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This research explores the possibilities of music functioning as a critical voice 
in today’s world. The specific focus of this research lies in musical composition 
as an activity, discipline and institution, rather than finished, musical works. 
The aspect of composition that possesses this critical potential I call lingering 
reflection. This term refers to a way of engaging in dialogue with the discipline, 
its handcraft, historicity, and surrounding social world. Slow and 
heteronomous in its nature, lingering reflection presents a counterpoint to 
ideas that seem solid, are easily accessible and not questioned. I argue that this 
aspect of musical composition reveals something philosophically significant. 

The research consists of five subsections, referred to as articles, each of 
which contributes to the understanding of a ‘reversed thinking’ in 
epistemological terms: art revealing something ‘true’ about this world instead 
of merely being a product of it. This does not refer to the romantic discussion 
of art ‘exceeding’ given truth. Rather, it advances the idea that art, by 
identifying with the society, carries the potential of revealing some of its false 
premises. 

Critical theory forms the frameworks of this research: discussing issues 
in social, historical, and material terms, and from a philosophical basis. The 
subject at hand does not attempt to postulate any of the issues in a timeless 
way. As I argue, the need for such a critical position of music results from a 
specific historical development that concerns art’s autonomous position in the 
Western world. 

This research is qualitative. I discuss issues that are central for music 
as an artform in today’s world, such as the socially isolated position of 
contemporary music, and the possibilities of breaking with Western 
hegemonic thinking in a diverse, multicultural and multimedial world. All 
subjects are discussed from the perspective of musical composition. 

Ultimately, lingering reflection oftentimes remains without a clear 
voice, as it represents the opposite of what is immediately given in music or 
language. The existing ideas that appear as stable and universal are exactly 
those that are fractured through this critical activity. 

 
 
Key notions: 
 
Musical composition, lingering reflection, critical theory, epistemology, 
cultural critique, estrangement 
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This research is the result of several years of engagements in the fields of 
philosophy and music: within academia, musical composition, public 
discourse (such as panels and disputes), and organisational activities, where 
the agenda has been to articulate the relevance of art music in a wider social 
and cultural context. Many of these interesting dialogues have contributed to 
this thesis. In these acknowledgements I want to express my sincere thanks to 
all the individuals, institutions and organisations who have, in different ways, 
helped with realising this research. 

I would like to express my deepest gratitude to my supervisor Professor 
Arto Haapala for his guidance and advice through the stages of the writing. His 
suggestions along the way have been invaluable for the project. 

I would also like to extend my sincere thanks to Vibeke Tellmann for 
helpful advice and interesting discussions during the time of this research. 

Special thanks go to Professor Lydia Goehr, who was my supervisor in 
fall 2015 during my time as a visiting scholar at Columbia University. I want 
to thank her both for valuable advice concerning the content of two of the 
articles, but also for inspiring lectures about philosophical aesthetics. 

Many thanks go to Lauren Redhead for her support and help with 
proofreading. I would also like to thank Hild Borchgrevink, Julian Johnson 
Edward Campbell, and Arnfinn Bø-Rygg for advice and support along the way. 

I would also like to thank my sister Hannele Ahvenniemi for offering 
technical advice and support at the final stage of the writing. 

Further, I would like to thank my former teacher in composition, 
Morten Eide Pedersen (1958-2014). His approach to music and other 
disciplines was knowledgeable, playful, and rare, and I cannot overestimate 
how much his attitude has positively affected me in my further engagements. 

Thanks also go to the choir conductor Ismo Savimäki and philosophy 
teacher Johannes Ojansuu, who played important roles for my interest areas 
during my teenage years in Hämeenlinna, and who have shown me great 
support since. Further, I want to thank my colleague and the composer Trond 
Lossius for interesting dialogues. 

I want to express my gratitude to the preliminary examiners Markus 
Mantere and Erik Steinskog for their helpful and insightful suggestions that 
contributed to the final version of this thesis. 

I also want to thank the following organisations: Norsk 
Komponistforening, Norsk Kulturråd, concert series Avgarde, and ensemble 
BIT20. Each of them has offered a platform for dialogue that concerns art, 
politics and music in a broader perspective. My engagements in Norsk 
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Komponistforening, Norsk Kulturråd, and Avgarde have provided me with 
plenty of fruitful contextual reflections related to the area of interest of this 
research. 
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Yngvild Beathe Olsen, Hilde Annine Hasselberg, Marion Hestholm, Laila 
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other customers. This should be acknowledged for its importance. 
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This thesis is based on the following publications and manuscripts: 
 
I Ahvenniemi, Rebecka Sofia. 2022. ‘Musical Compositions and 

Fractures. Leaving Traces in Material, Technique, and Thought’. In: 
The Nordic Journal of Aesthetics, no. 63 (2022). Forthcoming. 

 
II Ahvenniemi, Rebecka Sofia. 2020. ‘Composition of Vocal Music. 

Against Primacy of Content’. In: Studia Musicologica Norvegica, 
01/2020, vol. 6, pp. 9-24. 

 
III Ahvenniemi, Rebecka Sofia. n.p. ‘Three Modes of Estrangement. On 

Music and the Liberated Human Individual’. In manuscript. 
 
IV Ahvenniemi, Rebecka Sofia. 2015. ‘Composition in Essay Form. In 

Memory of Morten Eide Pedersen’. In: Studia Musicologica Norvegica, 
01/2015, vol. 41, pp. 127-141. 

 
V Ahvenniemi, Rebecka Sofia. 2021. ‘Overcoming the “Male Gaze” of 

Music. Towards Renewed Compositional Strategies’. In: The Routledge 
Handbook on Women's Work in Music (Abington: Routledge). 
Forthcoming. 

 
The publications are referred to in the text by their roman numerals. All five 
sub-sections are referred to as ‘articles’, even though the fourth one is an 
experimental research essay.
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This research explores the possibilities of music possessing a critical voice in 
today’s world. The focus lies in musical composition as an activity, discipline 
and institution, rather than in finished, musical works. The specific aspect of 
composition that carries this critical potential I call lingering reflection. This 
reflection engages in dialogue with the discipline, its handcraft, historicity, 
and the surrounding social world. Slow and heteronomous in its nature, it 
presents a counterpoint to the thinking of our time that only grasps the ‘easily 
accessible ideas’, without acknowledging, for example, the complex historical 
backgrounds and developments of certain concepts or thinking patterns (see: 
2.4., What this research responds to). I argue that music, understood in this 
way, not only carries the potential of functioning as a critical voice, but also 
demonstrates a possible way of reflecting. This way of reflecting is not 
exclusive to artistic composition but can also be present in other activities, 
including philosophical thought. 

This research does not fall within the traditional discussions of 
‘philosophy of music’ as a discipline but suggests a ‘philosophy of composition 
of music’, which is, today, not a research field with established frameworks. 
Philosophy of music is often oriented towards discussing finished works, 
sometimes implicitly assuming that compositions are ‘ideas’ put into work. A 
finished work comes across as straightforward in its composition. Thus, the 
work is not necessarily acknowledged for its complex social and material ways 
of engaging with this world. An underlying argument of the five sub-sections 
(articles) of this dissertation is that focusing on the ways of engaging in 
‘musical composition’ as opposed to merely ‘finished works’ reveals 
something philosophically significant, and throws a light, in a new way, on 
the possibilities of how music could possess an important, critical function in 
today’s world. 

Critical theory forms the theoretical frameworks of this dissertation: 
discussing issues in social, historical, and philosophical terms, and attempting 
to create an affinity between these aspects. The thinkers that are brought into 
the discussion contribute to this subject in different ways, by supporting, 
illustrating, and disputing. While the philosophical standpoints of Theodor W. 
Adorno are central to almost all the articles (I, II, III, IV), other relevant voices 
are those of Rose Rosengard Subotnik, Susann Sontag, Roland Barthes, Vibeke 
Tellmann, Richard Shusterman, Walter Benjamin, and Lydia Goehr, among 
many others. 
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Reflections of composers are presented to exemplify positions and to 
contribute from a methodologically reflective standpoint. These perspectives 
are represented mainly by Arnold Schoenberg, Sofia Gubaidulina, Pierre 
Boulez, Helmut Lachenmann, Synne Skouen, Milton Babbitt, Salvatore 
Sciarrino, and Morten Eide Pedersen. 

Two things are to be acknowledged about the subtitle of this research: 
Exploring the Critical Potential of Music. First, it indicates that I discuss a 
potential, not a definite outcome. The role of art music, today, is challenged: 
it only reaches limited audiences, and there are few platforms where it is 
present. Central to this are the questions of what historical development might 
lie behind this isolation, and whether art possesses any relevant functions at 
all. This question is in the tradition of the pessimism of Adorno, who addressed 
similar issues more than 50 years ago; according to Adorno, art, and only art, 
carries hope for a world contaminated by modern rationality. At the same 
time, its claim for autonomy–a necessity for its survival–makes it irrelevant to 
the external world. The uncomfortable situation seems to be that music either 
loses some of its autonomy, or it remains unheard by the masses. However, 
my position is more optimistic than that of Adorno’s, and I present several 
solutions, models, and new concepts, that suggest how the critical potential of 
music could be actualised. 

The second aspect to discuss regarding the subtitle is the question of 
‘when’ and ‘where’. Art can hardly function as a critique of the world 
universally, regardless of time and place. The issues of the world vary, and thus 
the critique also varies. Further, the need for such a critical role of art is tightly 
connected to the situation of the Western world today. This research leans on 
an understanding that art, that originally had an evident role as a part of a cult 
or ritual, has become isolated from other areas of the society as a consequence 
of the world that has developed from the Enlightenment. Rationality has 
become the new authority and turned into a ‘circular thinking’ (see: 2.2), and 
the non-rational has become either mystified or sentimentalised. 
Consequently, human beings have lost their connection with what could be 
called, with some carefulness, a ‘more genuine experience’. In this way the 
exploration of art’s critical potential is tied to a specific Western development, 
not a universal situation. Implicitly, we could add the word ‘today’ to the 
subtitle: ‘Exploring the critical potential of music (today)’. 
 All the articles bring issues under the discussion that concern today’s 
world. Examples of these include the isolated position of art music, 
fragmentation of experience that has lost its grounds in shared meaning, and 
the possibility of art itself to develop alongside a diverse, multicultural, and 
multimedial world. All subjects are discussed from the viewpoint of musical 
composition. 
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A central methodological approach of this thesis I have called 
‘negativity at work’ (see: 3.2.). This refers to ‘negative dialectics’ in Adorno’s 
critical theory. However, my research does not remain within the ‘self-critique 
of rationality’, revealing opposite problematic views. I implement ‘negativity’ 
as a positive method, or ‘a negative activity in a positive sense’ (I). 

Acknowledging the cultural limits of thinking and raising questions 
about the validity of developing new, universal thought, is an important 
fundament of both critical theory and hermeneutic thinking in general. My 
dissertation acknowledges these limitations. However, while the strict view of 
Adorno considers the ‘self-critique of rationality’ the only valid method of 
breaking with ‘modern idealism’, I do not actively cultivate the expression 
‘rationality’. In Adorno’s view, modern art identifies with calculative 
rationality, but breaks with its means-ends-logic. I do not restrict my thinking 
around art’s possibilities here. My position is that what art absorbs from, and 
reflects about the world, covers ways of perceiving, understanding, thinking 
and feeling. In this research I have, to some extent, attempted to avoid rigid 
dualist divisions between ‘rationality’ and ‘feelings’ in the choice of vocabulary. 
Using the word ‘rationality’ is not wrong, but it seems to refer to a ‘brain 
activity’. By implementing further terminology, I do not intend to say that 
‘rationality’ is one thing, and then there are other things as well, such as 
‘sensing’ and ‘feeling’. This would maintain the discussion within a dualist 
approach and serve to consolidate these categories. My intention is to adjust 
critical thinking to better match with the issues of today’s world. In my opinion 
there are good reasons for cultivating further concepts. Further, when I use 
terms such as ‘thinking’, this should be interpreted in a wide sense. In the end, 
philosophical work that cultivates critical theory should be careful in using 
such categories in a rigid way, since on this basis they could actually result 
from a further ‘rationalist projection’ upon the world, rather than a way of 
overcoming rationality. 
 The first article, ‘Musical Compositions and Fractures. Leaving Traces 
in Material, Technique, and Thought’, raises the question of what it is in 
composition that leaves traces behind. As a point of departure, the article 
presents a quote from Adorno, where he describes how a composition is the 
result of its own time, and critically reacts to the time to which it belongs: 
“Each and every important work of art leaves traces behind in its material and 
technique” (Adorno, 1997 [1970], 44). The interesting element about this 
quote is the element of reversal; instead of music being merely a result of the 
materials and techniques that produced it, the musical composition itself ends 
up affecting its tools. In this sense the subject refers to art’s possibility to rise 
above its own materials and premises, not by being placed in a reality beyond 
this reality, but by identifying with this reality and revealing something about 
its false premises (see: 2.2). 
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I also take the discussion to concern the challenges of contemporary 
music leaving traces at all. By including the compositional thinking of Sofia 
Gubaidulina, I suggest a solution that relates to including the social world into 
what is absorbed into the work, and what the work responds to. In this article 
I specifically suggest that lingering reflection is what leaves traces behind by 
absorbing the many aspects of society and fracturing the polished surface of 
modern idealism. 

The second article, ‘Composition of Vocal Music. Against Primacy of 
Content’, discusses the relationship between music and language, but from a 
compositional viewpoint. I lean on Vibeke Tellmann’s claim that a split has 
taken place, where music and language have come to be regarded as radically 
different from each other. Tellmann calls this split ‘the romantic turn’ (2017, 
2). This split has not always been there; vocally performed music, as the first 
form of Western art music, shaped the very development of this tradition. 
Later, in the Baroque period, the ‘rhetoric form’ was discussed as the basis of 
both music and language. When music emerged as an autonomous institution, 
this split between music and language occurred. I discuss the subject in terms 
of a separation of form and content, with ‘content’ referring to an assumed 
abstract content of language, and ‘form’ referring to the sounding, embodied 
or dramaturgical aspect of the spoken or sung word, as well as the social 
implications that the voice or expression carries in a specific context. 

I reflect how this split is present in the choices of composers today, for 
example in a tendency to avoid the specific qualities of the singing voice, or the 
trend of pursuing complete control of the timbre of the voice, with disregard 
for the vocal tradition itself. I call this ‘sonification of language’. The 
contribution of this article to the overall subject of the thesis is found within 
its reversed epistemological thinking: viewing language ‘in the making’ in a 
musical context offers a gateway to comprehending the complexity of ways in 
which language comes to mean something. It raises questions about whether 
form and content could ever be strictly separated. 

The third article, ‘Three Modes of Estrangement. On Music and the 
Liberated Human Individual’, discusses the possibility of music as social 
critique from a viewpoint that concerns the relationship between the human 
individual and art (or reality) on a general level. The overall argument of this 
article is that the fact that human individuals are singularly expected to 
establish their relationship with music leads not to greater freedom but 
estrangement. The article leans on the general hermeneutic attitude that a 
shared horizon of meaning, forms the grounds for, and precondition of, 
individual meaning. When these grounds are forgotten, the individual 
becomes more vulnerable to external manipulation, such as the free 
marketplace. The three modes of estrangement I have named ‘Positivist music 
and timbral innocence’, ‘Fragmentation of experience’, and the ‘Manifestation 
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of the “free self”’. Adorno’s critical theory forms a gravitation point for this 
article. However, I also present Richard Shusterman’s pragmatist 
interpretation of Adorno (2000 and 2002). 

This article addresses issues that are today central for discussions of art 
and culture in a broader social and political context: the isolation of art into its 
own, separate realm, the individualisation of experience, and contemporary 
developments in a socially diverse world. 

The fourth article, ‘Composition in Essay Form. In Memory of Morten 
Eide Pedersen’, discusses the possibility of an essayist music. This kind of 
music presents an opposite to easily accessible, affirmative music that occurs 
within fixed musical language (see: 4.4). The article applies Adorno’s thoughts 
of an ‘essay’ both to the context of literature and music. It demonstrates a form 
of text or music that brings conflict to a standstill rather than solving it in a 
universal way. The ‘essay form’ of Adorno is discussed both as a subject, and 
explored as a method, in this sub-section of my research. This article is also an 
obituary written for my former composition teacher Morten Eide Pedersen, 
who unexpectedly passed away in October 2014. 

The experimental form of this text makes it both suitable and 
questionable for this dissertation, but nonetheless an important aspect of it 
(see: 3.3.). It contributes to the overall subject by discussing music and 
language in parallel. It discusses the possibilities of both to break with pre-
established ideas and categories. It also discusses the limitations, or the 
‘vulnerabilities’, of the essay as a thinking form. Further, this article, also 
speaks explicitly about lingering reflection: here it is presented as a thinking 
that makes itself available for the ‘unknown’, instead of merely interpreting 
the world through established categories. It is this type of truth that the ‘essay’ 
presents as a literary and musical form. The final contribution of this article is 
methodological; it proposes the idea that the ‘essay form’ does not function as 
a ‘freer’ or ‘more subjective’ form. This is very important to the subject at hand, 
as speaking of music that functions as a critical voice, as a reminder of the 
‘unknown’, or of complex and heteronomous ‘nature’, could point in the 
direction of something metaphysical, something ‘beyond’ this reality. 
Similarly, there is no greater freedom or subjectivity behind the essay form; 
there is not an ‘artistic freedom’ within musical composition that adds to its 
‘truth’. The ‘essay’ as a thinking form is not presented as a freer. 

