
Why is Music a Language of Spirituality?

Author(s): Iris M. Yob

Source: Philosophy of Music Education Review , Vol. 18, No. 2 (Fall 2010), pp. 145-151

Published by: Indiana University Press

Stable URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2979/pme.2010.18.2.145

 
REFERENCES 
Linked references are available on JSTOR for this article: 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2979/pme.2010.18.2.145?seq=1&cid=pdf-
reference#references_tab_contents 
You may need to log in to JSTOR to access the linked references.

JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide 
range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and 
facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org. 
 
Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at 
https://about.jstor.org/terms

Indiana University Press  is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access to 
Philosophy of Music Education Review

This content downloaded from 
�������������46.177.72.232 on Mon, 17 Feb 2020 09:01:29 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2979/pme.2010.18.2.145
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2979/pme.2010.18.2.145?seq=1&cid=pdf-reference#references_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2979/pme.2010.18.2.145?seq=1&cid=pdf-reference#references_tab_contents


© Philosophy of Music Education Review, 18, no. 2 (Fall 2010)

Why is Music a Language of 
spirituaLity?
IrIs M. Yob
Walden University
Iris.yob@waldenu.edu

The basic thesis explored in this paper is that rather than seeing spirituality as 
a byproduct of music, the other arts, and religion, music, the other arts, and re-
ligion might be seen as a byproduct of spirituality—hence, the proposition that 
music is a language of spirituality. If that is the case, there are twin dangers: 
talk of “wholism” can obscure the distinctly human capacity of spirituality 
and constructions of spirit as one element of the old dualisms or tripartisms 
can separate spirituality from the context of body and mind. If music is a lan-
guage of spirituality understood as a distinct but contextualized expression of 
the spirit, the primary implications for music education are that some parts of 
music education might be conducted at a non-discursive, non-rational level 
and constructivist pedagogical approaches may be called for.

In conversation with a vocal ensemble director from the former Ussr, I was 
struck with his description of the effects of performing religious music which his 
group did from time to time. This man, a card-carrying member of the Commu-
nist Party with no religious affiliation, was definite about describing the experi-
ence as a spiritual one. A couple of things are interesting about his description. 
First, he makes a quite clear distinction between the religious and the spiritual; in 
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his mind these two are different kinds of experience; through the medium of reli-
gious music he and his ensemble members enjoyed a spiritual and not a religious 
experience. This distinction is significant. The second interesting element in his 
description is the connection he implicitly makes between music and spiritual-
ity. This assumption is one I will explore in this paper by asking, Why is music a 
language of spirituality? In the final analysis the answer to this question may very 
well rest on what we mean when we talk about spirituality.

The question becomes incredibly complex when one begins to inquire into 
the word “spirituality,” for it appears there are many kinds of spirituality.1 Cath-
erine Albanese began an inquiry with her students and others about the meaning 
of the term spirituality and found that it

has been called the depth dimension of life or the values at one’s core center. 
It has been linked to artistic creativity and to feelings of beyondness and sepa-
ration from society or, by contrast, to feelings of close communion with oth-
ers. It has been associated with stillness, silence, and peace, and, alternately, 
with ecstatic surges of feeling and exuberant shouts. And significantly . . . it 
has been called a vehicle for meeting what is sacred.2

running the spectrum from deep silence to ecstatic shouts, from isolation to 
communion, spirituality is a difficult phenomenon to nail down. In the collec-
tion of readings from her project, American Spiritualities, Albanese does not pry 
spirituality away from religion but describes it as “the personal, experiential ele-
ment in religion”3 whether that religion is collective or individual, or centered on 
God, or the self, or Nature, or an Ideal worth dying for. one reason for doing this 
seems to be based on the historical review she gives where new or different spiri-
tualities are seen as responses to or manifestations of what is essentially religious 
and building onto religious traditions. With such an encompassing view of what 
religion is, coming as it does from a scholar of religion, this comes as no surprise, 
and clearly there is some kind of link between religion and spirituality. 

However, rather than claiming that each spirituality is a manifestation of re-
ligion, it might be just as easily argued that each religion is a manifestation of 
spirituality. In other words, what would happen if we looked on spirituality as a 
capacity characteristic of humanness, one which is able to produce a rich variety 
of spiritual manifestations rather than looking on the manifestations themselves 
as though they were spirituality itself. such a reversal in thinking has immediate 
advantages: it frees spirituality from the domain of religion and makes room for 
other possible spiritual manifestations and, freed from all the accoutrements of 
religion and other spiritual products, such a view permits us to pay closer atten-
tion to the human spirit as the source of such manifestations, taking the attention 
away from institutions and putting it on human being.
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Using Albanese as an example still, she describes spirituality “as a kind or 
quality of ‘knowledge,’ ” albeit a knowledge that stands “for lived encounters that 
involve people as whole human beings . . . .” This brief statement illustrates two 
steps typically taken when talking about spirituality. The first is to link spirituality 
with the cognitive realm as a “way of knowing” giving rise to a particular kind of 
knowledge or meaning. In this case, spirituality is indistinguishable in human 
experience from other ways of knowing such as scientific or mathematical or 
historical thinking except that they each have their own discipline-based rules for 
making meaning and their own particular subject areas.

