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Letter from the Editors 
Julia Minarik & Raciel Cuevas 

Dear ASAGE Readers, 

We thank you for your continued support of the American Society for Aesthetics Graduate E-Journal, 
which is now in its thirteenth edition in 2021. This issue contains an article and two fast philosophy 
submissions with replies.  

The first piece is an article by Dan Apadula (SUNY Stony Brook) entitled “Rethinking Repetition: 
Accessing the Sonorous in the Semantic.” In this paper, Apadula analyzes and challenges the typical 
conceptualization of the phenomenon of semantic satiation. Semantic satiation is often characterized 
as a negative process: removing the meaning of a word temporarily through repetition.  Apadula argues 
instead that in instances of semantic satiation, “The word’s slippage qua word does not leave it empty, 
but instead unlocks its aesthetic appearance as sound and image” (Apadula, 2021). This is a novel and 
beautifully written piece.  

The second piece is a fast philosophy article by Noah Jerge (San Diego State) entitled “Heidegger and 
the Indescribability of Noise Music.” In this work, Jerge muses on the genre of noise music “as 
performed by artists such as Masami Akita, Ron Lessard, Kazumoto Endo, and Lasse Marhaug” 
(Jerge, 2021). Jerge’s piece focuses on shedding light on an argument by Jones, who claims that the 
experience of listening to noise music is distinctly indescribable. Jerge suggests that Heidegger’s 
account of the initial impressions of sounds in Being and Time can offer a possible explanation for the 
indescribability of noise music.  

This issue includes two replies to Jerge’s piece, the first is from Prof. Jennifer Judkins (UCLA Music). 
Judkins agrees that noise music is difficult to describe and is generally in favor of the direction of 
Jerge’s investigations. Judkins notes that an account of the ontology of noise music may be necessary 
to refine the debate, and that Jerge should further develop his notion of musical alienation. The second 
reply to Jerge is from Jason Cutmore (Temple). Cutmore’s reply asks whether the initial problem raised 
by Jones and taken up by Jerge—whether noise music is uniquely indescribable—is in fact a problem 
at all.  

The second fast philosophy article by Eric Wilkinson (McGill) entitled “The Pragmatic Constraint 
and Revisionary Ontologies of Art” is a commentary on Anders Pettersson’s book The Idea of a Text 
and the Nature of Textual Meaning. Wilkinson challenges Pettersson’s rejection of David Davies’s 
Pragmatic Constraint on the ontology of art, suggesting instead that he should embrace it. 

The reply to Wilkinson’s piece is from Anders Pettersson (Umeå universitet) who defends his choice 
to criticize the pragmatic constraint from Wilkinson’s objections.  
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This issue is the first to include articles in our new fast philosophy submission format. A fast 
philosophy submission raises a question or presents a nascent idea or novel topic in aesthetics in a 
maximum of 1000 words. Replies to initial submission are then solicited in order to start a discussion 
between graduate students and professors. The initial submission and replies are then published as a 
set. We envision the fast philosophy submission format as an online supplement to the kind of 
research development often done at conferences, where students can make connections and share 
resources, develop and refine their arguments, and strengthen papers to submit to other journals for 
publication. 

The Editors at ASAGE want to ensure that the journal is providing graduate students with useful 
opportunities for career and research development and fostering community. Thus far we have done 
this by being a venue where graduate students can publish while retaining copyright over their work. 
With the introduction of fast philosophy, we hope to turn ASAGE into a place where graduate 
students can share their new ideas, develop them further, and engage in written dialogues with other 
graduate students.  

Our primary goal is to make ASAGE useful to graduate students in aesthetics and the philosophy of 
art. If you have suggestions for ways the journal can be improved, including content that you would 
like to see featured, submission formats that you think would be beneficial, or suggestions for how 
we can run the space more effectively, please let us know at 
asa.graduate.ejournal@gmail.com.  
Thank you for reading. 

JULIA MINARIK, Managing Editor 
University of Manitoba  
asa.graduate.ejournal@gmail.com 

RACIEL CUEVAS, Assistant Editor 
Temple University 
asa.graduate.ejournal@gmail.com 

mailto:asa.graduate.ejournal@gmail.com
mailto:asa.graduate.ejournal@gmail.com
mailto:asa.graduate.ejournal@gmail.com
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Rethinking Repetition:  
Accessing the Sonorous in the Semantic 
Dan Apadula 
 
 
The psychological phenomenon of semantic satiation—by which repetition of a single word seems to strip the word of its 
meaning—prima facie supports Derrida’s characterization of repetition as deadening in Plato’s Pharmacy. Writing, 
the patricidal son of the living speech, performs its task of replacing and overcoming its predecessor by means of repetition. 
In much the same way, the repeated word, usually imbued with dynamic meaning within the context of language, 
apparently transforms into a foreign and meaningless sound. Yet, in true Derridean fashion, repetition can also take on 
the exact opposite role, fostering the growth of a living idea, e.g., in practicing while learning to play an instrument. Does 
this mean there are “good” and “bad” kinds of repetition? Perhaps, but maybe these poles can be harmonized in a single 
concept of repetition by rethinking meaning itself, looking for the potential for musicality in language, beyond the mere 
definition of a word. Instead of resignation to repetition as a pharmakon, we can consider it as a tool for disclosure of 
meaning. In semantic satiation, then, where it distances a word from its definition, repetition simultaneously facilitates 
perception of the same word’s aesthetic sonority. 
 
Repetition; repetition; repetition. The more I focus on this word—or any word in particular—the 
more it seems to slip away from me as a word with a discrete definition. In the single, contextual 
utterance, “repetition” is a noun that signifies the repeating of something already said, already written, 
already done. But the more I see it, or the more I hear it (internally or externally) the more this word’s 
other, previously hidden characteristics come to the fore. “Repetition” has a shape when written out 
on the page. “Repetition” has a rhythm, a sonorous continuity of one syllable to the next. “Repetition” 
has a melody, an intangible yet audible flow of inflection in speech. These dimensions beyond the 
noun itself rise to perception in the repetition of “repetition.” The word’s slippage qua word does not 
leave it empty, but instead unlocks its aesthetic appearance as sound and image. 
 Common analysis of this phenomenon, called semantic satiation, often characterizes it as a 
negative, subtracting process, disregarding the emergence of the aesthetic. In their psychological study 
of its effects, Rabindranath Kanungo and W.E. Lambert say semantic satiation “refers to a loss of 
meaning or a reduction in the effectiveness of verbal material following its continued overt repetition 
or its prolonged visual fixation.”1 In other words, it does not disclose the musical, aesthetic traits of 
the word referenced above; rather, it strips away the word’s definitional meaning, ostensibly the only 
trait of any import. Semantic satiation apparently renders the word meaningless; as a foundational unit 
of language, it is annihilated.  

