized is, in other words, not an effect of a pre-established mechanistic 

physiological circuit; nor is it a predetermined form of vision that will be realized 

regardless of the condition of the body; rather, it is the best and richest equilibrium that is 

able to be established given the organism’s impetus towards seeing in general, and given 

the resources provided by the body and the external stimuli. It is not an equilibrium 

foreseen, but an equilibrium creatively improvised… At the level of sensation, then, we 

find an expression of sensible meaning in the world realized by a creative reorganization 

of the body.325 

 

 
324 Merleau-Ponty, The Structure of Behavior, 41/F42. 
325 Maclaren, “Life is Inherently Expressive,” 248. 
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The reorganization of the eye happens expressively. According to Maclaren, this is the case in 

the sense that it is through the organism’s orientation toward realizing visible being that the 

functional and physiological configuration of the eye takes place. Furthermore, the reorganizing 

activity happens expressively in the sense that it is not rooted in a “predetermined form of 

vision” or in pre-existing causal mechanisms that blindly trigger the reorganization. Rather, the 

vital process is established and maintained creatively. It is in the body’s unfolding temporality, 

its manner of making use of available resources, and its exposure to an externality which affords 

certain possibilities, that the body can maintain the function of seeing. The creativity involved in 

establishing a new vital equilibrium means that prior to its establishment a contingent process 

has to take place; the form of equilibrium does not pre-exist this process, and in this sense, 

Maclaren claims that, “it is an equilibrium that, once established, announces itself retrospectively 

as the raison d’être or the telos for the bodily reorganization.”326    

 My claim in this section is that this bodily orientation toward the expression of sensible 

being, and the creative, improvisatory way in which the body accomplishes such expressivity, 

are also exhibited in the development of musical skills. That is to say that in developing musical 

skills, the body exhibits an orientation toward the expression of sensible being—in this case, the 

audible music—and utilizes creativity and improvisation in its manner of doing so. To see, first, 

how the body is oriented toward the expression of sensible being in the development of musical 

skills, consider this interview with renowned jazz drummer Mark Guiliana, transcribed below:  

 Interviewer: When I listened to you playing, I thought, that guy must have been 

 practicing for ages, like ten hours a day, but you’re saying it wasn’t that way? 

 

 M. Guiliana: Yeah, I was playing drums all the time but I was never the most disciplined 

 practicer… But I always wanted to play with other people, play along to records, that’s 

 when I felt like I grew the most…When you play with other people, that’s  when you 

 
326 Maclaren, “Life is Inherently Expressive,” 248. 
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 learn what you need to work on. And it’s always so nice to have a musical  situation tell 

 you what to do. So, you’re playing, and a certain section of a song comes and you’re 

 like, “oh I’ve never had to play a groove on the toms in ¾,”—I just never thought to 

 work on that. But now it’s a musical situation that inspired you to do that and so you’re 

 thinking about a song or bigger picture things when you’re practicing, instead of just a 

 technical pursuit. For example, speed was never a pursuit of mine in my practicing. It was 

 when I first heard electronic music, you know, Squarepusher, Aphex Twin, those guys— 

 wow it’s like, “I love this music, I would love to try to emulate this music,” and then it’s 

 like, “wow, I can’t play it.” So of course, now I need to go down a  technical path to try to 

 achieve that stuff, but it’s much more about the music, about trying to get a certain sound 

 and feeling, rather than the speed just for the speed.327 

 

In this interview, Guiliana discusses the way that the development of his musical skills is tied to 

being in musical situations, playing with others, and along with records. It is in these contexts 

where Guiliana draws inspiration and learns “what to practice.” Furthermore, he claims that the 

development of technical skills is not its own end but is in the service of “getting certain sounds 

and feelings.” These claims are important because they highlight the way that the development 

of the bodily skills required to perform music are rooted in the situations that call for those skills, 

and, as we saw in the case of the body’s functional reorganization, in an orientation toward the 

expression of sensible being. Let us elaborate these suppositions. 

Above we saw that in the case of hemianopsia, the body is able to reorganize itself only 

by virtue of its exposure to an outside reality that affords that reorganization; it is, as Maclaren 

emphasises, the “resources provided by the body and external stimuli” that motivate and make 

possible the realization of sensible being through vision. Similarly here, Guiliana’s bodily 

musical skills do not develop in a vacuum, but in and through his exposure to musical situations, 

musical others, and musical works. These contexts of exposure, particularly, pose problems or 

reveal tensions in Guiliana’s current musical abilities: to recall Guiliana’s example, it is the song 

 
327 Mark Guiliana, interviewed by Drum Trainer Online, March 4th, 2020, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E0AnvUWOwgE&t=639s.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E0AnvUWOwgE&t=639s
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that demands “a groove on the toms in ¾” from him. Since he does not yet have the means to 

answer to this demand, the song poses to Guiliana a kind of lived tension that will be resolved 

only through a kind of bodily reorganization. Just as the fovea develops a new organization to 

enable the body to achieve the richest possible vision, Guiliana must here develop a new bodily 

organization to give the music he desires to emulate its fullest expression—it will be in 

Guiliana’s manner of reconfiguring his bodily capacities that he can adequately serve the music 

in the way that it requires of him. Similarly, as Guiliana says, the development of speed on the 

drum set is not an end in itself, but is fundamentally motivated by, and for the sake of, 

expressing the audible reality inherent to a certain form of music. It is, in other words, the 

experience of a demand that issues from the sensible reality of music itself that gives the 

musician the motivation to develop his bodily skills. Or yet again, these musical contexts of 

exposure themselves call forth specific modes of musical response from Guiliana.328 The 

sensible reality, in this sense, opens the body up to musical potentialities and motivates the 

development of technical skills.329  

 
328 One might argue that such musical contexts do not set forth calls or issue demands. For, it is plain that many 

people would listen to the music that Guiliana discusses in ways that do not entail hearing a call to develop their 

musical skills. While this may be true, this line of argument does not undermine the claim that Guiliana hears a call 

in the music to-be-performed; rather, it requires us to be more precise in laying out where, exactly, this call or 

demand is located. To lay this out more precisely, recall that in the case of hemianopsia, it is only insofar as the 

organism has an impetus toward seeing in general that the external stimuli and material resources of the body can 

enable the sensible to come to expression. Similarly, it is in the context of Guiliana’s impetus toward playing music 

in general that his bodily resources and the music to-be-performed can allow Guiliana to realize a new musical 

aptitude for himself. Thus, the “call” to bring the sensible to expression is located “in between” a subject with 

certain impetuses and capacities, on the one hand, and an externality with certain affordances, on the other hand. 
329 There may be a limited sense in which one can develop musical skills “in abstract,” in the sense that one can 

learn musical techniques outside of and without motivation from real musical situations. However, while one might 

