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Musical Emotions Explained

Musical Emotions Explained is a magnificent publication that has been painstakingly researched to illuminate the many, varied ways music can express and arouse emotions. It provides the most authoritative single authored text on the topic so far. As a highly readable and informative publication, it superbly unlocks the secrets of musical affect for experienced researchers through to lay readers alike.

—Gary E. McPherson, Ormond Chair of Music and Director, Melbourne Conservatorium of Music, Australia

Anyone who wants to understand more about the most essential quality of music—its ability to move us—needs to read this book. Juslin’s writing is gripping and thoughtful as he takes us on a journey through the latest research on this most interesting intersection between science and art.

—Daniel J. Levitin, Author of This Is Your Brain on Music and The World in Six Songs

Music Emotions Explained is a tour de force. In this extraordinary book, written with passion and humor, Patrik Juslin shares insights gleaned from decades of ground-breaking research. Breadth and depth are nicely balanced as grand, over-arching themes are richly supported by systematic and detailed research findings. This book will serve as an inviting introduction to students or interested laypersons but also as a touchstone to which professionals will return frequently for guidance and inspiration.

—Donald A. Hodges, Professor Emeritus, University of North Carolina at Greensboro, USA

Patrik Juslin here deftly synthesizes several decades of psychological research, much of it his own, on how music both expresses emotion and moves us emotionally, in the course of developing an empirically grounded, evolutionarily based, philosophically informed theory of the phenomenon in question, doing so with style and wit. Musical Emotion Explained is wide ranging, engagingly written, full of arresting claims, and studded with telling anecdotes. It is a book that everyone who has ever marveled at the affective power of music should read.

—Jerrold Levinson, Distinguished University Professor, Department of Philosophy, University of Maryland, USA

Musical Emotions Explained is essential reading that sets the new gold standard resource for understanding the delicious pleasures of music experience. Using lucid, witty and compelling arguments, Patrik Juslin illustrates a set of core mechanisms that collectively account for music-evoked emotions. Scholars, general readers and musicians will be inspired by this landmark work, which will stimulate research for decades to come.

—Bill Thompson, Distinguished Professor, Macquarie University, Sydney, Australia

It goes without saying that Patrik Juslin is one of the world’s top experts on the science of musical emotion. What this book reveals is that he is a hugely persuasive and accessible interlocutor. It really feels as though one is in conversation with a friend who is thinking issues and arguments through with the reader, step by step. Of course all the important literature is covered, but this is far from a dry literature review. Juslin’s book should excite and stimulate layreaders and professional colleagues alike to deepen their understanding of what makes music emotional.

—John Sloboda, Research Professor, Guildhall School of Music & Drama, London, UK

The best comprehensive and critically explanatory tome to-date on one of the most fascinating and still poorly understood topics in music research, written by the foremost international expert on music and emotion. A treasure for decades to come.

—Michael Thaut, Professor of Music, Neuroscience and Rehabilitation Science, University of Toronto, Canada

In Musical Emotions Explained, Patrik Juslin probes and proffers many psychological and philosophical concepts of musical emotions toward unpacking numerous mysteries surrounding the arousal and expression of musical affect. The results of his meticulous research have profound implications for experiencing, creating, valuing, and teaching music. Written with great care and passion, this brilliant book is a must-read for anyone who takes a serious interest in the nature and values of music in people’s lives.

—David Elliott, Professor of Music and Music Education, New York University, USA

Patrik Juslin has been at the forefront of research into music and emotion for more than 20 years. Adding to what is already an astonishing body of work, this hugely impressive monograph is the culmination of that remarkable programme of research. Written in an accessible and engaging style, and covering a huge range of perspectives, this is a book that will undoubtedly become a classic in the psychology of music, an indispensable resource for researchers in the field, and a fascinating read for those who may be new to the topic.

—Eric Clarke FBA, Heather Professor of Music, University of Oxford, UK
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Preface

For as long as I can remember, I have been fascinated by the emotional power of music.

I was deeply moved by music from an early age. When I grew older and started playing music myself, I discovered that I was not alone in this wonder.

As a young musician, I made my own attempt to be expressive and move listeners. Whether I succeeded or not is for others to judge, but the unspoken intimacy of creating music on stage with fellow musicians include some of the best moments of my life. At that particular moment, I was not particularly concerned about how music works; it made me feel good and that was all I needed. But my curiosity never really left me. Eventually, as an adult, I discovered that there was a whole field of research devoted to understanding how we come to experience music: music psychology. As a result, I have devoted over 20 years of my professional life to exploring the relationship between music and emotion. This book is about what I have learnt so far.

For a long time, I resisted the idea of a book of this kind. It seemed to me that the field of music and emotion was in such a mess that an attempt to write a book on this topic would amount to intellectual suicide. The theory and findings needed to tell a coherent story just weren’t there. What has changed?

Over the last 15 years, we have seen amazing developments in the field, with large masses of data collected and, increasingly, the development of theories that can help to account for these data. Several of the issues most fiercely debated in the humble beginnings have been, or are slowly becoming, resolved. You could say that the study of music and emotion is coming of age.

Readers who are familiar with this domain and have seen the steady flow of publications in recent years may wonder whether we really need another publication on this topic. I think we do. One reason is that most research is either scattered across various publications or presented in a way that is not accessible to most readers. (Handbook of Music and Emotion, edited by myself and John Sloboda and published in 2010, may seem daunting to even the most seasoned reader.) Thus, it has been difficult for anyone who is not actually an expert in the field to get some sense of the progress made.

More importantly, no-one has yet attempted to pull together the fragmented research into a more complete picture. We have by now discovered many principles for how music can both express and arouse emotions—principles that fit together. Hence, for the first time it seems feasible to present an integrated perspective on the topic. Also—although I could, of course, be mistaken—it appears that the research on the topic has reached something of a peak, so this could be a good time to take stock of the findings.

I am not saying that there is nothing more to discover. Far from it, this book will make it clear that there are still many gaps in our knowledge. Even so, I think there is now a core of scientific knowledge about music and emotion that will stand the test of time.

It has been a joy and privilege to be involved in this process of discovery. Through this book, I hope to share some of the insights that my colleagues and I have gained along the way. In a sense, I consider this book recompense for the taxpayers who have supported my research over the years.

As anyone vaguely familiar with science knows, it is a never-ending story. All knowledge is preliminary—it will be refined, extended, and even revised. What I hope, however, is that this book will at least make its readers “confused on a higher level”—to borrow a phrase that my mentor, Alf Gabrielsson, liked to quote during his music psychology lectures. Indeed, if I am successful in my endeavor, you may even become less confused about your responses to music after reading this book.

The book cites literature from ancient Greece to the year of 2018, but it does not attempt to offer an exhaustive review of all the scientific publications in this vibrant field; that would be virtually impossible given the pace of developments in recent years (at least, if the aim is to produce a book that is pleasurable to read). I have thus cited only those publications that I feel are integral to the story I want to tell. (If I happened to leave out a publication that you think is important, I apologize in advance.)

The great philosopher Bertrand Russell said that the writing of his Principia Mathematica was such a huge mental effort that it destroyed his brain. (Luckily, I only read that quotation after beginning work on this book.) I am, of course, no Bertrand Russell; and this book is surely no Principia Mathematica, but I can relate to some of the hardship attested to by Russell. Writing a book is hard work (for me at least).

The best time I had in writing this book was quite early on when I wandered around like an idiot fantasizing about how fantastic the book would be, and much later on, when I noted that my manuscript began to have some semblance of a book. Between these two phases, there were periods of hard work and anxiety, interspersed with brief moments of flow and euphoria. It helped to remind myself, of course, that I didn’t write the book for myself, I wrote it for you. Fortunately, there were love and music to console me in moments of despair.

My own musical journey over the years has taken me from the Beatles and James Brown to Miles Davis and Igor Stravinsky, but the one “musical companion” who has stayed with me since I was young and first laid my hands on a guitar is Eric Clapton. I followed his musical endeavors through all the ups and downs, and to be fair there were quite a few of the latter. But his musical peaks were riveting. I can honestly say that no other musician has given me so many musical emotions as Eric Clapton. For that reason alone, it seems fitting to dedicate this book to him. (Thank you for the music - it’s been a blast.)

Patrik N. Juslin

November 23, 2018
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PART I

Introduction



CHAPTER 1

Setting the Stage

Overture in C Major


When I hear certain pieces of music, my vital forces seem at first to be doubled. I feel a delicious pleasure, in which reason has no part; the habit of analysis comes afterwards to give birth to the admiration; the emotion, increasing in proportion to the energy or the grandeur of the ideas of the composer, soon produces a strange agitation in the circulation of the blood; tears, which generally indicate the end of paroxysm, often indicate only a progressive state of it, leading to something still more intense. In this case I have spasmic contractions of the muscles, a trembling in all my limbs, a complete torpor of the feet and the hands, a partial paralysis of the nerves of sight and hearing; I can no longer see, I scarcely hear; vertigo. Hector Berlioz (Goulding, 1995, p. 319)



Spoken like a true romantic. This quote from the French composer, Hector Berlioz, may seem over the top. (But given that he wrote a composition called “Symphonie Fantastique,” what did you expect?) Yet, this colorful description may serve to introduce the topic of this book.

It is a topic that that may be summarized by two simple observations: wherever there are human beings, there is music; and wherever there is music, there is emotion. How are music and emotion related? This book aims to give you the best possible answers to this question that the psychology of music can provide.

In Part I, I will introduce the field of music and emotion. Why is it important? Why did I choose to write this book? How might the field of psychology help you to understand your responses to music? What is an emotion? Why do we have emotions? Should we distinguish between perceived and felt emotions? By addressing these issues, I will set the stage for an exploration of the manifold ways in which music may engage our emotions.

1.1 Why Do Musical Emotions Matter?

Music occurs in every known human culture. It accompanies people’s activities from the cradle to the grave, and it has done so for a very long time. The oldest surviving song is approximately 3,400 years old (Beyer, 2011)—adding new meaning to the term “golden oldies.” But music is even older; the oldest musical instruments found are approximately 40,000 years old (Turk, 1997). This means that music is older than agriculture, writing, and money.

We still do not know for sure whether human beings have an evolved ability to create music, or whether musical activities merely exploit abilities that have a different origin and purpose (Patel, 2008). But evidence that music is ancient, universal, and involves specialized brain structures suggests that music is part of our biological makeup (Levitin, 2006).

What we do know is that in both “primitive” cultures and modern society, a considerable amount of time is spent on singing, music, and dance (Werner, 1984). Not just time, either. According to musicologist David Huron (2001), people in North America spend more money on music than on prescription drugs.

What is it that drives us to engage with music? There is, of course, no simple answer to this question because the reasons are many and may also be different, depending on the historical and cultural context.

There are a number of theories about the possible origins and functions of music: it may originally have served a purpose in parent–infant bonding, language acquisition, work coordination, transmission of cultural knowledge, sexual courtship, or social coherence (for discussions see Cross, 2016; Hodges & Sebald, 2011).

There are also theories which claim that music served no purpose at all (Pinker, 1997), even though evolution seems to have provided us with an innate potential for musical activity. All theories about the origins of music are, of course, speculative. Thus, Eckart Altenmüller, Reinhard Kopiez, and Oliver Grewe suggest that, “from a scientific viewpoint the question of the origin of music is difficult, if not impossible, to answer” (Altenmüller, Kopiez, & Grewe, 2013, p. 314).