Examining different languages turns up similar results. In learning to write the Mandarin 
Chinese language—set apart from English in several ways, including the usage of characters and the 

 
1 Rabindranath Kanungo and W.E. Lambert, “Semantic Satiation and Meaningfulness,” The American Journal of Psychology 76, no. 3 

(1963): 421; emphasis mine. 
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way pitch informs meaning—children “begin by motioning the characters with sweeping gestures of 
the arm and hand.”2 As a result, unlike in the traditional methodology in learning to write in English, 
the words “are remembered as gestures, not as images...the physical trace is almost an incidental by-
product, since it is the movement of forming it that counts.”3 Regardless of the disparity in how 
speakers adopt the language, satiation can cause the same destabilizing loss of meaning. In this case, 
the repetition is visual: “Chinese readers commonly report that staring at a character for a long time 
can lead to the disconcerting sensation that it is falling apart into randomly disposed elements...far 
from being formed under the impress of such visual surveillance, the written character is undone by 
it.”4 Just as audible repetition alienates the spoken word from our attempts to comprehend it, the 
visual repetition of staring disassembles the written word into a puzzle of lines and the spaces between 
lines. 

Through the critique of writing in the Phaedrus, Plato echoes these concerns about repetition. 
In the dialogue’s context, writing is inert, unable to formulate its own content or postulate its own 
meaning, i.e., its own liveliness, when compared to dynamic, “living” speech. Instead, writing repeats, 
banished to the shadowy outlines reflecting its counterpart. 

Plato issues this critique through the myth of Theuth, the god of writing. As Socrates tells it, 
when Theuth presents his craft to Ammon-Ra, the king of the gods, the latter contends that “it will 
introduce forgetfulness into the soul of those who learn it: they will not practice using their memory 
because they will put their trust in writing...you have not discovered a potion for remembering, but 
for reminding.”5 The king’s accusation weighs particularly heavily in the dialogue’s context, given the 
epistemological primacy of remembering, or recollection, in the Platonic corpus. As such, what the 
king and Socrates describe as writing’s hindrance of memory (by promoting the creation of a static 
inscription to which the writer can always return) constitutes a grave offense against language, 
meaning, and truth. 

In this way, the Platonic criticism lends credence to the popular analysis of semantic satiation: 
repetition destroys meaning, condemning the once-living word to death. Yet in other contexts, do we 
not also see repetition in a better light? Consider the repetition of practice, whereby I learn a musical 
instrument; consider the repetition of insistence, whereby I assert the importance of a single idea and 
demand the other’s understanding. Repetition nurtures and scaffolds other aspects of human life, such 
that we must deem our discussion thus far as insufficient. 

The philosophical tradition since Plato has done some work to rescue repetition. Jacques 
Derrida and Gilles Deleuze, in particular, describe repetition as possessive of two sides: a type of 
repeating which deadens, as Socrates describes it, coexisting with a type that imbues meaning into the 
repeated object. While this split brings us closer to the truth of the repetitive phenomenon, it still 
misunderstands the supposedly “negative” side of repetition. Recall the musical and aesthetic sonority 
I appealed to above: repetition is particularly suited to reveal this facet of the word, written or spoken. 
Therefore, I propose no division of “good” and “bad” repetition, but a repetition that discloses meaning 

 
2 Tim Ingold, Lines (London: Routledge, 2016), 138. 
3 Ingold, Lines, 139. 
4 Ingold, Lines, 139. 
5 Plato, Phaedrus, in A Plato Reader, ed. C.D.C. Reeve, trans. Alexander Nehamas and Paul Woodruff, (Indianapolis: Hackett 

Publishing, 2012), 275a. 
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in every case. Wherever repetition does not present the benefits of practice or insistence, repetition 
unveils the sonorous element concealed within the semantic. 

We begin our elucidation of this new repetition with Søren Kierkegaard’s valorization of 
repetition (appropriately enough, under the repetitive pseudonym of “Constantin Constantinus”). He 
juxtaposes it with the aforementioned Platonic doctrine of recollection: “just as [the Greeks] taught 
that all knowing is a recollecting, modern philosophy will teach that all life is a repetition.”6 For him, 
repetition reinforces human experience, necessarily contributing to its cognizability and digestibility: 
“what would life be if there were no repetition? Who could want to be a tablet on which time writes 
something new every instant or to be a memorial volume of the past?...If God himself had not willed 
repetition, the world would not have come into existence.”7 Repetition, then, residing between the 
poles of blistering unfamiliarity and paralyzing stasis, conditions temporal reality for us. The capacity 
to repeat, to call forth a new iteration of an old thing, marks the passage of time while ensuring its 
comprehensibility.  

In Kierkegaard’s schema, repetition catalyzes a reality that not only conforms to our 
understanding, but also promotes our flourishing. As he sees it, the shift of philosophy’s focus from 
recollection to repetition reflects a worthwhile reorientation towards the future and away from the 
past. “Repetition and recollection,” he writes, “are the same movement, except in opposite directions, 
for what is recollected has been, is repeated backward, whereas genuine repetition is recollected 
forward.”8 The temporal direction of each movement transforms this apparently reciprocal 
relationship into an opposition—one in which we can unabashedly value one term over the other. 
The recollective dwelling in the past implies an unsatisfied longing, while repetition places me in the 
undeniable present: “repetition’s love is in truth the only happy love. Like recollection’s love, it does 
not have the restlessness of hope, the uneasy adventurousness of discovery, but neither does it have 
the sadness of recollection—it has the blissful security of the moment.”9 Security and bliss go hand-
in-hand with repetition’s assurance of our categorization of time. It guarantees that causes have effects, 
that the sun will rise and set tomorrow in the same way it did today, and that my breath and my 
heartbeat will sustain me without my intention. 

