
http://www.diva-portal.org

Preprint

This is the submitted version of a chapter published in Music, Speech, and Mind.

Citation for the original published chapter :

Volgsten, U. (2019)
The Feeling of Music: Affect, Attunement, and Resonance
In: Antenor Ferreira Correa (ed.), Music, Speech, and Mind Associação Brasileira de
Cognição e Artes Musicais - ABCM
Music and Cognition Series

N.B. When citing this work, cite the original published chapter.

Permanent link to this version:
http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:oru:diva-78815



2	

The	Feeling	of	Music	–	Affect,	Attunement,	and	Resonance	

	

Ulrik	Volgsten	

	

Preprint,	please	refer	to	Music, Sound, and Mind, Ed. Antenor Fereira (Rio de 
Janeiro: Associação Brasileira de Cognição e Artes Musicais, 2019) 
	

	

Tuning	up:	from	human	evolution	to	self-development		

In	 a	 critical	 comment	 aimed	 at	 music	 psychology,	 Ellen	 Dissanayake	

questions	 the	 relevance	 of	 its	 frequent	 individualistic	 assumptions:	 “Music	

psychologists	 typically	 study	 responses	 of	 individual	 subjects	 to	 individual	

musical	 stimuli;	 evolutionary	 psychologists	 are	 primarily	 concerned	 with	

competing	 individuals”	 (Dissanayake	 2008,	 171).	 Whereas	 Dissanayake’s	

discontent	is	triggered	by	a	remark	by	music	psychologist	Robert	Zatorre	on	the	

alleged	 “stretch”	 between	 music	 and	 the	 essentials	 for	 “life	 or	 reproduction”	

(quoted	 in	 op	 cit.),	 similar	 references	 to	 evolutionary	 origins	 as	 an	 ultimate	

legitimation	 of	 research	 are	 not	 uncommon	 in	 the	 field	 (cf.	 Wallin,	 Merker	 &	

Brown	 2000).	 For	 instance,	 Patrik	 Juslin	 sees	 it	 as	 a	 primary	 concern	 to	 link	

together	the	“seemingly	non-commensurable	phenomena”	music	and	emotion	–	

the	 one	 a	 leisure	 activity,	 the	 other	 an	 important	 survival	 factor	 in	 human	

evolution	 (Juslin	 2013,	 236).	 The	 attractive	 power	 of	 competitive	 evolutionary	

origins	can	even	be	 found	 in	 the	writings	of	a	music	philosopher	such	as	Peter	

Kivy,	who	 speculates	 that	 the	 emotionally	 expressive	 power	 of	 absolute	music	

may	be	 a	 result	 of	 “natural	 selection	…	Evolution	 says:	 ‘better	 safe	 than	 sorry,	

better	wrong	than	eaten’”	(Kivy	2002,	41).	

The	 implicit	 metaphor	 for	 the	 envisaged	 pre-historical	 man	 in	 such	

research	(psychological	or	philosophical)	seems	 to	be	a	 lone	ranger,	who	 in	an	

instantly	 triggered	 rage	 fights	against	unpredictable	enemies	and	predators	on	

the	 savanna,	 whereby	 on	 occasionally	 coming	 across	 an	 individual	 of	 the	

opposite	sex,	 the	emotional	outcome	 is	procreative.	That	 there	appears	 to	be	a	

significant	stretch	between	the	seemingly	incommensurable	phenomena	of	such	

a	 life	 in	 the	 wilderness	 and,	 say,	 the	 absolute	 music	 of	 the	 Western	 classical	
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canon	is	hardly	surprising.	But	must	we	accept	the	individualist	metaphor	in	the	

first	place?	Dissanayake	says	we	don’t.		

Before	pursuing	Dissanayake’s	suggested	route	it	is	interesting	to	note	that,	

in	 spite	 of	 similar	 individualistic	 assumptions,	 the	 final	 judgments	 on	 music’s	

ability	 to	 induce	 emotions	 (in	 particular	 the	 so	 called	 basic	 emotions,	 such	 as	

anger,	fear,	joy	and	sadness)	in	the	listener	vary,	both	among	psychologists	and	

among	philosophers	of	music.	Whereas	for	instance	Juslin	claims,	with	reference	

to	empirical	findings,	that	music	indeed	does	induce	basic	emotions	in	listeners	

(Juslin	op	cit),	Kivy	argues	 that	music	never	does;	music	 is	at	most	“expressive	

of”	emotions	(Kivy	op	cit.	19).	That	Kivy’s	conclusion	is	not	simply	due	to	a	lack	

of	 empirical	 data,	 but	 touches	 a	 critical	 issue	 in	psychological	 theory,	 becomes	

clear	 when	 reading	 the	 remarks	 of	 music	 psychologist	 Vladimir	 Konecni.	 In	

rebutting	 the	 relevance	 of	 Juslin’s	 findings	 Konecni	 contends	 that	 “absolute	

music	 [i.e.	music	without	words,	 visual	 cues,	 etc.]	may	 induce	 a	basic	 emotion	

only	by	profiting	…	from	various	types	of	associations		of	music	with	nonmusical	

events	and	also	visual	imagery	to	which	the	music	may	give	rise,	and	it	is	these	

nonmusical	 events	 that	 are	 the	 true	 proximal	 causes	 of	 the	 fundamental	

emotions”	(Konecni	2013,	184,	italics	in	original).		

However	the	point,	 for	Kivy	as	well	as	for	Konecni,	 is	not	only	descriptive	

or	explanatory,	it	is	more	or	less	normative.	Any	effects	of	music	on	the	listener	

(emotive,	 cognitive)	 that	 are	 not	 caused	 directly	 by	 the	 music’s	 “structural,	

phenomenological,	 and	 expressive	 properties”	 (Kivy,	 quoted	 in	 Konecni	 op	 cit.	