be able to develop the technical skills required to perform a scale or a rudiment outside of living musical contexts, it 

is still only with respect to the sensible reality of the rudiments or scales themselves that these particular technical 

skills are developed; it is with respect to a sensible reality—“how it sounds”—that the body learns to move in the 

ways that the scales or rudiments require. 
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Guiliana’s remarks thus help us to see that the bodily development required to acquire 

musical skills is tied to an orientation toward the expression of sensible reality. In this sense, the 

development of musical skill carries forward a more basic movement of expression that is 

already exhibited in the body’s vital processes.330 When we considered the expressivity 

belonging to vital processes in the case of hemianopsia, we saw that the body creatively 

transforms itself in ways that are not planned for in advance. As Maclaren suggests, it is the 

resulting visual equilibrium that retrospectively announces itself as the cause of the body’s 

functional reorganization; the equilibrium that is established does not pre-exist the process of 

reorganization. Here, we see a kind of movement from contingency to necessity in the vital 

process; the body makes use of contingent resources and stimuli, but through them an 

equilibrium—a new form of visual life—is established. (Above, when we considered the way 

that the musical work is analogous to the living being, we saw this movement from contingency 

to necessity. The musical work, we claimed, develops, in the sense that the contingent musical 

gestures of musical performers can come to settle in—and constitute new musical dimensions 

that are integral to—the work.)  

We can see this transformative power of expression and the making of contingency into 

necessity alive in the bodily development of musical skills. When one is learning a musical skill, 

one must pay attention to the elements involved in the performance of the skill. For example, 

when one is learning to play an up-tempo swing on a ride cymbal, one often receives analytical 

information about the different “parts” involved in this form of bodily movement. To begin, one 

has to hold the stick in the proper place, which itself consists in a series of steps: it must be held 

 
330 Merleau-Ponty draws out this comparision between artistic and bodily processes in his work “Indirect Language 

and the Voices of Silence,” when he writes that “The movement of the artist tracing his arabesque in infinite matter 

amplifies, but also prolongs, the simple marvel of oriented locomotion or grasping movements” (67). 
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in such a way as to create a fulcrum between the stick and the index finger, and so as to allow 

one to grip the rest of the stick with one’s remaining fingers. Next, one has to “throw” the stick 

forward, toward the cymbal, and in so doing, release one’s grip on the stick, extending one’s 

fingers outwards and allowing the stick, with its downward motion, to strike the cymbal. After 

making initial contact with the cymbal, one has to allow the stick to “bounce” and of its own 

force, to “rebound” and make a second strike against the cymbal. Finally, after the stick strikes 

the cymbal for a second time and is rebounding upward and away from the cymbal, one must 

close one’s fingers and re-grip the stick, causing the stick to change motion and strike the cymbal 

for a third time. In sum, these various motions will create a “spang-a-lang” sound.  

 When one is learning to play the up-tempo swing, one will pay attention to these various 

elements involved in the form of movement. But knowing that these elements are involved in 

this form of movement does not enable one to perform it. Of course, deliberately practicing these 

steps, paying attention to the various elements involved in performing the form of movement, 

and even “representing” them to oneself, will help in mastering it. But none of these things are 

sufficient for learning: as we emphasised above in chapter one, it is the body itself that must 

learn to incorporate these elements of the movement in a motor intentional way. What we can 

emphasise here, in connection with the expressive nature of the bodily development of musical 

skill, is the transformative effect that learning this form of movement has on the musician. As 

Merleau-Ponty claims, acquiring a motor habit, such as the up-tempo swing, is simultaneously 

the perceptual acquisition of a world.331 Indeed, having the up-tempo swing as a musical skill 

entails much more than being able to articulate the various elements involved in its performance. 

It is to inhabit a new world wherein this skill figures as a living musical possibility; being able to 

 
331 PhP, 153-154/F188-190. 
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execute the bodily movements associated with the up-tempo swing is simultaneously a matter of 

being able to understand musical space in a new way, being able to hear musical time with 

greater articulation, and being able to afford musical contexts with distinctive rhythmic 

possibilities. The learning of a musical skill transforms one’s relationship to one’s instrument 

and to musical situations: it establishes a new form of musical experience.332    

In the learning of a musical skill we again see the movement of making contingency into 

necessity that was visible in the phenomenon of the functional reorganization of vital processes 

and in the phenomenon of the development of the musical work. Indeed, even when a musician 

seriously practices a skill in a deliberate and attentive fashion, the learning does not take a linear 

and unidirectional path from “novice” to “master.” The path of learning a skill is often sinuous, 

requiring detours and making use of seemingly disparate experiences. Becoming proficient at the 

up-tempo swing is often not learned as an isolated skill; the drummer becomes better able to 

learn its various elements by practicing other patterns and rudiments, like the double-stroke roll 

or the paradiddle. Moreover, the learning happens, for example, through hearing the basic pattern 

of the swing in real musical contexts, by watching different drummers play the pattern with their 

own idiosyncrasies, or by practicing on different surfaces, like pillows or table counters. While 

none of these particularities are “essential” to learning the form of bodily movement integral to 

the up-tempo swing, they nonetheless provide the individual drummer with contingent sources of 

 
332 It is worth further emphasizing that this new form of expressive means is achieved, as in the case of hemianopsia, 

through a kind of bodily reorganization. Indeed, just as the organism is able to bring the sensible world to 

expression by growing new retinal elements, the musician who learns the up-tempo swing reconfigures not only 

their bodily capacities, but the very structure of their physical body itself: acquiring the skills required to perform the 

up-tempo swing will involve, among other things, muscular developments and changes in nervous functioning. In 

their article, “Stages of Motor Skill Learning,” Luft and Buitrago substantiate this claim, showing that processes of 

motor skill consolidation result in dynamic changes in activity in different brain regions (210-211). While these 

authors do not focus on the motor learning involved in musical skills in particular, their findings aim to account for a 

variety of types of learning that involve movement (205). 
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education, and it is by gathering them together in a moment of “bodily insight” that the skill is 

established. Once it has become established, again, the result is a transformation of movement 

and perception that is irreducible to any of these contingent experiences; none of them, in and of 

themselves, guarantees that the up-tempo swing will be learned, and it is only in the context of 

having established the skill that they make sense as sources of learning.333  

 

4.5 Expression in the Development of Musical Worlds 

 

 The movement of taking up contingency in a transformative gesture that establishes a 

new form of life or agency is an expressive movement belonging to the body, and it is exhibited 

both at the level of vital processes and at the level of musical-habit-formation. However, for the 

most part, these bodily accomplishments, while creative, do not establish something in reality for 

the first time. For example, even though learning an up-tempo swing is a radical accomplishment 

for the individual drummer, re-shaping their sense of rhythmic possibility, this accomplishment 

takes place in a world where up-tempo swinging already happens. This is not to deny the 

transformative nature of the habit-formation; in learning the up-tempo swing pattern, the 

drummer moves beyond what they could previously do, and this movement is thus expressive in 

Merleau-Ponty’s first-order sense. However, expressive acts of the first-order are not relegated to 

developments at this level; in fact, the very concept of first-order expression would be 

unintelligible if expression occurred only in this context.  