Fortunately, we do not have to go back in time to obtain a sense of the rich benefits that musical activities bring us in the flow of everyday life. The notions are all (too) familiar, but they ring true. Both musicians and listeners will tell you that music brings people and cultures together; that it is a source of aesthetic pleasure; that it may contribute to health and well-being; that it is a powerful form of communication; or that music is a creative form of self-expression. Music can be all these things and more.

Note that running like a thread through all these notions about music is emotion; it is the common currency, regardless of whether you seek out music for entertainment, healing, self-expression, or aesthetic experience. Hence, questions about music and emotion are at the heart of why we listen to it. They are central to how music affects us, and how music is affected by us—the way we write and perform it.

Presumably, you picked up this book because you already think that the emotions play a paramount role in musical activity. If not, the remaining parts of the book can hopefully convince you.

1.2 Putting the Emotions into Perspective

But wait a minute; there is something I need to confess and I know that it may seem bizarre for me to say this, particularly in the context of this book and after my previous comments. Emotion is not everything. The fact that I devote a whole book to this aspect of music should not be taken to mean that I think other aspects of music are unimportant. Sometimes, however, it may be necessary to explore a specific topic in depth to truly understand it.

Still, I want to acknowledge from the outset that for some people, emotions are not essential to their engagement with music. I have no problem with that. People engage with music in many different ways, and there is no “right” way to approach music. One could, for instance, listen to music primarily to contemplate the cleverly wrought musical structures of a gifted composer. Who is to say that this way of hearing music is more or less sensible than one focusing on emotions? Moreover, this book adopts a scientific perspective, which means that my aim is descriptive, not prescriptive.

Clearly, for a lot of people music is nothing more than a “pleasant pastime,” or even a nuisance to be endured in shops during the Christmas holidays. “Is music the most important thing we ever did” asked Ian Cross in an article published in 1999. That seems like a stretch.

Some people claim that music (or a specific piece of music) literally saved their life during moments of deep despair (Clapton, 2007, p. 264; Gabrielsson, 2011, p. 151). There is no doubt that many people regard music as very important in their lives. As you are reading this book, I assume that you are one of those people. Could you imagine a world without music?

What seems beyond doubt is that music has never been more prevalent than in our modern society (North & Hargreaves, 2008). Most people in the developed world hear music every day. In a significant proportion of these everyday episodes, the music arouses an emotional state in the listener (Juslin, Liljeström, Västfjäll, Barradas, & Silva, 2008; Juslin, Liljeström, Laukka, Västfjäll, & Lundqvist, 2011; Juslin, Barradas, Ovsiannikow, Limmo, & Thompson, 2016).

The emotions run the gamut from mild appreciation to extreme euphoria. Indeed, listeners actively employ music to change their emotions, to release emotion, to match their current emotion, to enjoy or comfort themselves, and to relieve stress (Juslin & Laukka, 2004). A listener in a survey study explained: “I don’t think any other art form can give me the same joy and strong experiences as music” (Gabrielsson, 2011, p. 447).

Such sentiments are echoed by musicians: “Emotion is the most important thing in music for me,” explained the singer Björk in a TV documentary. “What is the point of music if it does not have an emotional impact,” asked Emmylou Harris during a Polar prize TV interview. “Our business is emotion and sensitivity,” declared Janet Baker (Watson, 1991, p. 238). Scientific findings indicate that artists often create music to “move” others or themselves—or simply to express themselves (Boyd & George-Warren, 2013). All these aspects will be carefully reviewed later in this book.

It is not a stretch, then, to claim that one of the more common motives for listening to music is to influence one’s emotions. Even those listeners who insist that they are interested in the music rather than in their own emotions are presumably indirectly motivated by the pleasure that their “interest in the music” brings them. If you find that music is a purely “intellectual adventure,” then consider how even the term “adventure” implies some level of excitement. Without some minimum of affective involvement, it would seem almost irrational to engage with music.

There is no need to claim that musical emotions are important for every musician or listener, but as a researcher, I conclude—based on scientific findings—that for a significant proportion of the listeners in the world, emotions are regarded as a key aspect of their experience, even the main motive for listening to music. Emotions are, as we shall see, deeply intertwined with most of the ways in which we use and relate to music in daily life.

The finding that emotion is felt to be crucial for many music listeners makes it a “legitimate” subject for scientific investigation. The possibility that music may affect subjective well-being and physical health (MacDonald, Kreutz, & Mitchell, 2012) through emotional experiences renders the study of music and emotion more than just “legitimate”: it is outright important.

There are several applications of music and emotion research such as music therapy, film music, marketing, healthcare, and the gaming industry. Professionals that could benefit from knowing something about music and emotion research include musicians, music critics, teachers, producers, nurses, sound engineers, and psychotherapists. For me, it is ultimately about curiosity—an urge to explore how “mere sound,” as it were, affects us so deeply.

1.3 Why did Freud Not Enjoy Music? The Mystery of Musical Emotions

The truth is that researchers have struggled to understand emotional responses to music. It is often described as one of the great mysteries in life, which has puzzled serious thinkers from Plato to Darwin and William James, and all the way to modern-day affective scientists. “How does music communicate emotions, and why do we enjoy having our emotions stirred in this way? No one knows” (Johnson-Laird, 1992, p. 13).

Included amongst the scholars puzzled by music is psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud (Figure 1.1), who reportedly did not enjoy music—albeit for a very specific reason:


[W]orks of art do exercise a powerful effect on me … [I] spend a long time before them trying to apprehend them in my own way, i.e. to explain to myself what their effect is due to. Wherever I cannot do this, as for instance with music, I am almost incapable of obtaining any pleasure. Some rationalistic, or perhaps analytic, turn of mind in me rebels against being moved by a thing without knowing why I am thus affected and what it is that affects me. Freud, 1914/1955, p. 211







[image: image]

Figure 1.1 Sigmund Freud, frustrated by his inability to understand his responses to music.

Illustration by Costis Chatzidakis.



This apparent lack of a rational explanation for our emotional responses to music could also perhaps explain why most scholars shied away from studying musical emotions for so long. Neuroscientist Isabelle Peretz notes that emotional reactions have often been regarded as “too personal, elusive, and variable to be studied scientifically” (Peretz, 2001, p. 106), and philosopher Peter Kivy similarly argues that emotions tend to be “very personal and idiosyncratic” (Kivy, 2001, p. 71).

Indeed, although there are certain pieces of music that many listeners find moving—examples will be offered later—a more common tendency is that different listeners respond differently to the same piece of music. For example, a piece of “heavy metal” music may be annoying to some listeners, whereas others find it highly enjoyable (Gowensmith & Bloom, 1997).

French composer Jean-Claude Risset recounted an event where he played one of his musical compositions, Mutations, to an audience in 1970. The piece features an endlessly ascending glissando,1 beginning roughly two minutes and 40 seconds into the music, and Risset was intrigued to find how different listeners’ responses were: One felt “exhilarated” by the “liberation from gravity,” whereas another experienced “anxiety,” because the sound was reminiscent of the sirens during the Second World War (Cochrane, 2013a, p. 28).

Such individual patterns can be quite frustrating for scientists who wish to discover general principles. Hence, Emil Gutheil expressed doubts whether research on music and emotion “can ever reach the goal of science, namely to discover laws of cause and effect in order to predict the results” (Gutheil, 1952, p. 11).

But do not be alarmed: in this book, I will show you that despite their elusiveness, emotional responses to music are far more predictable than is commonly believed. Behind the apparent mess there are systematic principles at work.

Not only that: our emotional experiences with music tell a story about who we are—both as individuals and as a species. At the individual level, musical emotions reflect our memories, experiences, preferences, motivations, interests, and personality traits. At the biological level, the emotions reflect our human ability to interpret and use sound as sources of information in order to guide future behaviors by way of our emotions. In subsequent parts of the book, we will explore what this means for our music experiences in everyday life.



1A glissando is a continuous glide from one pitch to another, for instance from low to high pitch. A related term is continuous portamento.


CHAPTER 2

The Book’s Composition

Aim and Structure

2.1 Why Did I Write This Book?

A lot has been written about the relationship between music and emotion throughout the ages by music philosophers, music theorists, and musicians. I do not aim to provide a comprehensive history of the topic here. Such an account is still to be written. (For a brief overview, I refer the reader to Cook and Dibben, 2010).

Historical writings range from the classic theories of art in ancient Greece, which construe art as “mimesis” (the imitation of nature) or “catharsis” (the purification of the soul through affective experience); and the so-called doctrine of the affections (Affektenlehre) of the seventeenth and early eighteenth century, holding that music should convey particular “affects” (i.e., idealized emotional states) and have listeners feel these same states, in accordance with quite detailed prescriptions; to the aesthetics of feeling and sensation (Empfindungsästhetik) of the late eighteenth century, which involved greater freedom to use fantasy and intuition to express more subjective feelings; and the following nineteenth century conflict between those scholars who argue for the value of music as “pure and contentless form,” and those who argue that music’s value lies in its ability to refer to extra-musical phenomena in the world (including the emotions).

Historical surveys can be interesting, and many popular notions about what music is or should be can clearly be traced back to age-old notions. However, a historical view will arguably not give us the kind of evidence-based input needed to explain emotional responses to music. The old theories simply will not do. Philosopher Malcolm Budd reviews the most influential of these theories and finds them all wanting (Budd, 1985). In fact, by the early 1990s, philosophers could still not—by their own admission—explain how music arouses emotions (e.g., Kivy, 1993, p. 6).1

Had I wished to be provocative, I would have said that philosophers had their chance to explain how music arouses emotions in listeners for over 2,000 years, and that they blew it.

Fortunately, I have too much respect for their work to say that, and it is beyond doubt that philosophers have contributed considerably to our understanding of musical expression of emotions (Davies, 1994). I will not attempt to review all the philosophical work undertaken because it is impossible to do this rich source of discussions justice here.2 However, we will return to what philosophers might have to offer when we consider aesthetic judgments of music (Part IV).

In this book, I will adopt a different approach. The focus is on how modern psychology may explain emotional responses to music. As we will see, psychology was a relative latecomer to the intellectual party. Even so, it may hold the key when it comes to making sense of this complex field.

Can music arouse emotions in listeners? If so, which emotions? How, exactly, does it do so? Why do listeners often respond with different emotions to the same piece of music? Are emotional reactions to music different from other emotions? What is it that makes a musical performance expressive? Are composers and performers able to communicate specific emotions to listeners? How do emotions and preferences relate to aesthetic judgments of music?

This is the first monograph in psychology to tackle these questions and more in a comprehensive synthesis of the literature. Although drawing heavily on my own 20-year research program, I aim to cover the field in a representative manner, highlighting the significant contributions made by researchers around the globe.

Given the flow of publications in recent years, I believe we need an integrative framework more than ever. My goal is to provide a unified perspective on music and emotion, so that various aspects fit together, but make no mistake: this book represents my take on the subject—not everyone may agree with the perspective offered.