185)	should	not	count	as	aesthetically	relevant	and	should	therefore	not	qualify	

as	 relevant	 objects	 of	 study.	 The	 psychologically	 interesting	 cases,	 like	 the	

aesthetically	relevant,	are	the	truly	musically	mediated	experiences	of	“formalist	

listeners	and	scholars,	closely	familiar	with	the	scores	and	various	performances	

of	the	works	in	the	Western	canon”	(Konecni	op	cit.	190).	

Now,	a	problem	for	research	guided	by	a	formalist	aesthetics	that	purports	

to	 rest	on	 “legitimate	musical	mediators”	 (Ibid.	186),	 that	 is,	 “causal	paths	and	

mediative	 routes”	 that	 are	 not	 hampered	 by	 non-musical	 events	 (ibid.	 184),	 is	

that	the	perception	of	complex	formal	structure	itself	requires	the	mediation	of	

verbal	 concepts	 and	 superordinate	 categories	 that	 are	 verbally	 constituted	

(Volgsten	2000,	2006,	2012,	2013,	2019).	This	 inevitably	 leads	 to	 the	question	
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that	 if	 visual	 imagery	 does	 not	 count	 as	 valid	 mediator,	 why	 should	 verbal	

metaphors	 do?	 The	 point	 here	 is	 not	 to	 engage	 in	 a	 debate	 on	 the	 merits	 of	

formalist	listening	to	Western	art	music	of	the	most	recent	centuries	–	the	mode	

of	 listening	 itself	 is	 even	 more	 recent,	 solitary	 listening	 being	 an	 outcome	 of	

phonographic	 technology	 in	 the	 20th	 century	 (Volgsten	 2015a,	 b;	 Volgsten	 &	

Pontara	2017)	–	the	point	 is	rather	that	such	a	“canonical	 listening”	 is	not	well	

suited	to	guide	research	of	either	psychological,	philosophical	or	other	kind,	that	

tries	to	answer	more	general	questions	about	music	and	its	functions	(ancient	or	

recent)	in	human	society.	

For	 such	 a	 task,	 the	 eclectic	 model	 proposed	 by	 Juslin	 would	 be	 more	

promising	(Juslin	op	cit),	as	would	also,	for	instance,	that	of	Donald	Hargreaves	

on	musical	 imagination	 (Hargreaves	2012).	Nevertheless,	neither	of	 them	have	

the	 social	 focus	 that	 seems	 necessary	 to	 explain	 music’s	 long	 standing	

importance	 in	 human	 society	 (even	 a	 social	 psychologist	 of	 music	 like	

Hargreaves	tend	to	focus	primarily	on	the	individual,	treating	the	social	as	mere	

context).	 	 Instead	 I	 will	 follow	 the	 lead	 of	 Dissanayake,	 who,	 rather	 than	 the	

unaccompanied	 solo	 numbers	 so	 often	 studied	 by	 experimental	 psychology,	

focuses	 on	 the	 “affinitive	 mechanisms	 in	 interactions	 that	 evolved	 gradually	

between	 mothers	 and	 infants”,	 mechanisms	 promoting	 “social	 affiliation	 and	

coordination”	(Dissanayake	op	cit.	172).		

More	 specifically	 Dissanayake	 suggests	 an	 evolutionary	 progression	 that	

starts	with	parent-infant	 interaction,	 continuing	 through	what	she	calls	 “proto-

music”,	which	 subsequently	 turns	 in	 to	 various	 types	 of	musicking	 in	different	

cultures	through	history.	For	each	stage	she	refers	 to	a	rich	palette	of	research	

from	different	disciplines.	While	I	will	retain	Dissanayake’s	model	as	a	plausible	

chronological	foil,	my	aim	in	the	following	is	rather	to	concentrate	in	more	detail	

on	one	of	the	theories	she	mentions	–	that	of	developmental	psychologist	Daniel	

Stern	 –	 and	 show	how	 it	may	 be	 used	 to	 outline	 a	 theoretical	 framework	 that	

explains	the	omnipresence	of	music	in	human	culture,	and	not	least	the	frequent	

associations	of	music	with	feeling	and	emotion.		

To	accomplish	this	I	focus	on	two	central	concepts	in	Stern’s	theory,	vitality	

affect	and	affect	attunement.	Whereas	I	abbreviate	vitality	affect	and	speak	about	

it	as	affect	for	short,	the	concept	of	affect	attunement	will	be	expanded	so	as	to	
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better	 explain	 its	 function	 in	 music.	 An	 important	 difference	 that	 marks	 this	

notion	 of	 affect	 against	much	work	 in	music	 psychology	 is	 that	 affect	 is	 not	 a	

response	to	a	stimulus,	but	rather	the	very	experience	of	that	stimulus.	Finally	I	

will	invoke	the	notion	of	resonance	and	suggest	how	it	may	explain	the	way	affect	

and	affect	attunement	function	in	music.	

	

Self,	other	and	music	

Stern	 (1985)	 has	 elaborated	 a	 theory	 of	 how	 human	 self-development	

emerges	as	an	increasingly	articulated	sense	of	self	in	relation	to	a	sense	of	other.	