The other common step is to slide into talk about “wholism,” where mind, 
body, and soul coalesce into a monolithic humanness. This reflects the under-
standing that mind, body, and soul do not operate in isolation from each other, 
for in spiritual manifestations the body and mind are likely to be implicated. I 
accept this, but want to note that that in wholism, spirituality loses its distinctive-
ness and is absorbed into an undifferentiated singularity. The Cartesian dualism 
which leads into talk about spirituality in terms of the reasoning and knowing 
mind is partly overcome by this new talk of wholism in human nature, but while 
both dualism and wholism are potentially rich avenues of research and thought 
neither approach gives full and specific focus to spirituality per se. 

Herein perhaps lies one of the challenges of our times. As Albanese and oth-
ers have indicated, there is indeed a renewed interest in spirituality, but how do 
we talk about it? We have a well developed language for talking in dualistic terms 
and an increasing comfort with wholism, but talk of spirituality is hampered on 
a number of fronts. Primarily, the extant language is drawn from ancient times 
and does not always reflect well present understandings or integrate with current 
conceptions of self, other, human being, the transcendent, self-actualization, cre-
ativity, centeredness, and so on. From the ancient Hebrews, we have the idea of 
soul as “an animated body”4 when God breathed into Adam the breath of life, 
a conception limited by its inevitable congruence with physicality and simply 
being alive. The Greek conception was of “an incarnated soul,”5 where spirit is 
something uncorporeal or pre-existent and eternal infused in the human being, 
an idea that is difficult to sustain with current psychological understandings.

Yet, many human activities cannot be explained only in terms of mind and 
body. A personal code of ethics is more than reasoned rules and behaviors that 
comply with them. religion is more than theology and ritual enactments. Caring 
about another is more than making deliberated choices and engaging in helpful 
acts. The arts are more than cognitions brought into form by wielding brushes, 
chisels, and batons. Music is more than the expression of mental states through 
the production of sound. Certainly the body and mind are implicated, but de-
spite prolonged efforts through centuries of theoretical and philosophical debate, 
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we have not yet been able to unravel that “something more” that we intuitively 
know is there in a significant way in all of these endeavors. Interestingly, while 
academia has hesitated to claim a place of the soul, every day understanding has 
never quite surrendered it.

What is clear, however, is that if we begin with the notion of spirituality as 
a human capacity capable of being expressed in a rich array of religious, semi-
religious, and non-religious manifestations, we begin to see how productive and 
creative spirituality is. For instance, each religious manifestation of spirituality is 
articulated by its own beliefs, rituals, values, hopes, commitments, encounters 
with the sacred, and so on. And there is room for each to be shaped by cultural 
and historical influences and individual preferences and choices. 

From here, it is just a small step toward seeing the possibility for other kinds of 
equally richly differentiated spiritual expressions. And this is where it is possible 
to see a direct connection between spirituality and the arts, among other human 
endeavors. The same human force that gives rise to bountiful religious expres-
sions may also give rise to just as bountiful artistic expressions. susanne Langer 
among others recognized that the various aspects of religion, especially its mythi-
cal and ritual elements, shared common roots with the arts including music. 

If both music and religion are manifestations of human spirituality, then it 
is not surprising that music and religion have often accompanied each other. 
Estelle Jorgensen has explored the relationship between particular kinds of reli-
gious experience—mythical, mystical, prophetic, and ecstatic—and music and 
has identified the different kinds of music that could exemplify and celebrate 
each of these kinds of experience.6 Carr has performed a similar analysis, find-
ing connections between music and spiritual experiences described in terms of 
ecstasy and transport, consolation, motivation, healing, emotional order and ex-
pression, devotion, and transcendence, and even connections with music that is 
apparently purposeless.7 It should be noted here, though, that both writers find 
problematic aspects in their analyses for music education: Jorgensen is concerned 
about whether the categories of her analysis are indeed multicultural and about 
the indistinct division between religious/spiritual musical expressions for public 
schooling in the UsA and Carr is concerned about both the appropriateness and 
possibility of using music for spiritual formation in schools. 

Addressing the issue of what is meant by saying that a piece of music is spiri-
tual, Carr raises several questions: What does it mean to say that a piece of music 
has spiritual qualities and are such claims made consistently.8 And even though 
we, like him, are drawn to ascriptions of spirituality to music, we inevitably end 
up without satisfactory answers to the questions he raises. This may suggest that 
we are going about this from the wrong direction or from the wrong starting point 
and so maybe our questions are the wrong questions. What would happen to our 
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inquiry if we began with the premise that spirituality does not reside in the music 
but in the music maker and the music listener? Then maybe these epistemic 
questions would give way to ontological ones. 