 
333 Similarly, Merleau-Ponty points out that the putative “causes” of a revolution can only be understood as causes 

in the context of the revolution having happened. See PhP (379-381/F419-422). 
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In addition to first-order expression at an individual level, we must recognize a first-order 

expression at a worldly level: we must distinguish, in other words, between, “the child who 

learns to speak, [and] the writer who says and thinks something for the first time.”334 Merleau-

Ponty does not explicitly distinguish between the child who learns to speak and the writer who 

says and thinks something for the first time. For his purposes, both are understood as 

transformative accomplishments. However, I contend that it is important to distinguish between 

these two examples, since they point to a difference in kinds of first-order expression. For the 

child who learns to speak, like the drummer who learns the up-tempo swing, the learning is 

indeed transformative; but the learning is, in both of these cases, rooted in an already existing 

language, and according to paths already sketched out by the expressive achievements of others. 

While the writer who says something for the first time does so in an already existing language, 

the transformation in question is not one that occurs as the following of a path already sketched 

out by the expressive achievements of others; rather, for the writer, the expression is 

simultaneously the bringing into being of a meaning that hitherto did not exist. In this sense, 

through expression, the writer can be said to open up a world—as a context of existential 

significance—in a new way. In this section, I will study the expressivity that is exhibited in the 

development of a musical world. I contend that expression is generative of musical meaning, and 

that expression can function to establish, open, and deepen the dimensions of, a musical world. 

When an individual drummer learns how to perform an up-tempo swing on a ride 

cymbal, the drummer’s experience undergoes a kind of revolution; things take on new meaning 

for the drummer, and musical possibilities that were occluded for the drummer are now opened 

up. But this kind of revolution owes itself to the fact that up-tempo swinging is an “already 

 
334 PhP, 189/F224.  
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constituted” musical act. However, the swing pattern is not a musical pattern that has always 

existed. While it is impossible to identify a specific point of time when the pattern came into 

existence, and while it is surely true that it has a large and diverse history, the fact is that this 

pattern came into being and that its “idea” is not eternal. Articulating the history and origins of 

the pattern is beyond the scope of this discussion.335 However, I want to emphasize the 

extraordinary way in which the pattern develops in the drumming of jazz pioneer Kenny Clark in 

order to further draw out the significance of musical expression and to see its role in the 

development of musical worlds. 

To begin, consider this excerpt from an interview between Kenny Clark and jazz 

journalist Helen Oakley Dance, where Clark discusses the development of his approach to 

playing the swing pattern: 

Kenny Clark: Well, I used to write out little things, and Dizzy was right behind me, you 

know. I would write out a little thing and I would hand them back to him, you know. I’d 

say, “Hey, Diz, how do you think this would sound?” He’d say, “Well, try it.” So, I began 

to play, you know, with my foot and left hand, and with the cymbal, because everyone 

says why don’t you play the sock cymbal like this, and I say there has to be a better way, 

because if I play the sock cymbal then I can’t use my left hand, you know?336  

 

Helen Oakley Dance: Yeah.  

 

Kenny Clark: So I have to find a way to use it.  

 

Helen Oakley Dance: So what did you do?  

 

Kenny Clark: So I changed—everyone wanted me to play like Jo Jones. But I didn’t want 

to play like that.  

 

Helen Oakley Dance: No.  

 
335 For a detailed historical and musicological account of the ride swing pattern, see Colleen Clark’s doctoral work, 

“The Evolution of the Ride Cymbal Pattern from 1917.” In this work, Clark traces the development of the pattern in 

African, Cuban, and French music, in military drumming, in the development of the drum set, the shift away from a 

dancing audience in musical performance, and the interpersonal and musical relationships between bandleaders and 

percussionists of swing, ragtime, and bebop music. 
336 A “sock cymbal” is similar to what we now call the hi-hat instrument that is part of a standard modern-day drum 

set.  
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Kenny Clarke: And I changed over to the top cymbal, which gave me the freedom of my 

left hand.  

 

Helen Oakley Dance: Yeah. 

 

Kenny Clark: See, because Jo, he was cramped.  

 

Helen Oakley Dance: Yeah.  

 

Kenny Clark: And I used to watch him. I used to follow Basie all over, to find out the 

advantage of playing the sock cymbal with the right hand like that, and I travelled all 

over the country with Basie, and sometimes would play in Jo’s place, you know, to try to 

understand exactly—  

 

Helen Oakley Dance: Yeah.  

 

Kenny Clark: But, Jo I guess he had played that way so long that he had it quite 

undercover, exactly what he wanted to do.  

 

Helen Oakley Dance: No. 

 

Kenny Clark: I wanted to do something completely different. 

 

Helen Oakley Dance: Yeah. 

 

Kenny Clark: And so I started playing this way, and freeing my left hand.  

 

Helen Oakley Dance: Yeah. So you became more ambidextrous. 

 

Kenny Clark: That’s right. 

 

Helen Oakley Dance: Yeah.  

 

Kenny Clark: Because sometimes I would play and my idea was to never leave your left 

hand idle. 

 

Helen Oakley Dance: Yeah.  

 

Kenny Clark: Because if people look up and they see my playing with one hand and this 

hand isn’t doing anything, it’s like a one-handed piano player. So I said, well, I can’t be 

one handed. I have to learn to play with this other hand.  

 

Helen Oakley Dance: Yeah. 
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Kenny Clark: So I began to work on it, to coordinate with my right foot.  

 

Helen Oakley Dance: Your left hand and right foot? 

Kenny Clark: And right foot. And my right hand with my left foot. 

 

Helen Oakley Dance: Gee.337 

 

In this interview, Clark describes his experience of developing facility across the drum set while 

performing a rhythmic swing pattern, in a way that, up to that point in the history of drum set 

performance, was not common practice. I will comment on a few of the important points to 

notice in Clark’s descriptions. Then, I will make sense of Clark’s development in terms of 

Heidegger’s claim that art involves the “setting up” or “establishing of” a world.  