These	senses	of	self	in	relation	to	an	other	develop	along	three	routes,	or	“main	

ways-of-being-with-another”	 (Stern	 2000,	 xxii),	 which	 begin	 more	 or	 less	 at	

birth,	although	certain	types	of	interaction	are	more	frequent	and	emphasized	at	

certain	phases	of	development	than	at	others	(2000,	xxiff.).	The	ways-of-being-

with-another	mesh	with	 (rather	 than	 replace)	 each	 other,	 and	 are	 available	 as	

resources	 throughout	 life	 (ibid.	 162;	 2000,	 xiii).1	An	 important	 premise	 of	

Stern’s	 theory,	 ultimately	derived	 from	clinical	 research,	 is	 that	 the	 “[s]ense	of	

self	is	not	a	cognitive	construct.	It	is	an	experiential	integration”	(s71).	To	show	

the	relevance	for	music,	I	will	refer	to	examples	with	sounding	stimuli,	whereas	

Stern	emphasizes	the	multimodal	character	of	experience	(for	the	role	of	music	

in	 early	 and	 late	 phases	 of	 life	 respectively,	 see	 Ullsten	 et	 al	 2018,	 Lindblad	

forthcoming).		

The	sense	of	an	emergent	self	begins	already	at	birth	(Stern	1985,	37ff).	As	

research	has	shown	the	newborn	can	distinguish	 its	mother’s	voice	 from	other	

voices	(DeCasper	&	Fifer,	1980;	Karmiloff	&	Karmiloff-Smith,	2001),	and	within	

two	 months	 infants	 react	 differently	 to	 different	 prosodic	 speech	 patterns.	

Falling	speech	melodies	soothe,	 rising	melodies	attract	attention,	whereas	bell-

shaped	and	monotonous	speech	melodies	tend	to	discourage	on-going	behavior	

(Papousek,	et	al.	1991).	The	voices	and	their	prosodic	expressions	are	perceived	

as	 “vitality	 affect”	 (henceforth	 affect,	 for	 short).2	In	 addition	 to	 intensity	 and	

																																								 																					
1	In	2000	Stern	added	an	introductory	chapter	to	his	seminal	book	from	1985,	wherein	he	replaces	what	he	
calls	 the	 ”layered”	 view	with	 a	non-sequential	model,	 preferring	 to	 ”describe	 them	 [the	 senses	of	 self]	 as	
”separate	subcategories	of	a	nonverbal	sense	of	self”	(2000,	xiv):	“the	most	important	point	is	that	a	primary	
inter-subjectivity	starts	from	the	beginning	[of	life],	as	does	the	sense	of	an	emergent	self,	as	does	the	sense	
of	a	core	self	…”	(ibid.	xxii).	
2	A	 note	 on	 terminology	 is	 in	 place	 here,	 since	 it	 varies	 both	 between	 scientific	 traditions	 and	 between	
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hedonic	 tone,	 the	 affective	 quality	 of	 the	 prosody	 of	 the	 voice	 is	 based	 on	

alterations	 in	 rhythm,	 timing,	 intensity	 and	 prosodic	 shape,	 the	 composite	

experience	 of	which	 Stern	 describes	 in	 terms	 such	 as	 “’surging,’	 ‘fading	 away,’	

‘fleeting,’	 ‘explosive,’	 ‘crescendo,’	 ‘decrescendo,’	 ‘bursting,’	 ‘drawn	 out’”	 (Stern	

1985,	 54).	 The	 affective	 qualities	 to	which	 the	 child	 attends	 to	 (cf.	 ibid	 67)	 in	

these	 examples	 converge	 into	 temporally	 organized	 islands	 of	 perceived	

coherence	and	coordination	and	are	stored	in	memory	as	such.	Experienced	and	

memorized	 affect	 (and	 subsequent	 comparisons	 between	 the	 immediately	

experienced	 and	 the	 memorized)	 becomes	 the	 characteristic	 material	 of	 an	

emergent	 self,	 other	 and	 the	 surrounding	 world	 (ibid.	 59).	 A	 first	 step	 in	 the	

journey	of	self-development	has	been	taken.	

Turning	to	music,	it	is	not	unlikely	that	we	may	hear	new	unfamiliar	music	

in	 a	 vein	 akin	 to	 sensing	 an	 emergent	 other.	 For	 instance,	 it	would	 not	 be	 far	

fetched	 to	 assume	 that	 our	 ability	 to	 experience	 short	 musical	 phrases	 as	

cohesive	gestalts	ultimately	depends	on	the	same	affective	principles	as	does	the	

infant’s	 ability	 to	 perceive	 and	 make	 distinctions	 between	 different	 prosodic	

gestures.	We	can	even	hypothesize	that	 it	 is	during	early	self-development	that	

perception	of	musical	phrasing	begins.	Just	as	in	the	perception	of	the	mother’s	

voice,	 the	 alterations	 in	 rhythm,	 timing,	 intensity	 and	 shape	 enable	 the	

differentiation	and	memorization	of	melodic	phrases	according	to	their	affective	

characteristics	(cf.	Ullsten	et	al.	2018).		

As	 the	 infant	 continues	 its	 interaction	 with	 other	 persons	 in	 its	

environment	 (attracting	 attention	 when	 hungry	 or	 in	 a	 playful	 mood,	 see	 e.g.	