The fifth article, ‘Overcoming the “Male Gaze” of Music. Towards 
renewed compositional strategies’, demonstrates how the critical potential of 
music can be carried out through contextual reflection. This article also 
responds to a question raised in article III: how could music break with 
Western hegemonic thinking without the erosion of meaning altogether? The 
aspect of social diversity as a positive source of change is shortly discussed in 
article III, and demonstrated further in article V. This article also builds 



 

13 

further on issues discussed in article I: how can social context be included as a 
part of reflective compositional activity? The subject of the fifth article itself 
relates to gender studies; ‘male gaze’ has been discussed within film and visual 
arts, to criticise the idea that aesthetic ideals are universal. My research brings 
this concept into musical context. However, the compositional methods I 
present could equally well be taken into use by males, females, or any social 
groups. What this article criticises is the idea that ‘music is only music’, 
universal in its nature. An alternative title could thus be ‘Overcoming the 
Western Universalism of Music’. The article presents five compositional 
strategies that I have developed: ‘denaturalising musical material’, ‘advancing 
a critical approach to musical colonialism’, ‘fighting authenticity’, ‘dumpster 
diving’, and ‘embracing “guilty pleasures”’. The final section of this article, 
‘Musical composition: social science in the making?’ points directly to the 
overall subject of this research: acknowledging how the materials and methods 
that are engaged in musical composition, are already social and political. It is 
the awareness of this social engagement that I advance, by suggesting these 
strategies. 

Throughout the sub-sections of this thesis, several elements are 
discussed and solved. All of these I define as the contributions of this research. 
They can be summerised up as follows: this thesis presents lingering reflection 
as a way of reflecting and thinking that could be valuable in many areas of 
society (I). This research suggests frameworks for a philosophy of composition 
of music, a discipline that does not have clear definitions today (see: 2.2 and 
5.2). Under 5.2, I suggest a list of criteria for this disciplinary area. Further, 
this research presents a reversed epistemological thinking, promoting the 
possibility of art possessing a central role in today’s world (I, II, III, IV, V). It 
also contributes perspectives on and solutions to the isolated position of 
contemporary music (I, III, V). The dissertation puts words on contemporary 
phenomena that have led human beings to ‘alienation’ and ‘estrangement’ 
(III). It presents solutions as to how ‘social diversity’ can be used positively as 
a resource to develop Western art music (III, V). Finally, this thesis presents a 
large and rich vocabulary for the discussion of a ‘critical music’ (see: 5.7). 

This research is not conclusive in its spirit, methodological procedure, or 
in its outcome. It attempts to respond to some of the challenges of today’s 
world through addressing the issues at hand. It depicts a way of reflecting that 
could be valuable in many other areas outside of music. 
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The concepts described here – musical composition, music, lingering 
reflection, and critical potential – refer to the title and overall topic of this 
thesis. Several other central concepts, such as ‘estrangement’, ‘reversed 
mimesis’, or ‘atmospheric immanence’, receive their definitions and 
descriptions throughout. Furthermore, the ‘vocabulary of critical music’ (5.7) 
collects relevant concepts from these articles and presents definitions of them. 
 
 
‘Musical composition’ and ‘music’ 
 
By ‘musical composition’ I refer to Western tradition of art music composition. 
I refer to the activity of composing but also the discipline of composition in a 
wider sense, its values, assumptions, and developments. Today’s art music is 
often called ‘contemporary music’. Composition of this music often advances 
ideals such as reflectivity, experimentality, and historical awareness. While the 
first article explicitly defines this subject area, the same definitions are also 
present in the other articles, either explicitly stated or defined by context. In 
article II, I write: ‘“Composition” is here designated to refer to an artistically 
reflective activity that raises questions about the tradition through choice of 
musical material and method and seeks new paths’ (II, 10). This gives a general 
idea about the activity I refer to, even though many other descriptions could 
be added. 

The reason for this delimitation, however, is not merely to focus on one 
musical genre rather than another. Viewing this subject that has a very specific 
historical development within the Western context, it could be problematic to 
speak of composition universally, referring to, for example, ‘composition of 
Indian music’ or ‘composition of Mongolian music’ in similar terms. Both 
‘composition’ and ‘music’ have specific Western backgrounds, developments 
and meanings. Projecting this on the rest of the world, as if the only differing 
aspect were musical styles, would not acknowledge the ‘lived worlds’ behind 
different cultural forms. 

In this research, ‘music’ is largely discussed in terms of ‘art music’ and 
‘contemporary music’ in the sense described above. These terms are, however, 
to some extent uncomfortable, not only due to the difficulty of finding a solid 
definition for them, but because they seem to be loaded with social meanings 
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that do not merely mark out a specific type of music. I follow musicologist Rose 
R. Subotnik’s point that ‘contemporary music’ cannot be considered a 
chronologically descriptive term, referring to all newly created twentieth 
century art music, but “a historically normative term, with aesthetic, 
intellectual and even moral implications” (1987, 371). These implications, I 
have described as ‘newness of art’, ‘the intellectual content of art’, and ‘art for 
art’s sake’ (I). 

However, my intention in this research is not to find a proper definition 
of normatively valid contemporary music, but to describe an unwanted 
situation. Namely, contemporary music has, to some extent, isolated itself 
from other aspects of society. This I describe as having its roots both in the 
historical development in a wider sense of art emerging as an autonomous 
institution, but also more recent development of human beings becoming 
‘consumers of art’ (I, III). I seek solutions that allow for ‘art music’ as a 
reflective activity to both occupy a relevant role and actualise its critical 
potential. Thus, this research focuses on Western art music, not with the 
intention of making it the research object with defined limits, but to present 
internal analysis and criticism of a cultural development and situation (article 
I, II, III, and V). 

In this thesis I consider the situation of ‘contemporary music’ an 
arbitrary and awkward one. Calling it a style or genre at all makes it lose some 
of its critical possibilities. When the reasons for a specific historical 
development are forgotten, the medium turns into a goal itself. In the end, this 
reflects modern rationality, or ‘circular thinking’ at work, in the way Adorno 
describes it (I). 
 Finally, on many occasions, instead of ‘art music’, I refer to ‘art’ and 
‘culture’ in a wider sense. The context reveals the intention of the use the word 
on each occasion. Similar issues that apply to music often apply to art in 
general. 
 
 
Lingering reflection 
 
This concept is both the subject and one of the contributions of my research. 
It is actively applied in two of the articles (I and IV). In addition, article III 
uses the term ‘specialist knowledge’, which refers to similar reflective activity. 
Further, article II and V function as demonstrations of this way of reflecting, 
even though the concept of lingering reflection is not explicitly present. 

One of the reasons for ‘reflection’ being more suitable than other words, 
such as ‘thinking’, is that it does not exclusively refer to a brain activity or 
reasoning. The reflective activity could also be present ‘in the fingers’, in 
knowing how to do something, as a cultural practice or habit, which is slowly 
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and carefully developed further. It could also be described, on a more general 
level, as mirroring the society by absorbing it, representing it, thinking deeply 
and carefully about it, and returning it. This way of reflecting establishes 
dialogue with the world around. 

As mentioned above, the need for this concept results partly from the 
common focus on finished works advanced in philosophy of music, but also 
from several illusions about how music comes to exist that are present within 
the Western tradition. The focus on finished works forwards a mystifying 
approach to the musical work as a ‘creation’ that emerges as an idea from the 
imagination of the composer. Philosopher Nicholas Wolterstorff ironically 
points out about this mystifying attitude: “If you want to compose, you wait 
for inspiration; you wait to be ravished by the Muse” (1987, 103). My intention 
is to contribute in a ‘demystifying way’ and reveal some of the complex and 
heteronomous activities that actually lie behind musical composition. 
Wolterstorff also raises the following question: “Could it be that we have 
wanted to see art as separate from society so that we could see it as above 
society? Could it be that we have wanted not to notice the social contamination 
of art?” (ibid.). It is this ‘social contamination’ that I want to discuss 
thoroughly in my thesis. 

In the first article I raise the question of what it is in a composition that 
‘leaves the traces behind’. I suggest that the answer is to be found by moving 
the focus to lingering reflection behind the work. I describe that this process 
“could be compared to a lingering, growing plant, which mostly has its roots 
in the ground, under the earth” (I, 14). The aim is to depict this way of 
reflecting as a slow and continuous process; even after a work is performed as 
‘finished’, the often many revisions from one performance to another, “exhibit 
the complexity and the fragmentary nature of the compositional process” 
(ibid., 15). 

I also implement the concept of degrees of denseness of lingering 
reflection (I, 20). This refers to different degrees of complexity in the musical 
composition. However, it does not necessarily refer to complexity of musical 
notation or an internal musical system. It refers to complexity “that results 
from the inclusion of multiple aspects in the compositional thinking” (ibid.). 
This could include aspects such as social context, historical perspectives, 
notational choices, and how all these aspects are interwoven. Music which is 
dense with lingering reflection allows the many aspects to converge in ways 
that make it impossible to deduce one aspect from another later and identify 
which aspect came first.  
 In article III, I refer to a similar way of reflecting, by using the 
expression ‘specialist knowledge’. This does not only mean a thinking that digs 
deep into a specific subject, but that reflects the subject in a wider context of 
other disciplines. I write: 
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By ‘specialist knowledge’ I refer to a knowledge that has developed 
through a period of time, often requiring a long education or training of 
an artistic handcraft and disciplinary reflection. It is a knowledge that 
encompasses contextual thinking in addition to the ‘specialised 
research within a discipline’. (III, 18) 
 

I apply this word in the context of expressing my worry about this type of 
knowledge disappearing, the focus being moved to technical production of art 
in modern times. 

In article IV, I use the expression lingering reflection explicitly, and 
explain its backgrounds in the following way: 

 
Morten Eide Pedersen advocated an attitude of a lingering reflection 
(dvelende refleksjon): carefully including different angles without 
necessarily striving for solutions. Lingering reflection was practiced 
widely in the milieu of contemporary classical and experimental music 
in the Bergen area. (IV, 131) 

 
This ‘carefully including different angles without striving for solutions’ is a 
central element about lingering reflection. 
 Articles II and V do not explicitly employ this expression but actualise 
its meaning. Article II shows how specific ways of reflecting through the 
composition of vocal music reveals something significant about language 
itself: “[T]he work of vocal music could be said to already deliver what it says 
through the ways in which its materials come to mean something within a 
specific context” (II, 22). In the composition of vocal music, language is ‘in the 
making’. My claim is that this could reveal something central about language 
itself. Article V is partly a demonstration of lingering reflection at work, 
through compositional strategies presented. This article makes some concrete 
suggestions as to how music could function as ‘critical self-reflection’ (V). 

An important argument of this research is that contemporary music 
needs to involve social and contextual aspects in its reflective procedure 
(article I, II, III and V). The musical work is a social object, and in this sense 
‘musical composition’ is ‘social work’. I even suggest that including contextual 
reflection could be the only way for contemporary music to recover from its 
isolation, and to survive (article I and III). Thus, even though I do not explicitly 
argue that social awareness is a necessary condition of ‘lingering reflection’, it 
is difficult to imagine reflective composition that would ignore raising 
questions about its materials and context of presentation, and how these are 
socially coded. 
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In general, this reflective activity does not exclusively belong to artistic 
composition. It demonstrates a possible way of breaking with the ideas that it, 
itself, consists of. This also touches on the viewpoint of Adorno present in his 
‘The Essay as Form’ (1991, [1958]). I interpret the essayist thinking and 
lingering reflection as follows: a thinking that is able to break with the ideas 
of its time, by absorbing the spheres of the world to which it belongs and 
actively reflecting their presence. 

 
 

Critical potential 
 
I want to emphasise that this research is about the critical potential of music, 
not necessarily a critique that is actualised. A central issue I discuss is the very 
situation of contemporary music, and the few possibilities of it having an 
important function in the modern world at all, where it is isolated by its own 
premises that resist ‘standing to service’ in a wider, social context (I and III). 

All the five sub-sections propound, in one way or another, that music 
carries critical potential, and examine how this potential could be actualised. 
They also discuss problems about this actualisation. 
 It is important to denote that this critical potential is not realised by 
music simply becoming politically argumentative or instrumental. This, I 
point out on several occasions: I suggest integrating ‘socially relevant’ 
reflection whenever art is discussed but specify that this does not mean making 
artworks with an explicit political agenda (III, 21). This does not exclude that 
a composer may have social or other intentions with their work, nor that these 
would be irrelevant. The order is central here: composition is not simply based 
on ideas put into work, but what looks like the intention of a work is as much 
a result of a reflective process. 
 I also want to note that it is not by newness, at least not by coming 
across as new, that the critique is realised. I quote Sofia Gubaidulina on this 
matter, who writes about art: “[I]t absolutely does not matter whether it looks 
new or old. News is good for newspapers, for journals. But art strives for depth, 
not for the news!” (Lukomsky and Gubaidulina, Winter 1998, 9). This is the 
position of Gubaidulina, even though the quoted article carries the title ‘My 
Desire Is Always to Rebel, to Swim against the Stream!’ (ibid.). The strive for 
newness and innovation itself, is, according to Gubaidulina, harmful in that it 
leads the artist to lose concentration and instead focus on external effect. 

I agree with Gubaidulina: my position is that the possible actualisation 
of ‘critique’ does not mainly find its form in something that looks radically 
new. If the critical potential is actualised, it is based on a slow, reflective 
activity that is inward-looking and often takes plenty of time. 
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Adorno and critical theory 
 
Critical theory forms the theoretical contours of this research. The thinking of 
Theodor W. Adorno (1903-1969) is central to most of the articles (I-IV). Being 
deeply anchored in the Western tradition of both philosophy and music, 
Adorno critically follows a train of thought within these disciplines, in a way 
that implements both material, philosophical, and social aspects. This offers a 
context around the subjects discussed in my thesis. 

However, Adorno’s thinking is not the subject of this research, but 
contributes to the frameworks of it, and offers tools for approaching the 
subjects at hand. 

In reference to Adorno’s writing, my position is that one cannot 
separate his view about music from his critique of the development of Western 
rationalist thinking, and specifically, his critique of the Enlightenment. It is 
within this context – reasoning itself having become circular, approaching the 
world through already established ideas and regarding as ‘real’ only what 
correlates with these ideas – that music receives its specifically critical 
potential in Adorno’s thinking. It becomes a ‘reversed mimesis’, pointing in 
the direction of new possibilities; not by making specific arguments, but by 
identifying with the modern world, yet breaking with its means-ends-logic. 

I follow Adorno’s epistemological perspective as it is presented in the 
work Dialectic of Enlightenment (1948). The critical approach to the 
development of Western civilization presented here, I consider being present 
in a similar sense also in his later works that I quote, such as The Essay as 
Form (1958) and Aesthetic Theory (1970). 

Regarding Adorno's relevance today, I agree with the pragmatist 
thinker Richard Shusterman that when detecting problems of the modern 
world, Adorno’s thinking speaks as an acute diagnostician of late-capitalist 
liberalism (Shusterman, 2002, 157). I do not only consider Adorno’s 
philosophy ‘still relevant’, but also progressive in the context of today’s world. 
Some of the problems his thinking responds to, such as the ‘estrangement’ of 
the modern human subject, have not disappeared, but perhaps even become 
intensified in our time. 

However, this thesis does not always follow through with the pessimism 
present in Adorno’s writings. I suggest solutions to the issues discussed. One 
can further ask whether Adorno was truly a pessimist at all, or whether his 
method of negative dialectics, rooted in the thought that the world cannot be 
improved by new arguments or philosophical constructions, makes his 
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thinking appear pessimistic. Adorno acknowledges his own writings as being 
based on the same modern rationality that he criticises. This makes, for him, 
negative dialectics – or self-critique of rationality – the only possible way of 
critically dealing with modern idealism. In the end, I interpret the immanence 
that is present in Adorno’s view as ‘atmospheric’ rather than empirical or 
strictly ontological (see: 4.3, III). The immanence is not a rigid ontological 
situation, but partly a result of a historical development; the world has become 
more immanent as a result from identity thinking. 

Adorno’s critical approach is more directed to making the problematic 
features visible than saying that they cannot ever be solved. His philosophy 
absorbs the ‘dark’ elements of society, yet does not attempt to present a new 
theory in a universal sense. Adorno and Horkheimer make the following 
comment in the introduction to a new edition of Dialectic of Enlightenment: 

 
We do not stand by everything we said in the book in its original form. 
That would be incompatible with a theory which attributes a temporal 
core to truth instead of contrasting truth as something invariable to the 
movement of history. (Adorno and Horkheimer, 2002, [1947, 1969], xi) 
 

My thesis follows this view of Adorno and Horkheimer: truth is not something 
invariable to the passing of time. 

It should be mentioned that in article IV Adorno’s thinking does not 
merely function as a framework. Here, I bring in his writing more intimately 
in literary terms, quoting phrases directly from ‘The Essay as Form’. I apply 
these statements to musical context. In this sub-section, Adorno’s thinking has 
the most defining role: not only as frameworks, nor a voice that disputes a 
subject, but also as the ‘thinking form’ of the text. The ‘essay form’, as 
presented by Adorno, resists totality. It carries both its strength and weakness 
in the fact that its ‘truth’ is present in showing connections rather than leaning 
on content of argumentation. The form of article IV follows that of an essay, 
and it functions as an ‘attempt’ or an ‘experiment’. 