At this juncture, we have Kierkegaard’s “good,” meaningful repetition and Plato’s “bad,” 
meaningless repetition in front of us: Derrida discerns both and marries them at the altar of the 
pharmakon. This Greek word is of crucial importance in the project of Plato’s Pharmacy, which is in part 
Derrida’s reading and criticism of the Phaedrus. When Ammon-Ra disparages Theuth’s invention in 
the Platonic, pseudo-Egyptian myth, Plato uses pharmakon to stand in for the “poison” writing 
supposedly administers to memory. Derrida cautions us, however, noting the ambiguity etymologically 
contained within the term. He explains: “this pharmakon, this ‘medicine,’ this philter, which acts as 
both remedy and poison, already introduces itself into the body of the discourse with all its 
ambivalence. This charm, this spellbinding virtue, this power of fascination, can be—alternately or 
simultaneously—beneficent or maleficent.”10 Derrida endeavors to take Plato at his word, exploring 

 
6 Soren Kierkegaard, Repetition, trans. Howard Hong and Edna Hong (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983), 131. 
7 Kierkegaard, Repetition, 133. 
8 Kierkegaard, Repetition, 131. 
9 Kierkegaard, Repetition, 131-32. 
10 Jacques Derrida, “Plato’s Pharmacy,” in Dissemination, trans. Barbara Johnson (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981), 71. 
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the potential of writing (as a repetitive art) as a pharmakon, containing extremes resembling those I 
have outlined above. Only in the space of the pharmakon, i.e., in the multiple space of fluctuation, does 
the truth of the idea come to light: collapsing to either end “cancels out the resources of ambiguity 
and makes more difficult, if not impossible, an understanding of the context.”11 To appropriately 
entertain the paradigm of repetition as a pharmakon, we must therefore delineate and embrace the 
paradox. 

We begin with Derrida’s extension of the myth of Theuth. He invokes Thoth, the messenger-
god of writing and Theuth’s closest parallel in Egyptian mythology. In the Egyptian lore, Thoth is a 
son of Ra, and thus initially subordinate in the divine hierarchy. Yet this subjugation necessarily gives 
way to Thoth’s ascent to “become the god of the creative word only by metonymic substitution, by 
historical displacement, and sometimes by violent subversion. This type of substitution thus puts 
Thoth in Ra’s place as the moon takes the place of the sun.”12 In the myth as articulated by Socrates, 
writing’s a posteriori repetition doomed it to inadequacy when compared to speech, which was the 
living offspring of the orator. For Derrida, however, writing too is an offspring, utilizing its agency to 
surpass the speech that came before it, persisting in its permanence as the ethereal echo of the spoken 
word fades away. 

By no means does the inevitability of Thoth’s replacement of Ra—or the usage of the 
metaphor of the moon’s replacing the sun—imply that the transition is peaceful. Derrida writes 
explicitly that “this substitution...is nevertheless not lacking in violence,” and further that “it goes 
without saying that the god of writing,” who perpetrates this overthrowing action, “must also be the 
god of death.”13 Thus, Thoth’s violence ensures the realization of both of his godly vocations through 
the same brutal method: in defending and propagating the gift of writing, he murders the speech that 
precedes it. This violent tool, which Thoth necessarily implements in his usurping the throne, is none 
other than the tool of repetition: “as a substitute capable of doubling for the king, the father, the sun, 
and the word, distinguished from these only by dint of representing, repeating, and masquerading, 
Thoth was naturally also capable of totally supplanting them and appropriating all their attributes.”14 
With Derrida’s addendum and reapplication, the myth now classifies writing as subordinate only in 
the image of a genealogical tree; armed with the dagger of repeating, writing fulfills its inscribed destiny 
as the successor and patricidal son of speech. 

Yet for all the discussion of the repetitive logic of writing as violence and tending towards 
death, Derrida insists that the characterization cannot end here; we cannot content ourselves with an 
incomplete vision of the pharmakon. The severing of the connection between writing and the living 
word is performed not by repetition in general, but by one function of the always-dual pharmakon. He 
draws the demarcation between these forms or “moments” of repetition: “a repetition of truth which 
presents and exposes the eidos; and a repetition of death and oblivion which veils and skews because 
it does not present the eidos but re-presents a presentation, repeats a repetition.”15 In other words, 
there exists a repetition that reinforces, even strengthens the being of the thing itself, because the 

 
11 Derrida, “Plato’s Pharmacy,”, 97. 
12 Derrida, “Plato’s Pharmacy,” 89. 
13 Derrida, “Plato’s Pharmacy,” 89; 91. 
14 Derrida, “Plato’s Pharmacy,” 90. 
15 Derrida, “Plato’s Pharmacy,” 135. 
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repetition is always aimed at the truth of the existent. Indeed, this version of repetition undergirds 
truth: “the true is repeated; it is what is repeated in the repetition, what is represented and present in 
the representation.”16 Opposing this force is the repetition of a repetition, or that which directs itself 
to the image of the truth. 

It is this second form that inspires the devaluing of writing as a method of conveying meaning 
and truth. As repetition strays further from the eidos, or the truth of the original idea, it inscribes its 
own inevitable failure within itself; repeating that which has already been repeated leads to a frenzied 
flight from meaning that may end in writing’s repeating nothing. This is what Derrida sees as the 
jeopardization of writing’s potential “path-breaking force” viz. memory and knowledge: its power “is 
cut not by repetition but by the ills of repetition, by that which within repetition is doubled, redoubled, 
that which repeats repetition and in so doing, cut off from ‘good’ repetition (which presents and 
gathers being within living memory), can always, left to itself, stop repeating itself.”17 Like a coiled 
snake consuming its own tail, the “bad” end of the pharmakon of repetition directs its focus towards 
its own demise, not noticing its engagement in the self-destructive process of repeating the repeated 
until the word’s meaning completely unravels. 