Beebe	&	Lachmann,	1988;	Jaffe,	et	al.	2001;	Trevarthen,	2002),	the	experience	of	

																																								 																																								 																																								 																																								 														
writers.	Stern	suggests	that	“affect”	be	divided	to	include	both	what	he	calls	“categorical	affect”	(anger,	fear,	
etc.)	and	“vitality	affect”.	Stern	also	uses	the	term	“sense”,	by	which	he	means	a	“simple	(non-self-reflexive)	
awareness”	 (Stern	 ibid.	 7).	 For	 Juslin,	 for	 instance,	 whose	 vocabulary	 differs	 from	 Stern’s,	 “affect”	 is	 an	
umbrella	 term	 covering	 a	 host	 of	 related	 phenomena.	 “Emotion”	 is	 Juslin’s	 term	 for	 categorical	 affect,	
whereas	 “feeling”	 refers	 to	 “the	 subjective	 experience	 of	 emotions”.	 For	 Stern,	 “feeling”	 is	 an	 undefined	
term,	 referring	 to	 how	 something	 feels,	 in	 the	 everyday	 use	 of	 the	 term	 –	 vitality	 affects	 “are	 definitely	
feelings”	(Stern	op	cit.	55).	When	emotions	are	discussed	in	the	introduction	of	this	chapter,	I	do	not	specify	
whether	 they	 include	 “feeling”	 (in	 Juslin’s	 sense)	or	not.	However,	where	 I	differ	 from	Stern	and	 Juslin	 is	
mainly	in	the	use	“affect”,	by	which	I	mean	“vitality	affect”.	For	“categorical	affect”	I	use	“emotion”,	and	I	use	
“feeling”	as	an	undefined	umbrella	term	for	felt	experiences.	A	final	note	should	also	be	made	about	the	way	
“affect”,	as	discussed	here,	differs	from	the	brief	and	unconscious	millisecond-phenomena	often	referred	to	
in	 culture	 theoretical	 contexts	 (e.g.	 Anderson	 2004;	 Hansen	 2004);	 on	 the	 contrary,	 affect	 is	 often	
experienced	in	the	range	of	several	seconds	(Stern	1995,	87f.;	for	a	critical	discussion	of	the	concept	of	affect	
in	culture	theory,	see	Papoulias	&	Callard	2010;	for	a	critical	discussion	of	Stern’s	concept,	see	Køppe	et	al.	
2008).	
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being	 the	agent	of	 certain	affectively	distinct	events	but	not	of	others	becomes	

increasingly	 significant.	Considering	 the	 infant’s	 experience	of	different	 sounds	

and	 vocalizations,	 the	 islands	 of	 perceived	 coherence	 and	 coordination	will	 be	

successively	 differentiated	 and	 related	 to	 each	 other	 as	 distinct	 types	 of	 event	

depending	 on	 whether	 the	 child	 may	 actively	 initiate	 them	 or	 not.	 The	 child	

hereby	acquires	a	first	sense	of	what	Stern	calls	sense	of	a	core	self	(Stern	1985,	

69ff,	100ff).	

This	ability	to	sense	and	identify	an	invariant	core	self	is	articulated	against	

the	sensing	of	a	core	other	 (or	others).	Stern	especially	mentions	parents’	play	

with	their	children	at	this	age	(two	to	six	months),	which	often	takes	the	playful	

form	 of	 a	 recurring	 theme	 with	 variations	 (e.g.	 the	 parent’s	 ‘walking	 fingers’	

across	the	child’s	body),	often	accompanied	by	sung	rhymes	or	rigmaroles,	all	of	

which	 is	 experienced	 by	 the	 child	 as	 a	 recurring	 but	 unpredictably	 varied	

contour.	The	elements	that	are	varied	are	rhythm,	timing,	intensity	and	prosodic	

shape.	The	suspense	aspect	of	 the	play	simultaneously	distinguishes	 the	child’s	

sense	of	 self	 from	 the	 caregiver,	whereas	 the	positively	 valued	 affect	 creates	 a	

togetherness	feeling,	a	sense	of	self	and	other,	a	“we”.3		

The	differentiation	between	core	others	is	accomplished	by	what	could	be	

described	 as	 a	 stylistic	 analysis,	 that	 is,	 the	 identification	 and	memorization	of	

the	 particular	 styles	 of	 elementary	 variations	 that	 each	 and	 every	 other	 will	

inevitably	display	(cf	ibid.	159).	The	parallels	with	music	are	obvious.	At	first,	the	

simplest	musical	phrases	become	distinguished	from	the	way	they	feel	“in	me”,	

as	 other	 than	myself.	Musical	 phrases	 are	 thus	 heard	 as	 being	 intangibly	 “out	

there”,	 as	 sound	 (or	 “core	 music”;	 at	 six	 months,	 infant’s	 can	 discriminate	

between	musical	invariants,	see	Beebe	et	al.	2003).	And	although	personal	styles	

in	 music	 performance	 and	 composition	 may	 be	 more	 or	 less	 emphasized	 in	

different	 cultural	 contexts,	 stylistic	 traits	 are	 hard	 to	 bypass	 altogether.	

Collective	styles	become	cultural	traits	and	acquire	indigenous	significance.	The	

stylistically	 specific	 variations	 in	 rhythm,	 timing,	 intensity	 and	 shape	 thus	

engender	 aesthetically	 relevant	 expectancies	 and	 predictions	 of	 fulfillment	

and/or	deviation.	
																																								 																					
3	This	sense	of	“we”	involves	an	emerging	distinction	between	self	and	other,	not	a	confusion	or	conflation	
of	the	two	(Stern	1985,	101).	



	 7	

The	third	aspect	of	Stern’s	model	concerns	a	sense	of	an	(inter-)	subjective	

self	 (Stern	1985,	124ff.;	2000,	xxii),	which	most	notably	 involves	the	 increasing	

recognition	of	both	one’s	own	and	the	other’s	 intentions,	desires	and	emotions,	

and	 which	 appears	 around	 the	 age	 six	 to	 fifteen	 months.4	In	 particular	 it	 is	

contingent	on	a	caregiver’s	ability	to	affectively	“attune”	to	the	child’s	behavior.	