However, I do not follow Adorno uncritically in my thesis. On several 
occasions I bring in Adorno’s perspectives under dispute. For example, I argue 
that when exploring what it is in composition that leaves traces behind, 
Adorno’s approach is insufficient (I). His thinking tends to circle around 
structural issues about musical compositions, rather than the social world 
wherein the music is wrapped. I follow the notion of Markus Mantere that in 
its typology, the thinking of Adorno relates to the same historical discourse 
that was established in the 19th century, by Eduard Hanslick among others 
(Mantere 2008, 162). Mantere points out that Adorno mostly ignores other 
elements, such as social hierarchy, nationality, sexual identity and how music 
is commercially mediated to institutions (ibid., 164). These deficiencies may 
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not be arbitrary in themselves, but they need to be acknowledged when applied 
to subjects present in today’s world. 
 I also present criticism of Adorno in article II, which concerns the 
relationship between music and language from a compositional standpoint. I 
acknowledge that even if Adorno has deeply reflected on this relationship, his 
thinking comes across as insufficient when it comes to discussing 
dramaturgical or embodied aspects of language. Adorno’s view responds, in a 
sense, to reference theory of language, even though he also claims that 
language does not really refer to the world, but to already established ideas 
about it. However, I suspect that Adorno would be sceptical of including bodily 
aspects of the ‘performed word’ in thinking around the meaning of language. 
This is not because he wants to remain on ‘rationalist grounds’, or inside the 
‘head’, but because his philosophical project largely advances a critique of this 
rationality from the inside. Applying concepts to depict embodied aspects 
within ‘philosophy of language’, Adorno would likely consider being based on 
existing ideas, rather than revealing something about a ‘concrete reality’. I 
support his scepticism in the sense that it would be naïve to simply state that 
the body, too, is a part of formation of language. It would not necessarily 
overcome Western dualism between rationalism and body, and the problem of 
this dualism is that the ‘body’, too, becomes a representation of an idea. This 
is one of the reasons for my choice to cultivate words such as the 
‘dramaturgical aspects’ of language, which I consider, to some extent, more 
neutral (II). However, I do also speak of ‘embodiment’ of language, and the 
‘grain of the voice’. But I discuss the grain, following the view of Roland 
Barthes (see: 1977 [1772]), as a ‘cultural grain’, not as a ‘physical’ aspect as 
opposed to ‘mental’ or ‘rational’. 

I have made the following choice regarding Adorno’s literary 
production: the most central work of Adorno for this research is not one where 
he specifically discusses music, but his and Max Horkheimer’s work Dialectic 
of Enlightenment. In this work, Adorno and Horkheimer present their critique 
of Western civilisation and describe modern rationality not as a path towards 
a better and freer world, but towards a world where the ‘mythical fear’ has 
become overwhelming. Therefore, the modern world leans into the false 
security that modern idealism offers. Rather than merely an epoch, their 
concept of the ‘Enlightenment’ is to be understood as a general attitude 
towards reality, still prevalent in modern times. Within this context it is, for 
Adorno, merely a paradox that art exists at all, as it reminds us of the ‘magic’ 
that modern rationality attempts to repress. Sometimes Adorno’s thinking 
about music is read in isolation from his view of the Western rationalist 
development. Considering that Dialectic of Enlightenment is the most central 
work of Adorno for this thesis, this also functions as a reminder of the 
misunderstandings that could follow from excluding it. 
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Adorno’s voice cannot be underestimated, yet it functions first and 
foremost as a premise, an ‘echo’ or a ‘vibration’, present between the lines. The 
actual dispute I form mostly by bringing in other thinkers. This could even be 
a more truthful approach to Adorno’s writing. When describing the thinking 
of Adorno as “Adorno argues that…” or “according to Adorno…”, there’s an 
ambiguity present, as Adorno does not create any coherent theory. In his 
thinking the method and content cannot be separated. Yet, when one refers to 
Adorno’s statements, they could come across as claims that argue for a state of 
things, or a specific philosophical system. Many misunderstandings of Adorno 
are born from the fact that his way of creating thought is not correctly 
acknowledged. 
 
 
A reversed epistemology 
 
When I call the approach of this research a ‘reversed epistemology’, it is not to 
engage deeply in epistemological discourse, but to reveal the critical potentials 
of music as an artform. It is to say that music points towards something ‘real’ 
today. 
 The reversed epistemology is based on Adorno’s reversed concept of 
‘mimesis’. Adorno writes: “Ultimately, the doctrine of imitation should be 
reversed; in a sublimated sense, reality should imitate the artworks” (1997 
[1970], 174). This responds to the idea of art as ‘mimesis’, imitation or re-
presentation of nature. Art carries the possibility of revealing that the world 
we think is real is actually the projection of our ideas. 

Art has, perhaps since it gradually came to exist as an autonomous 
institution, sought out its place in society. This development is relevant to my 
research in reference to some of the discussions that concern art music’s 
position and potential today (see under: What this research responds to). I 
follow the following thought of critical theory: in the modern world, art has 
lost its ‘ritual role’ as a part of a lived world. Modern rationality has forced art 
to seek its position in society in new ways. Not to become reductive to external 
purposes, it has been placed, for example, beyond this world. In my research 
the agenda is the opposite: the critical potential of music is not based on music 
being placed somewhere ‘beyond’ but being able to reveal how the world we 
live in, itself, is based on false premises. This reversed epistemology suggests 
that art is what has, at least potentially, the capacity to ‘reveal’ the falsehood 
of this world, and thus actually present a ‘truer’ engagement with reality. 
 This ‘reversed epistemology’ is present throughout all of this research. 
In articles I and II, I explicitly discuss the epistemological possibilities of music 
in the sense of music revealing something ‘real’ or ‘true’. This relates to the 
epistemological question of what we mean when we say that something is 
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‘true’. According to a correspondence theory of truth, perhaps the most 
common-sense-view, a true statement means correspondence between the 
statement and the state of affairs in the world. This view usually presupposes 
‘realism’ as an ontological position: the world existing as such, regardless of 
the perception of it. Further, it usually assumes that the truth of sentences can 
be verified or falsified by exploring the state of the world. However, critical 
theory points out the circular character of this procedure: when projecting a 
statement upon the world, the ‘content’ is already formed as an idea, a 
formation, or an expectation of what results could be found. Thus, the ‘known’ 
is verified by the ‘unknown’, which again, is approached through the already 
‘known’. As a result of its own premises, this procedure cannot encounter 
anything profoundly new. In the view of Adorno and Horkheimer, this 
procedure bears witness to the subject’s dominance over the object in modern 
times. The price of this is losing ground in the ‘unknown reality’ altogether 
(Adorno and Horkheimer 2002, [1947, 1969]). 

In article III, I use the image of a hierarchy of needs, where art is often 
placed on the top as something that the individual encounters when all other 
needs are fulfilled. This hierarchy I turn upside down, placing art on the 
bottom. I suggest that art and culture possess a fundamental function, carrying 
shared ways of thinking, experiencing, and feeling. This fundament functions 
as a space of negotiation of norms, creating fresh impulses in the other areas 
of society (III, 26). 

As mentioned in the introduction, I do not only consider art having its 
critical potential as ‘critique of rationality’. My position is that art is able to, at 
least potentially, reflect on a multitude of aspects of society: by revealing them, 
negotiating their presence, fracturing them, and in the end, mending some of 
the alienation of our experience. 
 Even though I discuss the critical potential of art as an ‘epistemological 
reversal’, this research does not engage in a wider thematic discussion about 
the epistemological field. 
 
 
Towards a ‘philosophy of composition of music’ 
 
This dissertation is not an interdisciplinary research project between 
philosophy and musical composition in the sense that the fields are thought to 
meet halfway, even though it requires in-depth disciplinary knowledge from 
both disciplines. This is philosophical research, with its point of departure in 
critical theory. However, it explores the outcome of a possible discipline called 
‘philosophy of composition of music’. 

Whether ‘philosophy of composition of music’ can be called a sub-
category of ‘philosophy of music’, can be further disputed. Most of the 
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traditional philosophy of music tends to concern other types of questions, for 
example, ontological questions about what defines a musical work. The 
approach of my dissertation employs hermeneutic thinking and critical theory: 
it continuously relates its questions to culturally interpretative aspects of 
music. 

‘Philosophy of composition of music’ does not currently exist as an 
established discipline. I clarify this disciplinary context implicitly along the 
way, even though I only mention the expression ‘philosophy of composition of 
music’ in the first article (I, 1). This discipline functions as a research result of 
my dissertation. I form specific definitions under 5.2. I mention, for example, 
that this discipline does not refer to discussing a practice as opposed to a 
product. Practice itself sounds simplifying and could be misunderstood as a 
more ‘pragmatic’ approach, moving from ‘thinking’ to ‘doing’. This type of 
dichotomy is not what I aim to advance with the ‘philosophy of composition of 
music’. 

Under 3.1 I describe further why this research is specifically 
philosophical and does not encompass ‘artistic research’ as a method. 
 
 
Use of other sources 
 
Most of the thinkers whose voices are applied in this research belong to others 
than Adorno. Many other thinkers, either within the critical tradition, or who 
support a hermeneutic approach, are discussed, examples of whom are Walter 
Benjamin, Susann Sontag, Rose Rosengaard Subotnik, Richard Shustermann, 
Vibeke Tellmann, Gianno Vattimo, Lydia Goehr, and Roland Barthes. 

In addition, many further voices are brought in, including from the 
analytical tradition, to discuss the specific subject area, such as Nicholas 
Wolterstorff, Susanne Langer, and Stephen Davies. 

To exemplify different standpoints within musical composition, I 
describe the reflections of the following composers: Sofia Gubaidulina, Arnold 
Schoenberg, Pierre Boulez, Helmut Lachenmann, Milton Babbitt, Synne 
Skouen, Salvatore Sciarrino, and Morten Eide Pedersen. 

I clarify the use of some of these sources below, where I further discuss 
the contexts they are used for. 
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A ‘slice’ of musical composition 
 
This research does not attempt to cover composition of music as a field, but it 
brings in a ‘slice of it’ that concerns its critical possibilities. This ‘slice’ cannot 
be described stylistically as a type of music, but rather an approach to 
composition: being aware of the social and historical implications of the 
materials. These could be present in many different ‘musics’. The discussion 
as a whole, however, finds place within the Western tradition of art music, as 
specified under 2.1. 

Article IV is an exception: it does not directly speak of the social 
implications of music. However, it still discusses music’s possibility to break 
with given, affirmative truth by raising questions through its form. 

Finally, I mostly discuss ‘musical composition’ in reference to the 
traditional role of the composer, as a ‘subject behind the work’. For example, I 
do not discuss this in terms of musical improvisation on an instrument, or 
musician-based composition. Even though the discussion could be relevant to 
several other forms of musical activities that are called ‘composition’, this 
distinction is important to make for the following reason: within musicology 
some of the critique of the Western universalism is oriented towards bringing 
down the strict divisions of the roles of ‘composer’, ‘work’, ‘musician’ and 
‘audience’. Some musicological critiques attempts to show how these elements 
are intertwined. Christopher Small’s work Musicking (1998), for example, 
moves the focus away from these stable categories and defines all music-
related activities as participation in ‘musicking’. My intention is the same to 
the extent that I want to focus on composition as a complex engagement 
behind the work, rather than the finished work. However, a problem of Small’s 
critique is that it automatically assumes that dissolving these rigid categories 
means moving the focus from ‘composition’ to ‘performance’. He defines 
composition as “providing material for performance” (Small, 1998, 9). 
Consequently, composition itself is still regarded in a massively simplified 
way: as merely generating ‘musical material’ for performance. This maintains 
music itself within a formalist or structural view about musical material and 
does not actually help dismantle its stiff categories. My intention is to look at 
composition, too, as this type of ‘musicking’. I object to the viewpoint that such 
critique of these categories necessarily moves the focus to the performing 
activity. Even behind a musical score that looks traditional, there are a 
multitude of complex activities of ‘musicking’. In a wide sense, even 
performing traditions are already present in a musical score. 
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Not a new theory about philosophy of language as such 
 
Article II discusses the relationship between language and music from a 
compositional perspective and raises the question of whether there could be 
such a thing as ‘pure content’ at all, isolated from dramaturgical aspects. The 
approach to language that assumes ‘pure content’ or meaning, is present, for 
example, within reference theory that in its most simple form claims that 
either words or sentences refer to objects or states of affairs in the external 
world. The meanings of the words are thus assumed to exist separately from 
the act of, for example, speaking. 
 Many theories within philosophy of language from the 20th century 
regard the meaning of language as a result of an act of expressing something 
in a wider, worldly context, such as late Wittgenstein’s theories of ‘language 
games’ (1953), or J. L. Austin’s concept of ‘speech acts’ (1955). However, in this 
research I mostly refer to thinkers who explicitly speak of the relationship 
between music and language, or language as dramaturgical or embodied 
expression, such as Don Ihde (2007) and Roland Barthes (1977 [1972] and 
1985 [1981]). 

My intention is not to find a theoretical position within the philosophy 
of language, but to argue that vocal music could reveal some of the complexity 
of how meaning comes to exist. 

 
 

Not about gender research 
 

In article V, where I discusses the possibilities of overcoming the ‘male gaze’ 
of music, I import a concept applied within gender studies that concerns film 
and visual arts: the ‘male gaze’ refers to aesthetic standards and ideals created 
by males for other males. The critique of this concept is directed at the belief 
that aesthetic standards are universal. While other artforms have been 
subjected to this type of criticism for a longer period of time, music has, until 
the 1980s, to a large extent been regarded as neutral, abstract, or timeless in 
this sense. 
 This thesis is not about gender studies, even though it could contribute 
to this field (V). The fifth article does not engage in any of the usual questions 
about gender, such as whether gender is biological or social, and what we mean 
by these expressions. Rather, it continues the train of thought developed in the 
previous articles, that concern music’s functioning as social criticism. 
Furthermore, the methods presented – for example ‘fighting authenticity’ or 
‘dumpster diving’ – could equally well be practiced by composers of any social 
background. 
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The approach to the artist’s personal intentions 
 
This research does not actively take a stand on the question of whether the 
‘social critique’ within music is intended by composers themselves or not. 
Within Adorno’s thinking, art’s truth is found between the artwork and the 
society and is thus not the direct intention of the artist. I hope to specify, in 
relation to Adorno’s view, that I do not necessarily stand behind strictly 
separating between a composer’s intentions and what the work communicates. 
Deliberately reflecting upon society and the connotations of the materials at 
hand is promoted as important in my dissertation. 

In my view, the composer, as a part of the society, uses their contextual 
understanding and inner compass when making artistic choices, and can have 
ideas about how the work will be perceived by others, that turn out being 
correct. This does not mean that the composer controls the perception. 
Controversial perception, such as different reviews, can also be a great 
contributor to the composer’s future work and thinking, causing them to 
further reflect on why a specific interpretation is the made by the audience. 

This does not mean creating art as an argument for an existing political 
agenda or idea. The problem of such an approach would be that a claim often 
ends up consolidating the counterclaim. I like to think that intentions can be 
understood in a much broader sense. A composer could wish to open a 
reflective space to discuss an issue. Breaking with given truth or ‘leaving traces’ 
(I) occurs as a result of engagement over time. The artistic intentions emerge 
over time through engagement with the materials, techniques and the society 
around. Compositional activity lets aspects converge over time rather than 
aiming at one specific outcome from the start. The intention of the 
compositional work may be most apparent as the result than the beginning. 
 
 
On existing musical works as examples 
 
It is a conscious choice to discuss perspectives of the discipline of musical 
composition rather than existing, musical works from music history. I do 
mention works, too, such as Sofia Gubaidulina’s Introitus (1978), Maurice 
Ravel’s Vocalise étude en forme de Habanera (1907), and Salvatore 
Sciarrino’s Lohengrin (1982-84). However, in discussion of Gubaidulina it is 
her compositional thinking that stands in focus rather than an analysis of this 
work. Ravel’s Vocalise, on the other hand, demonstrates a point of the chapter 
regarding the relationship of language and music. The ‘work example’ that, 
perhaps, comes closest to discussing the critical aspects of an existing work, is 
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Lohengrin. However, it is rather the analysis written by composer Morten Eide 
Pedersen, and the discussion of a musical essay, that stands in focus. 

One could say that some compositions are more critical than others, but 
my thesis does not necessarily benefit from empirically discussing how little 
or how much of this potential is present in each work. Perhaps most of art 
music includes both non-critical and critical aspects. 

Even though the subject of music’s critical potential today could, in 
principle, also engage analysis of composed works, it would not necessarily 
benefit from it. I lean on Adorno’s view that finished works hide their own 
process, come across as straightforward and ‘total’ in themselves, and that in 
this sense, they lie (I). 

 
 

 
What is considered ‘updated’ or ‘outdated’ research within philosophy or 
musicology does not always seem to correlate with the approaches to music, 
including value systems, that circulate within other areas of society. With 
‘other areas’ I mean, for example, institutions where financial and other 
decisions are made regarding what forms of art should be supported. 
Examples of these institutions are music festivals, orchestras, organisations 
that fight for artists’ rights, and institutions that grant funding to art and 
culture. I also refer to general attitudes to art that are present in informal 
contexts in everyday life. Language and values that form the basis for 
discussion of art music in different areas of society vary. They are neither 
usually based on the most recent academic research, nor does academic 
research always take a stand within these other areas. 

This is central in reference to my research, which ‘absorbs’ many of the 
topics of today’s world, such as the marginalised position of contemporary 
music, gender and other diversity within art fields, and culture being turned 
into merchandise for individual consumption. Am I responding to the most 
recent philosophical and musicological research, or to the ideas that circulate 
within different spheres of society? 

To present an example: the participants at a strategy meeting of an 
orchestral institution of a Nordic country, funded by the government, discuss 
how to reach out to larger audiences. They call their music ‘classical music’, as 
a musical genre or type. An expert of marketing strategies is invited to the 
meeting to present their view. They suggest that the orchestra ought to market 
their music as a ‘mindfulness product’ for women and men who are exhausted 
after a heavy week’s work, looking to sit down, relax, and dream for a moment. 

The unarticulated ideas and values that lie behind the example above 
come across as a mixture of thinking that could be traced back to romanticism, 
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regarding elements such as ‘sentiment’, ‘work’, ‘concert’, and ‘reality beyond’. 
Furthermore, the ideas are not necessarily based on research or a concrete 
understanding of a specific historical era, but a projection of today’s 
assumptions of them. These could be discussed in an ahistorical way. 
Simultaneously, there is an attempt to fit the music with the marketing logic 
of today’s society. The question is, does one best respond to this situation at 
the strategy seminar by giving a musicological presentation about what kind 
of historical events and changes produced specific ideas, plus, by questioning 
whether a discussion based on marketing logic is well-suited in reference to 
art music? Or does one make a better statement by presenting an image of a 
‘reversed pyramid of needs’ (4.3, III), which demonstrates that culture is not 
merely a product meant for the individual to consume, but represents 
something more fundamental: a discursive space? 

