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Preface: Unwrapping the Riddle

What is spatial and yet non-spatial, in motion and yet not in motion, meaningful and yet meaningless,
sophisticated and yet primitive, universal and yet particular, voluptuous and yet austere, material and yet
immaterial, religious and yet not religious?

I spent the prime of my youth as a professional symphony musician, pursuing philos-
ophy as a second interest. When I began thinking seriously about philosophy as a pro-
fession, and even after I actually had entered the profession, there seemed to be little
connection between the inamoratas of my youth and middle age that was of philo-
sophical interest. But as time passed and my philosophical preoccupations shifted, I
began to think of music less as a topic for traditional philosophical aesthetics and more
as one for cognitive psychology, philosophy of mind, and philosophical semiotic. At
that point, my opinion about interesting connections between music and philoso-
phy altered, and I embarked upon the path of investigation that has led to this book.
It takes only a small amount of perspicacity to realize that music is a remarkable, in-
deed an astounding, phenomenon. The emergence of human musical experience from
the audition of organized tones remains deeply puzzling, truly “a riddle wrapped in a
mystery inside an enigma,” a riddle, moreover, of very long standing. For the natural-
ist, the solution to this riddle is to be found nowhere but in the collusion between the
physics of sound and the organization of the human body and mind-brain. For
the cognitivist, the human mind-brain is an organically embodied representational
system, a system that enters into states that are systematically interrelated and that
stand in intentional relations to the environment in which the human organism is
embedded, or, with some cognitive luck (a nod here to epistemological and semantic
externalism), into states that are supposed to stand in such intentional relations. The
embodied mind-brain also represents its internal milieu, the body in which it is
ensconced: it functions to regulate homeostasis and to monitor behavior. But as it reg-
ulates and monitors the body, the mind-brain also represents its environment percep-
tually by means of the body. Because all human sensory perception is mediated by
bodily states, all human thought, even abstract thought, is permeated with the body
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image. These facts, as we shall see, are crucial for unraveling the riddle of musical
experience.

The direction of explanation undertaken here will not, however, be exclusively uni-
directional. It will proceed not only from biology, psychology, and philosophy to
music but will occasionally jog back from music to biology, psychology, and philo-
sophy. As a product of evolution, the human mind-brain displays a layered structural
organization that stands as a living record of its evolutionary history. Human repre-
sentational function is similarly layered. Relatively recent cognitive acquisitions, most
obviously the ability, characteristic of our species, to employ linguistic representations,
did not arise de novo but were “exapted” or co-opted from older representational func-
tions of which we may retain but little awareness. Consideration of the arts, and of
musical art in particular, can help bring to light the more ancient cognitive functions
that underlie modern human cognition, precisely because the arts, and most especially
musical art, continue to exploit these older functions. The biology, psychology, and
philosophy of musical representation have something to tell us about what we are,
based on what we have been.

My debts are not numerous, but they are substantial. I owe special thanks to Robert
McCauley, who talked through the entire manuscript with me in detail and who has
been a source of unfailing professional support throughout my career. Copious thanks
are also due Denny Bradshaw, Mark DeBellis, Stephen Hiltz, and Martha C. Nussbaum,
who commented on the whole manuscript. I also wish to thank Thomas Dorn, Mark
Johnson, and Rudolf Makkreel, who commented on parts of the manuscript; Robert L.
Nussbaum, M.D., and Sherry R. Nussbaum, M.D., who advised me on matters genetic
and biological; Amy N. Mack, who helped with French translation; Alan J. Nussbaum,
who helped with Greek terminology; J. Scott Darnell and the Phoenix Graphics Group of
Fort Worth, Texas, for their work on the diagrams and musical examples; Tom Stone,
the wonderfully supportive MIT Press Bradford Series editor; and Judy Feldmann of
MIT Press, who saw the manuscript through the editing process and offered many use-
ful suggestions. Ronald de Sousa, Lydia Goehr, Jerrold Levinson, and Jenefer Robinson
provided invaluable assistance along the way, and three anonymous readers for the
MIT Press gave me some important matters to ponder. Finally, I wish to thank my
home institution, the University of Texas at Arlington, for a Faculty Development
Leave awarded during the fall of 2003, without which the completion of this book
would have required significantly more time, and for the unstinting generosity I have
received since joining the faculty here.

One final note: For stylistic reasons only, I have used masculine personal pronouns
throughout.