 The first thing that is worth mentioning in Clark’s descriptions is his relationship with 

“Diz,” or trumpeter and bandleader, Dizzy Gillespie. Clark explains that his style of performing 

swing patterns emerged collaboratively and in dialogue with Gillespie. Up to this point in the 

history of drum set performance, the drummer’s role was traditionally relegated to timekeeping 

and the drummer did not often engage in musical conversations with the rest of the ensemble 

members. However, Clark, who was a pianist and could read music, would write out musical 

parts for the drum set, to accent the musical lines being played on the brass instruments. Clark’s 

approach, in other words, enabled the drums to participate more liberally and creatively in the 

ensemble context as a whole. This expanded role was one that developed in dialogue with the 

band leader; Gillespie encouraged experimentation and was keen to “try out” Clark’s innovative 

ideas. 

 
337 Kenny Clark, interview by Helen Oakley Dance, September 30th, 1972, quoted in Colleen Clark’s, “The 

Evolution of the Ride Cymbal Pattern from 1917 to 1941” (98-100). 
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The second thing we should notice is Clark’s comparative remarks about how he wanted 

to approach drum set performance and how his contemporary, Jo Jones, would perform. While 

“everyone” wanted Clark to play like Jones, Clark, who revered and closely followed Jones, saw 

restrictions in Jones’s manner of playing. In particular, Clark saw that performing the swing 

pattern on the “sock cymbal,” as Jones did, limited his ability in a couple of important respects. 

The swing pattern was typically played with the right hand on the sock cymbal, which was 

traditionally placed to the left of the centre of the drum set, requiring the drummer to cross-over 

with the right hand over top of the left hand to access the cymbal. Additionally, it was common 

practice for the drummer to hold the sock cymbal closed with the left hand, “choking” the 

cymbal while performing the swing pattern upon it.   

Clark compares this predominant approach that Jones embodied analogically to a piano 

player performing with one hand. Clark says, “I can’t be one handed. I have to learn to play with 

this other hand.” Making the seemingly intuitive shift away from the sock cymbal and 

performing the swing pattern on the “top cymbal,” which was positioned over top of the centre 

of the drum set, was in fact a revolutionary movement. It enabled Clark to learn to more freely 

utilize his limbs in order to realize new musical possibilities: “I began to work on it, to 

coordinate with my right foot…and my right hand with my left foot.” Coordinating between 

one’s limbs became a kind of work that was inaugurated in Clark’s playing, and the result of this 

work was a greater degree of freedom of expression in drum set performance. Without having it 

restricted, the left hand could now participate more fully in the project of making music. 

Particularly, this shift in Clark’s playing enabled the drummer to more freely converse with the 

other ensemble members, and to create innovative patterns between the left hand, left foot, and 

right foot, underneath the swing pattern being performed with the right hand.  
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 In these ways, Clark’s manner of approaching the drum set and swing pattern institutes a 

new dimension of musical agency for drum set performers: 

Kenny Clark: So ever since then the more the drummers became interested the more I 

tried to develop it, you know. Not to the point where they couldn’t understand it. 

 

Helen Oakley Dance: Well, who were the drummers? (hanging at the club) 

 

Kenny Clark: Oh, my God. Every drummer you can think of.  

 

Helen Oakley Dance: Well—  

 

Kenny Clark: Art Blakey. Max Roach. Big Sid Catlett. Don Lamond. Tiny Kahn. Every 

drummer in New York. Because it was after Big Sid had told everyone how wonderful it 

was, how much had to be done, and how it could be developed into something fantastic, 

then everyone came to learn the base.338  

 

Indeed, as made evident in this description, Clark’s approach to the drum set has come to 

influence some of the most historically important drummers in the jazz tradition.339 And, while 

we might be tempted to think that these developments of Clark’s are initiated by a solitary act of 

genius, we can see that in Clark’s own descriptions, this expressive and revolutionary 

development happened only in the context of Clark’s collaboration with bandleaders, his 

embeddedness in a developing intersubjective practice, and, most basically, his embodied acts 

upon the instrument.  

 This last fact is especially important. Once again we can see, as we saw in the case of 

hemianopsia, a reorganization of the bodily conditions that make new forms of expression 

possible. In the case of hemianopsia, we said, the reorganization of the retina and fovea enables 

the organism to achieve a new form of visual life, to such an extent that certain subjects become 

able to see colours from which they were previously blind. In the case of Clark’s approach to the 

 
338 Kenny Clark, interview by Helen Oakley Dance, September 30th, 1972, quoted in Colleen Clark’s, “The 

Evolution of the Ride Cymbal Pattern from 1917 to 1941” (101-102). 
339 In this sense, Clark institutes a new structure in the musical “one” we discussed in chapter three. 
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drum set, we see a similar reorganization of bodily conditions. In turn, this reorganization allows 

for new forms of musical expression. As Clark says, he began to coordinate his limbs in ways 

that were hitherto uncommon for drum set performers, and he began to utilize his limbs to 

perform on the parts of the drum set in new ways. The result of these developments is a new way 

for musical performance to happen; through Clark’s novel gestures upon the instrument, new 

musical meanings could emerge and be taken up by others. In particular, by utilizing the left 

hand upon the snare drum during the performance of the swing pattern, drummers can now 

accent the other performers’ musical phrases, or create their own complementary phrases—all 

the while preserving the music’s “swung” feel. Further, drummers now have greater resources to 

manipulate such musical parameters as rhythm, melody, and dynamics. In addition, Clark’s 

musical gestures enable the listener or audience member to experience a deeper sense of 

interpersonal communication taking place between the drummer and other musical performers. 

In all of these ways, Clark’s focus on reconfiguring the bodily conditions of drum set 

performance allows drummers (and musicians more generally) to adopt new expressive means. 

Indeed, by enabling drummers to play with musical phrasing, to manipulate musical parameters, 

and to communicate more fully with ensemble members, Clark sets up new ways in which 

musicians can articulate emotions through music.340 In these ways, I argue that Clark’s musical 

 
340 The relationship between emotional expression and drumming performance has been studied by psychologists 

Petri Laukka and Alf Gabrielsson in their article “Emotional Expression in Drumming Performance.” These 

psychologists conducted experiments where professional drummers were instructed to play three different rhythmic 

patterns upon a set of electronic drums, and to manipulate them using the parameters of tempo and dynamics. By 

doing so, drummers were able to convey intended emotions—including happiness, anger, fear, solemnity, and fear—

to listeners in an experimental setting. Interestingly, one of the patterns that the psychologists instructed the 

drummer to perform was a swing pattern, which is notated in their article (182). This particular pattern would not 

have been utilized by drummers before Clark’s time; this gives further credence to the idea that Clark’s bodily 

reorganization enlarged the scope of musical possibility and emotional expression for drum set performers.  



  

 

 

200 

 

gestures allow for new musical meanings to emerge in the performance of music, and 

consequently, that these gestures help to “set up” a musical world in a new way. 