The first approach does not make an efficient statement at a strategy 
seminar with limited amounts of time and non-musicologists and non-
philosophers present. The latter one could come across as a manifest rather 
than a research result within academic frameworks. However, the latter one 
could still more efficiently present an alternative way of thinking about 
engagement with art, moving the focus away from ‘individual consumption’ to 
other ways of thinking about arts’ presence in this world. 

The example above about ‘classical music’ as a ‘mindfulness product’ is 
not a part of the articles in this research but reveals what kind of situations 
lingering reflection, as an approach, could critically respond to. The example 
demonstrates thinking that has become instrumental, that forgets to raise 
questions about its own premises, and only grasps the ‘easily accessible’ ideas. 

My research attempts to contribute to a reflective space between such 
non-questioned value systems in society on the one hand and academic 
reflection on the other. It is neither merely an academic reflection that brings 
in examples from the ‘external world’, nor is it merely based on empirical 
situations that are solved with tools from philosophical reflection. Even 
though it is challenging to balance this space, I attempt to create interaction 
within these poles. I also consider this interaction central to the tradition of 
critical theory. The ‘vocabulary of critical music’ (5.7) is an important 
contribution of this thesis. It is a list of theoretical concepts developed 
throughout this thesis, which also could function as a list of conversational 
tools for many contexts outside of academic research. 

This way of approaching research has two consequences that should be 
mentioned. The first one concerns some choices of literary sources, and the 
second concerns my way of discussing historical and musicological 
development. 

First, some literary sources that could come across as outdated from the 
perspective of the most recent philosophy or musicology, are highly ‘up to date’ 
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considering the social reality elsewhere. Some of Adorno’s perspectives I 
consider not only still relevant, but likely even more relevant than before, as 
discussed above. Another example is Rose R. Subotnik’s view about 
‘contemporary music’ as a normative term, and her reflections about the 
isolated position of this music. These thoughts I also consider relevant today, 
even though they were published in 1987. Yet another example is using 
composer Milton Babbitt’s views to exemplify ‘positivistic composition of 
music’ (4.3, III). I consider his defence of artwork that does not create any 
profit as relevant to discuss today as it was in 1958, when Babbitt wrote these 
thoughts. It is relevant, not as an updated musicological fact, but as a depiction 
of a specific development that still says much about the marginalised situation 
of contemporary music. 

Second, on several occasions I present certain historical developments 
of art becoming autonomous alongside with the Enlightenment. This is not to 
contribute to research about music history, but to explicitly mention some 
background for today’s situation. The actual historical development of the 
concept of an ‘autonomous musical work’, for example, is more complex and 
nuanced than presented in my thesis. I refer to a development that resulted in 
art having to legitimate its existence in new ways; if it cannot argue for its 
usefulness, it stands at risk of becoming irrelevant. 

This structure is also present in a political discussion of art today; art is 
expected to have relevance as being enjoyable, ‘health promoting’, a space for 
individual expression, or simply a space for having ‘fun’ and being creative 
together. It is not always easy to argue that contemporary music should receive 
financial support without being able to argue for any use value. Organisations 
that advance artists’ rights today, such as composers’ societies, continuously 
attempt to provide argumentation for legitimate criteria other than market 
value. An example of such criteria is that art functions as an important 
platform of reflective engagement within this world. 

I implement several discussions of art’s position that derive from 
today’s world. These are relevant to the overall topic of the critical potential of 
musical composition. 
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This dissertation is not an interdisciplinary research project between 
philosophy and musical composition, where these disciplines meet halfway. 
Methodologically, this thesis leans largely on a philosophical, qualitative 
research tradition; I bring different viewpoints and thinkers into the debate. 
I make thought experiments. I describe, comment, and dispute the subjects at 
hand. 
 The fourth article, which discusses the essay as a literary and musical 
form, is an exception (IV). This sub-section functions, in itself, as an 
experimental research essay, calling into play some of the methods it concerns 
as the subject. I discuss this specifically in 3.3. 
 In 3.1 I clarify methodological procedures about bringing compositional 
issues into a philosophical context. In 3.2. I describe how ‘negative dialectics’ 
are present in this research. Even if I do not follow Adorno’s methods as such, 
starting the discussion from critical standpoints – descriptions of myths and 
the estrangement of modern human beings – is an important ingredient of my 
thesis. As a project that develops a critique of ‘modern idealism’, the very 
possibility of doing so from within this world should be discussed. 

This dissertation is not based on the research discipline named ‘artistic 
research’. Artistic research, as a newer field, has several definitions, and is 
today, perhaps, looking to stabilise as a valid research discipline. I will not 
attempt an accurate definition here. However, it usually includes both making 
artworks, and reflecting upon the process of making art. As opposed to 
academic disciplines, the point of departure in a reflection can be an ‘I’, the 
subject behind the work with art. This does not mean that the research is 
automatically personal or subjective. The reflections of this ‘I’ are considered 
interesting from the perspective of shared meaning, since they relate to a 
community, culture, and context. This is sometimes called ‘intersubjectivity’. 

In this research I do not speak of my personal artistic work. However, 
putting aside ‘artistic research’ and focusing on the reflective character of 
artistic disciplines in a wider context, composition of music has a tradition of 
being reflective, both regarding society, politics, its social position and the 
discipline it belongs to. This type of reflection is brought into this research. 

Further, my position is that there is not anything more mystical or 
metaphysical about the procedures of composing music than, for example, 
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writing an essay, even though more aspects could be interwoven. When 
pointing this out, my intention is not to turn musical composition into a simple 
‘everyday activity’ among other activities, but to show that other activities too, 
could carry similar enigmatic potential. 

While Adorno claims art carries this type of enigmatic character, he also 
claims that it is the commission of philosophy to interpret art. This function of 
philosophy does not refer to defining and analysing art, but revealing its 
enigmatic character; artworks are, according to Adorno, enigmas. Artworks 
reveal the irrationality of modern rationality: the fact that the means have 
become an end in themselves. Adorno writes: “Though it will not acknowledge 
it, for the disenchanted world the fact of art is an outrage, an afterimage of 
enchantment, which it does not tolerate” (1997[1970], 75). For the logic of the 
modern world, it is actually a scandal that art exists at all, since it resembles 
the enigma that modern rationality has attempted to suppress. It functions as 
a reminder of the ‘unknown’, the ‘unorganised nature’, or the ‘other’, that 
which is not identical with pre-existing ideas. 

Finally, the following should be mentioned about the descriptions of 
compositional approaches within a philosophical research context. When I 
discuss compositional strategies within musical composition, on many 
occasions I do so by exemplifying thoughts through well-established voices of 
composers, who already have disciplinary weight and validity, such as Pierre 
Boulez or Sofia Gubaidulina. However, on some occasions I reflect on the 
discipline by generalising my own observations. In article II, for example, I 
write: 

 
In compositional work, the split between the acoustic dimension and 
content of language is sometimes revealed through the composer’s “not 
really knowing what to do” with the specific, embodied quality of voice 
in vocal music. One may falsely assume that by avoiding engagement 
with the voice, treating it as a producer of sound vibrations – as context 
free sound – this quality will magically disappear. The voice may be 
treated as an instrument, with few notational specifications that 
concern singing. (II, 13) 
 

In this quote, “…is sometimes revealed…”, refers to a general observation. If 
one were to interview a lot of singers who have performed vocal works 
composed by less experienced contemporary composers, this would likely be 
one of the first things they would complain about. Many composition teachers 
would also likely stand behind this claim. Yet, there are not any sources to 
justify it. One could, of course, qualitatively interview one or two composition 
teachers. On the other hand, this would not necessarily make it a more valid 
statement. 
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A further question arises: in which ways is my own ‘ethos’ as a 
researcher present in the text? Does it count that I have a master’s degree in 
composition? Does it mean something for this research that I have, myself, 
taught composition at two academies of music, or have been commissioned by 
international festivals? Usually the ‘ethos’ of the researcher is to be established 
through the research itself and not outside of it. On the other hand, examples 
from real life are not invalid in themselves. Generalising comments are also 
made within other research fields, but with care. 

I will leave this question open. It could be a weakness of this research, 
but it could also be a strength that arises from exploring the possibility of a 
‘philosophy of composition of music’ as a new discipline. It could be that 
momentary awkwardness arises from the fact that the discursive frameworks 
for this disciplinary discussion do not yet exist in a pre-proven way. 

In the end, such generalising points drawn from personal observations 
are few, and when they come up, they are quickly related to an established 
discussion. I actively describe compositional strategies, for example in article 
V, but these mostly do not clash methodologically with the philosophical 
tradition of discussion. 

 

While this research does not follow Adorno’s method of negative dialectics in 
the sense of remaining within self-critique of rationality (Adorno, 1970 
[1966]), or only revealing the opposite problematic views, it does imply 
‘negativity’ as a positive method. In article I, one of the subtitles is ‘A negative 
activity in a positive sense’, which refers to the way music breaks with idealism 
by identification with, and negation of, the modern world. Here, ‘negativity’ 
receives a positive meaning, which is present through the whole thesis. 

All the articles possess some elements of ‘negativity’. The first one 
discusses it explicitly (I). The second one begins from discussing ‘myths’ about 
vocal music, understood as false or misguided beliefs about the relationship 
between language and music (II). The third article describes ‘modes of 
estrangement’ as atmospheric paradigms that forward estrangement of 
modern human beings (III). The fourth article begins with discussing 
problems with linearly developed thought within academic writing, and 
further, the ‘disaster of obvious music’, as a basis for what the ‘essay form’ is 
critical to (IV). The fifth article discusses the need for critical compositional 
strategies, each of which function as a critique of views that come across as 
universalising or naturalising today (V). 
 The positive meaning that ‘negativity’ receives in my thesis also carries 
the connotation of slowing down the thinking. With this, I do not mean the 
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speed or tempo of thought, but rather to resist the urge for quick and easy 
answers or results. ‘Negativity’ as a word indicates something that turns 
inwards, with awareness of limitations. This awareness refers to knowing that 
one’s own thinking is also limited by the history and time it belongs to, that 
there are paradigms and frameworks that lay some premises for thinking itself. 
In the modern context, these premises are exactly what is forgotten, alongside 
with forgetting the fact that individual meaning is based on shared meaning 
(III). 

Lingering reflection functions, in many ways, as a ‘negativity at work’. 
It stays present within the complexity of reflection and, also, integrity of 
reflection. This research attaches normative value to the slow and ‘negative’ 
character of reflection. 

 
 

 
Including the sub-section ‘Composition in Essay Form. In Memory of Morten 
Eide Pedersen’, an experimental research essay, as a part of my thesis calls for 
some commentary. I will here describe how this text functions as a part of the 
research and claim that certain aspects of it are crucial for the subject at hand. 
The specific methods of this essay follow some literary descriptions of an 
‘essay’ in Adorno’s ‘The Essay as Form’. 

Adorno writes: “It starts not with Adam and Eve but with what it wants 
to talk about” (1991 [1958], 4). This essay, too, moves directly to the subjects 
it wants to discuss, without chronologically building up an argument; the 
introduction does not open with explaining what the essay is about, nor 
presenting limitations of its subject area. It does not justify the use of the 
sources that are applied. The text also does not comment extensively on the 
quotes. I simply bring in the materials that ‘feel relevant’ to it. 

Adorno writes: “It is radical in its accentuation of the partial against the 
total, in its fragmentary character” (1991 [1958], 9). My text attempts to be 
both an obituary to Morten Eide Pedersen, a reading of Adorno’s ‘The Essay 
as Form’, a suggestion of what ‘essayist music’ could be like, and a text about 
vulnerability as an attribute of essayist thinking. These aspects all contribute 
to something. This ‘something’ is revealed throughout the text rather than 
explicitly stated. 
 Adorno writes: “The essay abandons the royal road to the origins [...]” 
(1991 [1958], 11). My research essay does not begin from a foundation of facts 
but criticises the idea of ‘origins’, understood as cartesian ‘cogito’:  looking for 
a point of departure of truth that cannot be doubted. The ‘royal road’ is a 
formulation of Adorno that I interpret as ironic: ‘the royal road to origins’ 
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comes across as almighty, sentences communicating unambiguous, factual 
content. 
 Adorno writes: “Discontinuity is essential to the essay; its subject 
matter is always a conflict brought to a standstill” (1991 [1958], 16). In this 
research essay, a section never gets to be fully ‘finished’, or come to an end 
point, where nothing more remains to be said. For example, under the section 
‘The disaster of obvious music’, I discuss both the positive learning milieu 
established by Morten Eide Pedersen as a teacher, and how art fails when 
reduced to merely technique. 
 Adorno writes: “The weakness of an essay bears witness to the very 
nonidentity it expresses” (1991 [1958], 11). This points in the direction of 
‘vulnerability’ as a feature of the essay: when truth is being expressed through 
the form, the way a text moves and lingers, it is more vulnerable to 
misinterpretation. The same concerns music when it seeks out paths that 
break with idiomatic musical language. 
 Finally, it is important to note that there is not necessarily a value 
attached to this research essay as a specifically ‘successful’ one, but as an 
experiment. Its agenda is to demonstrate and bring some topics under 
discussion. 

As previously mentioned, one of the points made is that the essay is not 
a more subjective form, or a ‘freer’ form, forwarding less disciplined thinking 
(see: 1). To think so would be a common misunderstanding. In accordance 
with Adorno’s view, I want to suggest that the essay actually bears more 
responsibility to the complex way an object belongs to the world than a text 
that seeks pureness of thought. To clarify how the essay approaches the 
heteronomous nature of the world, I refer to an example from Adorno, of 
someone who is forced to speak a foreign language without piecing it together 
from its elements according to grammatical rules. The person reads without a 
dictionary. Adorno writes: 

 
If he sees the same word thirty times in continually changing contexts, 
he will have ascertained its meaning better than if he had looked up all 
the meanings listed, which are usually too narrow in relation to the 
changing contexts and too vague in relation to the unmistakable 
nuances that the context gives rise to in every individual case. (Adorno, 
1991 [1958], 13) 

 
Even though this way of learning a word is less certain, it is actually more 
precise in the sense that it stays true to the heteronomous ways an object 
belongs to the world.  

To some extent this way of thinking about forming a text is present in 
my dissertation as a whole: while it does have a specifically defined research 
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subject and defined intentions, the articles as sub-sections do not advance 
chronologically, but they shed light in different ways both on the overall 
subject and each other. They could be seen as ‘patches’ fitted together, 
something relevant happening between the patches as well as within them. Put 
next to each other, they also interpret each other. 

This does not make the research less objective. ‘Patching’ is perhaps 
always, to some extent, present in writing, even when the text comes across as 
linear, one sentence leading to the next one, or one chapter logically resulting 
in the next one. However, this type of method supports the aim of my research. 
I intend to have this ‘negative’ and ‘lingering’ aspect present in my own 
procedures. Other types of procedures would not necessarily be equally 
suitable for the purposes of this thesis. 
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I will present summaries of the five articles that form the content of this 
research. The three first articles discuss the issue of the critical potential of 
music from a theoretical, epistemological, and social perspective (I-III), while 
the final two demonstrate and experiment with this critical approach (IV-V). 
 

The primary question of this article is: what is it in composition that leaves 
traces behind? As a point of departure, the article presents a quote from 
Adorno, where he refers to the way in which a composition is a result of its 
time, and how it also critically reacts to the time to which it belongs: “Each and 
every important work of art leaves traces behind in its material and technique” 
(Adorno, 1997 [1970], 44). This quote presents a reversed way of thinking 
about art’s possibilities. I point out that “instead of art being considered 
merely the expression or the outcome of an idea of the artist, art itself is 
regarded as a source for change; the composition may come to affect its own 
tools and materials, and the social space around it” (I, 1). 
 The position that the artwork can rise above established truth refers to 
ideas that derive especially from the romantic era. Alongside the developments 
of Enlightenment, the idea of art as an autonomous institution emerged. 
Central to the idea of the ‘autonomy’ of art is being non-reductive to external 
purposes. Questions were raised in a new way; it became art’s own 
responsibility to legitimise its existence. However, in Adorno’s thinking art’s 
possibilities are not based on ‘reaching beyond’ the truths of this world. His 
thought arises from a view of the situation of the modern world, doubting the 
possibility of modern human beings being able to experience anything ‘true’ at 
all. If there is some hope, art carries this hope, by identifying with the darkness 
of this world, and revealing this darkness. 
 One of the main functions of this article is to move the focus from the 
discussion of ‘finished musical works’ to the compositional activity behind a 
work. The article mentions explicitly that it focusses on a ‘philosophy of 
composition of music’ (ibid.). Composition engages in dialogue with the tools, 
musical materials, and the historicity of the discipline. The article also 
challenges the way of viewing the work as merely the expression of the inner 
thought, intentions, or feelings of a composer. From the perspective of a 
‘finished work’ the musical materials and its form appear as fixed in a way that 
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hides the complex process behind that often goes unacknowledged. The aim is 
to shed light on this process. 
 The first section, ‘The backstage area’, discusses the musicological 
critique of considering categories such as a ‘musical work’, ‘performer’, and 
‘composer’ as strictly separate from each other. However, when moving the 
focus to the many mechanisms behind music, there’s often a tendency to focus 
on the performing aspect. I refer to Christopher Small’s work Musicking 
(1998), which has as its agenda to bring down Western universalist thinking 
about these categories (composer, work, musician) and rather discuss the 
overall activity of ‘musicking’. I acknowledge these intentions as constructive, 
but find it problematic that composition itself is described, as “providing 
material for performance [original use of cursive]” (Small, 1998, 9). The 
problem is that considering composition as ‘providing material’ for a 
performance maintains a composition within structural or formalist 
frameworks, where the material itself is not considered ‘social’. Thus, it 
actually ends up maintaining ‘stable categories’ of Western thinking, the same 
categories it attempts to bring down. In addition, understanding composition 
as an activity that absorbs social context and that actively takes account of its 
own historicity, including when it results in a written score, brings us closer to 
understanding the critical possibilities of music (I, 5). 
 The second section, ‘The dangers and possibilities of standardisation’, 
suggests that focussing on the standardised components of a musical work as 
a given point of departure, such as tones, harmonies, or gestures, regarding 
them as ‘musical atoms’ put together in a system, prohibits one from seeing 
what potentials music carries. This potential easily remains hidden; written 
rules and notation seem to denote standards that enable composition in the 
first place, but also consolidate these standards in a way that makes them come 
across as universal (see: Jeppesen, 1992, x). Considering these parameters as 
universal could lead to non-reflective approaches to music. 
 From here, a tendency towards normativity begins to stand out: 
challenging musical frameworks comes across as a value. I write: “The 
message could also be said as follows: one needs to be careful not to lean 
blindly on a standardised understanding of music as simply components 
being put together in a system” (I, 8). An ideal of a ‘proper work of 
contemporary music’ seems to be that it reflects its own musical construction. 
 The following section, ‘A negative activity in a positive sense?’ discusses 
contemporary music not only as a descriptive term, but a normative one. The 
overall subject of ‘leaving traces’ is not only a description of what a successful 
work does, but an expectation of what contemporary music should be like. I 
refer to the view of musicologist Rose Rosengard Subotnik, who suggests that 
‘contemporary music’ is a normative term with “aesthetic, intellectual and 
even moral implications” (Subotnik, 1987, 371). 
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I suggest three norms of contemporary music that I have extracted from 
the artistic thinking of the early modernist Arnold Schoenberg (1874-1951). 
These I claim to still be present in the ways contemporary music is practiced 
today. These are not originally presented in this form, as ‘norms by 
Schoenberg’, but I have formed them for the purposes of this article: 

(1) ‘Newness’. Schoenberg writes: “Art means New Art [original use of 
cursive]” (Schoenberg, 1975, 115). 