Yet is this characterization of the “bad” repetition accurate and exhaustive viz. its relationship 
to the eidos? If we think of the eidos as nothing other than the original meaning of the term subject to 
repetition, then Derrida’s explication above likely suffices. Yet what if we entertain another possibility? 
Perhaps one in which the single word, spoken or written, contains multitudes of repeatable truths that, 
as they rise to the surface of our understanding, obscure others hidden in the deep? These questions 
open a door for the sonorous quality of language, ignored in Derrida’s schema, to sneak in and profess 
its truth. 

There to make the first turn of the doorknob is Deleuze, whose own theorizing about 
repetition shares at least one important trait with that of Derrida: namely, repetition’s simultaneous 
containment of opposing poles, i.e., behavior as a pharmakon. Deleuze writes of a superficial repetition 
of particular objects, like words, co-operating with a repetition of a subject repeating itself that lies beneath. 
He explains: “we are right to speak of repetition when we find ourselves confronted by identical 
elements with exactly the same concept. However, we must distinguish between these discrete 
elements, these repeated objects, and a secret subject, the real subject of repetition, which repeats itself 
through them...we must distinguish two forms of repetition.”18 These forms of repetition, much like 
their Derridean parallels, possess different aims and strongly suggest a valuation of one over the other. 
Comparing the repetition of objects to the repetition of the “secret subject,” Deleuze proposes a litany 
of distinctions that belittle the former and consecrate the latter: “one is negative, occurring by default 
in the concept; the other affirmative, occurring by excess in the Idea. One is conjectural, one is 
categorical. One is static, the other dynamic.”19 The pejorative terms of “negative,” “conjectural,” and 
“static,” especially against their opposites, certainly give an impression that Deleuze, like Derrida, 
believes in a “good” and a “bad” repetition. 

 
16 Derrida, “Plato’s Pharmacy,” 111. 
17 Derrida, “Plato’s Pharmacy,” 135. 
18 Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, trans. Paul Patton (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), 23. 
19 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 24. 
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The most striking Deleuzian articulation of repetition as a pharmakon comes when he writes 
about the exact functions contained in the Greek word itself, considered as a drug that can be poison 
or remedy: “if repetition makes us ill, it also heals us; if it enchains and destroys us, it also frees us, 
testifying in both cases to its ‘demonic’ power.”20  

By way of repetition, the subject “denounces its nominal or general character in favour of a 
more profound and more artistic reality.”21 In the case of repetitive language, this artistic reality 
encompasses the characteristics of the word I introduced at the start: its shape, its rhythm, its melody. 
The word always already possesses this musicality, yet its entanglement in the signification of language 
holds it fast in common usage. Repetition does not instill meaning, but discloses it: referencing Hume, 
Deleuze reminds us that “repetition changes nothing in the object repeated, but does change 
something in the mind which contemplates it.”22 Only the disorienting refocusing accomplished by 
repetition can bring about this change within us, directing us to semantic sonority. 

Wassily Kandinsky corroborates the effect of repetition of the word, particularly in poetry. 
Unsurprisingly, as we discussed above (and know anecdotally), repeating entails the receding of the 
word’s definition: “frequent repetition of a word...deprives the word of its original external 
meaning.”23 This deprivation, however, takes place within private subjectivity, i.e., only for me; the word 
still has a meaning in dictionaries and in conversations, even while its repetition engages and 
destabilizes me. In the event of my perception, “the apt use of a word (in its poetical meaning), 
repetition of this word, twice, three times or even more frequently, according to the need of the poem, 
will not only tend to intensify the inner harmony but also bring to light unsuspected spiritual properties 
of the word itself.”24 In other words, in a situation where repetition betrays the meaning of the word 
as we usually understand it, it still insists upon something. Within the poetic context, this something is 
none other than the spiritual sonority of the word.  

Though we are still left with multiple kinds of repetition, we can disabuse ourselves here of 
any concept of repetition as a subtraction of meaning. Repetition either entrenches us in a definitional 
meaning we usually take for granted or thrusts us into the unusual world of aesthetic language. 
Repetition embraces the pharmakon insofar as its kinds oppose each other, yet it sheds the classification 
as pharmakon insofar as it never poisons.  
 Recall the effect that staring, i.e., visual repetition, has in a symbolic language like Mandarin 
Chinese, dismantling or, more accurately, rearranging the single character into a new object of aesthetic 
experience beyond linguistics. How does the average reader bring herself back into the context of 
language? At this concluding point in our investigation, perhaps the answer is obvious: “before you 
can write [the character] again you have to practise it a few times in order to recover the movement, 
whereupon ... ‘the character re-emerges like a submarine resurfacing from the depths of the sea.’”25 In 
short: only another repetition undoes the work of repetition. Repetition conditions the journey into 
language, the journey into art, and the passageways between the two. Those qualities and qualia that 

 
20 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 19. 
21 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 3; emphasis mine. 
22 Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 70. 
23 Wassily Kandinsky, Concerning the Spiritual in Art, trans. M.T.H. Sadler (New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1977), 15. 
24 Kandinsky, Concerning the Spiritual in Art, 15. 
25 Ingold, 139. 
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we value and pursue, both in others and ourselves, are those which can be repeated. They only have 
need of a repeater. 
 
 
Dan Apadula 
State University of New York at Stony Brook 
dan.w.apadula@gmail.com 
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Heidegger and the Indescribability of Noise 
Music 
Noah Jerge 
 
 
The genre of noise music (as performed by artists such as Masami Akita, Ron Lessard, Kazumoto 
Endo, and Lasse Marhaug) represents a unique (and often alienating) listening experience thanks to 
its apparently wholesale rejection of conventional modes of musical expression. Whether emerging 
out of avant-garde explorations of sounds or attempts to push musical extremes to their limits, noise 
music presents descriptive problems to listeners who struggle to precisely express their experience of 
listening to it. 
 In his essay “Talking About Noise: The Limits of Language,” Kevin Matthew Jones suggests that 
noise music, unlike more traditional styles of music, is uniquely difficult to discuss beyond superficial 
descriptions of the sounds or musings about the very concept of noise music itself. In Jones’ words, 
talking about noise music “was like a brick wall, relying upon descriptive language and perhaps some 
remarks about an artist’s intention.”1 Attempts to overcome this, he felt, often collapsed into the 
“subjective/objective impasse” of being unable to fully express the subjective experience of listening 
to noise in objective terms because “noise [music] defies the kind of objectification that is implicit 
when discussing art.”2 Jones also suggests that noise music demands a more “active” or “meditative” 
focus of attention than is required by other styles of music which, though potentially draining, allows 
“you to become lost in what you’re experiencing.”3 He ultimately concludes that words might be 
unable to communicate this feeling, and that this highly subjective experience requires listening to 
noise music for oneself. Why might this be the case? In Being and Time, Martin Heidegger’s brief 
discussion of our relationship with sounds provides some insights into why the deeply subjective 
experience of listening to noise music might be uniquely difficult to put into words. 