My views will be based on the best theory and evidence available at the time of writing. Although I will occasionally rely on my experience as a musician and active music listener, the emphasis will be on scientific research. The field has long been marked by controversy (see, e.g., Juslin & Västfjäll, 2008), but the last two decades have seen an emerging consensus regarding many issues. This book will highlight such areas of agreement among researchers. Where there is still disagreement, I will discuss different opinions, and point out what I consider to be the most promising direction at the current stage of research.

Fortunately, many of the problems that have been debated over the years can be resolved empirically, by collecting evidence. Hence, empirical findings play a key role in the story. I want to communicate these findings to a broader audience who may still be largely unaware of the recent breakthroughs in the field. In doing so I hope to dispel some myths that surround expression and emotions in music—myths that have prevented the full application of knowledge about music and emotion in various practical settings, such as music education (Hallam, 2010).

2.2 What Took Us So Long?

I hinted earlier that psychologists were late to the party. This brings us to the first of a series of paradoxes that characterize the study of music and emotion:

PARADOX 1: “Emotion” is often considered a key aspect of music experience. Yet, this topic was largely neglected by psychologists until the 1990s.

If you were to pick up a handbook on music psychology (or emotion psychology, for that matter) in the late 1980s or 1990s, chances are that you would discover a book without a single chapter on emotional responses.3 For a newcomer to the field, this may seem utterly bizarre. What were researchers thinking? Why didn’t the field develop sooner, considering how essential emotions are for musical activities?

Rather than concluding that earlier scholars were nutjobs, we should perhaps blame it on the prevailing zeitgeist of the 1980s. To understand this, and help to resolve Paradox 1, we should briefly consider the history of music psychology.

Some readers may be surprised to learn that music psychology was a subdomain of psychology right from the start in the late nineteenth century (e.g., Downey, 1897). At this time, psychology looked to physics as the model for “the new behavioral science.” The focus was on “controlled experiments” that aimed to reveal general “laws” about how humans come to perceive the world (Goodwin, 2008).

Likewise, early music psychology mainly involved experiments focusing on basic psycho-physical and perceptual processes, rather than on how we experience music. The subsequent developments in psychology did little to change this. First came the era of “behaviorism” (Skinner, 1953), which claimed that only external behavior could be the focus of a proper science—emotions were “subjective inner states” that could play no role in such a science. Then came the so-called cognitive revolution (Gardner, 1985), which regarded the human mind as a computer—a metaphor that also seemed incompatible with a focus on emotions (though the computer HAL in the movie 2001: A Space Odyssey certainly seemed to behave emotionally toward the end).

After a slow and tentative start, psychological research on music and emotion took off in the 1990s, when emotion was finally recognized as a legitimate topic in music psychology. (I was fortunate enough to begin my research at just the right time.) Even then, however, there were several problems that made life miserable for music and emotion researchers.

First, it is difficult to capture emotions in a controlled laboratory environment—the favorite workspace of the music psychologist. Emotions may be fleeting and elusive, sensitive to the artificial context of the research laboratory. Only when music psychologists moved away from (only) laboratory-based experiments on perceptual and cognitive processes to a broader exploration of the ways in which music is used and experienced in everyday life did scholars gain a better understanding of the phenomena under investigation (Juslin & Sloboda, 2010).

Second, researchers lacked a theoretical framework that could guide their work. There was a general sense that traditional theories of emotion were not capable of explaining responses to music (Ellsworth, 1994). Yet, it was not clear what should come in their place. It is fair to say that much of the early work was “a-theoretical,” which is never a good thing in science. We need theories to make sense of the data collected.

Third, studies of music and emotion initially met with some resistance. Music educator Robert Woody sensed “a general aversion among musicians to scientific study of music, especially when related to topics such as emotion, expression and aesthetics” (Woody, 2002, p. 214).

In addition, the academic study of music has often adopted a view about the appreciation of music that musicologist Nicholas Cook succinctly sums up: “You should listen attentively, respectfully, in a detached manner (avoiding being too caught up in the sensory or emotional ebb and flow of the music), and informed by appropriate knowledge” (Cook, 1998, p. 25). This attitude is partly linked to an emphasis on classical music in much academic work, a type of music that is not typical of most music in the world, and that represents a minority interest even among Western listeners, as pointed out by David Hargreaves (1986).

This illustrates the fact that the study of music and emotion tends to bring a politics of sorts: discussions about music and emotion often revolve around questions about value. Here, I am not just thinking about issues concerning the value of pieces of music (which is treated in Part IV) but rather of the value of our responses to the music. Not all responses, it seems, are regarded as equally “valuable,” “appropriate,” “sophisticated,” or “aesthetically warranted.” Such views are sometimes expressed explicitly by scholars, other times they are implicit in their reasoning. It is a matter of which emotions music ought to express or arouse, and who decides whether these responses are appropriate.

In my opinion, these are not issues that a science of music and emotion should be concerned with—science is descriptive, not normative. Still, these lines of thought occur in the literature and color the views of some scholars. Therefore, we should be aware of them if we wish to understand the domain. I believe that normative views sometimes cloud the (scientific) judgment of scholars, and for that reason I will highlight them throughout the book.

Some people resist studies of music and emotion because they want to “preserve the magic.” As the composer Leonard Bernstein commented, “Why do so many of us try to explain the beauty of music, thus apparently depriving it of its mystery?” (Watson, 1991, p. 9). Despite having spent the past 20 years investigating music and emotion and the links between them, my fascination and sense of wonder about music has not decreased at all—in fact, it has increased. For reasons that will become clear, most of the underlying psychological processes are not affected by one’s having knowledge about them; they live their own lives. But considering all the difficulties listed earlier, how can we make progress in this complex field?

2.3 Keys to Progress: Six Premises

Based on insights from my own 20-year quest to unravel the mysteries of music and emotion, I have come to believe that real progress can only be achieved if we accept a number of basic premises about music and emotion. These premises constitute six themes, which will recur throughout the book.



•Theme 1: Emotions depend on evolved mechanisms

The first premise is that in order to understand emotional responses to music, we must adopt an evolutionary perspective. Consider the timeline shown in Figure 2.1. Life on Earth began approximately 4.5 billion years ago; mammals began to develop about 200 million years ago. The Neanderthals began to roam the earth around 500,000 years ago. Modern humans, or homo sapiens, appeared around 200,000 years ago (Harari, 2014).
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Figure 2.1 Evolutionary timeline and the advent of music.



As already explained, music-making has been part of the human behavioral repertoire for roughly 40,000 years. However, many emotional mechanisms evolved well before music appeared on the earth. Emotions involve old parts of the brain partly shared with many other species (Panksepp, 1998), in particular mammals, which began to develop 200 million years ago. Therefore, chances are slim that our ancient emotional mechanisms evolved to handle the intricacies of driving in New York City, surfing the dark web, or fiddling with the knobs of the Moog synthesizer.

What this means is that human music-making most likely evolved on the foundation of existing emotional mechanisms with a longer evolutionary history. Although uses of music are influenced by social conventions that developed over many centuries (Clarke, Dibben, & Pitts, 2010), they are also constrained by psychological mechanisms. The only known causal process capable of producing such mechanisms is biological evolution (Tooby & Cosmides, 1990). Still, despite a general acceptance of the theory of evolution, few music researchers incorporate an evolutionary perspective into their studies of emotional responses.

In this book, I will attempt to show that an evolutionary approach can help to explain many of the peculiarities of musical emotions. Responses that at first glance do not seem to make sense may, indeed, make perfect sense—once we understand the “architecture” of our ancient emotions. Although our music experiences appear uniquely rewarding, they are, ultimately, based on the same evolved brain mechanisms as our other experiences of emotions in daily life (Juslin, 2013a).


•Theme 2: Music engages multiple emotion mechanisms



A second premise is that there is no single psychological mechanism that can explain all our emotional reactions to music. This premise follows, in a sense, naturally from the first: an evolutionary perspective suggests that the human brain and body involves several instances of functional redundancy; that is, that different structures can serve a similar behavioral function (cf. Brunswik, 1956). In nature, there are often multiple means to an end. Our emotions are no exception. There are multiple pathways from events to emotions.

I sense that researchers often struggle to accept and come to terms with this aspect, the multiple causes of emotions. For too long, music and emotion researchers have tended to focus on a single mechanism in the hope that it could carry the whole burden of explanation. Invariably, it failed—not necessarily because the theory was wrong but because it provided only part of the overall puzzle. The same conclusion was reached by Malcolm Budd when he reviewed philosophical theories: “A new theory of music is needed … It will, I believe, have to be less monolithic than the theories I have rejected” (Budd, 1985, p. 176).

In this book, I present a different kind of theory of music and emotion consisting of multiple mechanisms at various levels of the brain. In Part III, I describe no less than nine distinct mechanisms that can explain how music may arouse felt emotions in listeners, either alone or in combination.

Thus, a consistent theme of the book is the manifold ways in which music may engage our emotions, with much of the subtlety, richness, and complexity of our experiences resulting from the combined effects of multiple sources, which come and go across various contexts (Chapter 32). Many debates in the field reflect failure to see that musical emotions are not unitary.


•Theme 3: There are definitive limits to human introspection



The experiences that music creates belong at center stage in a book on musical emotions. Yet, the reflective, conscious experience of the world that we tend to take more or less for granted is a novel development, seen from an evolutionary perspective. It coincided with the vast expansion of the part of the human brain most recently developed, the neocortex (Striedter, 2005). Note, however, that this top layer of the brain is partly independent of many older and more “primitive” brain circuits associated with emotion and largely shared with other species (Panksepp, 1998).

The discovery that many emotion mechanisms can function independently of our conscious thoughts and intentions may help to explain why musical expression is often described as “a channel of the unconscious” (Boyd & George-Warren, 2013), dependent on “intuition” and “instinct” (Casals, 1970).4 Recall that Sigmund Freud—virtually the inventor of our modern notion of the subconscious—was frustrated with music precisely because he had no conscious access to the causes of his emotional responses.

A third premise, therefore, is that because several of the psychological processes involved in music and emotion are subconscious, researchers cannot rely merely on phenomenological report to explain emotion. Most of what goes on in the causal process may not be consciously available, and we may attribute causality to salient stimuli, even when salience is unrelated to the causal effect (Fox, 2008).

For example, if you—like Freud—do not understand the causes of your emotional response, it appears natural to search the contents of your current attention for some plausible “candidate cause.” But the focus of your immediate attention may not be the actual cause of your response to the music.

Hence, although phenomenological description may give us clues about possible causes of our emotions, we must remember that the music experience is the very thing that needs explaining rather than being that explanation (Juslin, 2013a). I believe that psychological experiments are key in order to “tease out” the implicit processes involved in our emotional reactions to music. Being able to manipulate features of a musical event directly to evaluate its influence on the listener helps to resolve the problem of limited conscious access to psychological processes.


•Theme 4: Emotional responses to music are intrinsically social



The human species is fundamentally a social one (Berry, Poortinga, Breugelmans, Chasiotis, & Sam, 2011). It has been argued that the real secret behind the human dominance of the world is our ability to cooperate in large groups (Harari, 2014).

Some researchers have speculated that the absolute brain size increased in homo sapiens mainly because larger brains allowed for more sophisticated social interactions (Striedter, 2005). We continually interact with other people, and our behavior is greatly influenced by the presence of others. Even when alone, we rely on social knowledge to make sense of our lives.