(2) ‘Art for art’s sake’. Schoenberg writes: “One thinks only for the sake 
of one’s idea. And thus art can only be created for its own sake. […] [T]here is 
only ‘l’art pour l’art’, art for the sake of art alone” (ibid., 124). 

(3) ‘Uncompromised intellectuality’. Schoenberg writes: “Because if it 
is art, it is not for all, and if it is for all, it is not art” (ibid.). 

Central for the subject at hand is whether contemporary music, on these 
premises, can leave traces behind at all. It should not function as an example 
of something else, nor stand to service in any way, but be based in its own 
structure. Thus, the three norms of contemporary music isolate it from other 
spheres of the society. According to Subotnik, this “failure of contemporary 
music to establish close ties with society is symptomatic of underlying 
contradictions in a cultural value system which has propelled it towards a self-
definition on untenable terms” (Subotnik, 1987, 390). The practice of 
contemporary music has turned into, what I call, a ‘practice of social isolation’ 
(I, 12). 
 In this light, the possibility of music ‘leaving traces behind’ in the 
modern world seems dark. In light of musical works becoming alienated from 
society and promoting ‘isolation’ as an unarticulated value, both the question 
of what it is that leaves the traces, and where the traces are left, appear to lose 
their ground. 
 This situation does not exist because individual composers create 
individual music, but for the opposite reason: “the original reasons have been 
forgotten and the practice is practiced for the sake of it” (ibid.). Adorno 
presents this as “forgetting the ends and fetishizing the means as an end in 
itself” (1997 [1970], 54). Schoenberg himself was, according to Adorno, well 
aware of the difference between compositional activity and technique. 
However, Adorno suggests that the generations that followed Schoenberg were 
not aware of this difference anymore, and thus the medium turned into a goal 
(Adorno, 1997 [1970], 188). 
 Further, the article studies whether traces could be left by music even 
when one or more of the three norms are sacrificed. Composer Sofia 
Gubaidulina offers an example, through her musical attitude, of how music is 
able to negate the social world without claiming newness as a normative value, 
and without maintaining contemporary music within a sphere of radically 
limited audiences. Gubaidulina claims that “composers make efforts in a 
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certain direction […] because music itself demands it, and our efforts naturally 
start to turn in this direction” (Lukomsky and Gubaidulina, Winter 1998, 12). 
However, change emerging from objective necessity could be slow and go 
unnoticed. These changes are, according to Gubaidulina, not necessarily 
perceived as ‘innovations’ (I, 14). As an example, I present Gubaidulina’s 
reflections of her own piano concerto Introitus (1978), where she has 
composed everything in pianissimo: 
 

The piano part is […] completely deprived of virtuosity. Everything is 
meant to sound pianissimo […]. I do not want either virtuosic or 
assertive passages; I do not want loud chords. My soloist penetrates 
into the depth of the sound; he/ she listens and invites all the others to 
listen, too. (Lukomsky and Gubaidulina, Sept 1998, 30) 
 

Further, Gubaidulina makes the point that the soloist is no longer the hero, or 
an outstanding individual, today (ibid. 29). In her approach, Gubaidulina 
responds to the history of social roles and ideals through her musical choices, 
not only the inner musical structures of her composition. A central perspective 
of Gubaidulina is that art strives for depth, not newness (Winter 1998, 9). 

Further, Gubaidulina has faith in the audience rather than the music 
critic. According to Gubaidulina the audience 
 

applauds composers and performers for presenting something that 
allows people to experience a state of concentration, to bring 
themselves into a state of wholeness, to cure themselves from the state 
of dispersal and disconnection that they suffer in everyday life. (ibid. 9-
10) 

 
This stands to some extent in opposition to the modern composer who stopped 
caring for the attention of mass audiences, and, instead, continued doing their 
own thing regardless (see: Ross, 2007, 42). 
 Of the three norms (newness, art for art’s sake, and uncompromised 
intellectuality), only the second norm remains uncompromised in 
Gubaidulina’s musical thinking. The aim of this article is not to solve the 
situation of contemporary music, yet this approach “appears to allow for a 
scenario where it is indeed possible for the music to ‘speak’ to society without 
being confined to isolation” (I, 17). The elements that are absorbed into 
compositional work will comment on their context in return. The inclusion of 
social awareness will bring the work closer to social presence. 

The slow and complex engagement with tradition I define with the 
phrase lingering reflection. It might not be possible to find an exhaustive 
definition for this term once and for all. We are left with adjectives such as 
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‘slow’, ‘focussed’, and ‘socially aware’ (ibid.). With this concept the article 
intends to cover many aspects of composition that often go unnoticed. 
Lingering reflection demonstrates that artistic results do not emerge linearly 
as ideas that suddenly appear in the ‘composer’s head’ (ibid.). 

Adorno’s contribution to this issue is the epistemological reversal: art 
is both a result of the mechanisms of this society and it carries the potential to 
reveal the irrationality of this world. However, Adorno tends to discuss to a 
lesser degree the social world wherein the music is wrapped. I propose that 
lingering reflection absorbs many aspects of the world, including the social 
space of music. It is this reflection that leaves traces behind. 

The different degrees of complexity in the musical composition I call 
degrees of denseness of lingering reflection (I, 18). The article suggests that 
“[o]ften great amounts of time is invested in compositions that are dense with 
lingering reflection” (ibid.). It refers to the complexity which results from the 
inclusion of multiple aspects in the reflection. 

I also suggest that this type of thinking is not exclusive to artistic 
composition. Philosophy could also operate with lingering reflection. “It is 
hardly the case that philosophical thinking ought to begin from a ‘first reason’ 
in a Cartesian sense, any more than artistic composition” (ibid., 18-19). By 
absorbing the world and treating critically its own vocabularies, the reflective 
activity causes fractures “to the polished surface of modern idealism” (ibid., 
19). 

However, lingering reflection is also vulnerable in the sense that it 
easily remains without a clear voice. It represents the opposite of what is 
immediately given: quick judgement. The article concludes that “[t]he existing 
conceptions, that appear as stable and universal, are exactly those that are 
fractured through compositional process” (ibid.) 
 
 

 
The article critically examines the relationship between music and language 
from the perspective of composition of vocal music. It criticises the idea that 
language itself carries a pure content, and the view that acoustic or musical 
dimensions are something additional. The article leans on the claim of 
philosopher Vibeke Andrea Tellmann that a ‘gap’ has emerged between music 
and language, especially during 19th century romanticism. Music becoming 
‘absolute’ led to language being regarded as extrinsic to music. Building 
further on the idea of this gap, I discuss five ‘myths’, meaning, “established but 
possibly false ideas about the relationship between music and language” (II,9). 

The aim of this article, which questions the ‘primacy of content’, is not 
to suggest that something other than content comes first. Rather, the aim is to 
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ask whether there is any such thing as ‘pure content’ separately from 
dramaturgical aspects. When the content of language is assumed to exist as 
such, the singing voice, or other dramaturgical elements, are considered 
additional: “either pure sonic material or an added expressive layer on top of 
the content” (ibid.). 

The relationship between music and language has been discussed from 
many angles within the philosophy of music. However, my specific approach 
is to encounter it from the viewpoint of the ‘composition of vocal music’. I base 
the discussion on the many situations that emerge from actively treating vocal 
expression in musical context. This offers the advantage of observing language 
‘in the making’. 

The emphasis lies on theories that focus on timbral, embodied, and 
cultural aspects of performed language, such as the phenomenology of Don 
Ihde (2007) and Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1965 and 1988), the ‘grain of the 
voice’, as Roland Barthes describes it (1977 [1972]), and the performative 
aspect of language as discussed by Judith Butler (1993). I also examine the 
subject from perspectives present in the thinking of Theodor W. Adorno, 
combined with the compositional thinking of Helmut Lachenmann. They 
represent the ‘critical school’. The critique of the existence of an isolated, pure 
content of language is not merely empirical but concerns language on an 
epistemological level. 

The article begins with the section ‘Fear of the Form’, which reviews the 
difficulty of finding a common ground for discussing language in a theoretical 
and musical context. The focus easily captures the content, something the 
work of vocal music – or any dramatic work – seems to say. This, I call ‘a power 
hierarchy at work’ in the situations where a work of vocal music is discussed 
(II, 11). I refer to Susan Sontag’s definition of ‘form’ and ‘content’, and her 
critique of reducing the work of art to its content, interpreting what the 
artwork seems to ‘say’ (Sontag, 1964). Sontag points out that more attention 
to ‘form’ is needed (ibid., 12). This refers to the sensuous quality of the work. I 
interpret this to cover other aspects beyond the merely empirical. Sontag 
wants to point out the ‘depth’ in the material, its social implications. In my 
article, I extend Sontag’s definition of ‘form’ to cover “the way in which 
materials interact with the cultural context that gave birth to them in the first 
place” (II, 11). 

The first myth, ‘Music adds a sonic layer to language’, discusses the 
‘content’ of language regarded as detached from its ‘form’, as a consequence of 
the ‘sonification of language’: the phonetic or timbral aspect of the articulated 
word being considered merely sonic material. This type of sonification is 
supported by the scientific paradigm of our time, where acoustics is often 
thought to form the neutral basis for music. I discuss this in light of Boulez’s 
critique of considering ‘timbre’ merely a quantitative entity, perceived in 
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isolation from context. According to Boulez, artistic value is necessarily 
connected to its context (Boulez, 1987, 161). I also discuss this in light of Lydia 
Goehr’s question: ‘When did music become an art for the ears?’ (Ahvenniemi, 
2019). Goehr describes an empirical train of thought that derives from the 
formalism of the 19th century but turns into positivism in more recent times 
(Goehr, 1998, 14). I claim that the emphasis on the acoustic dimension – 
sonification of language – results from the split between music and language. 
This split did not always exist. For example, in the Baroque period, for 
example, rhetoric was applied as a point of departure both for the composition 
itself and the analysis of music. This relationship was regarded as more 
natural. Later, in the philosophy of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), both 
music and language were considered to have a shared origin, which was 
‘passion’ (1996 [1781], 12). I interpret the split between music and language as 
a result of the development of the past centuries, music having become 
‘absolute’ and language having become abstract meaning. I quote Don Ihde, 
who highlights this duality as follows: 

 
The philosopher, concerned with comprehensiveness, must eventually 
call for attention to the word as soundful. On the other side, the 
sciences that attend to the soundful, from phonetics to acoustics, do so 
as if the sound were bare and empty of significance in a physics of the 
soundful. (Ihde, 2007, 4) 

 
Further, I reflect upon how this split is present in the choices of composers 
today, particularly their strategies of avoiding the specific qualities of the 
singing voice. One example is the attempt to gain complete control of the 
timbre of the voice as something isolated from the vocal tradition, over-
notating the score in ways that do not consider the singing tradition (II, 13). 

The second myth, ‘Music adds an emotional layer to language’, 
examines the ways in which the musical aspect of language, or the singing 
voice, comes across as emotional, and how this could be seen to sit awkwardly 
in compositional work. This mode also refers to the many discussions in the 
philosophy of music that attempt to describe music as its own type of language: 
a language of emotions (see: Langer, 1963 and Kivy, 1989). Here, I support the 
thought presented by Andrew Bowie that the point of departure in these 
discussions mainly seems to assume that the “meaning of a statement [in 
language] lies only in the ways in which it can be scientifically verified” (Bowie, 
n.d.). The referential meaning of language is a hidden assumption in many of 
the theories that discuss how music does or does not resemble language. In 
attempting to find a common basis for discussing music and language in a way 
that does not already assume them as two, separate axes, I lean on the thinking 
of Roland Barthes, who uses the term ‘the grain of the voice’ (Barthes, 1977 
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[1972]). The ‘grain’ refers to the materiality and roughness of the voice, “the 
space where significations germinate ‘from within language and in its very 
materiality’” (ibid., 182). This does not refer to a ‘personal body’, but, as I call 
it in the article, a ‘cultural body’, and Don Ihde’s phenomenological view also 
sheds light on this matter by claiming all language to be dramaturgical in a 
significant sense (Ihde, 2007, 196). My suggestion is that moving from 
speaking of the emotional qualities of vocal music to speaking of the 
‘dramaturgical aspects’ (II, 16). 

The third myth, ‘Vocal music is interpretation of a text’, discusses the 
order in which a text and a musical work often occur, and how the effect of this 
is that they are considered separate. The suggestion of this chapter is that a 
new text is ‘created’ in the compositional process, and that the vocabulary of 
this encounter could be enriched with expressions such as (x referring to a 
text), one is inspired by x, one reacts on x, one deconstructs x, or one engages 
with x (ibid.). I use the musical Requiem, ‘mass of the dead’, as an example. 
The Latin text has a ritual quality. One could hardly say that composers ‘use’ 
the biblical text in their work. Even saying that one ‘interprets’ it does not 
appear as quite right. What is interpreted – or responded to – is a whole 
history of requiems. One could say that a composer participates in the 
Requiem. By this participation, through composition, one engages in a 
complex web of cultural codes. 

The fourth myth, ‘Classical singing is free from cultural identity’, 
reviews Roland Barthes’ concepts of ‘geno-song’ and ‘pheno-song’ (Barthes, 
1977 [1972]) and discusses them in relation to the Western art music’s claim 
for purity and universality. Barthes takes further the terms ‘genotext’ and 
‘phenotext’ of Julia Kristeva; in her thinking they describe the movement of a 
text when the structure emerges, versus the ‘structured’ text (Kristeva, 1986, 
121). The implicit codes of singing within a tradition, the cultural grain of the 
voice, are often not actively considered by the classical tradition, while the 
content – that which is communicated – stands in focus. In wordless music, 
such as a vocalise, singing could be regarded merely as a communicating 
melody. The ‘grain’ of the voice itself withdraws to the background. Focus and 
reflection on this offer ways of specifying the materiality of the voice as a part 
of the expression. I further mention the research of Tove Dahlberg, who 
explores the singing voice as a performative practice, and compares the use of 
voice and body language with learning a dialect (Dahlberg, 2018) (see: II, 18). 
The point I wish to make with this myth is that the ‘cultural grain’ of voice will 
always be present in vocally performed music. 

The fifth myth, ‘Singing forms a foreground, instrumental music a 
background’, suggests challenging idiomatic approaches to both language and 
music. I refer to this type of reflective engagement as exploring the middle 
ground. The classical constellation of the singer in the front, communicating 
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a text or vocal line, with instruments in the background, follows a formation 
that supports the split between language and music. I refer to the musical 
thinking of composer Helmut Lachenmann and his ‘defamiliarising’ activity 
(Lachenmann, 1996): “He ‘defamiliarises’ sounds from their ordinary 
instrumental prominence and redirects our focus to such qualities as accents 
of sound and the timbral colour of a sound fading away” (II, 20). In the 
approach of Lachenmann, instrumental sounds always carry historical 
implications, and a composer critically engages with them. In the context of 
vocal music, ‘exploring the middle ground’ could mean finding similar 
qualities in performed language and instrumental sounds. Further, I suggest 
that there is structural resistance to ‘exploring the middle ground’, especially 
when elements such as ‘text’, ‘music’, and ‘scenic dramaturgy’ are regarded as 
fundamentally separate categories. This resistance concerns the 
institutionalisation of the scenic structures and the mechanics behind a 
musical performance. I comment on this in light of Judith Butler’s concept of 
language itself as an institutionalised practice (Butler, 1993). These questions 
also have a political aspect to them. 

Finally, I discuss the possibilities that viewing language ‘in the making’ 
offers on an epistemological level. I bring Theodor W. Adorno into the 
discussion, describing his ‘reversed epistemology’: art is considered to carry 
the potential of indicating something ‘true’, due to the way it identifies with 
existing materials, yet negates these materials by breaking with the ‘logic’ they 
consist of. In this way, from Adorno’s viewpoint, art also breaks with the logic 
of the society through its form, and indirectly points towards other 
possibilities. Adorno writes that “form tends to dissociate unity” (Adorno, 1997 
[1970], 186). In this sense, art carries the potential of revealing something 
‘truer’ than modern rationality. However, I note further that when discussing 
the ‘embodiment’ or dramaturgical aspects of vocal music, Adorno’s thinking 
appears to offer little help. His writings function on a different level; his 
philosophy raises questions of the very possibility of discussing language 
objectively from within language at all. This article recognises Adorno’s 
contribution to this subject being the reversed thinking between ‘art’ and 
‘reality’, opening up a space for vocal music to say something in a way that is 
not reductive to explanatory language. Composition, when practiced as a 
critical activity, operates in a way that challenges cultural connotations 
through the very content they are presented. 