In Being and Time, Heidegger maintains that initial impressions of sounds do not first strike us 
as units of sensory information that are subsequently interpreted and identified, but rather as the sound 
of some entity that is in the world alongside us. As he writes, “what we ‘first’ hear is never noises or 
complexes of sounds, but the creaking wagon, the motor-cycle.”4 For instance, the low rumble heard 
through the window is not first heard as a low rumble, but rather immediately apprehended as the 
sound of a car as it drives down the road. Any attempt to hear a sound solely as “pure noise,” thinks 
Heidegger, will demand that one abstract oneself into “a very artificial and complicated frame of 
mind.”5 Heidegger believes that this illustrates how we are “essentially understanding” beings who are 

 
1 Kevin Matthew Jones, “Talking About Noise: The Limits of Language.” In Fight Your Own War: Power Electronics and Noise Culture, 

ed. Jennifer Wallis (London: Headpress, 2016), 238. 
2 Jones, “Talking About Noise,” 238. 
3 Jones, “Talking About Noise,” 239. 
4 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (New York: Harper Perennial Modern Thought, 

2008), 163. (German pagination) 
5 Heidegger, Being and Time, 164. 
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“proximally alongside what is understood.”6 Our immediate identification of sounds with their sources 
is further illustration, thinks Heidegger, of our integration into the systems of meanings and 
relationships that constitute the world in which we live and act. 

Heidegger’s considerations might provide some insights about why Jones finds noise music 
so difficult to discuss. Noise music often sounds more similar to the sounds of machines, tools, or 
other objects that we interact with in our daily lives than to what is traditionally recognized as music. 
However, unlike the sounds of these machines, tools, or other objects, noise music does not clearly 
imply its source. The ability to immediately associate sounds with their sources, as Heidegger describes, 
requires our being “proximally alongside what is understood.”7 There must be a context, a system of 
associations to relate within. Noise music, it seems, exists outside of this context by creating sounds 
with sources that are either unidentifiable by the listener (as one cannot see or determine via context 
the process by which a given sound is made when listening to a tape or cd), or are identifiable but 
used in such an unorthodox manner as to defy normal associative expectations. The listener is forced 
outside of their everyday system of association for sounds and comes to face nothing but the sound 
itself. Heidegger’s further claim that one must have an “artificial and complicated frame of mind” in 
order to hear “pure noise” implies that the listener, if they wish to be an active experiencer of the 
noise music, must make the unusual effort of focusing their mind on the abstract and strange sounds 
they are hearing.8 As with other unusual or uncommon experiences, focusing on noise music can be 
an enveloping and highly engrossing, yet nevertheless extremely difficult to put into words. The 
experience defies objective description because it is so novel and disorienting. The personal effort 
required to listen to noise music actively goes far to ensnare any feeling in the net of subjectivity, as 
the approach you take to listening and interpreting might be unique to you. Moreover, this additional 
effort might account for why Jones feels that listening to noise music can be “tiring” - one has to really 
concentrate in order to listen well.9 

Likewise, the passive listener of noise music will also have a difficult time precisely describing 
what they hear. Because of the absence of context for the sounds, there is nothing for the passive 
listener to easily grab on to or associate them with. Without attentiveness, noise music can easily fade 
into the back of one’s mind, in the same way that some employ white noise machines to create a 
background, but largely unnoticed, ambiance. Without realizing it, the noise music will pass such a 
listener by, leaving them without much to say apart from vague musings or overly general comments. 

Thus, whether one listens to noise music actively or passively, there will, as Jones suggests, be 
profound difficulties for any attempt to describe the experience. Still, some questions remain. Do 
Heidegger’s words apply differently in the context of live performances of noise music (where the 
production process of the noise is visible) versus recordings (where the production process cannot be 
seen)? Many pieces of noise music also strongly emphasize themes, cover images, and lyrics. How 
might these themes and images affect or facilitate the listening experience? 

 

 
6 Heidegger, Being and Time, 164. 
7 Heidegger, Being and Time, 164. 
8 Heidegger, Being and Time, 164. 
9 Jones, “Talking About Noise,” 239. 
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Reply to Jerge 
Jennifer Judkins 
 
 
Writing about “noise music” is even more demanding than listening to it. Here’s a few thoughts I had 
from a musical perspective. (I speak as someone who has played siren on Varèse’s Ionization, and 
hairdryer on another infinitely less famous work.) I hope my comments are helpful as you go forward. 

Even though the incorporation of “noise” as musical material has been going on for over a 
hundred years in both rock and “classical” music, most readers will not be familiar with its most recent 
iterations. You might briefly remind us about some of that history, beginning with the early twentieth-
century pieces that employed “found sounds,” moving on to John Cage’s works, the tape recordings 
of musique concrète, etc. and finally the experimental musics that are your focus of interest. If you ever 
present this paper, you must play some musical examples. 

The ontological issues presented by noise music are glaring. We hear some organization of 
sounds, and the occasional rhythm. We are aware of different pitches, textures, intensities, and often 
extremely loud volume. Is this “music” or simply an avant-garde sound event? At some point, you 
need to embrace the ontological questions or wall them off with a stipulation. 