Music is no different in this respect. Music is made by humans for humans. Most theories about the origins of music have “a social element” (e.g., work coordination, communication, courtship, and bonding). Music often serves “social functions”—for example, to enhance a listener’s sense of cultural identity and social belonging, or to create an appropriate atmosphere during social ceremonies (Hodges & Sebald, 2011; Saarikallio, 2012).

A fifth premise, then, is the inherently social nature of musical activities. Not only is music often created together with other people, as well as enjoyed together with other people (e.g., during a concert); the social context will also strongly influence the nature and intensity of our responses to music. Indeed, even when you listen to music alone, you respond to musical sounds in a social way. Your brain treats the sounds as “intentional” and “communicative” (as will be shown in Chapters 5, 13, and 20)—and with good reason.

This social way of responding may occur with instrumental music and it is even more obvious when it comes to music featuring lyrics. Don Henley of The Eagles explains: “Songs just keep you company, that’s all. They make you feel less lonely; they make you feel like there’s somebody else out there that feels the way you do” (Boyd & George-Warren, 2013, p. 296). In fact, researchers have discovered that music listening might lead to the discharge of the hormone oxytocin in the brain, which is closely linked with physical intimacy (Nilsson, 2009). You are, it appears, quite literally “touched” by music.


•Theme 5: Musical emotions depend on music–listener–situation interactions



It is widely accepted by researchers that events that cause emotions are psychological rather than physical (e.g., Oatley, 1992). There is no physical situation that will invariably arouse a specific emotion. Emotions depend on psychological evaluations, which take individual and contextual factors into account. Think back on the example of how emotional reactions to the composition by Jean-Claude Risset varied drastically depending on personal experience, such as memories of sirens during the Second World War (Chapter 1).

A fourth premise, then, is that all responses to music occur in a complex interaction between the music, the listener, and the situation (Figure 2.2), as argued by the Norwegian researcher Harald Jørgensen (1988). Each of these factors can influence your response. As soon as there is a change in one of them, the nature of your musical experience is likely to change, in more or less subtle ways.
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Figure 2.2 Interaction between music, listener, and situation.



Consider some examples. Your experience may be affected by musical features, such as tempo, rhythm, timing, melody, articulation, timbre, harmony, phrasing, instrumentation, texture, and genre. It may further be affected by individual features, such as age, gender, personality, education, music experience, cultural background, psychological status (e.g., mood, attention, whether you are tired), and personality traits. Finally, it may be affected by situational factors, such as location (e.g., at home, at a concert, outdoors), social context (e.g., listening alone or with friends), other activities occurring at the same time (e.g., jogging, dancing), acoustic conditions (listening in headphones or through loudspeakers, sound quality), or visual impressions (e.g., performer gestures).

One could argue—only half-jokingly—that musicologists tend to focus only on the music, psychologists only on the listener, and sociologists only on the context. In reality, all three factors influence our music experiences immensely (for some examples, see Chapter 25).

As a result, I suggest that you can never have exactly the same music experience twice. Even if you manage to play exactly the same music, under precisely the same circumstances (a tall order in itself), the fact remains that you are not exactly the same person as you were the last time you heard the music. With every hearing of the piece, you will have gone through additional experiences in life, and your familiarity with the piece has increased.

This is as much part of the attraction and joy of music listening as it is a headache for the psychology researcher, who wishes to draw general conclusions about music experiences. The implication is that reactions to music can never be fully explained by reference to the music alone. (This should be borne in mind when, later in this book, I summarize musical features linked to the expression of specific emotions.)

2.4 Terminology and Organization of the Book

Many researchers argue that the field of musical emotion has lacked conceptual specificity and precision. Previous disagreements have not only reflected a lack of relevant empirical data but also conceptual confusion. When researchers speak of feelings, moods, emotions, passions, affects, or sentiments, what do they mean by these terms? Do they refer to similar phenomena or not?

To make matters worse, the meaning of these terms has changed over time. For instance, the word affect is used in a different way today from how it was used in the seventeenth century. (For a review of the history of the emotions, see Plamper, 2015.) The term “emotion” was—like many good things—introduced by the French. The philosopher René Descartes launched the term émotion in 1649, before which both French and English writings mostly referred to the “passions.”

For a music psychologist such as myself, it certainly helps that our discipline is not focused on history. Yet, even in the present time, terminological issues abound. It is not just a matter of words: the problem goes straight to the heart of how we define and conceptualize the phenomena under investigation. Having implied earlier that philosophers failed to explain how music can arouse emotions, I should be graceful enough to acknowledge that philosophers would have a field day picking apart the work of psychologists, due to their sloppy treatment of conceptual distinctions in previous studies.

In any case, it seems clear that the subject needs to be broken down into smaller constituents, based on a set of key distinctions, in order to make sense of the field. Accordingly, Table 2.1 presents a set of simple working definitions of terms used throughout the book. These will be further elaborated in the following parts.



Table 2.1 List of working definitions.




	Affect

	This term is used as an umbrella term that covers all evaluative—or “valenced” (positive/negative)—states (e.g., emotion, mood, preference). The term denotes such phenomena in general. If that is not intended, a more precise term (e.g., mood, emotion, preference) is used instead.




	Emotion
(e.g., happiness, sadness)

	This term is used to refer to a quite brief but intense affective reaction that usually involves a number of sub-components—subjective feeling, physiological arousal, expression, action tendency, and regulation—that are more or less “synchronized.” Emotions focus on specific “objects” and last from a few minutes to a several hours.




	Musical emotions

	This term is used only as shorthand for “emotions that were somehow induced by music,” without any further implications about the precise nature of these emotions.




	Mood

	This term is used to denote such affective states that are lower in intensity than emotions, that do not have a clear “object,” and that are much longer lasting than emotions (i.e., several hours to days). Moods do not involve a synchronized response in components like expression and physiology (e.g., gloomy).




	Feeling

	This term is used to refer to the subjective experience of emotions or moods. One component of an emotion that is typically measured via verbal self-report.




	Arousal

	This term is used to refer to physical activation of the autonomic nervous system. Physiological arousal is one of the components of an emotional response, but could also occur in the absence of emotion (e.g., due to exercise). Arousal is often reflected in the “feeling” component (i.e., the subjective experience).




	Preference

	This term is used to refer to more long-term affective evaluations of objects or persons with a low intensity (e.g., liking of a particular type of music).




	Personality trait

	This term is used to refer to relatively stable affective dispositions, which are characterized by low intensity and a behavioral impact which is usually the result of an interaction with situational factors (e.g., a neurotic personality).




	Emotion induction

	This term will be used to refer to all instances where music arouses an emotion in a listener—regardless of the nature of the process that evoked the emotion.




	Emotion perception

	This term will be used to refer to all instances where a listener perceives or recognizes emotions in music (e.g., “a sad expression”), without necessarily feeling an emotion him- or herself.




	Communication

	This term will be used to refer to a process where a sender conveys an emotion to a receiver who is able to decode the emotion concerned. Note that the term “communication” will be used regardless of whether the transmitted emotion is “genuinely felt” or simply “portrayed” by the performer in a symbolic manner. (Music’s potential to convey referential information is separate from the issue of whether the music is the result of felt emotion or a sending intention or both.)





Adapted from Juslin, P. N., & Sloboda, J. A. (Eds.). (2010). Handbook of music and emotion: Theory, research, applications. By permission of Oxford University Press.



My definitions are in the majority of cases consistent with the use advocated in the Handbook of Affective Sciences (Davidson, Scherer, & Goldsmith, 2003) and Handbook of Music and Emotion (Juslin & Sloboda, 2010). They reflect the increasing consensus among scholars today. However, we need to be conscious of the fact that these terms are not always used in the same way in other—and, in particular, older—writings in music psychology. Note that the term “musical emotions” occurring in the title of this book is used as mere shorthand for “emotions related to music.”

This book is largely organized in accordance with the conceptual distinctions in Table 2.1. Part I outlines basic principles of psychology and emotions, followed by Parts II and III, which focus on the expression, perception, and arousal of emotions, and Part IV, which considers how emotions may relate to aesthetic judgments and preferences for music. Each part presents a theoretical model that can help to organize the findings.

There is a kind of logical progression to the specific order of the four parts, as will hopefully be even more apparent later. Suffice to say, a musical communication process often begins with an expression of emotion that can be perceived by the listener, and that hopefully also arouses some emotion in the listener, which in turn may lead the listener to regard the music as aesthetically valuable and thus to like it (Figure 2.3). This way of conceptualizing music is not without its critics, but I save that discussion for Part II. There are, of course, exceptions to the sequence shown in Figure 2.3, but such exceptions do not, in my view, detract from this being the most plausible and pedagogical way in which to describe the different processes.
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Figure 2.3 Default relationships between primary concepts.



Academic books can be challenging, and there are some “shortcuts” in the book which may suit some readers. Thus, the Parts on expression of emotions and arousal of emotions, respectively, can be read separately; for instance, if you are eager to learn how music arouses strong emotions, you can skip directly to Part III. However, reading Part II first might offer a deeper understanding of the topic because expression may contribute to aroused emotions. Similarly, if you are mainly interested in expression, you can read only Part II. Yet, a fuller appreciation of expression may require some sense of how it may figure in the arousal of emotions (Part III).

Part IV focuses on a mechanism hitherto neglected by most music psychologists that is closely linked to the value of music: aesthetic judgments. It can be read on its own, but it also explains how judgments of aesthetic value can be related to both preferences and emotions. Part IV also ties together all previous sections by showing how various aspects (e.g., perceived versus aroused emotions) and mechanisms (e.g., episodic memory versus aesthetic judgment) combine to create the kind of complex emotional experiences that we have come to expect from music listening.

I have tried to provide plenty of accessible music examples to illustrate the ideas in the book. However, I have done so with some hesitation—primarily because one of the themes is that emotional responses to music can never be explained by the music alone. They always reflect a complex interplay between the music, the listener, and the context. Hence, at least some of these musical examples may work for me or for the participants who visited my laboratory, but not for you. You may have to find your own personal examples that embody the principles I discuss in the various parts of the book.

Before looking closer at how music may be involved in the expression, perception, and arousal of emotions, as well as how such emotions can relate to aesthetic judgment and preferences for music, we must first review basic concepts of psychology and emotions. These will provide the foundation—the “rhythm section,” if you will—of the book.



1Later, when philosophers were able to discuss possible explanations, they did so mainly by referring to work by music psychologists (e.g., Robinson, 2005).

2For a very courageous attempt to summarize prominent philosophical theories of music, see Hodges (2017).

3There were exceptions, however, most notably Music Cognition by Jay Dowling and Dane Harwood (1986).

4“Ultimately, the paramount role is that of intuition. For me the determining factor in creativity, in bringing a work to life, is that of musical instinct” (Casals, 1970, p. 97).


CHAPTER 3

The Value of a Psychological Approach

3.1 The Mind’s Science

Psychology is commonly defined as the study of mental processes and behavior. It is both an academic discipline and an applied science. The main focus is on describing and explaining how we sense the world (perception), how we think (cognition), feel (emotion), and behave (action).

The roots of the discipline can be found in philosophical problems, though unlike philosophy, psychology is an empirical science; that is, psychologists think that we can rely on evidence to resolve theoretical disputes (Eysenck, 1994). Consistent with this view, my belief is that most, if not all, issues regarding music and emotion can be resolved empirically.