In the end, I return to the discussion of ‘form’ and ‘content’ in a musical 
work. The section ‘Vocal music lacks its voice’ discusses the difficulties of 
making ‘form’ a part of the discussion, or of discussing vocal music in terms of 
anything other than explanatory language. To overcome the impoverished 
understanding of how a work of vocal music may speak to us, one ought to 
interpret it in a way that reflects its complexity. I suggest two solutions: talking 



 

46 

about what the urge of the music is: why there’s a need to make a specific work 
today (see: Miller, 2018) and discussing what the work does instead of what it 
says (II, 23). The embodiment and cultural implications of vocal expression, 
just as much as other musical elements, function as a part of the meaning of 
vocal music. 
 
 

 
This article raises a critique of the assumption that a human being individually 
chooses how to establish his or her relationship with music. Today, the 
freedom to choose how to approach art is considered exclusively a positive 
thing; a development towards a more emancipated and socially just world, 
where “everyone gets the opportunity to engage with art as they like” (III, 1). 
However, I suggest that assuming an isolated ‘self’ as the reference point of 
truth and judgment, including when encountering music, results in 
detachment from shared meaning; all the while this shared meaning is the 
basis for meaning altogether. The consequence of the loss of this basis is 
‘estrangement’. 

The article presents three aspects of this situation, titled as modes of 
estrangement: ‘Positivist music and timbral innocence’, ‘fragmentation of 
experience’, and the ‘manifestation of the “free self”’. The modes reveal 
consequences “of the assumption that the contemporary human subject 
establishes their relationship with music singularly” (ibid.). The term ‘mode’ 
is applied from a musical context. Within music it refers to a scale that 
provides a specific, atmospheric tone colour. It sets the ‘mood’ for 
participation. What makes a ‘mode’ applicable to the subject at hand is that it 
belongs to a Western tradition, but its roots are older than those of the 
‘autonomous work’. It sets the basis for experiencing music in a shared way, 
while this basis has, in the modern world, become individualised. Calling these 
states ‘modes of estrangement’ indicates that their immanence is not 
complete, it is not ontological. This immanence is ‘atmospheric’. It is “based 
on shared illusions. What has been forgotten is that there is a ‘mode’ at all, 
which sets out the way of experiencing in a communal way” (III, 4). 

‘Estrangement’ is to be understood as a philosophical term rather than 
a psychological one. The ‘modes of estrangement’ lie between the lines of 
cultural practices: not easy to explicate or discuss, and thus, often not 
questioned. 

The contours of the discussion are shaped by Theodor W. Adorno’s 
cultural critique. Adorno refers to the contamination of the relationship 
between the human being and reality as a consequence of the Enlightenment. 
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I follow the pragmatist thinker Richard Shusterman’s interpretation of 
Adorno, who relates his thinking to the problems of late-capitalist liberalism 
(Shusterman, 2002). Further relevant voices that I bring into the discussion 
for their socially critical standpoints belong to Walter Benjamin, Gianno 
Vattimo and Rose Rosengard Subotnik. Perspectives on contemporary music 
are exemplified by composer Milton Babbitt and Synne Skouen. 

The article begins by discussing the possibilities and challenges of 
describing these modes. The challenges relate to philosophical immanence: 
the impossibility to observe objectively a situation that one finds oneself 
within. In a strictly ontological sense, the world cannot be ‘a little bit 
immanent’. It either is or is not immanent. I follow the sense in which 
‘immanence’ is present in the writings of Adorno: not so much as an 
ontological position, but rather a consequence of a historical development. I 
call this immanence ‘situational’; it is neither strictly ontological, nor merely 
empirical. Adorno sees ‘negative dialectics’ – placing problematic thoughts 
and tendencies up against each other and revealing opposites – as a method 
of raising questions about the modern situation. This article also begins with 
the problems, the ‘modes’; however, it does not follow through with the 
pessimism of Adorno, but also suggests solutions. 
 The first mode, ‘positivist music and timbral innocence’, arises from art 
being created with high levels of specialisation but in isolation from other 
spheres of society. This is illustrated by the position of an educated composer 
of art music in today’s world, and exemplified through Milton Babbitt’s 
defence of art’s social isolation in his famous essay ‘Who Cares if You Listen?’ 
(1958). This mode, I claim, is a result of music identifying with modern 
rationality. 

Babbitt himself compares composition to scientific disciplines and 
suggests that a ‘genuinely original composition’ contributes to our knowledge 
of music (1958, 250). Babbitt also suggests that if composition as a specialised  
research activity were no longer funded, music would cease to ‘evolve’. I 
consider Babbit’s viewpoints still relevant today regarding the structures and 
dynamics around musical composition as a discipline. However, I disagree 
with his thinking about music’s ‘evolvement’ as a process that could take place 
in isolation from external context. 

The historical roots of this development are found in art’s development 
towards becoming an autonomous institution during the period of 
Enlightenment. As rationality became the new authority and ideal of society, 
replacing religion and autocratic leadership, art was put in a position where it 
had to legitimise its existence in new ways. It no longer had a self-evident 
position as a part of a cult or ritual, or as I also call it, ‘interwoven in a lived 
world’. Enlightenment is here understood, not merely as an epoch that lasted 



 

48 

for 100 years but a new, paradigmatic approach to reality, still present in our 
time. 
 The article further discusses positivism and Adorno’s critique of the 
modern way of understanding the world. Modern rationality, Adorno claims, 
has forgotten “the ends and fetishizes the means as an end in itself” (1997 
[1970], 54). This is also an important point also when discussing the work of 
the educated contemporary composer to the extent it reflects the value system 
of contemporary music. The point of this mode is not that all contemporary 
music functions in a positivist way, but that there is an expectation that the 
contemporary composer faces; one is individually expected to establish ties 
between one’s work and society. 
 In reference to this mode, I also discuss ‘timbral innocence’, a concept 
used by sociologist John Shepherd. Within his writings, this refers to the 
assumption that pitch-relationships form a neutral core of music (Shepherd, 
1987, 161). I interpret this critique of neutrality to also cover music regarded 
as ‘sound process’. I also quote Richard Leppert and Susan McClary, who 
suggest that “the technologies that produce and reproduce the sounds and the 
institutions that decide what to perform, publish, broadcast, and so forth 
remain invisible – or inaudible” (1987, xv-xvi). These elements too often 
remain outside the discussion. 
 The second mode, ‘fragmentation of experience’, discusses art being 
placed in its own realm: a realm where the individual can encounter it, 
contemplate it, and enjoy it. The individual chooses what art to encounter, and 
in which way. This mode suggests that the lack of shared foundation for the 
way music is approached, results in an altogether fragmented experience 
altogether. This section focuses on the listener or spectator: the one who 
perceives or experiences music. 
 I refer to Walter Benjamin’s essay ‘The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction’ (1969), and more specifically, his description of art 
first having belonged to a ritual or religious context, and only later having 
become autonomous. Benjamin describes the autonomous understanding of 
art as a new, negative theology that denies the social function of art (1969, 6). 
I also note that “‘social function’ ought to be understood not necessarily as art 
having a useful function in the social world, but art being fundamentally 
intertwined with a lived world” (III, 10). Benjamin calls the ritual way of art 
being integrated in the world ‘contextual integration of art in tradition’ (1969, 
6). Art was, according to Benjamin, an ‘instrument of magic’ (Benjamin, 1969, 
7). Benjamin is not quoted to represent a specific, ideal way of art belonging to 
the society, but to describe what the loss of communal grounds for engaging 
with art could mean, and to point out that the situation of art in today’s world 
is not universal but has a specific historical background. 
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 This section also refers to Shusterman’s view that a dichotomy emerges 
in the modern period from rationality becoming calculative and art being 
placed in its own, ‘separate realm’, where it, according to Shusterman, 
becomes sentimentalised (Shusterman, 2000, 20 and 49). The loss of a 
communal foundation to encounter art does not make the individual ‘freer’ but 
renders the individual more vulnerable to external manipulation: to 
advertisements and trends. “In the absence of collectively founded norms, the 
liberal marketplace comes to function as one of the new authorities that dictate 
the preferences of the individual” (III, 12). 

In this realm of isolation, a lonely and fragmented ‘self’ – or what 
Shusterman polemically refers to as ‘a lonely pleasure-seeker’ (2002, 148) – is 
born. This is a ‘self’ who mostly has shattered reference points and impulses 
to lean on for experiencing and making judgments. 
 The third mode, the ‘manifestation of the free self’, discusses how the 
ideal of free access to express oneself through art comes to expression in the 
post-culture of music. Here, too, I quote Shusterman, who suggests that liberal 
society appears to promise “more happiness for more people by promoting 
their freedom to pursue it in whatever form they see fit” (Shusterman, 2002, 
148). This mode refers to ideas about ‘free expression of self’ that circulate 
among society. 
 I refer to philosopher Gianno Vattimo’s remarks about post-culture; 
Vattimo makes the following point: “modernity ends when – for a number of 
reasons – it no longer seems possible to regard history as unilinear” (1992 
[1989], 2). A historical narrative that has been cultivated as universal by the 
people of the Western world, or even more narrowly, of the Western elite, has 
become problematised by the modern, pluralistic and multicultural world, and 
can no longer function as a universal perspective. Further, post-culture is “the 
result of the birth of means of mass communication. These means […] have 
been decisive in bringing about the dissolution of centralized perspectives” 
(Vattimo, 1992 [1989, 5]). The ways in which centralised Western perspectives 
are resolved in our time, and what possibilities for meaning remain, are the 
main questions of this section. 

The situation appears as dichotomous, especially in reference to the 
promotion of diversity in the Western world: while the aim is to advance social 
justice and democracy by giving more people opportunities to express 
themselves, I argue that this freedom is impossible to realise simply by ‘adding’ 
more voices to the public discourse. Denying a shared way of relating to a 
discussion as a precondition to meaning results in erosion of meaning 
altogether. 

In combination with the world developing in a multimedial way, with 
art also becoming more fragmented in its mediation, I discuss how a specific 
way of knowing is in danger of becoming extinct. I call this specialist 
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knowledge: a way of knowing that carries the bonds of historical continuity 
and deeper, disciplinary, and interpretational understanding, in addition to 
the handcraft. Simultaneously, “the modern human beings believe themselves 
to finally be completely free to choose their own preferences and express 
themselves freely” (III, 20). 
 The final section, ‘Music as cultural critique’, presents possible 
solutions to the situation. The first solution concerns framing the discussion 
of art in a socially relevant way (ibid., 20). This is not an argument for making 
artworks with an explicit political agenda or expecting artworks to be useful. 
It suggests recognising that the work is “already a social object, complex in its 
composition” (ibid., 21). It means moving away from ‘timbral innocence’ and 
admitting how music responds to, and creates dialogue with, this world. 
 The second solution offered concerns using social diversity as a true 
source of change, not merely by adding more individual voices to a discipline. 
Outsidership is effective in raising criticism of the internal practice of a field. I 
refer to composer Synne Skouen and her experiences of outsidership: “I feel I 
stand ‘lovingly, but inaugurated’ outside of this tradition, and ok, this I have 
to do something about. But in which way do I want to invade?” (Skouen, 2014; 
my transl.). Being deeply rooted in the tradition of the field, simultaneously 
needing to establish a relationship with the tradition and work in her own way, 
her thinking offers rich insight to the introspection of the field itself (III, 23). 
I suggest that her thinking is valuable exactly because her ‘I’ is not merely an 
individual one, but a communal one. It participates in a shared culture and 
responds to its codes. I also mention Hannah Arendt’s concept of ‘thinking’ as 
a dialectic activity (Arendt 2006 [1963] and Canova 2013 [1941]) and relate it 
to the need of diverse voices for a dynamic evolution in the field of music. 
 As a conclusion, the article suggests that art and culture themselves 
offer a critical space for society to re-evaluate today’s situation. Peculiar to the 
three modes of estrangement described is that art and culture seem to come in 
addition to other things in life. They are expected to be separately chosen by 
the individual. From this perspective, art is placed at the top of a ‘hierarchy of 
needs’, as an area of personal enjoyment and self-realisation. To understand 
the possibilities a reversed thinking offers, a thinking that considers cultural 
value as fundamental to society, one could turn this hierarchy upside down. I 
suggest that “[c]ulture, as a foundation, carries shared ways of understanding 
the world, acting, thinking of values and even feeling” (III, 26). True 
renegotiation of norms and ideas occurs by the foundation of the hierarchy. 
This also causes impulses of change in other areas of the society. 
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This sub-section explores the concept of an ‘essay’ as it is presented in the 
writings of Theodor W. Adorno, but by also discussing it in a musical context. 
The text functions both as an obituary and an exploration of the ways in which 
the ‘essay’ could reveal something significant as a literary and musical form. 

The notion of an ‘essay’ applied in my research is borrowed from that 
present in Adorno’s ‘The Essay as Form’ (1991, [1958]). While the ‘essay’ 
literarily refers to an attempt, a sketch or an experiment, “Adorno suggests the 
essay to be a literary form which opposes conclusive thinking and respects the 
affinity between language and the subject matter” (IV, 127). 

I draw a thread from this to Pedersen’s musical analysis of the 
composer Salvatore Sciarrino’s Lohengrin. He describes the musical material 
of Sciarrino as ‘anti-material’: something that is vague and dissolving, even 
threatening (Pedersen, 2005, 16). My text interprets this as an example of 
‘essayist music’, a music which is not reductive to fixed musical language. 

In the first section ‘Against Tedious Academic Writing’, I discuss why 
the form of the essay stands in opposition to a coherent, linearly 
argumentative text that begins from a ‘first reason’ and is self-contained in the 
sense that nothing further remains to be said. The ‘essay’ of Adorno is partly a 
response to the Cartesian attempt to begin the analysis from a first principle, 
including his search for ‘pure truth’, something which cannot be doubted 
(Descartes 2013 [1641]). According to Adorno, Descartes did not bring us 
closer to something ‘truer’, but he established truth in a new way, in the 
modern way, as certainty. 
 In musical terms, as I propose in this text, ‘composition in essay form’ 
opposes emphatic meaning that is present in an affirmative and style-centred 
musical language. An example of composing in a style-centred way is leaning 
on idiomatic musical language within a specific musical genre or style; the 
music thus re-affirms already established compositional patterns. This type of 
approach could result in works that, on the surface, sound ‘successful’, yet do 
not take many risks or have much at stake. An essayist composition is 
necessarily vulnerable and lacks an affirmative voice since it does not seek 
reconciliation within an institutionalised, fixed musical language. It is 
important to denote in reference to the ‘essay’ – whether a literal or musical 
form – that it does not refer to a more subjective or irresponsible procedure. 
It is not grounded in a more personal and less disciplined thinking either. This 
claim is made by Adorno, who suggests that responsibility “respects not only 
authorities and committees, but also the object itself” (1991 [1958], 6). Here, 
Adorno refers to the ‘object’ as something that thinking should stand in a 
dynamic relationship to, as opposed to reducing it to existing ideas, and thus 
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‘dominate’. My way of paraphrasing this, and interpreting it, is to say that the 
essay bears more responsibility in the sense that it recognises the complex way 
of an object belonging to the world (IV, 130-131). 
 I take these points to concern musical composition by comparing 
composing by the rules of a musical style or technique to learning by imitation. 
The complex process of adapting to a compositional practice I compare to the 
example of learning a word of a foreign language by coming to understand it 
through manifold examples of its use rather than looking it up in a dictionary 
(Adorno, 1991 [1958, 13]). By learning about, for example, counterpoint, 
sonata form, and twelve-tone technique as rules consisting of ‘rights’ and 
‘wrongs’, “one might end up with a correct prototype composition, a 
crystallisation of style” (IV, 131). However, I note that listening to thirty fugues 
and then trying to re-create a fugue, one could end up with something less 
correct but, in a sense, more precise (ibid.). Historically, the rules of 
composing a proto-fugue came only after the actual fugue, as stylistic rules 
usually do. 

The ‘essay form’ that I describe functions in this way: it lets the word – 
or musical choices – reflect the actual world rather than an abstraction of it. 
Morten Eide Pedersen advocated an attitude of lingering reflection, which is 
my translation of the Norwegian term he frequently used: ‘dvelende 
refleksjon’. For him it meant carefully including different angles without 
necessarily striving for solutions. This is my interpretation of his intentions 
based on many dialogues during the years 2006-2014. 
 Under the section ‘The Disaster of Obvious Music’ I further discuss the 
dangers of art being reduced to techniques. Here, I call it the music of ‘talent’ 
and ‘intellect’ taking over (IV, 132). However, it is not easy to identify when 
this happens, since all compositions are also technical. The aspect of technique 
becoming absolute is also discussed by Adorno: “If technique is made absolute 
in the work of art; if construction becomes total and eradicates expression, […] 
it is sanctioning a preartistic manipulation of materials as de-void of meaning” 
(Adorno, 1991 [1958], 7). Adorno also makes the comment that the essay 
“resists the idea of a masterpiece, an idea which itself reflects the idea of 
creation and totality” (ibid., 17). My interpretation is that this could relate both 
to a literary and musical work. The expression of ‘obvious music’, which I use 
in my text, refers to music that occurs as loud and already-justified meaning. 
I write: “Music is domesticated and turned into something safe, familiar” (IV, 
132). 
 Further, I perform an experiment by applying five quotes from 
Adorno’s ‘Essay as Form’ to musical composition and reflecting what they 
could mean in a compositional context. The first one is: “It starts not with 
Adam and Eve but with what it wants to talk about” (Adorno, 1991 [1958], 4). 
This I interpret to mean starting composition from the ‘lived world’ rather than 
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beginning from rules with specific foundation, for example an assumption of 
a musical ‘style’ as a legitimate point of departure. The further quotes are: “It 
is radical in its accentuation of the partial against the total, in its fragmentary 
character” (ibid., 9). “The essay abandons the royal road to the origins” (ibid. 
[1958], 11). “Discontinuity is essential to the essay; its subject matter is always 
a conflict brought to a standstill” (ibid., 16). “The weakness of an essay bears 
witness to the very nonidentity it expresses” (ibid., 11). All these are further 
prescribed as compositional techniques. 