This is the conclusion that Elena Packalén moves toward in her exploration 
of the relation between music and emotion and what this relationship might have 
to do with music education. Through a discussion of whether there can be truth 
in claims about emotions in music, she concludes that music may very well be 
“a sounding image of human mental states” and possibly “yield insight into our 
inner life” thereby, incidentally, giving “a reason for the importance of music in 
our lives.”9 but one important point she reminds us of from Peter Kivy’s work is 
that it is strange that there is a long tradition of insisting that music is primarily 
about the emotions when few if any composers deliberately set out to write a 
piece of music about them.10

I see here the same kind of struggle with finding the right language to talk 
about what music is about as there is in talk about what spirituality is about and 
again a falling into cognitive terms such as knowing, mental states, propositions, 
and truth claims. Again, we might need new terms and metaphors to enhance 
our descriptions: somehow the notions of “feeling” and “emotion,” while they 
seem to come close to describing what music is about do not entirely satisfy. In 
fact, Nelson Goodman may be closer to the mark when he sees emotion not 
as an object of artistic expression but more as a tool for examining aesthetic 
experience.11 

In the end, Carr concludes that if the surviving justification for music educa-
tion resides in the fact that “works of music or other art have spiritual significance 
by virtue of affording unique access to insights or experiences that somehow tran-
scend the purely empirical,”12 we are left with a pedagogical difficulty. As he 
says, 

For if, like the experiences of the mystics, access to such spiritual experiences 
is only available in ways or forms—in this case musical works—that defy lin-
guistic or other forms of rational expression or articulation, then it is hard to 
see how one might set about educating others about them in any very clear 
pedagogical sense: whereof we cannot speak, we must indeed be silent.13 

I am sympathetic to this dilemma. As educators we want to be able to speak about 
music in ways that explain it to us and guide us in our teaching. If we approach 
this subject from the point of view that spirituality is a human capacity and al-
though functioning in conjunction with mind and body, it is going to defy “lin-
guistic and other forms of rational expression” for these are primarily products of 
mind. Packalén concludes that it is impossible to aim for truth in claims about 
what music expresses but she does suggest that music can nevertheless be “truth-
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ful to human inner life.”14 The matter of truth is an epistemic matter, a matter 
of mind and reason; the matter of experiential and existential truthfulness could 
very well be a matter of soul. While we must remain silent if that means talking 
about music’s meaningfulness in rational terms, it might be possible that spiritu-
ality has own languages and music is one of them. so the question is chiefly not 
How can we talk about spiritual music? but How does music talk for the soul?

If this is the case, and music is a language of spirituality, what then might be 
the implications for music educators? A first consideration is that if we have soul 
as well as mind and body, then spirit is in the classroom whether we acknowl-
edge it or not, whether we are religious or not, whether we nurture it or not, or 
whether the laws of the land prohibit it or not. That said, our role might very 
well look different from our role in educating the mind (and the body for that 
matter) for the very reason Carr has suggested: the usual propositions and claims, 
scientific method and empirical verification, rational logic, critical analyses, and 
consistency in our claims might not apply. of course, there is a great deal about 
music education that does look much like education in mathematics and the 
physical and social sciences. The history and theory of music, musical analysis, 
compositional approaches, performance guidelines and the like are both ratio-
nal and empirically based and taught as knowledges. but as a language of the 
spirit, music may very well operate under different rules. It may be easy to dismiss 
spiritual musical meaning-making as irrational (that is, illogical and unreason-
able) when in fact it may rather be unrational (that is, the rules of reason in the 
Western tradition simply do not apply). In fact, talking about spiritual music is a 
second order activity: the first order is music talking for spirit. 

A possibility and challenge for music educators is in discerning how to em-
ploy music as a spiritual language. In some instances, it may come down to en-
couraging responses to music that are not discursive at all; maybe the response to 
music will be more music, or endeavors to perform music excellently within the 
practice of one’s tradition, or an interest in listening to more music, or maybe the 
response will appear in another spiritual language such as the visual or perform-
ing arts or religious devotion.

Yet, while music as a spiritual language may have its own operating prin-
ciples, still largely to be determined, and require its own unique pedagogies when 
employed for spiritual nurture, in another sense, teaching music may also mirror 
some of the best practices in education in general. There is very little we can 
put into learners’ minds as instructors. We can explain, demonstrate, instruct, 
lecture, and show, but ultimately what is learned is what is taken in, sorted and 
sifted, and connected and reconstructed against past learnings, guided by the 
needs and interests of the learners themselves, who will accommodate and as-
similate the new with the old. In a parallel way, there may be little we can put 
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into learner’s souls. our primary task here as in the nurture of the mind may be 
to provide opportunities for learners to discover and construct meaning, facilitat-
ing their learning while knowing that our interventions are always circumscribed 
by their past understandings and present intentions, needs, interests, and will to 
learn. so if we accept that our students are spiritual beings, one significant thing 
we may be able do to nurture them spiritually is to immerse them in such things 
as music performance, music listening, and music composing to lead them to-
ward skill and facility in using this spiritual language. 

Notes
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