The focus on empirical data reflects the predominately scientific orientation of psychology. Briefly, science refers to the acquiring of more or less objective knowledge, by means of observations under controlled conditions, and the interpretation of data with the help of theories. As explained in the Handbook of Music and Emotion, psychologists aim to discover antecedents to the behavior requiring explanation, and to uncover the mechanisms whereby the antecedents bring about the observed behavior (Sloboda & Juslin, 2010).

Music psychology, then, focuses on mental processes and behaviors that occur in connection with music (Gabrielsson, 2016). It aims to observe and develop theories about the processes involved in composing, performing, and listening to music (for a complete review of the field of music psychology, see Hallam, Cross, & Thaut, 2016).

3.2 Whose Topic? Levels of Scientific Analysis

To complicate matters, human behavior is influenced by a large number of factors, such as the current stimulus (at this very moment, the text you are reading), our genes, our body and its needs (e.g., hunger, thirst, sleep), our thoughts and emotions, the social situation, the culture we were brought up in, previous life experiences, and personality traits. This suggests that behavior can only be fully understood by taking into account the work in neighboring disciplines, such as biology and sociology.

This largely multidisciplinary character is evident also in the study of music and emotion, which may be fruitfully approached from many different perspectives. Although emotion is clearly a psychological concept—considering its focus on mental processes and behavior (see Chapter 4)—studies of music and emotion often transcend traditional lines of inquiry.

Thus, for example, when we attempt to explain our emotional responses to a piece of music, we can hardly avoid analyzing musical structures (musicology), measuring bodily and brain responses (neurophysiology), or looking at how the social context influences our responses (sociology). I will therefore adopt an eclectic approach to the subject of this book, gathering relevant ideas and findings from a variety of sources and disciplines.

Still, although I will take on board important contributions from neighboring fields, I will also argue that psychology is uniquely situated to explain emotional responses to music. In my view, it is no coincidence that the most successful attempt to analyze emotional reactions to music by a musicologist drew heavily on contemporary psychological theories such as gestalt psychology (see Meyer, 1956; and Chapter 24 in this book). Why, then, is psychology key to understand musical emotions?

3.3 Explaining Music and Emotion: It’s All About Meaning

Malcolm Budd has defined music as “the art of uninterpreted sounds” (Budd, 1985, p. ix). This seems to be a common view—that music is “pure sound” or “abstract patterns of notes” without any meaning. But this line of thought will not get us very far, in my opinion, if we wish to explain emotional responses to music.

I will instead argue that music is constantly interpreted. Even if we are not aware of it, our brain is constantly scanning the sound environment for “clues” about the world (Juslin, 2013a). Sometimes, such interpretations may lead to the arousal of felt emotion. More frequently, perhaps, we merely detect information about emotions in sounds. (I will soon return to these distinct aspects.)

At its core, the study of music and emotion is concerned with relationships between “musical events” and “emotional responses.” (I define the “musical event” broadly here as the joint information in the music, the listener, and the situation.) The interface between them consists of psychological processes in the human mind. Most researchers have been content to look to the music itself for an explanation, and there is no doubt that a detailed grasp of the musical structure is important. But it is not enough.

When we ask ourselves why certain note patterns, but not others, evoke an emotion in us we can easily overlook the fact that our responses to those note patterns depend only in part on the notes themselves. To understand our responses, we need to look beyond the musical structure and consider the meaning extracted from the musical event. What kind of meaning, then, may we find in music?

In a study by the British musicologist, Nicola Dibben (2001), listeners were asked to describe what they actually heard when played extracts of music (as well as other everyday sounds)—surprisingly, a very rare task in music studies. Although the listeners reported perceiving musical structure, they were more likely to describe what the sounds meant to them; that is, the listeners typically heard beyond the acoustic characteristics, and picked up information concerning such aspects as the source of the sound, musical genre, emotions, social context, physical proximity to the sound source, and performer skill (see also Clarke, 2005). “Sound really means something, it suggests something to you,” notes singer Jackson Browne (Boyd & George-Warren, 2013, p. 275).

Psychology is key to understanding how and why a listener goes from “sound” to “significance.” We need to consider the underlying mechanism that turns information about a musical event into perceived or aroused emotions—a functional description of what the mind is doing when the music is being perceived (e.g., retrieving a memory) in order to extract or create meaning.

3.4 Why Don’t We Just Ask the Listeners or Musicians?

How, then, may we access the psychological processes that “mediate” between the musical event and our response? Could we not simply ask listeners? Or better yet, could we not just interview musicians to find out how emotional responses to music work? After all, they are the ones who write and perform the music that moves us.

As it turns out, musicians are often reluctant to talk about the processes that underlie musical creation. “I believe so strongly that it is dangerous for artists to talk,” explained the composer Benjamin Britten (Watson, 1991, p. 27). Artists may prefer to “let the music do the talking,” to use a familiar cliché. They certainly like to quote the humorist, Martin Mull, who quipped that “writing about music is like dancing about architecture.” (To be fair, they have a point: talk or writing about music can never fully capture what it is like to create or experience music.)

Even when musicians do talk about the topic, their accounts may not be terribly helpful. As Kate Hevner observed: “if the great artist could speak to the audience verbally as effectively as he does musically, our efforts would be unnecessary, but seldom he expresses himself except through the medium of his art, and when he does, it is usually not in the terms calculated to be most useful and helpful” (Hevner, 1935, p. 204).

To illustrate this point in a humorous way, let me just quote the singer and songwriter in the band The Jam—Paul Weller—who once “explained” that, “The Jam is The Jam and they play Jam music” (Dimery, 2005, p. 402). Composer Jean-Claude Risset says he has an “unclear” view on emotion in music, and that he has “hardly tried to unravel it” (Cochrane, 2013a, p. 24). His colleague, Samuel Barber, confessed that he is puzzled about the creative process: “As to what happens when I compose, I really haven’t the faintest idea” (Watson, 1991, p. 89).

To be sure, there are examples of musicians being able to explain some emotional features of their writing or performance. Throughout this book, I will continuously insert quotations from musicians to illustrate key points. However, there are also examples of musicians providing accounts of how they create music, which on closer examination turn out to be surprisingly inaccurate (Behne & Wetekam, 1993). How can this be so?

The short answer is that most of what goes on in the human mind is not available to introspection; that is, the examination of one’s own conscious thoughts and feelings. Being able to create great music is one thing. Being able to explain exactly how this happens is something else. Consider a tennis player who is able to control the tennis ball perfectly and yet is unable to explain the physical laws that govern the ball’s trajectory.

3.5 Consciousness: The Tip of the Iceberg

During the last 50 years, psychologists in various subdomains have reported evidence that shows that a large amount of information processing in the brain occurs below the level of consciousness (e.g., Eysenck, 1994). Indeed, it has been found that “introspective evidence” may be remarkably uninformative, even misleading. This is because consciousness contains information about the results or products of psychological processes rather than the processes themselves, and some products may never enter into conscious awareness (Kihlstrom, 2013).

Thus, most psychologists subscribe to an “iceberg” theory of mind (Figure 3.1), where the conscious mind corresponds to the visible tip of a large iceberg. We tend to exaggerate the importance of the conscious mind just because we do not have access to the (much larger) non-conscious mind.
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Figure 3.1 Consciousness—the tip of the iceberg.

Illustration by Costis Chatzidakis



If most of the processes involved in our responses to music occur subconsciously, it is not so strange after all that we find it difficult to talk about how music works. It further opens up the possibility for “misattributions” of the causes of our musical emotions (as discussed in section 30.5).

All of this can explain why music philosophers, however clever they may be, have made only limited progress with respect to what I consider the primary issue in the field: to explain how music causes emotions. In my view, philosophers are to some extent prisoners of their own introspection. They cannot conduct experiments to “tease out” implicit effects on the brain.1 Peter Kivy duly admits that “we are in the need of ‘psychology’, right from the start,” although, being a philosopher, he adds, “that is what bothers me” (Kivy, 1990, p. 150).

Let me give you an example from a debate that occurred in the 1990s, before psychological work on music and emotion really took off. We can refer to this as the Kivy–Radford debate. Kivy denied that he ever becomes sad when he listens to music that expresses sadness, but Radford maintained that he does “catch” the sadness of the music. In his closing argument, after admitting that neither he nor Radford knows how music can arouse emotions, Kivy ponders “where do we go from here? If it is the case that some listeners experience music as I do … and some experience it as Radford does … then the argument about whether or not music can or does arouse the garden-variety emotions is at an end” (Kivy, 1993, p. 9).

In other words, they were forced to agree to disagree (“this is how I hear music”); to admit that they are unable to explain how music arouses emotions; and to conclude, disconcertingly, that there is nothing further to be added. Why? Because they could not rely on data concerning the underlying psychological processes to resolve the dispute empirically.2 Whether music is able to arouse sadness in listeners and how this “works” are both questions that may be addressed in psychological studies.

3.6 The Unique Role of a Psychological Inquiry

As explained earlier, music psychologists were among the last to address emotion. Yet, I will go out on a limb here and suggest that psychology has made more progress in explaining how music arouses emotions in the last 20 years, than what philosophy has in the past 2000 years.

What psychology may offer the study of music and emotion, among other things, is a method that can help us to “tease out” the underlying processes, and test specific hypotheses about the causes. The “flagship” in the psychological “toolkit” is the experiment, in which one or more variables are actively manipulated in order to explore their causal effects on another variable such as emotion. This methodology offers ways to explore music experiences without relying exclusively on language and introspection (Clarke, Dibben, & Pitts, 2010).

“The proof of the pudding lies in the eating,” the old saying goes. A music psychologist may be able to manipulate features of the music and the social context directly so as to produce predicted emotions (perceived or aroused) in the listener. If we are able to create the actual emotion in a controlled way based on theoretical predictions, this represents the best evidence that we have understood the underlying process. Later in this book, we will see examples of such psychological experiments.

3.7 Some Caveats: Limitations of a Psychological Approach

I believe that psychology is uniquely situated to explain the links between music and emotions. However, there are also some limitations of the psychological approach that should be borne in mind. One limitation involves the fact that psychological experiments require that all relevant concepts are operationalized. Operationalization is the process of strictly defining variables into measurable factors. This requirement limits the level of complexity that can be handled in any single experiment. For that reason, psychological experiments are sometimes criticized for their “simplicity” by scholars in neighboring fields.

Such criticisms are, occasionally, well founded: There are examples of ridiculously simple studies which turn music and emotion research into parody, but I will not cite any of them. Obviously, psychologists should study music at a sufficient level of complexity.

At the same time, we should appreciate the conditions under which empirical research is carried out. It is not easy to cover all angles of a subject once we leave the safe haven of armchair speculation. Seemingly crude experimental designs may reflect practical limitations rather than insensitivity with regard to musical matters. As noted by Eric Clarke and colleagues, the effects of contextual factors that cannot all be manipulated in the same study are acknowledged in the interpretation of the results rather than in the design of the experiment (Clarke et al., 2010).

Such practical limitations of the psychological approach are redeemed, perhaps, by the power with which experiments enables us to draw valid conclusions about cause and effect. Whereas, for instance, musicologists interpret the expressive content of pieces of music by analyzing the score—suggesting possible ways of hearing the music—psychologists, by contrast, adopt a scientific approach where the expressive effects of specific musical features are tested in experiments, asking what is the actual impact of a specific musical feature on listeners’ experiences?