Such	affirmative	affect	attunement	is	a	requirement	for	the	emergence	of	a	sense	

of	a	subjective	self.	Stern	gives	an	example	with	a	girl	sitting	on	the	floor	facing	

her	mother	while	trying	to	fit	a	piece	of	a	puzzle	in	its	right	place:		
	

After	many	failures	she	finally	gets	it.	She	then	looks	up	into	her	
mother’s	face	with	delight	and	an	explosion	of	enthusiasm.	She	
‘opens	 up	 her	 face’	 [her	 mouth	 opens,	 her	 eyes	 widen,	 her	
eyebrows	rise]	and	then	closes	back	down.	The	time	contour	of	
these	changes	can	be	described	as	a	smooth	arch	[a	crescendo,	
high	 point,	 decrescendo].	 At	 the	 same	 time	 her	 arms	 rise	 and	
falls	 at	 her	 sides.	 Mother	 responds	 by	 intoning,	 ‘Yeah’	 with	 a	
pitch	 line	 that	 rises	 and	 falls	 as	 the	 volume	 crescendos	 and	
decrescendos:	 ‘yeeAAAaahh.’	 The	 mother’s	 prosodic	 contour	
matches	 the	 child’s	 facial-kinetic	 contour.	 They	 also	 have	 the	
exact	 same	 duration.	 (1985,	 140;	 2010,	 41,	 brackets	 added	 in	
the	2010	version)		

	

Stern	 is	 fast	 to	 point	 out	 that	 the	 caregiver’s	 vocalization	 is	 not	 a	 strict	

imitation	or	a	mirroring	of	the	child’s	behavior.	Most	notably	the	response	is	in	

an	altogether	different	sensory	modality,	retaining	some	aspect	either	of	rhythm,	

timing,	 intensity	or	shape.	By	responding	with	a	vocalization	rather	than	visual	

bodily	movement	the	child	senses	that	the	response	is	not	directed	towards	the	

outer	details,	 but	 towards	 the	 inner	 feeling,	 the	 affective	 experience	of	 its	 (the	

child’s)	 facial	 expression.	 The	 child	 senses	 that	 the	 response	 to	 its	 affective	

experience	is	a	behavior	expressing	a	similar	affective	experience	on	the	part	of	

the	 caregiver.	 This	 enables	 the	 child	 to	 differentiate	 between	 the	 affective	

experience	 and	 the	 activity	 that	 brings	 it	 about.	 Through	 such	 affective	

attunement,	 the	 child	 comes	 to	 sense	 something	 like	 ‘I	 have	 an	 affective	

																																								 																					
4	Stern	originally	pointed	out	the	onset	of	affect	attunement	at	the	age	of	seven	months,	but	later	
research	has	shown	that	it	occurs	frequently	already	at	six	months,	and	in	some	cases	even	as	
early	as	two	months	of	age	(Jonsson	et	al.	2001).	
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experience	that	You	respond	to	with	a	similarly	affective-laden	behavior,	because	

You	 have	 noticed	 the	 affective	 experience	 that	 I	 have’	 (Stern	 also	 notes	 the	

occurrence	of	what	he	calls	“tuning”,	i.e.	the	caregiver’s	intentional	strengthening	

or	 weakening	 of	 his	 or	 her	 affective	 support,	 see	 Stern	 1985,	 148).	 In	 other	

words,	 it	 is	 an	 affective	 reinforcement	 following	 from	 the	 interaction	 between	

two	sentient	beings,	which	affords	subjective	acknowledging,	both	of	oneself	and	

of	that	of	the	other.	

An	example	from	music	therapy	may	illustrate	affect	attunement	at	work	in	

a	musical	 situation.	 A	 young	man	with	 a	 psychiatric	 disorder	 joins	 a	 series	 of	

therapeutic	sessions	wherein	the	client	 is	playing	piano	and	the	therapist	plays	

percussion.	The	particular	matching	by	 the	 therapist	with	 the	 client’s	behavior	

(at	certain	points	in	the	interplay),	through	the	crucial	aspects	of	rhythm,	timing,	

intensity	and	shape,	“tells”	the	client	that	the	therapist	understands	how	he	(the	

client)	feels.	This	at	once	strengthens	the	emotional	self-confidence	of	the	client	

and	 creates	 a	 trustful	 bond	 with	 the	 therapist,	 which	 subsequently	 enhances	

verbal	communication	between	the	two	(Trondalen	&	Skårderud	2007).		

Important	to	note	here	is	that	the	attuning	activity	occurs	through	the	same	

modality	 as	 the	 activity	 attuned	 to	 (i.e.	 the	 sound	 of	musicking).	 As	 such,	 this	

example	 shows	 that	attunement	need	not	necessarily	 involve	different	 sensory	

modalities	 (as	 in	 Stern’s	 cases).5	Likewise,	 in	 styles	 outside	 the	 therapeutic	

context,	 such	 as	 jazz	 or	 flamenco,	 it	 is	 also	 quite	 common	 that	 the	 musicians	

attune	 to	 each	other	 in	 their	playing	 (Aigen	2013).	A	 common	phenomenon	 in	

listening	 situations	 would	 be	 that	 of	 getting	 a	 strong	 positive	 feeling	 from	 a	

certain	passage	within	a	song	or	piece	of	music	(cf.	DeNora	1999,	49ff.),	perhaps	

involving	a	shiver	or	other	reaction.6		

While	 the	senses	of	 self	and	of	other	so	 far	outlined	comprise	what	Stern	

has	described	as	“subcategories	of	a	nonverbal	sense	of	self”	(2000,	xiv),	there	is	

also	a	developmental	continuation	 into	a	verbal,	and	even	a	narrative,	 sense	of	