As you note, Heidegger’s argument is context-based: we immediately attempt to identify 
sounds with their sources, as the sound of. Noise music today, in contrast, manipulates sounds whose 
origins are unrecognizable: often just sounds, rather than sounds of. I think you have it right that the 
listening is certainly more challenging in noise music, since we struggle to identify musical structures 
or syntax, even as we are meant to understand that these pieces are “composed.” What is interesting 
is that we even keep trying – we persist in listening for musical events. 

One of the points you make strongly is that this music is “difficult to describe.” Noise music 
(and all music, really) is indeed difficult to describe. Yet in these works, listeners are confronted with 
materials that produce reactions much more viscerally uncomfortable than “I can’t describe this.” This 
musical frustration isn’t resolved by “more active attention,” or “listening for oneself.” Heidegger’s 
correct: the disconnection of sounds and sources does require “a very artificial and complicated frame 
of mind.” What really struck me, though, much more than the “indescribability,” was your novel 
comment that noise music “represents a unique (and often alienating) listening experience.” The idea 
of musical alienation seems to speak to the crux of the matter here. 

I think that beginning with Heidegger and the concentrated/attentive listening argument is a 
nice opening salvo, but as you develop the paper, you might want to move on to some contemporary 
research into music and perception to support your argument. Jones offers some good language about 
attention and subjective experience, but it is the psychology and science behind these acts of 
perception that is currently receiving a lot of attention in aesthetics. (Only a few aestheticians are 
comfortable with a foot in each of these fields. Jenefer Robinson’s and Bence Nanay’s work is some 
of the very best.) 

I really appreciated your queries in regard to live performance and the inclusion of images. 
The importance of being able to see the means of production, to the extent possible, would seem to 
have a similar impact here as it does in more conventional music. (Jerrold Levinson and Stephen 
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Davies have done some nice work on the significance of production means.) Thank you for an 
interesting, thoughtful paper!  
 
P.S. Yes. Album covers have always mattered. 
 
 
Jennifer Judkins 
University of California, Los Angeles 
jjudkins5@gmail.com 
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Reply to Jerge 
Jason Cutmore 
 
 
I am grateful to “Heidegger and the Indescribability of Noise Music” for introducing me to the musical 
genre known as ‘noise music.’ This essay addresses an issue raised by Kevin Matthew Jones, that of 
whether the experience of noise music can be translated into natural language and described in non-
superficial ways. On Jerge’s account, Jones believes that the experience of noise music, unlike other 
music, is too “subjective” to be able to convey “in objective terms.” Jerge concurs with Jones that the 
experience of noise music is “uniquely difficult to put into words,” and believes that Heidegger’s 
philosophical account of our immediate phenomenal experience of sounds can help to explain this 
musical peculiarity. At the end of this elegant and succinctly argued essay, Jerge helpfully points to 
some further questions raised by this research. 
 However, before these further questions, or the potential for Heidegger’s phenomenology to 
illuminate the main issue, can arise as concerns I would wonder first whether the central problem 
raised in this essay has been sufficiently motivated. For example, it is not entirely clear to me what 
Jones means by saying that noise music, or the experience of it, cannot easily be described in words. 
Is the difficulty really different from other absolute (non-programmatic) music in that regard?  
 The challenge, for Jones, is “to fully express the subjective experience of listening to noise in 
objective terms,” which suggests to me that the claim is that noise music cannot be analyzed or lacks 
a musical lexicon for doing so—i.e., music theoretical terms, concepts, and methods, presumably, are 
thought to be inadequate for describing these works. Or perhaps it is at the level of aesthetic 
experience that we cannot speak meaningfully about noise music? Does Jerge believe that noise music 
cannot suggest behavioral or evocative properties to the listener, sound eerie or anxious, or provoke 
feelings, moods, or other affective reactions? 
 My curiosity led me to listen to three works by Masami Akita, who was cited by Jerge at the 
opening of the essay, chosen at random on YouTube.1 I listened only to portions of each and can only 
offer superficial first impressions. Nevertheless, I will hazard some initial descriptions. The first piece 
utilized pitched and unpitched instruments, acoustic and electronic, and it exhibited melodic, 
rhythmic, textural, and formal traits. The second piece was mainly un-pitched but continuously 
rhythmic, and had a staticky sound to it, almost like scratching records or fingernails on a chalk board. 
And the third piece was very percussive, with what sounded like a large, variegated array of mostly 
metallic struck instruments producing a kaleidoscopic timbral effect, into which was mixed more or 
less unpitched mostly electronic sounds that created rhythms but without any clear (or at least regular) 
metrical sense. Aesthetically speaking, I would describe the experience of the first fifteen minutes of 
the first piece, composed of continuous sound loops interrupted or overlaid in various ways, as 
alternatingly tedious and disturbing, like a trance threatening to turn manic at any moment. 
Experiencing the second work at any significant length and volume could very likely induce an actual 

 
1 The three pieces are accessed here: (1) https://youtu.be/MJualQCAKHw; (2) https://youtu.be/jkx2X9-VNYo; (3) 

https://youtu.be/88uEBQyyVZA. 
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psychotic break—this piece has real promise as a CIA torture device. It is scratchy-sounding, motoric, 
and machine-like; if a computer could express its deepest most angst-ridden feelings, I suspect this 
would be its utterance. And the experience of the third piece I found to be quite dazzling and 
fantastical, like a mystical aural rendering of a physical universe of randomly colliding particles made 
sonically palpable. 
 These are only cursory impressions, but I cannot say that describing either these musical 
objects or my experience of them poses a greater challenge than would attempting the same with 
Boulez’s Piano Sonata no. 2, Xenakis’ Metastasis, or Varese’s Poème Electronique—or, for that matter, with 
the highly chromatic music of Wagner’s late operas or the atonal piano compositions of Scriabin’s late 
style. Jerge makes an issue of the fact that noise music’s sound sources are less identifiable to us, 
compared with a piano or violin presumably. But today, electronic sounds are all around us, produced 
both by ordinary machines with which we interact daily and heard in a variety of musical and other 
entertainment genres. I am not entirely sure that hearing electronic sounds, even unpitched ones, 
disorients the modern ear to the point of indescribability. The claims that noise music is especially 
novel or without precedent and that it requires a unique degree of active listening, presented as 
explanations for its indescribability, are arguable as well.  
 Nevertheless, I anticipate that there are good responses to the problems I have raised here. I 
look forward to following the development of Jerge’s work on the phenomenology of noise music in 
the future. 
 