To begin to think about the way in which Clark’s musical gestures help to establish a 

world, it is worth drawing attention to Heidegger’s conception of art, which he articulates in 

“The Origin of the Work of Art.” In this work, Heidegger draws on the example of a Greek 

temple to illustrate the way that art is not merely a matter of subjectively appreciating some 

external object with attractive characteristics; at a more basic level, works of art are generative of 

meaning. In particular, Heidegger says that the Greek temple, “opens up a world.”341  

The temple, in its standing there, first gives to things their look and to men their outlook 

 on themselves…It transforms the people’s saying so that now every living word fights 

 the battle and puts up for decision what is holy and what unholy, what great and what 

 small, what brave and what cowardly, what lofty and what flighty, what master and what 

 slave.342 

 

For Heidegger, the temple has the character of a “setting up,” but not merely in the sense of 

“erecting a building.” More importantly, the temple “sets up” an interpretive framework within 

which human beings can make sense of, or “disclose,” reality; it bespeaks a way in which things 

can matter for human beings, deciding “what is” on their behalf. Russon and Jacobson help to 

clarify Heidegger’s discussion of the temple in the following way: “The temple, rather than 

presenting itself as an object, in fact articulates a world, shaping for us a perspective on ourselves 

and nature…The artwork is the gesture by which a community carves out for itself a 

Weltanschauung.”343 The artwork, in other words, expresses a worldview, or a general way in 

which things can take on meaning and value. As Russon and Jacobson claim, the artwork “carves 

out” a kind of significance in terms of which human beings act and think.  

 
341 Heidegger, “The Origin of the Work of Art,” 168. 
342 Heidegger, “The Origin of the Work of Art,” 168-169. 
343 Russon and Jacobson, “Heidegger and Space,” 347. 
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 In his work The Philosophy of Improvisation, Gary Peters draws on this idea of 

Heidegger’s to argue that art, in this way, “meaningfully configures” human beings’ sense of self 

in a way that cannot be “assumed” beforehand.344 That is to say, the work of art presents human 

beings with a situation that enables them to make sense of themselves in a new manner; it allows 

for “the self to approach itself from out of the darkness of misrecognition into the ‘lighted space’ 

of recognition.”345 The work of art thus has a productive capacity to generate terms for the 

artist’s (and more generally, the human being’s) self-understanding and recognition. As 

Richardson claims, “It is only by the work produced that the artist is artist.”346 That is, the work 

of art gives to artists and human beings more generally a way in which selfhood and reality can 

be disclosed; and these forms of disclosure cannot be assumed before the art works. Instead the 

work of art brings this manner of disclosure into being. As such, the work of art inaugurates a 

new world.   

As we have seen in chapter two, Heidegger understands the concept of world as an 

ultimate context of existential significance in terms of which human beings act and think. There, 

I made use of Heidegger’s conception of the world to argue that there is a distinctive world of 

music, or an overarching context of musical significance in terms of which musicians act and 

think. Here, we see that art, as Heidegger understands it, works in such a way as to open this 

ultimate context, to establish the content of this significance in terms of which human beings act 

and think. Similarly, the distinctive world of music can be opened up in a new way through 

expressive musical acts, such as those embodied in Clark’s approach to drum set performance.  

 
344 Peters, The Philosophy of Improvisation, 12.  
345 Peters, The Philosophy of Improvisation, 12-13. 
346 Richardson, Heidegger, 407. 
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Although it is not localized within a single work of art, but rather develops through time 

and across different musical works, Clark’s manner of performing upon the drum set opens up a 

musical world in a radically new way. In particular, Clark “carves out” or brings into being a 

kind of perspective in terms of which he and other musicians subsequently act. Clark’s playing, 

in other words, offers up an “outlook” regarding what it is to play music and about the role that 

the musician can adopt in the performance of music. Indeed, through his playing, Clark 

articulates a new manner of music-making that is taken up by others and shaped into a communal 

practice.347 This manner of music-making, further, serves to bring new musical meanings into 

being; through his novel manner of moving and responding to others upon his instrument, Clark 

establishes new musical possibilities that serve to deepen and transform the very meaning of 

musical performance. As we said above, through Clark’s novel musical gestures upon his 

instrument, musical paramaters become more flexibly manipulable, the musical phrases of 

melodic instruments become accented and complemented in new ways, and the scope of 

interpersonal communication between musical performers becomes enlarged. Through these 

innovations, moreover, the power for music to convey feeling and emotion is enriched. In these 

ways, Clark’s musical gestures are revealed as opening up the world of music: they give this 

world a meaningfulness that it did not have before these gestures, and this meaningfulness comes 

 
347 Indeed, Clark’s style of playing has been taken up in diverse musical movements, some of which were 

inconceivable to Clark himself. Clark mentions that “every drummer you could think of” came to “learn the base” of 

his approach, including Art Blakey and Max Roach, two of the most historically important jazz drummers. Blakey 

and Roach, while introducing new elements into jazz drumming themselves, also came to influence the way that 

drumming happens in rock n’ roll and pop music, inspiring musicians like John Bonham of Led Zeppelin and Mitch 

Mitchell of the Jimi Hendrix Experience. The influence of Roach on Bonham’s drumming, for example, is discussed 

in Welch’s and Nicholl’s book, A Thunder of Drums (150-166). These facts again point to the idea that expressive 

acts contain contingent elements that can be taken up in transformational ways. Specifically, Clark’s playing opens 

up a world wherein the musical gestures he introduces into the practice of jazz music serve to establish new musical 

meanings that are subsequently carried forward by others in ways that reconfigure how jazz—and other musical 

genres like rock n’ roll and pop—happens.  
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to re-configure how musical activity happens. Indeed, these gestures enable us to recognize what 

a musical agent can be—and enable musical agents to recognize themselves—in a new “light.” 

The work of art in Heidegger’s sense can (1) carve out a perspective that enables new 

manners of self-interpretation, and (2) re-configure the meaningfulness of a human activity. 

These characteristics are demonstrable in the revolutionary approach to drum set performance 

embodied by Kenny Clark. It is in these senses that Clark can be said to “open” or “set up” a 

world in a new way. However, it might appear that the work of Clark does this “opening up” in a 

way that is considerably less powerful than the Greek temple Heidegger discusses. While it is 

true that Clark’s drumming opens up the musical worlds of drumming and of jazz in particular, 

the Greek temple, for Heidegger, opens the world as such. But this distinction may not be so 

simple. For the world of drumming and the world of jazz are not self-contained worlds; rather, 

they too open onto and re-configure the world as such. In Richard Tietze’s article “Jazz and the 

American Identity,” for example, the development of jazz music is shown to play a central role 

in the development of cultural and individual identity; in addition, jazz music embodies or 

reflects real social and political struggles; further, the distinctive rhythmic and melodic 

characteristics of jazz music are now utilized in gospel music, signifying that the development of 

this musical world in fact comes to have effects upon human religious practices.348 While it is 

true that Clark’s own revolutionary contribution to this form of music does not single-handedly 

give rise to its social, political, cultural, and religious significance, Clark does play an 

indispensable role in the development of this musical world, and it is only through expressive 

acts like his that this musical world can be said to have transformative effects upon the world as 

such. In other words, while we have focused in this section on the way in which musically 

 
348 For discussion of these claims, see Tietze’s “Jazz and the American Identity” (33-34). 
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expressive acts of the first-order can set up a musical world in a new way, we should also see 

that these musically expressive acts can serve to open and transform the world as such. 