																																								 																					
5	It	 is	not	entirely	clear	on	what	grounds	 the	authors	conceive	of	 the	 interplay	 in	 the	reported	
therapeutic	session	as	cross	modal	(although	it	 is	obviously	also	a	tactile	aspect	 involved	when	
playing	an	instrument).	
6	Not	to	be	confused	with	Juslin’s	“brain	stem	reflex”,	which	is	a	reaction	to	sudden	changes	or	
“urgent	event	[s]”,	(cf.	Juslin	op	cit.	241);	nor	should	DeNora’s	example	be	confused	with	the	
feeling	of	“awe”	or	“ecstasy”	as	proposed	by	Conecni	and	Kivy	respectively	(cf.	Conecni	op	cit.	
192f.). 
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self	and	of	other.	As	the	verbal	self	develops,	 from	about	fifteen	months	(Stern,	

1985,	 162),	 so	 does	 the	 child’s	 ability	 to	 verbally	 specify	 various	 personal	

characteristics,	 beliefs	 and	 desires	 (an	 ability	 sometimes	 referred	 to	 as	 “folk	

psychology”).	 An	 important	 function	 of	 this	 is	 to	 predict	 and	 explain	 other	

persons’	 behavior.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 emotion-	 and	mood-terms	 are	 used	 for	

less	predictable	behavior	(see	Griffiths,	1989).	Later,	 from	about	 three	years	of	

age	 (Stern	 2000,	 xxiv),	 verbal	 language	will	 shape	 the	 child’s	 beliefs	 about	 its	

personal	 history	 and	 character,	 expanding	 the	 sense	 of	 a	 verbal	 self	 into	 a	

narrative	self.	The	uniqueness	of	language,	Stern	says,	is	that	it	“ultimately	brings	

about	the	ability	to	narrate	one’s	own	life	story	with	all	the	potential	that	holds	

for	changing	how	one	views	oneself”	(Stern,	1985,	173f).	

Subjectivity	 and	 personality,	 others’	 as	well	 as	 our	 own,	 are	 not	 given	 in	

advance	of	social	relations,	and	are	very	much	a	question	of	verbal	ascription	of	

characteristics	that	emerge	in,	and	as	a	result	of,	particular	interactions	–	verbal	

and	 non-verbal	 –	with	 others.	 Likewise	 for	music,	 although	 the	 characteristics	

ascribed	 are	 often	 aesthetic.	 Verbal	 accounts	 of	 music	 abound	 and	 are	 too	

numerous	to	summarize	(cf.	Merriam,	1964,	117).	Two	examples	may	suffice	to	

make	 the	point.	 In	 the	Western	classical	 tradition,	 theorists	have	distinguished	

“plot	 archetypes”	 in	 some	 of	 the	 symphonies	 by	 Beethoven,	 Schumann	 and	

Mahler,	expressing	”renewed	harmony	to	heal	the	wounds	inflicted	by	mankind’s	

alienation	 from	 nature”,	 a	 progress	 from	 “Arcadia	 forward	 to	 Elysium”	

(Newcomb,	1992),	 qualifications	 that	would	hardly	be	 conceivable	without	 the	

aid	of	narratively	structured	verbal	language	(the	same	of	course	goes	for	other	

plot	 types	 and	 narrative	 aspects	 in	 other	 symphonies	 by	 other	 composers).	

Similarly,	the	Kaluli	of	New	Guinea	speak	of	their	music	as	a	characteristic	“lifting	

up	over	 sound”,	which	 is	only	possible	 for	 a	 song	 that	has	become	 “hard”.	The	

view	 is	 directly	 related	 to	 their	 everyday	 environment	 in	 the	 forest,	 where	

sounds	 constantly	 shift	 figure	 and	 ground,	 an	 environment	where	 only	 people	

that	have	overcome	the	softness	of	childhood	and	become	hardened	can	survive	

(Feld,	 1981).	 Without	 verbal	 predication,	 specifying	 the	 identity,	 history	 and	

character	of	any	music	–	divine,	aesthetic,	or	what	have	you	–	would	simply	be	

impossible.	
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Affect	attunement	in	music	

Now,	there	are	a	couple	of	aspects	of	Stern’s	concept	of	affect	attunement	

that	seem	to	lead	to	odd,	or	even	paradoxical	consequences	when	transferred	to	

music,	and	which	therefore	need	to	be	addressed.	The	first	 is	that	music	would	

attune	to	the	listener.	I	mentioned	above	how	musicians	attune	to	each	other,	as	

in	a	music	therapeutic	session	or	a	jazz	session.		But	I	also	mentioned	the	strong	

feelings	 listeners	 may	 get	 from	 certain	 passages	 in	 songs	 or	 other	 pieces	 of	

music,	 leading	 to	 shivers	 or	 maybe	 even	 to	 tears.	 These	 are	 individual	

experiences	and	the	passages	of	music	that	evoke	them	may	have	no	such	effect	

on	 most	 other	 listeners.	 I	 described	 this	 as	 an	 instance	 of	 affect	 attunement,	

which	 in	 this	case	–	mass-mediated	 listening	–	would	mean	that	 it	 is	 the	music	

that	attunes	 to	 the	 listener.	At	 least	 it	would	be	so	experienced	by	 the	 listener.	

But	surely	the	music	cannot	“by	itself”	attune	to	anyone,	can	it?	