 
Jason Cutmore 
Temple University 
jason.cutmore@temple.edu 
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The Pragmatic Constraint  
and Revisionary Ontologies of Art 
Eric Wilkinson 
 
 
At the heart of Anders Pettersson’s 2017 book, The Idea of a Text and the Nature of Textual Meaning, is 
his proposed “cluster” definition of a textual work. On this view, a text is a cluster of three kinds of 
objects: all the physical exemplars of the work, the work’s meaning, and the complex signs that convey 
that meaning.1 Pettersson contrasts this with the “ordinary conception” of a text, wherein a text is a 
unitary object made of the signs and meaning, and each exemplar is an instance of the supervening 
textual work. The cluster definition is preferable because it is able to overcome contradictions plaguing 
the ordinary conception and its competitors. This cluster conception of a textual work is both original 
and deserving of more critical attention. Pettersson not only motivates the view well through his 
consideration of key examples, but deftly handles the obvious objections. Although the cluster 
conception is revisionary of our ordinary conception, he makes a strong case. However, I do not focus 
here on the heart of Pettersson’s work but on something akin to its spleen; Pettersson’s criticism of 
David Davies’ “Pragmatic Constraint” (PC) on the ontology of artworks. 
 The PC requires that ontologies of art must take the entities at the centre of artistic practice to be 
that for which we seek an ontology, hence ontology of art is accountable to practice. Artistic practice 
here refers to such things as how properties are ascribed to art in critical and appreciative practice, 
how artworks are individuated, and the modal properties ascribed to artworks in practice. 
 Consider Davies’ original presentation of the PC in Art as Performance. Davies begins his discussion 
by considering Monroe Beardsley’s ontology of dance. Beardsley describes a dance as comprised of 
bodily motions that in virtue of satisfying “generating conditions” are “movings” or “posings.”2 The 
generating conditions require that the motions have certain expressive qualities associated with the 
volition of the performer. However, Davies reports that Noël Carroll and Sally Banes object to this 
view on the grounds that it cannot accommodate contemporary dance works like Yvonne Rainer’s 
Room Service.3 In any medium a “common-sense view” of what constitutes an artwork can be devised, 
like Beardsley’s theory of dance, and modernist works can be identified which challenge this view. For 
Davies, this illustrates the constraint that artistic practice puts on ontological theorizing about what 
counts as an artwork. The object of inquiry must be the subject of our artistic practice, including 
creative, critical, appreciative, and individuative practices, upheld on reflection. Theories like 
Beardsley’s fail for arbitrarily excluding works identified in practices. 
 Pettersson criticizes the PC for being inhospitable to revisionary ontologies. According to 
Pettersson, “Analytic aestheticians do not like to… perform what is called ‘revisionary’ analyses.”4 A 

 
1 Anders Pettersson, The Idea of a Text and the Nature of Textual Meaning (Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2017), 

13. 
2 Monroe Beardsley, “What is Going on in a Dance?” Dance Research Journal 15, no. 1 (1982): 32. 
3 David Davies, Art as Performance (Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 17. 
4 Pettersson, The Idea of a Text, 170. 



The Pragmatic Constraint and Revisionary Ontologies of Art • 20 
 

revisionary ontology of art is one which contradicts our basic ontological intuitions about what 
constitutes an artwork in a given medium, and for that reason seems prima facie implausible. On the 
basis of this assertion, Pettersson states that: “David Davies has even elevated such acceptance of the 
basic structures of the existing mode of thinking into a methodological principle, calling it a ‘pragmatic 
constraint’ on analytic-aesthetic analyses.”5 The PC is thought to preclude revisionary ontologies of 
art by requiring respect for practice, but this criticism is odd. A common complaint against Davies’ 
ontological proposal in Art as Performance, that artworks are the extended action an artist engages in, is 
that it is too revisionary. Andrew Kania asks: “How is it with this explicit emphasis on ordinary artistic 
practice, Davies ends up arguing for a view that is, on the face of it, quite unintuitive?”6 Given that 
Davies’ ontological proposal is often attacked for being implausibly revisionary, accusing his 
methodological principle of prohibiting revisionary ontologies is strange. 
 The oddity of Pettersson’s accusation is explained by his misunderstanding of the scope of the 
practices captured by the PC. He claims that: “analytic aestheticians pay little attention to actual 
contemporary critical practice… because that practice is heavily influenced by poststructuralism.”7 
Thus, he concludes that the critical and appreciative practices referred to by the PC are, “in substance, 
‘mainstream analytic-aesthetic thinking about these matters.’”8 Remember that Davies motivated the 
PC through consideration of Room Service, a work of modern art which challenged Beardsley’s 
common-sense view of what constitutes a work of dance. Davies states explicitly in Art as Performance 
that the PC considers “artistic practice broadly conceived.”9 He later reiterated in response to his 
critics that the PC demands “extensive review of the kinds of judgments that enter into our critical 
and appreciative engagement with works across the full spectrum of the arts.”10 The claim that the PC 
excludes contemporary artistic practice is thus unjustified. 
 However, it is noteworthy that Pettersson’s criticism does apply to the version of the PC defended 
by Robert Stecker.11 Although Davies recognizes contemporary critical practice as part of the artistic 
practices captured by the PC, Stecker argues it should be ignored by the constraint. Considering 
Stecker’s argument in light of Pettersson reveals the folly of ignoring actual critical practice: much of 
what is considered art in practice would be rejected out of hand. 
 A second criticism of the PC launched by Pettersson is that the “talk of properties ‘rightly’ ascribed 
to works seems to me to be question-begging.”12 Though difficult to parse for its brevity, the 
implication seems to be that we cannot assume artworks have the properties they are treated as having 
in practice. Pettersson explains through a disanalogy: “the exercise of politeness within a given 
community can be viewed as a practice, but will have nothing to do with truth or falsity: the rules of 

 
5 Pettersson, The Idea of a Text, 170. 
6 Andrew Kania, “The Methodology of Musical Ontology: Descriptivism and its Implications,” British Journal of Aesthetics 48, no. 4 

(2008): 430. 
7 Pettersson, The Idea of a Text, 170. 
8 Pettersson, The Idea of a Text, 170. 
9  Davies, Art as Performance, 21. 
10  David Davies, “The Primacy of Practice in the Ontology of Art,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 67, no. 2 (2009): 163. 
11 Robert Stecker, “Methodological Questions about the Ontology of Music,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 67, no. 4 

(2009): 376. 
12 Pettersson, The Idea of a Text, 170. 