 

4.6 The Expressive Dynamics of Ensemble Musical Performance 

 

In the development of musical skills, styles, and worlds, then, we find expressive 

dynamics: we find, more specifically, the creative realization of sensible being, the 

transformation of bodily capacities, the taking up of contingencies in the service of new forms of 

musical agency and the opening of new musical worlds. Moreover, we see a distinctive 

temporality in which the present retroactively determines the past, giving it a more determinate 

meaning. These expressive characteristics are also exhibited in the dynamics of ensemble 

musical performance. To illustrate this, I begin by drawing on two interviews with jazz pianist 

Herbie Hancock, where he discusses his musical relationship with Miles Davis, Davis’s 

philosophy of playing live music, and a particular experience of being in an ensemble 

performance-context together with Davis. Then, drawing on Merleau-Ponty’s claims about 

painting from his essay, “Eye and Mind,” I draw out the themes of passivity and activity in 

musical expression and ensemble musical performance.  

Consider the following descriptions from Herbie Hancock:  

H. Hancock: I learned a lot about listening from Miles… about turning whatever 

 happens musically into something of value, that’s what you try to do. Rather than be 

 judgemental about what some other guy is playing, leave judgement out of the picture 

 and just take what’s there, and make something happen…He told us that he paid us to 

 practice on the stage in front of the people, not in our rooms… yea so we can practice in 

 our rooms but don’t bring that down and play that in front of the people because, that’s 

 not jazz, you know, jazz is of the moment, we play the moment, and it has a, you know— 

 each moment is fresh… that’s not an easy thing to do, it takes a lot of courage, it takes a 

 lot of trust, and it takes a kind of nakedness, to be able to accomplish that, at least to be 
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 able to approach it, even…but Miles provided a platform for all the members of his thin 

 young band to examine that arena, to reach beyond the comfort zone, you know, and go 

 into areas that, uh, where we, we don’t know, intellectually, or musically, what the result 

 is, you know, kind of go into that dark room, and create something.349 

 

Before elaborating these claims from Hancock, consider another passage in which 

Hancock describes being in a performance-context with Miles Davis: 

 H. Hancock: Right in the middle of Miles’s solo, when he was playing one of his 

 amazing solos, and I’m trying, you know I’m in there, and I’m playing—right in the 

 middle of his solo, I play the wrong chord, a chord that was, it just sounded completely 

 wrong, it sounded like a big mistake, and I did this and I went “agh,” I went like this, 

 *Hancock puts his hands over his ears* and I put my hands around my ears… and Miles, 

 paused, for a second, and then he played some notes that made my chord right, he made it 

 correct, which, astounded me. I was, I couldn’t believe what I heard… he, Miles was able 

 to make something that was wrong, into something that was right, with, with the power of 

 his, of the choice of notes that he made and the feeling that he had… and so I couldn’t 

 play for, for about a minute, I couldn’t even touch the piano, but uh, uh, what I realize 

 now is that, Miles didn’t hear it as a mistake, he heard it as something that happened, just 

 an event, and so that was part of the reality of what was happening at that moment, and 

 he dealt with it, he found something that um, since he didn’t hear it as a mistake, he felt 

 that it was his responsibility to find something that fit, and he managed to do that. That 

 taught me a very big lesson about, not only music but about life… we can look for the 

 world to be as…we would like it to be, as individuals, you know, “make it easy for me,” 

 that idea, we can look for that. But I think the important thing is that we grow, and the 

 only way that we can grow is to have a mind that’s open enough to be able to accept 

 situations, to be able to experience situations as they are… and turn them in… to… 

 medicine, turn poison into medicine, take whatever situation you have and make 

 something constructive happen with it, that’s what I learned from that situation with 

 Miles.350  

 

In these rich statements, Hancock discusses a number of interesting features of ensemble musical 

performance as conceived by Miles Davis. First, I will comment upon his claims that during 

performance, Davis wanted his band to essentially “practice” on stage.  

 Of course, Davis does not mean that he wants the band to get up on stage and start 

rehearsing scales or rudiments or practice timing along with a metronome; it is not a practicing 

 
349 Herbie Hancock, “Possibilities,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ggyRufrXf_c.   
350 Herbie Hancock, “Miles Davis According to Herbie Hancock,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FL4LxrN-

iyw.   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ggyRufrXf_c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FL4LxrN-iyw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FL4LxrN-iyw
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of technique that he demands from his band. He is, rather, asking the band members to practice 

exploring the musical possibilities that can be realized between them. They are being asked to 

practice in the sense that they are being asked to “try things out,” and not to merely perform 

material that has been rehearsed or planned for in advance: Davis implores his band not to “bring 

the stuff from the practice room.”  

 Davis’s demands issue from his conception of the music as, in Hancock’s words, “of the 

moment,” where each moment is “fresh.” The musicians are being called to “reach beyond the 

comfort” of playing ideas that they are already in possession of, to go into “the dark” and, as it 

were, create the path they are walking on. In this sense, Davis’s conception of music exhibits an 

attunement to the expressive nature of performance, where performance does not merely 

translate some ready-made ideas, but exists as the very spawning of those ideas in the first place. 

Davis’s band, then, plays “without knowing” what the result of their performance is going to be, 

and in this sense, the performing musicians are like students who are wrestling with an idea that 

they have yet to understand, who are in the process of figuring something out, and who, through 

this process, learn to think ideas that they hitherto could not have thought. The band, similarly, 

begins without possessing the answer to the question of what the meaning of their activity is, but 

through their courageous facing up to the “darkness of the room,” they gradually uncover its 

sense, and say something they could not have thought to say before going through the process of 

performing. 

 These remarks convey a strong sense that ensemble performance is creative in that the 

performers must employ activity, inventiveness, and control over what they are doing. This is 

doubtless true, but it is important to see that such a form of agency is also mediated by passivity. 

Indeed, Hancock claims that it is “without judgment” that one must proceed in such 
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performances: “leave judgement out of the picture and just take what’s there.” There is a sense in 

which, in order to “play the moment,” one must not presume that they have a pre-existing 

standard from which to evaluate the meaning of what is heard and the means to respond to it. 

Rather, one must be open to the reality of the music in such a way that it guides one’s 

understanding of what is unfolding, and one’s manner of responding to its developing sense.  