As	has	been	shown	by	Tia	DeNora,	music	is	actively	and	intentionally	used	

by	listeners	as	a	mood-regulating	and	even	“self-modulating”	resource	(DeNora	

37).	As	such,	music	does	not	function	merely	as	some	drug	or	other.	It	is	in	terms	

of	the	listener’s	acquaintance	of	how	the	music	sounds	to	them,	that	the	mood-

regulating	 and	 self-modulating	 force	 of	music	 is	 used	 in	 “the	 constitution	 and	

regulation	 of	 the	 self”	 (DeNora	 35).	 Music,	 DeNora	 says,	 is	 not	 simply	 a	

“stimulus”,	it	is	“appropriated”	by	the	listener	as	an	“ally”	(44,	51)	

	
[m]usic	 is	 not	 simply	 used	 to	 ‘express’	 some	 ‘internal’	 feeling	
state.	 Indeed,	 that	music	 is	 part	 of	 the	 reflexive	 constitution	 of	
that	state;	it	is	a	resource	for	the	identification	work	of	‘knowing	
how	one	feels’	–	a	building	material	of	‘subjectivity’	(p41,	italics	
added)	

	

DeNora	 particularly	 mentions	 an	 informant	 who	 describes	 how	 certain	 brief	

passages	in	the	music	she	listens	to	strikes	her	(the	informant),	passages	that	she	

“really	like[s]”,	but	which	she	does	not	know	“whether	they’re	there	for	anyone	

else”,	and	where	details	of	the	background	“fill	out”	and	contribute	to	the	whole	

(quoted	in	DeNora	ibid.	50).	Trying	to	summarize	the	experience,	the	informant	

describes	 the	 function	 of	 the	 passages	 in	 the	 music	 in	 terms	 that	 equally	

describes	her	own	view	of	herself	in	social	situations:	“Seeing	what	needs	doing	

and	doing	it	but	not	being	spotlighted	and	being	'out	front'	sort	of	thing”	(quoted	
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in	DeNora	ibid.).		

Although	DeNora's	informants	are	adult	listeners,	who	are	well	beyond	the	

developmental	phases	that	Stern	points	out,	it	seems	from	DeNora’s	report	that	

music	 works	 on	 a	 pre-subjective	 level	 whereby	 a	 sense	 of	 a	 subjective	 self	 is	

reinforced	 anew,	 as	 it	 were.	 As	 DeNora	 summarizes	 her	 point,	 it	 is	 a	 “mutual	

referencing	 of	 self	 to	 music	 and	 music	 to	 self“	 (DeNora	 51).	 That	 the	 self-

reinforcing	 aspects	 of	 affective	 encounters	 are	 at	 play	 at	 adult	 age	 is	 not	what	

calls	 for	 clarification	 here	 however	 (as	 noted	 above,	 Stern	 regards	 them	 as	

available	 resources	 throughout	 life).	 DeNora’s	 case	 seems	 rather	 to	 be	 an	

instance	of	music	being	experienced	by	the	listener	as	if	it	were	attuning	to	her.	

But	quite	obviously,	the	music	“itself”	cannot	attune	to	anyone	–	just	like	music	

“itself”,	 as	 Kivy	 points	 out,	 because	 it	 is	 not	 a	 sentient	 being,	 cannot	 express	

anything,	only	be	“expressive	of”	(Kivy	op	cit	.19).	The	point	is	not	only	relevant	

for	DeNora’s	case,	but	concerns	each	of	my	examples	above	regarding	parallels	

between	 music	 and	 Stern’s	 model,	 from	 the	 emergent	 to	 the	 core	 “senses	 of	

music”.	In	all	these	examples	(DeNora’s	and	mine)	music	is	the	sensed	other	that	

interacts	with	the	listener,	whose	sense	of	self	is	strengthened.	As	put	by	DeNora,	

our	engagement	with	music	creates	a	“virtuous	circle”	by	which	music	“comes	to	

be	 converted	or	 transposed	–	 in	 and	 through	 interpretive	 appropriation	–	 into	

something	extra-musical,	something	social”	(DeNora	op	cit.	51).		

As	 I	 have	 pointed	 out	 elsewhere	 (Volgsten	 2013,	 2019),	 a	 similar	

“interpretive	 appropriation”	 has	 been	 observed	 on	 a	 much	 larger	 scale	 in	

modern	media	use.	As	media	 scholar	 John	Thompson	has	pointed	out,	modern	

society	has	in	many	instances	substituted	face-to-face	communication	with	what	

he	calls	a	“mediated	quasi-interaction”	(Thompson	1995,	81ff.).	By	this	concept,	

Thompson	 means	 to	 explain	 how	 modern	 media	 users	 create	 fictional	 bonds	

with	persons	who	 communicate	 to	 them	 through	 the	media,	 although	 the	one-

way	 communication	 that	 such	 media	 offers	 is	 fundamentally	 non-dialogical.	

However,	 it	 is	not	 the	 case	 that	 the	media	user	must	be	particularly	 trained	 in	

order	 to	 engage	 in	 such	 mediated	 quasi-interaction,	 rather	 the	 contrary;	 the	

ability	 to	 “quasi-interact”	 seems	 to	be	 a	 requirement	 for	media	use	 in	 the	 first	

place.	