In the following section, I describe the library of Morten Eide Pedersen: 
an interdisciplinary collection of books that are placed next to each other with 
no apparent logical location. I discuss this in the light of Pedersen being 
interested in all the ‘in betweens’: what happens at the intersection between 
music and other forms of art, art and philosophy, music and architecture, or 
writing literature and composing music. He invested considerable time in 
teaching, conversing and writing extended and contemplative emails. In his 
library, the placement of his books revealed a complex web of connections. 
This attitude towards literature is, in today’s increasingly digital world, in 
danger of becoming extinct. When approaching digital databases, one has to 
know, to some extent, what one is looking for: a specific book, author, or 
subject. The categories are decided beforehand. I depict this as follows: “The 
value of surprise, of new and unexpected understanding, grabbing books 
physically and browsing through them, is not taken into account” (IV, 135).  
 This is further related to learning what happens between disciplines: a 
new space of ‘possible connections’ is created. Adorno himself describes the 
experience of thought as one where concepts do not form a continuum of 
events: “Thought does not progress in a single direction; instead, the moments 
are interwoven as in a carpet” (Adorno, 1991 [1958], 13). 
 The final section discusses essayist music as a ‘vulnerable music’; the 
opposite of what is easily accessible. It is not easy to define exactly how the 
composition is vulnerable, but it has the potential of teaching us to listen. In a 
way it even dissolves or changes our identities. As Pedersen describes the 
music of Sciarrino, “something is excised from the living, from the body of 
language, from the tones, from visual experience” (Pedersen, 2005, 16). This 
can also be understood in the following way: by not finding peace within 
defined ideals, music becomes the receptor of the ‘dark’. This is further related 
to a reversed thinking about art and imitation though a further quote of 
Adorno: 
 

Ultimately, the doctrine of imitation should be reversed; in a 
sublimated sense, reality should imitate the artworks. However, the fact 
that artworks exist signals the possibility of the nonexisting. The reality 
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of artworks testifies to the possibility of the possible.” (Adorno, 1997 
[1970], 174) 

 
It is the ‘reversed thinking’ described above – the experience of absorbing 
something unknown instead of merely interpreting the world through 
established categories – that lingering reflection gives access to. It is this type 
of ‘truth’, that is present in the ‘essay’ as a literary or musical form. 
 
 

 
This article adopts the expression ‘male gaze’ from film and visual arts, where 
it has been discussed to suggest that the aesthetic standards are not universal 
and objective. The term was first presented by film critic Laura Mulvey (1975), 
who described that the aesthetics that were designed to please the ‘eye’ of a 
male spectator. Music as a Western form of art, on the other hand, is still often 
considered independent of culture and gender. The low participation of 
women in the field of musical composition is often explained by cultural 
habits; women and men are still socialised to different types of engagements. 
This article is a response to this view, and suggests that music itself is not 
neutral, either, but could contain ‘male gaze’. 
 How could one approach the field of musical composition without 
reproducing the existing ideologies? In this article I suggest five strategies. 
These strategies “point in the direction of a composer becoming a socially 
aware artist rather than someone who merely organises musical material 
internally within a work” (V, 1). In the end, the key may not be to create a 
separate music, a women’s music, but to become better aware of the ways in 
which social reality is already present when a composition is made. 

The article begins by discussing artistic norms of contemporary music 
and makes the claim that these are, per definition, excluding any discussion of 
recognising the composer as a social, gendered being. The norms, that can be 
traced back to the musical development of the 19th century, including the 
aesthetic paradigm of absolute music, suggests the work be understood as self-
contained. The article exemplifies this development by describing the 
formalist view of Eduard Hanslick: aesthetic value is found within the 
relationships between internal elements of a work (Hanslick, 1986 [1891], 28). 
In fear of ending up at the service of external purposes, the musical work 
withdraws from social context. Mark Evan Bonds points out that musical 
serialism, that came to exist in the 1920s, “owed much to the premise of music 
as an art of pure form” (2014, 3). I point out that the term ‘contemporary 
music’ could be understood as a normative expression rather than a 
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descriptive one; one that still, today, in many ways cultivates the ideal of 
absolute music. Even though the compositional practices today vary in many 
of their methods, mediums, and ideological approaches, “the norms of 
contemporary music still form a basis that an educated Western composer 
ought to take account of” (V, 3). 
 The article raises the question of where gender enters this discussion. 
The answer is that gender and other social aspects are unable to be featured in 
this discourse. A musical norm that only concerns internal musical structures 
excludes, by definition, social aspects. Within feminist discourse, formalism 
could result in two possible approaches: “First, music may be discussed merely 
as a social practice, often including other aspects than the music itself, for 
example, revealing supposedly feminine and masculine character traits within 
dramatic works, such as opera” (ibid., 4.). Secondly, questions could concern 
internal relationships within music, such as harmonic progressions, thought 
to express masculine or feminine aesthetics (ibid.). Both of these approaches 
remain within the same paradigm, where music is considered as being self-
contained. 
 This self-containment is emphasised by the habit of focusing the 
discussion on finished works, appearing as crystallised composition ideas. The 
complex mechanisms of compositional processes themselves are not often 
discussed. Having a closer look at this tendency, we can observe a 
contradiction: contemporary music is validated when it carries a specific 
expression, for example, using extended instrumental techniques and focusing 
on sound processes, coming across as ‘proper and respectable contemporary 
music’. On the other hand, the norm of contemporary music resists reduction 
to external musical spheres, including style, while its sounds signify the social 
context it belongs to, this being ‘serious and challenging music’ (V, 5). This 
shows that “contemporary music cannot escape its social context or ever arrive 
at a space of neutrality” (ibid.). 
 The first compositional strategy I have named ‘denaturalising musical 
material’. The term ‘denaturalising’ is borrowed from gender studies, where it 
is used as a method of revealing the hidden meanings of language; such 
meanings come across as natural, yet have a specific historical background and 
development. Judith Butler presents the idea that language is based on the 
repetition of norms that have developed culturally and historically. The aim of 
this concept is to show that all expressions exhibit values and social structures. 
Denaturalising reveals the hidden power dynamics that language carries 
(Butler 1993 and Jegerstedt 2008). In a compositional context, 
denaturalisation comes to mean the rejection of the notion that musical 
material is natural (V, 6). This point is also articulated clearly by Theodor W. 
Adorno, according to whom musical material is thoroughly historical (1997 
[1970], 195). The sound of an organ, for example, could immediately signify 
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‘religion’. I point out that “[m]usic is charged with the social spaces where it 
has been encountered” (V, 6). The aim of denaturalisation in this context is to 
challenge the immediate connotations that music carries. By actively 
contemplating tradition through compositional work, one creates dialogue 
with the social codes embedded in the sounds. 
 The second strategy, ‘advancing a critical approach to musical 
colonialism’, develops the idea of denaturalisation further. However, it 
includes social and political aspects. With ‘colonialism’, I refer to the activity 
of “going ‘somewhere’ and using ‘something’ that did not belong to oneself to 
begin with” (V, 7). In Western art music there is often a “general acceptance of 
‘ripping off’ musical instruments from the cultural contexts they originate 
from, using them according to personal taste and without much further 
reflection” (ibid.). One could bring in exotic instruments or folk musical 
expressions into a seemingly neutral context of sound process. There is a 
power structure at stake when, for example, engaging with exotic instruments 
without further thought, or implementing folk music in a symphonic work. 
Being aware of the ways in which musical conventions in different cultural 
contexts are interwoven in the lived worlds, enables one to engage consciously 
with structures and narratives that are developed and transformed within the 
social arena of music. Acknowledging one’s position as, often, a ‘musical 
colonialist’, would help lead to a more responsible musical engagement. 

The third strategy, ‘fighting authenticity’, opposes the idea that a 
musical work is the result of the creative imagination of a composer in a 
simplistic way. There are several cultural illusions about the creative process 
that fail to look at the actual mechanics behind a composition. The 
worshipping of the authentic artwork as the private expression of the creator 
carries destructive consequences in reference to comprehending the social 
aspects of compositional work. The act of ‘finding one’s own artistic voice’, 
involves engaging in existing music. Norms and values are learned by 
following examples. I suggest that “[b]ecoming a professional means 
becoming better aware of the ways in which one is influenced” (ibid., 9). 
Failing to see this could result in unknowingly repeating a given cultural 
practice, believing one’s own music to be an authentic discovery. 
 The fourth strategy I call ‘dumpster diving’. This strategy suggests that 
“[m]any types of social spheres could potentially be brought into art music” 
(ibid.). They could function as relevant research samples that are brought into 
the musical laboratory. The common avoidance of certain types of materials 
could originate from the false understanding “that one’s musical identity, and 
thus social identity, is defined by the choice of musical material” (ibid.). Only 
certain types of materials come across as ‘valid’. The notion of ‘dumpster 
diving’ suggests that valuable materials could be found, metaphorically, “in the 
dumpsters of others” (ibid.). These discarded musical expressions could carry 
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certain types of social stigma and be experienced as awkward and shameful. 
‘Dumpster diving’, as a musical strategy, aims to enlarge the range of 
possibilities at one’s disposal (ibid.). Its aim is to “link the music more tightly 
to the world” (ibid., 10). 
 The fifth strategy, ‘embracing guilty pleasures’, extends the line of 
reasoning of the former one, encouraging one to embrace those expressions 
that could come across as banal. One of the reasons for the resistance to the 
inclusion of pleasurable elements in compositional thinking could relate to 
these often being associated with feelings. Feelings, again, have a lower status 
in the Western dualist division between ‘emotion’ and ‘rationality’. Rationality 
has come to concern everlasting ideas, while feelings are the product of a 
changing and defeated world. Feelings are often thought to relate to something 
subjective. However, another “possibility is to desist from cultivating these 
dichotomies and look critically at the possibility of any experience being 
subjective at all” (ibid., 11). Considering the fact that we are all socialised to 
music through worldly activity, the reactions to music may not concern one’s 
experiences merely in a private way. From this follows that by examining one's 
personal preferences, reactions, and experiences, one also participates in 
examining experiences on a more general level, too. In a wide sense, through 
introspection, one may understand society better. 
 The idea that engaging with pleasures in music would automatically 
result in a naïve attitude is simply untrue. McClary argues that “one of the 
principal tasks of feminist music criticism would be to examine the semiotics 
of desire, arousal, and secular pleasures that circulate in the public sphere 
through music” (1991, 9). I suggest that to be able to perform this critique as a 
composer, these pleasures need to be embraced. They need to be engaged 
without feeling guilty (V, 11). 
 To overcome the ‘male gaze’ in music, the task is to propose a richer 
vocabulary for contextual thinking. For music to make sense, “it needs to 
somehow respond to the existing world” (ibid., 12). Social background is 
present in the many ways we interact with this world. Music is also present in 
these interactions. “The work of art is not only situated in society, but rather, 
one should pay attention to the society in the work of art” (ibid.). Finally, I 
promote the idea of viewing the composer as an artist rather than someone 
who only manages a craft well. Reflective composition also requires reflection 
of how this discipline stands in relationship to other disciplines and the social 
world (see: Kruse, 2011, 11). In this sense, one could even argue that 
composition could function as ‘a social science in the making’ (ibid.). 
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All the five articles summarised above discuss, in different ways, the critical 
potential of musical composition as a discipline or institution. This includes 
the possibilities of its functioning as a space of reflection, negotiation of 
meaning, and reconciliation of detachment and estrangement from, what 
could be called with some carefulness, a more ‘integrated experience’. 

A recurring phrase in the introduction and the sub-sections is ‘socially 
relevant’. One should, for example, approach art in a ‘socially relevant way’. 
Since the focus is on musical composition as a discipline, much of the 
discussion circles around what approaches within this discipline are possible. 

However, a composer alone neither can change the structures around 
their music merely by composing in specific ways, nor ‘heal’ the world. The 
composer operates within a structure that is already there and sets the 
relationship between ‘composition’, ‘work’, and ‘perception’ in specific ways. 
The situation of isolation of contemporary music indicates overarching issues 
within the Western value system. When art is placed in its own, separate realm 
to begin with, a split occurs between what comes across as the ‘real world’, or 
the ‘rational world’, and the world of art. Contemporary music, when it does 
not possess a useful function, remains at the margins of the society, constantly 
struggling to make itself relevant. The structure of society indicates 
intolerance towards something about art; in the vocabulary of Adorno, this 
‘something’ is called ‘magic’ or ‘enigma’. This intolerance is present in the 
formation of the Western world: its cultural and political organisation. It is 
present in the private everyday life of human beings, which often have the 
appearance of being self-chosen. A singular work of music, even as a result of 
reflective compositional activity, cannot heal the Western world from 
estrangement. It can make itself interesting and relevant, and reveal issues 
about the context it belongs to, but it still reaches limited audiences. The work 
of music is still based within a specific Western framework, the presumably 
‘neutral concert hall’. This concert room is present in the very construction of 
the work, in its form and purposes. 
 It is not within in the premises of my research to make specific 
suggestions about what an ideal society would be like, or what role music 
would possess in an ideal world. Rather, the results of this thesis occur as 
vocabulary, argumentation, artistic strategies, and tools for discussion. They 
could be considered applicable within some of the following contexts: 
institutions of music education; organisations that represent artists’ rights; 
and organisations that promote freedom of expression and diversity, and 
provide funds for artistic activities. 
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In the following I discuss the results of my research. 

 
I have defined and described this term on several occasions (see: 2.1, 3.2, 4.1 
and 4.4). 

The slowness and thoroughness of this way of reflecting is present in 
musical composition as a discipline. This often requires 5- 7 years of education, 
or even longer. The education comprises music theory, music history, 
compositional methods from different epochs, instrumentation, extended 
instrumental techniques, slow development of personal expression, and 
viewing the discipline in a wider, socio-historical context. It could take decades 
before one succeeds with something remarkable as a result. Furthermore, 
within contemporary music, there are few prospects of large economic profit. 

Any practice without immediate prospects of outcomes seems to be rare 
in our time. This reflective procedure alone stands in opposition to the 
Western value system that promotes economic profit and, to some extent, 
quick results. I suggest that this way of reflecting is even in danger of becoming 
exstinct. 

Understood in this way, compositional activity – that relates its roots to 
history and attempts to operate from a shared foundation – is valuable to 
society. It represents something arbitrary and fragile. It could also be 
challenging to declare the specific value of this activity to the external world, 
such as the reasons it needs protection and cannot function merely on the 
premises of, for example, the free market economy. 

Extracting this term, lingering reflection, also enables it to be applied 
to other areas of society. As a procedure, it could be relevant when, for 
example, making political decisions that concern the environment, or other 
decisions, where numerous aspects should considered. Recognising the limits 
of knowing – knowing that there are things that one does not yet know, but 
that could be crucial for a decision – is a part of this thinking. A certain 
thoroughness stands at the centre of its motions. When decisions are made at 
meetings, it would be useful to be able to say: “let’s take a moment to linger 
within this thought”, or “let’s listen to the ‘betweens’ between the points that 
have been brought up’”. This core concept of the thesis could be applicable to 
several other contexts. 
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As an outcome of this research, I have attempted to form the contours of what 
could be called the ‘philosophy of composition of music’. The focus is on the 
reflective activities that lie behind composition. However, its focus is 
maintained within a philosophical discussion. Building further on the 
descriptions under 2.2, I will here suggest what these frameworks cover and 
do not cover. The list is not exhaustive, but a suggestion, a ‘beginning’, which 
could be developed further by future research. 

In the following, ‘it’ stands for ‘philosophy of composition of music’: 
 
1. It does not mean moving towards a ‘practice’ as opposed to ‘theory’. 

Such an approach could be misunderstood as responding to theory 
through a more practical approach, moving from ‘thinking’ to ‘doing’. 
In the ‘philosophy of composition of music’ this very division is 
problematised. This discipline is more inclined to cultivate words such 
as ‘reflective activity’ that refer neither to thinking in one’s head nor to 
technically doing. 

2. It does not simply concern moving in the direction of ‘process’ in 
exchange of ‘product’. To some extent, ‘process’, as a term comes across 
as a ‘thing’, seeming uncontroversial in itself. ‘Process’ is slightly too 
simple as a word to alone describe this manifold, interpretative 
engagement. 

3. It does not involve creating space for concepts such as ‘creativity’ or 
‘artistic intuition’. The general meanings of these concepts could come 
across as mystifying rather than clarifying. ‘Philosophy of composition 
of music’ should not without criticism employ concepts that carry 
metaphysical and romanticising connotations. 

4. It does not cultivate metaphysical ideas or representations of the 
position of music beyond given reality. 

5. It discusses the possibilities that ‘composition of music’ possesses 
within this reality. However, this does not automatically refer to 
empirical descriptions. It refers to ascribing both composition and 
philosophical reflection a central role within the ‘lived world’. 

6. When it applies examples from compositional activity to theoretical 
discussion, it does this in a contextualising way, not by focusing on 
personal engagement with art as such. Thus, it approaches subjects 
through discussion that can, in many ways, be featured as objective. 

7. It does not move towards something subjective as opposed to 
something objective. However, it could discuss how society is present 
in the ‘subjective experience’, and how the personal and social aspects 
are, to some extent, inseparable. 
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8. It studies what specific possibilities compositional reflection could 
carry as opposed to merely focusing on finished works. 

9. It considers ‘making music’ as fundamental to understanding music’s 
position in today’s world. 

10. It creates awareness around the position music has in society, including 
sorting out misunderstandings about music. 

 
This list can be examined further by others, disputed and modified. 