It is this openness to the reality of the music that astounds Hancock in Davis’s manner of 

responding to what he perceived as a musical “accident.” Where Hancock, with a pre-existing 

idea of what counts as “correct” or “incorrect” in the context of the present musical situation, 

hears a chord and reacts as if he has done something wrong, Davis takes pause to appreciate the 

meaning of what has been played, and creatively forges a path that bonds the preceding phrases 

of his solo with the apparent mistake, “making it correct.” This action of Davis’s would be 

impossible if he had interpreted the chord, like Hancock did, as a mistake. It is rather by being 

open to the unfolding music and taking responsibility for the situation he is inhabiting, that Davis 

was able to connect what was seemingly disparate and incoherent in Hancock’s chord choice; in 

doing so, Davis was also able to transform Hancock’s sense of musical possibilities. 

This performance situation exhibits that in order to “play the moment,” one must be open 

to receiving its meaning, and in such a way that one cannot presume in advance what that 

meaning will be. This is not to say, however, that one must be completely passive with respect to 

what is heard. While it is true that it is only through Davis’s openness to the possibilities of 

Hancock’s chord choice that the music developed well, making sense of the chord 

simultaneously requires Davis to be “constructive.” There is thus a somewhat paradoxical 

character to the musician’s performance, in that it requires a form of passivity and openness to 
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reality, but in such a way that the very meaning of that reality exists as “needing-to-be-

determined” by the musician’s agency.  

The form of agency that Davis exhibits thus connects with Merleau-Ponty’s claims about 

the agency of painters in his work, “Eye and Mind.” Just as Davis’s musical agency exhibits a 

careful mixture of activity and passivity, Merleau-Ponty claims that the painter’s activity is in an 

important sense also mediated by passivity. Quoting from Andre Marchand, Merleau-Ponty 

writes, “In a forest, I have felt many times over that it was not I who looked at the forest. Some 

days I felt that the trees were looking at me, were speaking to me… I was there, listening… I 

think that the painter must be penetrated by the universe and not want to penetrate it.”351 

Merleau-Ponty finds this quotation significant because it illustrates the way that artistic creativity 

is rooted in a kind of passivity. One might suppose that in preparing to paint a landscape, the 

artist will utilize a dominating gaze, fixing the details of the landscape in their mind and 

objectifying the positions of things within it. Here, however, we see that it is not by dominating 

the landscape, but by being “penetrated” by it, that one paints. What might seem obvious in this 

idea is that artistic activity is preceded by inspiration. But what might be less obvious is that the 

very act of painting is an act that is not straightforwardly one’s own; there is a sense in which, 

for Marchand, it is not him, but “the trees” themselves speaking through his painting.  

The expressive action exhibited in the artist’s work is thus rooted in an openness to the 

world, and, even more strongly, in an ability to let the world speak through the artist; in the 

action of the painter, what we witness is not just a mastery of certain techniques, but also a 

willingness to “see” according to the terms of reality itself. Similarly, in the performance setting, 

the musician does not have full control over the developing musical situation. And while we 

 
351 Merleau-Ponty, “Eye and Mind,” 167/F31. 
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might say of a particular musician, that they “play with intent and deliberation,” musical activity 

takes shape only by being responsive to the demands of the current situation, to “what the music 

needs,” and “calls for.” In other words, even while one might play “deliberately,” such activity 

and explicit intentionality is subtended by openness and a readiness to let the terms of the 

unfolding music itself guide one’s action.  

The musician’s agency exhibits an openness to reality and a willingness to let the reality 

of the music speak through the musician. It is in this sense that we can understand the common 

experience of the music, “performing itself.” Furthermore, in ensemble performance, we witness 

the musician’s agency in its fundamentally collaborative nature. In the ensemble performance 

situation that Hancock discusses, the creative action of Davis is configured in terms of what the 

other people in the situation afford; Davis’s “solo” is, perhaps counter-intuitively, astounding 

because of its ability to commune or dialogue with the challenging chord that Hancock plays. In 

other words, Davis’s musical expression is realized in participation with the greater ensemble 

context, and his musical identity is thus a performative identity, shaped by and through the open-

ended musical gestures of others. 

This chapter has illustrated Merleau-Ponty’s concept of expression, first, by elaborating 

his insights about what it is to be a speaking subject, and second, by showing how these insights 

about expressive speech are demonstrable in musical contexts; we have seen that in both contexts 

of improvisation and composition, musical performance exhibits the double movement of 

expression, whereby meaning is both gathered together and carried forward in and through 

transformative musical gestures. Further, we have seen this logic of expression as the ground of 

musical activity. Throughout this work, we have seen that musical activity happens in the context 

of the phenomenal body, the bodily inhabitation of a musical world, and intersubjectively 
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structured musical norms and practices. Expression pervades these formative contexts of musical 

activity; that is, the logic of expression is alive in and productive of embodied musical skills, of 

musical worlds, and of ensemble musical performance.  

  



 
 

 211 

Conclusion: The Phenomenological Significance of Music 

 

 

 

 

 This dissertation has developed a phenomenological interpretation of musical activity, 

inspired by the existential-phenomenological conception of human agency that is found in the 

works of Merleau-Ponty, Heidegger, and others. Through four chapters, I have offered a 

definition of musical activity: musical activity involves the expressive movement of living 

bodies who are collaboratively oriented toward an ongoingly determined sphere of significance. 

Each chapter has elaborated one aspect of this definition.  

In chapter one, I studied the idea of what it is to be a living body, and I have shown why 

this idea is significant for understanding musical activity. Specifically, I have drawn on Merleau-

Ponty’s phenomenological study of perception and movement, attention, habit, and intentionality 

to argue that musical actions are grounded in the phenomenal body, its orientation toward lived 

environments, and its motor form of intentionality. Further, it was shown that Merleau-Ponty’s 

phenomenology offers significant resources from which to contribute to current discussions 

about the nature of musical expertise. Particularly, Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology offers us a 

framework with which to make sense of the seemingly disparate facts we have to acknowledge 

about expert musical skills: they are neither reducible to automatic or mechanical processes, nor 

are they intelligible as overt cognitions. Rather, the expert musician inhabits a lived world by 

virtue of an intelligent bodily schema.  
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In chapter two, I studied the idea of what it is to inhabit a lived world. Drawing on 

Heidegger’s phenomenological concept of worldhood, I suggested that the lived world is 

comprised of entities that have the character of readiness-to-hand and that these entities are 

implicated in totalities of equipment. These totalities are themselves integrated in larger contexts 

of involvement, all of which converge upon basic “for-the-sake-of-which”s that are definitive of 

human life. Music, I argued, is one such basic “for-the-sake-of-which,” and as such, we can 

distinguish a “world of music” within which musical entities, contexts, and involvements reside. 