21 • American Society for Aesthetics Graduate E-Journal, Vol. 13, No. 1, Summer 2021 

politeness are just what the community takes them to be.”13 This is different from artworks, which do 
not have their properties determined by common acceptance of a practice. In developing this 
disanalogy, Pettersson fails to acknowledge that the PC does not take the ontology of artworks to be 
determined by artistic practice, but instead makes the epistemic claim that artistic practice is the 
appropriate evidence to consult when doing ontology of art. In fact, this approach is analogous to the 
study of politeness. Pettersson is correct that politeness is determined by our practice, unlike artworks, 
but in noting this difference he overlooks the necessary epistemic role practice plays in developing an 
ontology of art. The distinction between determining and being indicative of ontology is crucial, and 
Pettersson is not alone in failing to draw the distinction. Julian Dodd’s forceful critique of the PC as 
“local descriptivism” also does not draw this distinction.14 
 I have focused on this minor misstep in Pettersson’s book because it is missed opportunity. The 
PC has the potential to help Pettersson advance his somewhat revisionary ontology of textual artworks 
when properly understood. Much of the rationale Pettersson provides throughout his book as to why 
we should abandon the “ordinary conception” and adopt his cluster view hinges on how the ordinary 
conception fails to explain certain features of artistic practices related to texts that the cluster view 
accommodates. Pettersson’s own methodology is thus closer to an application of the PC than he 
realizes, and explicit recognition and use of the constraint could help him advance his ontology. 
Regardless, Pettersson’s book is highly recommended for its compelling and provocative ontology of 
textual works, which will be of interest to metaphysicians and literary theorists alike. 
 
 
Eric Wilkinson 
McGill University 
eric.wilkinson@mail.mcgill.ca 
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Reply to Wilkinson 
Anders Pettersson 
 
 
In his book Art as Performance (2004) David Davies introduces what he calls a “pragmatic constraint” 
on our theories about the ontology of artworks. There are certain general requirements such theories 
should respect:  

Artworks must be entities that can bear the sorts of properties rightly ascribed to what are 
termed “works” in our reflective critical and appreciative practice; that are individuated in the 
way such “works” are or would be individuated, and that have the modal properties that are 
reasonably ascribed to “works,” in that practice.1  

The gist of my concise criticism of Davies’ constraint in my book from 2017, The Idea of a Text and the 
Nature of Textual Meaning, was that his idea is quite conservative—not in a political sense, of course, 
but in an intellectual one. Existing ways of theoretical thinking are supposed to provide the framework 
within which to theorize about the ontology of the arts. The possibility that these current ways of 
thinking may be deeply flawed or otherwise unproductive is not being taken seriously by Davies.2 I 
find it important to keep in mind, now as then, that our attempts to understand the realities around 
us have always been in transformation; Paul Thagard’s Conceptual Revolutions is one of my favorite 
illustrations of this. Where the arts are concerned, books like Larry Shiner’s The Invention of Art and 
Nicholas Wolterstorff’s Art Rethought should remind us that our critical and appreciative practices are 
in constant change.3  
 It is now being argued that what I wrote does not do justice to Davies’ standpoints. In essence, 
three arguments for this are being put forward. 
 First, it is pointed out that Davies’ own proposed ontology of art is in fact strongly revisionary. 
“Given that Davies’ ontological proposal is often attacked for being implausibly revisionary, accusing 
his methodological principle of prohibiting revisionary ontologies is strange.” But what I was 
criticizing was Davies’ proposed pragmatic constraint. The fact that Davies himself does not respect 
it cannot in any way speak in its favor. 
 Second, Wilkinson observes that Davies is ready to consider modern, norm-breaking artworks. 
“The claim that the PC excludes contemporary artistic practice is thus unjustified.” But I made no 
such claim, and it is important to see that Davies’ suggested pragmatic constraint concerns our 
theorizing about art, not artistic practice as a whole. The criticism I did voice, in a footnote, was that 
analytic aestheticians tend to have a biased idea of current critical practice. 

 
1 David Davies, Art as Performance (Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 18. 
2 Cf. Anders Pettersson, The Idea of a Text and the Nature of Textual Meaning (Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 
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 There is also a third objection: “Pettersson fails to acknowledge that the PC does not take the 
ontology of artworks to be determined by artistic practice, but instead makes the epistemic claim that 
artistic practice is the appropriate evidence to consult when doing ontology of art.” This remark surprises 
me, for I cannot really relate it to anything I wrote. Davies’ constraint is of course supposed to 
constrain our theorizing about the ontology of art, not, in itself, to determine the ontology of artworks. 
And it goes without saying that we will have to reflect on the phenomena we call artworks when 
theorizing about the ontology of art. (I would also like to underline, once again, that Davies’ pragmatic 
constraint concerns critical practice, not artistic practice as a whole.) 
 Wilkinson also refers to my own ideas about the ontology of literature. Let me say just a few 
words about these. In my view, talk in terms of literary works is often practical, but I find it advisable, 
when doing serious theorizing, not to count with the existence of literary works as separate, unitary 
entities. Then it is better just to reckon with text-and-meaning-ideas in authors and readers, and with 
physical copies, in some form, of what the author wrote down. 
 The brevity forced upon me by the format will have made my reply to Wilkinson sound a bit 
curt and ungenerous, and I regret that. I would gladly have added deeper reflections on what may 
explain our differences, and I am honestly grateful for Wilkinson’s positive interest in my book and 
for the opportunity to discuss Davies again. 
 
 
Anders Pettersson 
Umeå University 
anders.pettersson@umu.se 
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