Even so, psychologists cannot tackle all issues of interest in the study of music and emotion equally well—and some questions they cannot really answer at all. For instance, how did people experience music 300 years ago? This is clearly not something psychology can comment on; because psychology is an empirical science, it can only explore the music experiences that occur in our modern-day context. Then again, to “reconstruct” emotional experiences from the past is a tricky business for any discipline. As musicologist Daniel Leech-Wilkinson notes: “our Schubert is not the Schubert of 100 years ago. How he compares with Schubert’s Schubert we cannot know” (Leech-Wilkinson, 2013, p. 46). (How, then, do we know that it is different?)

Further, psychologists are not really concerned with unique works of art such as Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, but rather with principles involved in the perception of artworks in general. Specific artworks are of interest in as far as they provide examples of more general principles that psychologists can incorporate into models of the underlying processes. Since any attempt to create a model will tend to involve simplification, psychology has been criticized for being “too reductionist.”

However, reductionism is merely the explanation of a complex phenomenon in terms of more basic principles—a fundamental feature of all science. Indeed, the whole point of creating a model is to obtain a simplified representation of a phenomenon in terms of its essential points and their relationships. A model facilitates understanding and communication concerning the phenomenon, and renders experimental manipulation more feasible (Edwards, 1992). If we really wish to preserve every irrelevant aspect, and be left with a complex and intractable mess that is utterly incomprehensible, we already have that—it is called the real world. This, then, is why psychology—just like any other discipline—leaves certain things out.

Accordingly, Clarke and colleagues have argued that music psychology differs from musicology which focuses on the history and analysis of musical texts, and from sociology which focuses on the social and political contexts of musical activities (Clarke et al., 2010). The focus of psychological studies is not on how music could be heard (“suggestive” analyses in musicology), on how music ought to be heard (“normative” analyses in philosophy), or on how music perhaps once was heard (“reconstructive” analysis in history), but rather on how music is heard by listeners in the here and now. In fact, you can probably volunteer to take part in a music experiment somewhere today.

Psychological research may certainly take socio-cultural and historical variables into account. (“Good reductionism” seeks lower levels of explanation, but does not ignore the contributions of higher levels; Workman & Reader, 2008.) However, at some point, such an endeavor goes well beyond what might reasonably be regarded as falling within the purview of psychology. Psychological models do not aim to capture broader socio-cultural forces in society fully, just as sociological models do not aim to outline brain mechanisms underlying behavior. After all, that is why we have multiple disciplines.

In a sense, then, it is rather pointless to criticize psychology—as some scholars do—for not being sociology or musicology, or vice versa; it only makes sense to criticize psychology for being poor psychology. This is, in fact, what I will do in Chapter 17: I shall criticize previous psychological studies of music and emotion for not being “psychological enough” or, more precisely, for ignoring the underlying psychological mechanisms. A primary message of this book is that, for too long, scholars have tried to understand musical emotions simply in terms of direct relationships between musical features and emotions, as if nothing had to happen in between them for an emotion to occur.

Before looking closer at these processes, we must first take stock of how psychologists have approached the general domain of affect—including the emotions.



1However, they may point out logical inconsistencies in the work of psychologists (e.g., Davies, 2001).

2In hindsight, I think it is clear that the two philosophers were talking about different processes. Radford seems to be talking about what I refer to as emotional contagion (Chapter 20), whereas Kivy is talking about what I refer to as aesthetic judgment (Chapter 30). I regard these as different mechanisms which arouse different kinds of emotions. When viewed in this light, Kivy and Radford’s debate makes more sense.


CHAPTER 4

Music, Experience, and Affect

4.1 What is Music?

In this chapter, I will begin the process of defining emotions. First, however, I should perhaps define the other component of the equation: music.

This remains a controversial issue, and we must accept that there is no generally accepted definition; all definitions depend on cultural and historical context. As soon we propose a certain definition, an artist will jump at the opportunity to create a piece that defies this definition (think of John Cage’s piece, 4’33”). As pointed out by Nicholas Cook, “ ‘music’ is a very small word to encompass something that takes as many forms as there are cultural or subcultural identities” (Cook, 1998, p. 5).

There are familiar dictionary definitions in the developed world, for instance that music is “the art of combining vocal or instrumental sounds (or both) to produce beauty of form, harmony, and expression of emotion” (Allen, 1992). This cannot be the whole story because clearly not all types of music aim for “beauty” or “harmony.” Simply listen to “Anarchy in the UK” by the Sex Pistols, or the second movement of Anton Webern’s String Trio, Opus 20.

Anthropologist Alan Merriam argues that music involves three main aspects: sound, behavior, and concept (Merriam, 1964). Most definitions focus perhaps too much on the sounds, which have changed dramatically across the long history of music-making. Might it be the case that music is better conceived of as behavior? Musicologist Christopher Small coined the term “musicking” to highlight the active nature of music, as reflected in composing, performing, and listening (Small, 1999). In other words, music is something we do.

Other scholars have offered conceptual definitions that cannot be denied, but that fail to offer much information about the phenomenon itself—for example, that music is “everything that one listens to with the intention of listening to music” (Berio, Dalmonte, & Varga, 1985, p. 19), or that music is simply “whatever people choose to recognize as such” (Nattiez, 1990, p. 47). Providing a satisfactory definition of music would probably require a book in itself.

What we may conclude without hesitation, however, is that the concept of music (much like the emotions it arouses; see Part III) is not unitary (Turino, 2008). There are so many distinct types of music, and perhaps an even larger number of different ways of approaching and using music, that the one thing we really want to avoid is to narrow down our notions of what music is (or can be). As long as we recognize the “plurality” of types of music, we are hopefully on the right track. Having said that, I should acknowledge that the research discussed in this book primarily focuses on Western music, a limitation that should be kept in mind.

4.2 What’s in a Music Experience?

Another way of “defining” music is to consider the contents of our actual experiences. What does a music experience comprise? Some clues come from a pioneering survey study by the Swedish music psychologist, Alf Gabrielsson.

In the late 1980s, Gabrielsson started a project that aimed to explore the contents of “strong experiences with music” (sometimes also referred to as “peak experiences”), a topic hitherto not addressed satisfactorily by music psychologists. The task given to the participants was to describe in their own words “the strongest experience of music they had ever had.”

The survey resulted in more than 1000 reports, which were summarized in a subsequent book (Gabrielsson, 2011). Gabrielsson found that simply reading these reports could be very moving. I will cite examples from this study later because they highlight many of the phenomena that music and emotion researchers need to explain.

Gabrielsson and his co-worker, Siv Lindström Wik, carefully analyzed the verbal reports by using content analysis methods. The result was a descriptive scheme (Table 4.1), consisting of the following aspects: general, physical and behavioral, perceptual, cognitive, emotional, existential and transcendental, and personal and social. As can be seen, each category also features further subdivisions of the experiential content.



Table 4.1 Different aspects of music experience: the SEM descriptive system.




	1. General characteristics




	1.1 Unique, fantastic, incredible, unforgettable experience




	1.2 Hard-to-describe experience, words insufficient




	2. Physical reactions, behaviors




	2.1 Physiological reactions




	2.2 Behaviors, actions




	2.3 Quasi-physical reactions




	3. Perception




	3.1 Auditory




	3.2 Visual




	3.3 Tactile




	3.4 Kinaesthetic




	3.5 Other senses




	3.6 Synaesthetic




	3.7 Intensified perception, multimodal perception




	3.8 Musical perception-cognition




	4. Cognition




	4.1 Changed attitude




	4.2 Changed experience of situation, body and mind, time and space, part and whole




	4.3 Loss of control




	4.4 Changed relation/attitude to the music




	4.5 Associations, memories, thoughts




	4.6 Imagery




	4.7 Musical cognition-emotion




	5. Feelings/Emotions




	5.1 Intense/Powerful feelings




	5.2 Positive feelings




	5.3 Negative feelings




	5.4 Different feelings (mixed, conflicting, changed)




	6. Existential and transcendental aspects




	6.1 Existence




	6.2 Transcendence




	6.3 Religious experience




	7. Personal and social aspects




	7.1 New insights, possibilities, needs




	7.2 Music: New insights, possibilities, needs




	7.3 Confirmation of identity, self-actualization




	7.4 Community/Communication





Based on Gabrielsson, A. (2011). Strong experiences with music: Music is much more than just music. By permission of Oxford University Press.



The point is not that every music experience will include all of these aspects; that would be exhausting. Rather, the scheme may serve to illustrate the outer boundaries for what any music experience might potentially include. Each instance will most likely feature just a subset of the aspects (see Table 4.1 for explanation of these). To illustrate, this morning you may have heard (3.1) a piece of music on the radio while driving to work; the perception of a melody (3.8) evoked a memory (4.5), which in turn aroused a positive feeling of nostalgia (5.2) and a sense of confirmed personal identity (7.3). Your next music experience may involve a different selection of aspects.

In this book, I will focus on the emotional component of music experience. But to understand emotional responses, we will have to relate them to other components. The analytic categories shown in Table 4.1 are, in a sense, only an abstraction. It may seem odd, then, to single out one component of music experience (emotion). However, this is the only way we can cover the subject in sufficient depth. Even this book-length treatment will leave out several aspects of musical emotions.

It is crucial to distinguish the components because features that apply to one component of music experience may not apply to other components. For instance, our perception of music and its dynamic changes over time may be “ineffable” (i.e., difficult to describe in words), but this may not be true of our emotions (see Chapter 7). Moreover, we should not treat “emotion” as equivalent to “music experience”; not all instances of music experience involve emotion. As will be apparent in Parts II and III, we may often hear music without perceiving or feeling any emotion at all.

This book, then, focuses on that subset of instances where the music experience does feature an emotion—whether perceived or felt by the listener. I propose that when emotions do occur, they contribute by adding a more deeply personal significance to our music experience—for instance, by connecting it to our life history. This brings us to another problem, however: what exactly is an emotion anyway?

4.3 (Musical) Affect Comes in Many Shapes and Forms

For laypersons, what we refer to as “feelings” may seem to exist on a broad single spectrum of experiences. You might feel “sad,” “tired,” “strange,” or “like eating a pizza.” Researchers, however, tend to distinguish between different sub-categories of affect (e.g., Oatley, Keltner, & Jenkins, 2006, pp. 29–31). The aim is to achieve greater precision when dealing with these phenomena scientifically.

The term “affect” itself is often used by researchers as an umbrella term which covers various affective phenomena such as emotions, moods, and preferences. The defining feature is valence; that is, the evaluation of an object, person, or event as being positive or negative. Most scholars also require a certain degree of physiological arousal in order to distinguish affect from a purely intellectual judgment (Frijda & Scherer, 2009). However, the level of arousal may vary from very low to extremely high, depending on the type of affect.

Conceived in this way, affect in relation to musical activities might comprise anything from preference (e.g., liking of a particular piece of music) and mood (e.g., a mild, object-less, and long-lasting state produced by, say, subtle background music) to aesthetic judgment (e.g., an assessment of the aesthetic value of a piece based on criteria such as beauty and novelty), and emotion (e.g., a more intense but short-lasting reaction to music, such as joy).