Examining how music could possess a fundamental, critical role in society, is 
one of the red threads of this research. It is, however, also a contribution: I 
hope to provide possible ways of formulating this issue. I have discussed this 
on several occasions (2.2, 4, I, II, III, IV, V). My thesis says that art and culture 
are not merely ‘decoration’ on top of society, but that they are fundamental to 
us, bearing the premises of how we understand this world and also the 
potential to negotiate these premises, adjust them, and change them over time. 

This research has spoken about the institutionalised solitude of composition 
(4.1, 4.3, I and III). This isolation is sometimes even highly valued, regarded 
as a way of staying true to one’s discipline and its values and not selling one’s 
soul to external purposes, such as economic profit. However, what is not 
necessarily comprehended is that there is not any ‘safe space’, or an 
uncontaminated area for art. ‘High culture’ is not apolitical, nor is it neutral in 
its formations. One important step to be taken is to remove the limitations of 
which materials are ‘legitimate’ and ‘non-legitimate’ (V). It is not acting less 
responsibly. It is to acknowledge that either way, one is engaging in an equally 
‘dirty game’, also when assuming ‘timbral innocence’ and focusing on the 
internal structures of a work. Acknowledging this kind of position of non-
innocence to begin with, could lead to more responsible art, regardless of 
whether the methods and materials are implemented from the spheres of ‘high 
culture’ or ‘popular culture’. 

I follow Sofia Gubaidulina (I) regarding her faith in audiences 
themselves, not only ‘academics’ or the ‘music critics’ as the perceivers of 
music. There could be positive outcomes from engaging reflectively in the 
expressions of culture that are present in a lot of people’s everyday lives and 
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habits. Article V presents compositional strategies about how to open up to 
elements such as ‘guilty pleasures’ and ‘dumpster diving’. 

When rejecting the belief that sounds that signify ‘high culture’ are 
neutral, one opens up to observe the culture that circulates in everybody’s 
veins: it could be music that arouses and provokes, culture that is ridiculous 
or funny, or caricatures that expose social roles. The possibilities of critical 
engagements are endless. 

Bringing all this into the laboratory of ‘reflective making of art’ would 
contribute to a more critical culture as a whole, and perhaps add a greater 
sense of responsibility to musical composition. I partly agree with Rose 
Rosengard Subotnik’s thought that 

 
contemporary composers probably stand to benefit […] from putting 
aside their artistic heritage altogether for a while, and starting out from 
a popular basis of composition into which elements of their heritage 
might gradually be absorbed. (Subotnik, 1987, 391) 
 

However, there are also risks in this (III). In this research I mostly discuss 
contemporary music within its typical frameworks of concert listening. 
Composing music for elevators and gyms is another matter. It would become 
‘music for use’. 

Under the apprehension that no framework of listening is neutral 
anyway, I would not be too hesitant to step outside of the spheres of ‘art music 
listening’. However, to not abandon the one valid norm of contemporary 
music, art for art’s sake (I), this ought to be done with careful considerations 
of one’s motives and the overall purposes of it. Perhaps certain ethical 
awareness would also be an important part of this discipline? Promoting this 
as a part of an education resonates with some of the pragmatic view presented 
by, for example, John Dewey (1997, [1916]). 

However, in this research I choose not to take a position in reference to 
the legitimacy of exporting art music from its ‘natural habitat’, such as the 
concert hall or art gallery. 
 
 

 
The thesis contributes with discussion of estrangement of modern human 
beings (III). The research actively presents two solutions: ‘discussing music in 
a socially relevant way’ and ‘using social diversity as a source of change’. 
Further, it presents the ‘reversed hierarchy of needs’ as a model. 

However, the contributions of this article do not only occur as solutions, 
but also naming the ‘modes of estrangement’. 
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By bringing these modes under discussion, I hope to contribute to 
awareness of s0me problems of the value systems of our time. I discuss this in 
terms of music and art but refer to a general situation of human beings: a false 
understanding of personal freedom that invisibly affect the society. I discuss 
the possibility of music, art, and culture, to function as an antidote to this 
development. 
 
 

 
While this dissertation does not concern gender studies as a subject area, it 
seeks to contribute to a central question concerning the changing, diverse 
world in reference to music. The issue is discussed in article III, under the third 
mode of estrangement: ‘manifestation of the “free self”’. The ideal of freedom 
of personal expression reflects some of the basic values of the modern world. 
The political agenda of giving more people opportunities to express themselves 
freely is a positive one, motivated by the idea of diversity. 

The problems concern the possibility of reaching better democracy – a 
more diverse representation of viewpoints – simply by bringing in a diversity 
of voices. The problem is that private meaning is only possible on basis of 
shared meaning. I suggest that when diversity is considered within the context 
of the manifestation of a ‘free self’, the individual creating meaning for oneself, 
it could actually result in erosion of meaning altogether. 

In the end, I suggest that diversity could be used as a resource to 
develop a dynamic field of music. However, the positive outcome of 
consciously discussing diversity and, for example, using quotas when 
programming festivals, is not necessarily due to the fact that individuals 
express their identities freely and authentically, but that due to their diverse 
backgrounds, including diverse challenges that they have encountered, they 
participate in a shared discussion with different points of departure. This 
contributes to the dialectic character of thinking, where perspectives mirror 
each other. Musical disciplines are in continuous dynamic development. A 
diversity of perspectives within a discussion will prohibit the discourse from 
stiffening and becoming one-dimensional. 

My thesis further discusses compositional strategies for how this kind 
of critical music could function (V). When including elements such as 
‘embracing guilty pleasures’, it is relevant to question how the social 
background of the artist is present in one’s work. 
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As a final summary, I will present the key concepts in alphabetical order. This 
should give an idea of some of my findings in a nutshell. The list assembles the 
central terminology that I have created and employed throughout this research 
to discuss the critical potential of music. Some terms are borrowed from other 
contexts and given new meanings. All the expressions – or the uses of them – 
are my own inventions, if not otherwise remarked. All terms are discussed 
above. 
 
 
Advancing a critical approach to ‘musical colonialism’ 
 
A compositional strategy that cultivates awareness around engaging with 
musical instruments and expressions that belong to other cultural or social 
spheres than that of a traditional work of Western art music. Furthermore, it 
creates awareness of how the change of context could be exploitative when not 
aware. (Introduction: 4.5, Article: V) 
 
 
Composition in essay form 
 
This is a literary and musical form that comprehends the ‘object’, or the 
‘world’, in a responsible way by identifying with its heteronomous, concrete 
nature. ‘Composition in essay form’ does not begin its procedures from an 
assumed ‘first reason’. By its way of moving and proceeding – its form – it is 
able to break with established ideas and question its own materials 
(Introduction: 3.3, 4.4, Article: IV) 
 
 
Denaturalising musical material 
 
A compositional strategy that means rejecting the notion of musical material 
being natural. The concept is borrowed from gender studies, where it is used 
as a method of revealing the hidden meanings of language. Expressions that 
come across as natural also have their specific cultural and historical 
development. Denaturalisation means challenging the immediate 
connotations that music carries. It means creating dialogue with the social 
codes embedded in instruments and sounds. (Introduction: 4.5, Article: V) 
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Dissolution of culturally rooted perspectives 
 
This is the loss of communal grounds for meaning. The need to reflect on this 
emerges from the erroneous idea that the choice of how to consume culture, 
and how to establish the relationship with art, is a completely private one (III, 
12). This development, like ‘privatisation of experience’, could also lead to the 
dissolution of shared meaning and result in fragmentation of experience. 
(Introduction: 4.3, Article: III) 
 
 
‘Dumpster diving’ 
 
A compositional strategy that implies that useful materials could be found, 
metaphorically, in dumpsters, among materials that appear as useless. It 
means going near materials that come across as cheap, or that seem to belong 
to ‘wrong’ kinds of social spheres. Many types of musical materials could 
potentially be brought into one’s musical laboratory. ‘Dumpster diving’ opens 
up the door to engaging in different spheres of society and linking the music 
more tightly to the world. (Introduction: 4.5, Article: V) 
 
 
Embracing ‘guilty pleasures’ 
 
A compositional strategy founded on the view that by examining one’s 
personal preferences, likes and dislikes, one understands society better. 
 Based on the understanding that our reactions and priorities rise from 
a shared basis, ‘pleasures’ are not private or personal. ‘Embracing guilty 
pleasures’ means acknowledging these as a part of the world. To be able to 
compose critical music, one needs to embrace pleasures without feeling guilty. 
(Introduction: 4.5, Article: V) 
 
 
Epistemological reversal 
 
As a consequence of the modern paradigm of ‘truth’, art has often been placed 
in its own realm, ‘beyond’ a worldly logic. The point of the epistemological 
reversal is to acknowledge that the ‘truth’ of art does not exist anywhere 
beyond this world, but it reveals the falsehood of the thinking of this world. 
(Introduction: 2.2, 4, 5.3, Article: I, II, III, IV, V) 
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Exploring the middle ground of language and music 
 
This challenges idiomatic approaches to both language and music. For 
example, on stage, the placement of the singers in front of the instruments 
indicates that something is actively communicated by the singers, which likely 
appears as the foreground. The instruments seem to function as the 
accompaniment, the background. When exploring the middle ground, one 
engages reflectively in the encounter between music and language. One 
approaches something hidden, that challenges idiomatic thinking. 
(Introduction: 4.2, Article: II) 
 
 
Fighting authenticity 
 
A compositional approach that objects to the view that compositional work is 
merely the result of private, creative imagination of a composer, apart from a 
social context. However, this approach does not suggest that the composer is 
any less the agent of the compositional work. Rather, it means acknowledging 
the complex and manifold interpretational activities that lie behind 
composition of music. (Introduction: 4.5, Article: V) 

It is also worthwhile noting here that ‘authenticity’ does not refer to a 
musical expression typical of, and thus authentic for, an era, but to ‘personal 
authenticity’. 
 
 
Framing a discussion in a socially relevant way 
 
This is discussing music in a way that includes social and even political aspects, 
but without regarding music itself as having its truth in political arguments. 
This concerns recognising the work as an already social object. (Introduction: 
4.3, Article: III) 
 
 
Hiding of the process in order to privilege completeness 
 
The finished, musical work often comes across as if it were an idea put into 
work in a straightforward way; the complexity behind it goes unseen. In light 
of reversed epistemology, one could also speak about reversed thinking in 
reference to intentions: the intention of a work is the something that emerges 
along the way and is most apparent as the result of a composition, rather than 
the root of it. (Introduction: 2.3, 4.1, Article: I) 
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‘In betweens’ 
 
The area between elements: written sentences, musical elements, or even 
books standing on a shelf (IV). The connections between them, for example 
the books, sheds light on both parties. 

The ‘betweens’ are seldom brought under analysis as anything specific, 
since they are not really anything. Yet they reveal connections in new ways 
and carry the possibility of breaking with existing expectations and logic. 
(Introduction: 4.4, 5.1, Article: IV) 
 
 
Language in the making 
 
Exploring how language comes to mean something within vocal music, in ways 
that include elements such as dramaturgy, embodiment of the articulated 
word, and cultural context. Observing language ‘in the making’ reveals 
something about the dramaturgical basis of language altogether, also outside 
of musical context: that the meaning of language cannot necessarily exist in 
isolation from dramaturgical aspects. (Introduction: 1, 2.3, 4.2, Article: II) 
 
 
Lingering reflection 
 
A reflective activity that absorbs the spheres of the world it belongs to, 
carefully including different angles, without necessarily striving for solutions. 
(Introduction: 1, 2.1, 5.1, Article: I, IV) 
 
 
Lingering reflection: degrees of denseness 
 
These result from different degrees of complexity present in the inclusion of 
multiple aspects in the compositional thinking. Lingering reflection with high 
levels of denseness is often time-consuming and slow in its procedures. 
(Introduction: 2.1, Article I) 
 
 
‘Male gaze’ in music 
 
This is the position that strategies of musical composition are not neutral but 
reflect social content. 

The expression ‘male gaze’ was first presented by film critic Laura 
Mulvey (1975) as a part of a feminist critique to suggest that the aesthetic 
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standards within film and visual arts are not universal or objective. 
(Introduction: 4,5, Article: V) 
 
 
Modes of estrangements 
 
‘Modes of estrangement’ refer to paradigmatic cultural tendencies in the 
modern world that carry the seed of estrangement or alienation. They include 
thought patterns and standards that form the grounds for prevailing practices 
(III, 3). As a concept, the ‘mode’ is borrowed from music, where it refers to a 
scale that provides a specific, atmospheric colour tone. It sets the ‘mood’ for 
participation. (Introduction: 4,3, 5.5, Article: III) 
 
 
Negativity at work 
 
A reflective method that begins from the middle of the world and its problems 
and challenges. It also acknowledges its own limitations. It reveals 
undesirable issues that often go unnoticed. Thus, it possesses a positive 
function. It can also be called a negative activity in a positive sense (I). The 
positive meaning ‘negative activity’ receives also carries the connotation of 
‘slowing down’ the thinking. ‘Negativity at work’ does not seek immediate 
results. (Introduction: 3.2, 4.1, Article: I) 
 
 
Norms of contemporary music 
 
Three general criteria of how a successful work of contemporary music is often 
regarded: 1. Newness, 2. Art for art’s sake, and 3. Uncompromised 
intellectuality. These are partly extracted from the writings of Arnold 
Schoenberg (1975 [1946]), combined with reflections of Rose R. Subotnik 
(1987), and my more general thought about the developments of the field of 
art music. 

My research defines these norms with the intention of raising questions 
about their validity. (Introduction: 2.1, 4.1, Article: I) 
 
 
Obvious music 
 
This music is based on fixed and idiomatic musical language; it does not 
challenge its own premises in any way. The ‘essay form’ ideally breaks with 
obvious music. (Introduction: 4.4, Article: IV) 
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Positivist composition of music 
 
This is music that only concerns its inwardly structures and is defined in an 
atomistic way, as consisting of ‘musical atoms’. These could be pitches, sound 
waves, spectres, gestures, or other particles. Positivistic music comes across as 
neutral in itself, but this neutrality is based on false premises. (Introduction: 
4.3, Article: II, III) 
 
 
Practice of social isolation 
 
An unwanted situation of contemporary music, supported by the custom that 
each work functions as a universe by itself, or a structure in itself. By striving 
for self-definition of a work, this institution simultaneously isolates the work 
from external spheres. The paradox is that contemporary music is also a 
‘practice’ rather than merely an ideological choice of the individual composer. 

I depict this situation by presenting Nicholas Wolterstorff’s point about 
compositional practice: it is always the case that a learner joins a community 
of other practitioners, one that promotes its own standards of excellence. A 
student learns how to model and to accept the authority of these standards; 
“The ‘why’ of the works is in good measure to be found in the artist’s wanting 
them to fit into those practices [standards of excellence]” (Wolterstorff, 1987, 
115). In this way contemporary music as the ‘practice of social isolation’ also is 
propagated. (Introduction: 4.1, 4.3, Article: I and III) 
 
 
Privatisation of experience 
 
This is a development brought forth by the assumption that when facing an 
artwork, one’s experiences are private and personal. This is the opposite of the 
view that one experiences and interprets the world from the backgrounds of a 
wider cultural context, including shared ideas and values. This expression 
comes close to Richard Shusterman’s concept of ‘privatisation of spirituality’ 
(2002, 141). ‘Privatisation of experience’ refers to an unfavourable 
development in the sense that it results in erosion of meaning, and advances 
estrangement. (Introduction: 4.3, Article: III) 
 
 
Reversed hierarchy of needs 
 
An image that illustrates a reversed way of thinking about the role of art and 
culture in society. Instead of assuming art as an area of self-realisation and 
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enjoyment on the top of a hierarchy, this model turns the hierarchy upside 
down and suggests that art possesses a fundamental function. The hierarchy 
is an image or a demonstration of a possible way of thinking in philosophical 
terms, rather than a sociological theory. (Introduction: 2.2, 2.3, 4.3, Article: 
III) 
 
 
Social science in the making 
 
This acknowledges that, to see the possibilities that lie in musical composition, 
thinking needs to be reversed; it is not the case that there is a pure music first, 
which is then put in a context, for example on a concert stage. This term does 
not actually mean turning composition into a social science but considering it 
as an interpretational activity where one participates in negotiating ideas, 
expectations, and musical codes that are already present within history and 
society today. (Introduction: 4.5, Article: V) 
 
 
Sonification of language 
 
This is a consequence of the content of language being regarded as detached 
from its form and interpreted meaning: the musical axis. The timbral aspects 
of the articulation merely become “a means of conveying content of language” 
(II, 11). The voice is reduced to mere sonic material, or sound waves. 
(Introduction: 4.2., Article: II) 
 
 
Structural resistance to exploring the middle ground 
 
This regards, for example, ‘text’, ‘music’, and ‘scenic dramaturgy’, as strictly 
separate categories in the process of making a musical work. A project could 
be managed by an institution that has already defined ‘who does what’. These 
parameters are co-dependant. (Introduction: 4.2, Article: II) 
 
 
Timbral innocence 
 
A concept formed by sociologist John Shepherd (1987) to describe the false 
idea that pitch-relationships form a neutral core of music (III, 8). ‘Timbral 
innocence’ often comes across as straightforward and objective as a point of 
departure when discussing music. It is easier to approach music from these 
premises than relating the discussion to a wider socio-historical context. The 
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opposite position to timbral innocence is to say that music is never innocent, 
but always signifies some social sphere. (Introduction: 4.3, 5, Article: III, V) 
 
 
Vulnerable music, vulnerable text 
 
This is a description I have given to the fragile position of music (or text) that 
communicates through its ‘form’, or a ‘selfhood’. The ‘essay’ as a form reflects 
this vulnerability; it is easily misunderstood by the perceiver who interprets it 
through established expectations of a content. (Introduction: 3.3, 4.1, 4.2, 4.4, 
Article: I, II, IV) 
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