To properly account for musical activity, I argued, we need to see it in its responsiveness to this 

world. Further, I used this phenomenological study of music’s “world” to supplement and 

strengthen phenomenological approaches to the question of “joint musical experience.” 

Particularly, I suggested that to properly understand the means through which musicians share 

musical experience and synchronize with one another in the performance of music, we should 

acknowledge, not just the “pre-reflective” and “enactive” nature of performance, but also, more 

fundamentally, the way that musicians act out of the context of a shared world across which 

musical meaning is spread. 

In chapter three, I presented the idea that musical activity is a fundamentally 

intersubjective and intercorporeal activity. Drawing on Merleau-Ponty’s concept of 

intercorporeality, I argued that human communication, of which musical communication is an 

exemplary case, is rooted in inter-bodily and affective bonds. There, I also developed the idea of 

an “ensemble body,” to make sense of the way in which musicians act collectively in the 

performance of music together. Rather than being grounded in discrete self-conscious egos, 

musical communication is first and foremost contextualised by an inter-bodily orientation toward 

a single shared musical reality. In this chapter, I also elaborated Jean-Paul Sartre’s insight into 
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the nature of what it is to be a thing. For Sartre, we saw, the experience of a “thing” is the 

experience of an exigency which is shaped by shared human practices; these practices are 

sedimented in things, such that the experience of a thing carries with it a kind of directionality 

that mediates and informs human actions. To deal with musical entities, and to inhabit musical 

environments, then, is to live out of collectively shaped musical practices. I used Sartre’s 

analysis of the thing to sketch a conception of musical identity as dependent on and supported by 

intersubjective musical structures.  

In the final chapter, I studied Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological conception of 

expression, which he articulates in the chapter, “The Body as Expression, and Speech,” from 

Phenomenology of Perception, but also throughout his early work on animality in The Structure 

of Behavior, and in his late essay on painting, “Eye and Mind.” Elaborating Merleau-Ponty’s 

insights into the nature of expression, I studied the musical phenomena of improvisational and 

compositional performance, to illustrate the temporality, contingency, and passivity integral to 

the expressive logic. Then I returned to study the themes of embodiment, worldhood, and 

intersubjectivity to demonstrate some ways in which expression pervades them. My argument in 

this chapter was that, while musical activity happens as embodied, as worldly, and as 

intersubjective, these structures of musical activity are themselves fundamentally grounded by 

expression. Musical activity is expressive, in the sense that musical activity, in its bodily, 

worldly, and intersubjective nature, happens according to a retroactive form of temporality, a 

productive taking up of contingency, and a simultaneously active and passive manner of 

realizing sensible meaning. 

In conclusion, I want to suggest that this account of musical activity I have presented has 

significant implications for the way we think about human agency, and in particular, human 
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agency in its moral dimension. I sketch out two different ways in which I think this is the case. 

First, studying musical activity in the phenomenological way that I have leads us to see that 

action and agency are grounded in structures that exceed action and agency themselves. Morality 

requires the cultivation of these structures. Second, in the performance of music we witness a 

careful balance of receiving and respecting the reality of musical meanings, but also of courage 

and responsibility for nurturing that reality; this balance is one that we, as moral agents, should 

aspire to. I will briefly elaborate each of these points in turn.   

   One of the overarching themes of this work is that musical acts, and the agency by 

which they come about, are grounded in structures of passivity; the musical-habit-body, we said 

in chapter one, accomplishes a kind of sense-making without the intervention of explicit self-

consciousness; musical acts, we said in chapter two, are rooted in the instrument on which the 

musician plays, where the instrument is understood as an “enactive landscape,” and, in turn, is 

integrated in a nexus of musical involvements; the identities of musicians, we said in chapter 

three, are identities that can emerge only out of intersubjective contexts, which include historical 

musical traditions, norms, and practices. In all of these ways, individuality and agency are 

realities that are grounded in contexts that exceed them; these contexts, in other words, are 

contexts without which agency and individuality would be impossible. 

The recognition of this claim allows us to see the body, world, and others as essential to 

agency and individuality, and thus as contexts we must support and nurture if agency and 

individuality are, as I think they are, realities that are worth placing value in. Indeed, while it 

might be common to think about agency and individuality as separate from our embodiment, 

world, or other people, the study of musical activity reveals that these are, on the contrary, the 

very conditions of agency. The phenomenological study of music shows us that the impetus to 
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maintain and develop agency and individuality must take the form of maintaining and 

developing our bodily, worldly, and intersubjective life. 

Finally, I suppose that the study of expression in musical performance offers us an 

exemplary case of artistic agency and an analogue for thinking about moral agency. While a 

robust argument for this idea is beyond the scope of this dissertation, I offer a preliminary sketch 

by again drawing attention to Herbie Hancock’s descriptions of Miles Davis’s performance 

philosophy and activity. In Miles Davis’s performances, we find an agent who exemplifies an 

openness and a willingness to learn from reality, a responsibility for the development of the 

situation, and a capacity to articulate oneself through collaborative efforts. These characteristics 

are, I suggest, exemplary of the conditions that make moral excellence possible. As Hancock 

says, Miles Davis does not approach the musical situation with a fully determinate framework 

for making sense of the musical reality with which he is confronted. It is “without judgement” 

that Davis approaches a seemingly odd chord, in the sense that Davis can find meaning in 

something that, even for a masterful pianist like Herbie Hancock, appears incoherent. Davis can 

do this because he is willing to let the reality of the sound that emerges from the piano guide the 

development of his own trumpet solo. At the same time, however, Davis is not merely passive 

with respect to how the solo develops. Rather, as I claimed above, Davis is open to the musical 

situation in such a way that the very meaning of that situation exists as “needing-to-be-

determined” by Davis’s own agency. In this sense, Davis’s musical activity exhibits an owning 

up to two simultaneous requirements of the situation—of being open to receiving the meaning of 

the situation, and, of taking responsibility for nurturing this meaning. Further, Davis’s own 

individuality emerges in the musical situation, not by turning away from others or by making an 

assumption that others have failed to do oneself and the musical situation justice, but rather, by 
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incorporating what others offer him, even when these offerings can seem alien and unintelligible. 

In these ways, it seems to me that Davis thus exemplifies the virtues of courage and practical 

wisdom. He does not come to a situation with a pre-established sense of what specific form 

rightness, goodness, or beauty must take, but, instead, lets these values emerge by carefully 

attending to the particularities of the reality with which he is confronted, and by owning up to 

this reality even when it poses no obvious or ready-made answer to its aesthetic problems. This 

is, perhaps, also what moral agency requires. We cannot assume what goodness is in advance of 

the situations where goodness is called for; rather, goodness, like music, must be cultivated by 

creatively negotiating the terms of reality.  
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