It is essential to distinguish the various kinds of affect because they differ in characteristics such as duration, intensity, and degree of behavioral impact (Scherer, 2000). Although I will touch upon each of these kinds of affect in the subsequent sections, the main focus will be on emotions.

4.4 In a Nutshell: The Psychology of Emotions

“What is an emotion?” asked the psychologist William James in a famous article in the journal Mind over 100 years ago (James, 1884; see also Fox, Lapate, Shackman, & Davidson, 2018, Question 1). The question appears simple enough, but to define emotions is difficult (Plutchik, 1994). Kleinginna and Kleinginna identify 92 definitions from textbooks, articles, and dictionaries (Kleinginna & Kleinginna, 1981). Since then, the number has increased.

Paula Niedenthal and Markus Brauer conclude pessimistically that an integrative theory of emotions seems impossible—because a definition of emotion can only be useful within the context of a specific research program (Niedenthal and Brauer, 2012). Maybe they are right.

Sometimes, though, we do not actually need a perfect definition to make progress in a field. In fact, it can be argued that such a definition is the end result—rather than the starting point—in exploring a field, and “what we seek is not, in the end, to define emotions, but to understand them” (Oatley & Jenkins, 1996, p. 97). But where do we begin?

We could start by noting that “emotion” is what scholars like to call a psychological construct. We cannot actually see emotions, we cannot touch them. Instead, it seems, we have to “infer” them from different types of “evidence”—a smile, tears, or blushing; a thrown chair; the verbal declaration of sorrow; an unselfish act. One way to begin to define emotions, then, is to specify a set of features that characterize the concept.

Whereas lay people may think of emotions mainly in terms of the phenomenological feelings they produce, researchers prefer to define emotions in terms of a wider range of aspects. To capture these, I have previously offered the following working definition:


Emotions are relatively brief, intense and rapidly changing responses to potentially important events (subjective challenges or opportunities) in the external or internal environment, usually of a social nature, which involve a number of subcomponents (cognitive changes, feelings, physiology, expressive behavior, and action tendency) which are more or less ‘synchronized’ during an emotion episode. (Juslin, 2011, p. 114)



Notice that I say potentially important events. Our emotions are not a direct reflection of the objective importance of an event; rather, they occur when some part of the brain “concludes” that something is potentially at stake in the event. In addition, separate individuals may evaluate the same event quite differently depending on personal aspects such as memories or motivations.

The physiological reaction may be the aspect that gives emotions their distinct phenomenological feeling (James, 1884). It confers a sense of embodiment—the “heat” of the emotion. “What kind of an emotion of fear would be left, if the feelings neither of quickened heartbeats nor of shallow breathing … were present, it is quite impossible to think” (James, 1884, pp. 193–194). Thus, emotion researchers often rely on physiological measurements to confirm that an emotional response is occurring (Chapter 15).

Emotions—just like pieces of music—are dynamic processes. They unfold, linger, and then dissipate over time. Thus, most psychologists like to think of an emotion as a sequence of events. However, they may well disagree about the precise sequence and about where the emotion episode begins. Is it when an antecedent event occurs (e.g., when you hear a piece of music)? Or when the event is evaluated (e.g., you think the music is beautiful)? Or when the subjective feeling occurs (e.g., you experience pleasure)?

Part of the difficulty in determining the beginning or end of an emotion episode could reflect that affective processing is really a continuous process. Some scholars argue that people are always in some affective state, even if they are not aware of it (Barrett, Mesquita, Ochsner, & Gross, 2007). When the state is intense and involves a salient stimulus, we tend to call it an “emotion.” When the state is less intense, and its causes are not immediately apparent, we tend to call it a “mood.”

Neuroscientist Richard Davidson suggests that emotions may be conceptualized as phasic perturbations, superimposed on the tonic affective background provided by the mood (Davidson, 1994). To illustrate: you may be in a slightly irritated mood in the afternoon due to, say, hunger and fatigue, but when someone accidently drops a can of jam on your foot, that is when you really lose control and begin to “emote.”

4.5 Responses to Music: Emotions or Moods?

Evidence suggests that, in principle, music listening can influence both emotions and moods. The term “mood” appears commonly in writings about music. Philosophers, in particular, are inclined to argue that music arouses mere moods (i.e., objectless affective states), rather than emotions, perhaps because listeners—including philosophers—are commonly unaware of the “object” of their emotions when music is involved. (Recall Freud’s frustration cited in Chapter 1)

However, this view ultimately rests on a mistaken assumption: that the “intentional objects” of emotions are always conscious. This is not really the case. More likely, we are commonly unaware of the cause of our emotions. In a classic experiment by Arne Öhman and Joaquim Soares, subjects with spider phobia showed physiological fear reactions to masked pictures1 of spiders that they were unable to detect at a conscious level (Öhman & Soares, 1994). Although subjects were clearly unaware of the “intentional object” of their reaction, it would be incorrect to label it “mood.” Similarly, I suggest that we tend to talk about moods in relation to music, although we are actually dealing with emotions.

To see why the concept of emotion is more relevant than that of mood, we must examine the nature of mood in more detail. One of the leading scholars in mood research, Robert Thayer, has described mood as a kind of “clinical thermometer” (Thayer, 1996, p. 4), which reflects a number of external and internal factors such as sleep, health, daily cycles, exercise, nutrition, and overall level of stress. Moods do not typically reflect single events but rather the overall status of the person—how we are doing in general. Moreover, as explained earlier, moods are usually lower in intensity and more long-lasting than emotions. If we take a close look at the findings reported to date in relation to the definitions of mood and emotion, they suggest that by and large music arouses emotions rather than moods.

Empirical evidence shows that musical arousal of emotions involves a specific “object” (the music, or more specifically information in the music processed in relation to individual and situational factors; e.g., Juslin, Harmat, & Eerola, 2014; see Part III). Furthermore, evidence indicates that the affective states aroused by music last for a relatively brief duration (Scherer, Zentner, & Schacht, 2002); that they usually have a rather strong intensity (Gabrielsson, 2011; Juslin, Liljeström, Västfjäll, Barradas, & Silva, 2008; Juslin, Liljeström, Laukka, Västfjäll, & Lundqvist, 2011, Juslin, Barradas, Ovsiannikow, Limmo, & Thompson, 2016a); and that they induce physiological responses (Krumhansl, 1997). All these features are associated with emotions rather than moods (Beedie, Terry, & Lane, 2005; see also Table 2.1).

There is no doubt that music is one factor that can influence mood. In fact, studies suggest that music is one of the most frequent and effective ways of regulating mood (e.g., Thayer, 1996). However, I propose that when music influences our moods, it does so indirectly by affecting our emotions (the phasic aspect of affect). And moods are also affected by many other factors like sleep, health, daily cycles, exercise, nutrition, and overall levels of stress (Thayer, 1996). Hence, the long-term effect of music on mood is likely to be rather limited in the greater scheme of things—unless you are one of those people who listen to music all day long, every day of the week.

4.6 It Moves Me: Why Emotions are Most Important

I want to argue that of all the various affective states that music can arouse, none is more important than the emotions. To the degree that music affects moods, these are less likely than emotions to be remembered (since intense affective reactions are remembered better; Reisberg & Hertel, 2004), and will have a weaker impact on subsequent behavior (Scherer, 2000).

Emotions are what “drive” people to seek out novel experiences of music or to decide to pursue a career in music (see Chapter 14). Remember also that music is a dynamic event, constantly changing. This timescale is clearly more consistent with emotional reactions than with the longer lasting moods. Our experiences involve attention focused on musical events in the here and now. Sure, music may subtly influence moods, but this is not the key issue. Consider the magic, the wonder, the fascination, the heartbreak of a peak experience with music—emotion is what it is all about.

When the cards are on the table, there is still no definitive evidence of a clear-cut distinction between moods and emotions. (The distinction is originally based on “folk psychology” and “intuition,” rather than scientific evidence). It may turn out that mood and emotion share more similarities than differences.

I will, nonetheless, adopt a prudent approach here, allowing for the possibility that emotions and moods really are different. Whether they are different sides of the same coin or not does not have any strong bearing on the psychological principles reviewed later in this book. I will focus on the more temporary and high-intensity variety that we call emotions, and that seems to be the driving force behind most people’s engagement with music.

4.7 Are Emotions Categorical or Dimensional?

What are emotions like, then? We could start with some simple observations from everyday life. First, emotions seem to vary in their intensity (compare slight irritation to rage). Second, many emotions appear to involve qualitatively distinct feelings (certainly, it feels different to be afraid as opposed to be nostalgic). Third, some pairs of emotions seem to be more similar than other pairs (joy and contentment are more alike than are joy and disgust). Finally, some emotions seem to be each other’s opposites (happiness–sadness, love–hate, calm–worry). How can we describe emotions in order to capture these characteristics?

The two dominant views in emotion psychology are categorical and dimensional approaches, respectively.2 According to the categorical approach, we experience emotional episodes as categories, which are distinct from each other—such as happiness, sadness, anger, surprise, fear, and interest (Izard, 1977; see also Hutto, Robertson, & Kirchhoff, 2018).

To understand what is meant by emotion categories, we may compare them with colors. There are different shades of sadness, just as there are different shades of blue, but at a certain point we cross a categorical boundary where there is a qualitatively abrupt shift from one category (sad, blue) to another category (angry, red) in our experience. Many researchers also believe that emotions, just like colors, can be “mixed” (Plutchik, 1994). Categorical theories come in different forms, which we will become acquainted with in Chapters 11 and 16.

The dimensional approach tries instead to conceptualize emotions based on their approximate placement along a few broad and continuous affective dimensions. The most popular version is the circumplex model proposed by James Russell (1980), perhaps because it is easy to understand. It consists of a two-dimensional and circular structure, featuring the two dimensions pleasure and arousal. It may illustrate the fact that emotions vary in their degree of similarity, and that certain emotions are usually thought of as opposites (see Figure 4.1). However, just like categorical approaches, dimensional approaches come in different forms (see Part II).3 Both approaches have struggled with the issue of the number of categories/dimensions required and the precise nature of these.
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Figure 4.1 Circumplex model of emotions.

Reproduced from Russell, J. A. (1980). A circumplex model of affect. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 39, 1161–1178.© 1980 American Psychological Association.



In my view, it is doubtful whether the issue of which approach—categorical or dimensional—provides the best description of emotions will ever be fully resolved. It seems that the debate between proponents of each approach has run out of steam. Part of the reason might be that emotions irrevocably involve both dimensional and categorical tendencies (Damasio, 1994).

To illustrate, it is beyond doubt that emotions vary in terms of arousal level and that even discrete categories of emotion may vary in intensity (a continuous dimension). Still, it is equally true that there are emotions that are qualitatively different such that they are best viewed as categories. In fact, even an affective dimension like valence appears to imply a category: We talk about “positive” and “negative” valence, and although this dimension is supposedly continuous, there must be a “cross-over” at some point where a feeling turns from more negative into more positive—and voilà, there we have a categorical boundary (Qiu, Wang, & Fu, 2018).

In music, changes in the intensity, quality, and complexity of an emotion can often occur from moment to moment, and such changes may be captured in terms of shifts along such emotion dimensions as arousal and valence. However, the same emotions shifts may also be analyzed in terms of qualitatively distinct categories (e.g., joy). Both these views can capture important aspects of how we experience music, and complement each other nicely in research.

Still, if push comes to shove, I would choose a categorical over a dimensional approach, for two reasons, one practical and one theoretical. The practical is that categories are needed to capture and do justice to the complex emotions experienced by listeners (as reviewed in Chapter 16). Subtle emotions such as nostalgia, awe, and interest cannot be reduced to coordinates in a two-dimensional emotion space without losing valuable information concerning the listener’s experience.

The theoretical reason is that, ultimately, the most basic assumption of the dimensional model seems to be incorrect. When actually tested, emotions show discreteness, in terms of category boundaries, rather than continuity in the emotion space (e.g., Haslam, 1995; Laukka, 2005). It makes perfect sense to treat emotion as categories. This will be clearer if we consider why we have something like emotions in the first place.

4.8 Who Needs Emotions? A Functionalist Analysis

To understand why we have emotions, we must look closer at their evolutionary origin. Most researchers today believe that the forerunners of our modern-day emotions are to be found in adaptive responses that increased the chances of individual (and hence also genetic) survival throughout evolution (e.g., Oatley, 1992; Panksepp, 1998; Plutchik, 1994). How so?

Biologists assume that there is a set of survival problems that most living organisms have in common, and that these problems in turn require adaptive responses (read emotions) to deal efficiently with them. An organism needs to avoid danger (fear), search for food (curiosity), cooperate with others (happiness), compete for resources (anger), procreate (desire), avoid toxic substances (disgust), and care for offspring (tender love).

Such responses are considered the “prototypes” of human emotions. The categories are often referred to as “basic” or “primary” emotions (Ekman, 1992). Note that because many of these emotion categories arose during the process of mammalian evolution, we can expect to find homologies between human and non-human emotions.4 Indeed, some of the mechanisms involved in emotional reactions to music do not seem to be unique to humans (Juslin, 2013a; see Part III).

The emotions of modern humans involve additional “conceptual layers” (Barrett, 2006), which add considerably to the complexity of human emotions; thus, in addition to the basic emotions noted above, we also have more complex emotions such as nostalgia and remorse. Further, we have what we may call the moral emotions which deal with social norms (Buck, 2014) and aesthetic emotions which concern various aspects of art (Juslin, 2013a). We can also share collective emotions during social events (Scheve & Salmela, 2014).

Different types of emotions will assume different degrees of importance in the various parts of this book. I will argue that the basic emotions have a privileged position in the expression and perception of emotions in music (see Part II), but that the complex emotions—especially positive ones—gain in importance as we move on to the arousal of felt emotions (see Part III), and that the moral and aesthetic emotions will be involved mainly in the context of aesthetic judgment of music (see Part IV). The various subtypes of emotions are shown in Table 4.2.



Table 4.2 Subtypes of emotions and their discussion in different parts of the book.




	
	Part 2

	Part 3

	Part 4




	Expression

	Arousal

	Aesthetics






	Basic emotions

	•

	•

	•




	Complex emotions

	•

	•

	•




	Collective emotions

	-

	•

	-




	Mixed emotions

	•

	-

	•




	Moral emotions

	-

	-

	•




	Aesthetic emotions

	-

	-

	•








Because of their larger “cognitive machinery,” humans show greater flexibility than other animals in choosing their actions when “emoting.” Human emotions involve wide cultural differences in emotional practices (Mesquita, Vissers, & De Leersnyder, 2015) which are reflected also in how music relates to emotions (Becker, 2004). Given our greater intellect, reason, and culture we may be tempted to think that emotions are somehow less important in human life, but make no mistake: emotions are still the prime motivators of behavior in everyday life. As pointed out by Donald Hebb, our intellect is the humble servant of our emotions and instincts (Hebb, 1949).

Emotions are clearly involved in everything we consider important in life. The problem is to explain how music fits into this perspective. How and why does a piece of music engage the ancient emotion circuits which contributed to our survival throughout evolution? A first clue comes from recognizing the “dual functionality” of emotions.

In this book, I will adopt a view on emotion advocated by psychologist Keith Oatley, who argues that emotions are really “communications”: they convey information—to ourselves (internally) and to others (externally) (Oatley, 1992; cf. Darwin, 1998/1872):


1.Internally, emotions function as signals in the brain that some change of priority is needed. Such signals are required in any system that consists of “modules” which specialize in specific types of activity and are somewhat autonomous. (For example, you can presumably walk and check your cellphone at the same time because the motor control of your body can be handled independently of the visual analysis of your latest text message.)



However, modular systems require coordination. Because they work with multiple goals simultaneously, there is a need for interruption when one goal suddenly becomes more urgent than the one that is controlling the current psychological process. (For example, when you suddenly realize that you are about to walk over a cliff, the text message on your phone does not appear so important anymore. An interruption signal is needed to shift your priorities.)

Given that we often have multiple (and sometimes conflicting) goals, the idea is that emotions arose initially to help organisms prioritize between distinct behavior options under conditions of limited time, knowledge, or cognitive resources; that is, “when no fully rational solution is available for a problem of action, a basic emotion functions to prompt us in a direction that is better than a random choice” (Johnson-Laird & Oatley, 1992, p. 201). Specifically, emotions prompt us in a direction which has proved successful in our evolutionary past (e.g., fleeing in the face of apparent danger).

Although emotions do not specify either exactly what has happened or exactly what should be done about what has happened, they make us inclined to behave in certain manner (e.g., approach, avoid). It is easy to see now why categories are needed. Emotions function to guide decisions about future behaviors. A continuous dimension of, say, valence is all very nice, but how are you going to use it? Exactly how much is enough to motivate a change in our behavior? We need some “cut-off” or “stop rule” to make a decision . Once we have that, we have a category boundary (Juslin, 2013b). In short, categories aid inferences and decision-making (Markman & Rein, 2013).


2.Externally, expressions of emotions convey crucial information to other individuals and affect social interactions. For example, if you can infer another speaker’s emotion, you may also be able to understand or predict his or her behavior; your own emotional expression can in turn influence that person’s behavior (Juslin, Laukka, & Bänziger, 2018). Communication of emotions is thus believed by some scholars to lie at the very core of social organization in humans (Buck, 2014). Communication of emotions is of crucial importance in music as well (see Part II).



This dual functionality of the emotions (internal versus external) is linked to a distinction already hinted at several times in previous sections.

4.9 Perception versus Arousal of Emotion

Thus far, my discussion has largely focused on emotional reactions (e.g., that you feel joyful), but there is another way in which emotions can be related to music. This leads us to a distinction of key importance for the field (e.g., Meyer, 1956), which may be traced to ancient Greece (Cook & Dibben, 2010) and is encountered in both Western and non-Western cultures (Becker, 2001).

On the one hand, you may simply perceive (or recognize) a certain emotion “expressed” or “represented” in the music (e.g., you may recognize sadness expressed in a funeral march I play for you on the piano). On the other hand, you may feel an emotion in yourself (e.g., you can become truly moved to sadness when you hear the ballad “Someone Like You” by Adele). Indeed, Aristotle argued, in the Poetics, that works of art both represent emotions and induce them in the spectator.5

How can we conceive of these two processes in the case of music? It is all about information occurring in musical events. As noted by Eric Clarke (2005), listeners can “pick up” a number of different kinds of information (cf. Gibson, 1979) from a musical event. They might hear concrete things, such as which instrument is playing. They may be able to deduce something about the skill level of the performer. In some cases, they may recognize the performer of the music, or in the case of “live” music, even the very concert at which it was recorded. Further, the sounds may specify a certain cultural context (e.g., Western music), style (e.g., free jazz), and perhaps a period (e.g., the late 1950s), as gleaned from sound quality and recording technology.

Some of the information in a musical event might relate to emotion, but it can do so in two different ways. Perception of emotion involves (merely “cognitive”) detection of emotional meaning (“expression”) in a musical event (see Part II). Thus, for instance, you might detect sadness in the slow movement of Beethoven’s “Eroica” symphony. The induction or arousal of emotion, by contrast, involves detection of information that has what I will call emotional implications—information that for one reason or another warrants an emotional reaction (Part III). This second type of information sometimes overlaps with that of perceived emotions (see the contagion mechanism in Part III which involves a response to the expression in the music).

Arousal of emotions more frequently involves a distinct type of information not related to the perceived emotions (if any) in the music. (To illustrate, a piece of music might arouse an emotional memory, which does not in any way reflect the emotions perceived in the music.)

I have previously referred to this distinction as the “locus” of the emotion (Juslin & Zentner, 2002, p. 11): “Is the emotion in the music or in the listener?” However, this way of putting it is ultimately misleading because both perception and arousal of emotions are psychological processes that occur “in the listener”; both depend on various structural features of the music; and both may occur together sometimes while listening to music.

Yet, it is important to distinguish them for at least three reasons. First, their underlying mechanisms could be different. Second, measuring aroused emotion is more difficult than measuring perceived emotion, and requires a different set of methods (Chapter 15). Third, the types of emotions usually expressed and perceived in music may be different from the set of emotions usually aroused by music. Even during a given listening episode, the emotion you perceive in the music (e.g., sadness) might be different from the emotion you feel as a result of perceiving the same music (e.g., nostalgia) (e.g., Taruffi & Koelsch, 2014).

The distinction between perceived emotion and aroused emotion is, of course, not unique to music. Consider facial expressions: you may simply recognize a facial expression of joy in a stranger’s face or you may experience joy yourself—for instance, if the smile occurs in the face of your own child. There is evidence of a differential responding in the brain, too:

Tor Wager and co-workers analyzed a large number of brain-imaging studies of emotion, and were able to conclude that perception and arousal of emotions involve “peak activations” of different areas of the brain (Wager, Barrett, Bliss-Moreau, Lindquist, … Mize, 2008; see also Juslin & Sakka, in press). This supports the notion that these are distinct psychological processes (Davidson, 1995).

Some of the confusion in the field of music and emotion has been due to a failure to clearly distinguish these two processes, both theoretically and empirically. (For further discussion, see Gabrielsson, 2002.) Music listeners are not always aware of—or concerned about—this distinction in everyday life. Still, studies show that they can make the distinction, if properly instructed.

In a study by Marcel Zentner, Didier Grandjean, and Klaus Scherer (2008), several hundred people were required to rate a large set of emotion terms for the frequency with which they perceived and felt each to music. By asking for both types of response simultaneously, they reduced the risk that listeners would be misconstruing the arousal question as a perception question. Music was rated as particularly effective in arousing certain emotions (e.g., calm). Other emotions were more likely to be perceived than felt (e.g., angry). Consider your own responses: you can perhaps feel admiration when you hear a great piece of music, but rarely do instrumental pieces of music express admiration.

The distinction between perception and arousal of emotion is used to organize this book. Part II explores how listeners perceive emotions expressed in the music, whereas Part III focuses on how music arouses felt emotions in listeners. I should add that though perception and arousal of emotion are different processes, they often co-occur—and may indeed influence each other in a number of different ways (see Chapter 32).

With these conceptual foundations in place, we are now ready to explore the relationship between music and emotion in more depth.



1Backward masking is a technique that involves presenting one visual stimulus (a “mask”) immediately after another brief (circa 30 milliseconds) “target” visual stimulus, resulting in a failure consciously to perceive the first stimulus.

2These are sometimes referred to as “theories.
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