This	last	point	is	unknowingly	supported	by	findings	in	infant-psychology,	
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wherein	 it	 has	 been	 shown	 that	 infants	 react	 to	 the	 emotive	 variations	 of	 a	

caregiver’s	vocalizations	also	when	these	are	communicated	through	audiovisual	

media	 (e.g.	Murray	&	 Trevarthen	 1985).	 In	 the	 case	 of	music,	 the	 capacity	 for	

mediated	 quasi-interaction	 may	 explain	 many	 listeners’	 propensity	 to	 ascribe	

subjective	feelings	to	the	music	they	hear	(cf.	Levinson	1982;	Maus	1989;	Walton	

1994).	 Adding	 to	 the	 previous	 list	 of	 examples,	 the	 ascription	 of	 subjective	

feelings	 to	 music	 would	 be	 an	 instance	 of	 how	 Stern’s	 proposed	 sense	 of	 a	

subjective	 self	 versus	 other	 emphasizes	 the	 other	 and	 “subjectivizes”	 it	 (in	 this	

case	 the	 music),	 in	 a	 process	 perhaps	 more	 aptly	 described	 as	 a	 sense	 of	 self	

versus	subjective	other.7	

In	addition	 to	 the	phenomenon	of	mediated	quasi-interaction	–	which	we	

may	also	describe	as	mediated	quasi-attunement	–	DeNora’s	 case	actualizes	yet	

another	 aspect	 of	 Stern’s	 concept	 of	 affect	 attunement	 that	 may	 lead	 to	 odd	

consequences	 when	 transferred	 to	 music.	 Steeped	 in	 noun	 form,	 affect	

attunement	 (on	Stern’s	account)	 is	 the	name	of	a	 type	of	action.	 It	denotes	 the	

activity	 of	 the	 caregiver	 and	 implies	 the	 resulting	 “sense”	 of	 the	 infant,	 in	 an	

almost	 linear	 cause	 and	 effect	 fashion.	 It	 is	 the	 caregiver	who	 attunes	 and	 the	

infant	 who	 is	 being	 attuned	 to,	 with	 the	 infant’s	 sense	 of	 a	 subjective	 self	 as	

result.	 To	 the	 contrary,	 DeNora’s	 informant	 is	 not	 a	 passive	 recipient	 of	 the	

other’s	affect	attunement	behavior,	but	actively	seeks	out	the	pieces	of	music	and	

the	occasions	 in	music	 that	sound	as	 if	 they	affectively	attune	to	her.	And	as	 in	

the	case	of	quasi	interaction,	this	active	seeking	out	occurs	across	the	board,	so	

to	 speak.	 As	 listeners,	 we	 more	 or	 less	 actively	 seek	 out	 music	 even	 in	 cases	

when	the	music	 is	not	expected	to	attune	to	us	 in	the	way	 it	does	 for	DeNora’s	

informant	in	the	above	example	–	cases	when	music	appears	as	emergent,	core,	

or	verbally	specified	other	(or	any	combination	thereof).	

To	 better	 suit	 the	 explanatory	 needs	 of	 music	 I	 therefore	 suggest	 a	

widening	of	 the	concept	of	affect	attunement	 (something	 I	have	 taken	more	or	

less	 for	granted	 in	my	previous	publications	on	 the	matter),	 to	also	cover	such	

cases	as	the	active	“seeking	out”	of	DeNora’s	informant,	as	well	as	the	attending	

																																								 																					
7	To	make	such	subjectivizing	of	the	other	(the	music)	explicit,	the	resources	of	a	verbal	self	and	
other	will	prove	necessary;	in	the	case	of	Western	music	theory,	the	tendency	has	rather	been	to	
objectivize	the	other	(the	music).		
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of	 the	 Jazz	musicians,	 and	 the	man	with	 the	 affect	 disorder	 in	 the	 therapeutic	

setting.	Rather	than	as	a	name	for	an	exclusive	type	of	action	–	the	“recasting”	of	

an	“experience	into	another	form	of	expression”,	as	Stern	puts	it	(ibid	1985,	145,	

161)	–	I	suggest	the	term	affect	attunement	as	a	name	for	a	more	inclusive	set	of	

behaviors	 and	 actions	 whereby	 two	 or	 more	 parties	 become	 related	 to	 each	

other	by	means	of	affect.	

	

Affect	attunement	and	resonance	–	widening	the	concept	

So	why	retain	Stern's	notion	of	affect	attunement	if	it	must	be	revised?	Why	

not	 come	 up	 with	 a	 new	 label	 for	 a	 new	 concept?	 One	 reason	 is	 that	 affect	

attunement	 is	 already	 being	 used	 in	 a	much	wider	 sense	 than	 Stern	 originally	

suggested	(e.g.	Bråten	1998,	4;	Ammaniti	&	Ferrari	2013).8	A	more	substantial	

reason	is	to	keep	the	conceptual	connection	with	the	amodal	affect	that	underlie	

the	expressive	behaviors	under	study.9	However,	if	a	widening	of	the	concept	of	

affect	 attunement	 is	 to	 be	 of	 any	 use	 in	 explaining	 music,	 affect	 attunement	

obviously	 (since	 it	 should	 be	 able	 to	 account	 for	 the	 active	 seeking	 out	 of	

attunement	 by	 listeners,	 including	 what	 I	 have	 called	 mediated	 quasi	

attunement)	must	 involve	more	 than	Stern’s	 cross-modal	 recasting	of	 affective	

expressions.	A	common	denominator	must	be	shown	explaining	the	workings	of	

the	different	behaviors	and	actions	that	will	be	called	by	the	name	(that	affect	is	

involved	should	go	without	saying).		

Stern	 offers	 a	 clue	 when	 mentioning	 the	 role	 of	 resonance	 for	 affect	

attunement.	 “Attunement”,	 Stern	 says,	 “takes	 the	 experience	 of	 emotional	

resonance	and	recasts	[it]”	(ibid	1985,	145,	italics	added).	In	a	later	publication,	

he	specifies	that	“our	minds	naturally	work	to	seek	out	the	experiences	in	others	

that	 we	 can	 resonate	with”	 (Stern	 2004,	 76f.).	While	 Stern	 identifies	 both	 the	

results	of	resonance	and	its	possible	neural	mechanisms	(rhythmic	entrainment	

oscillators	and	mirror	neurons,	 ibid.	68,	76,	78ff,	80),	he	says	 remarkably	 little	

																																								 																					
8	Haslbeck	(2014)	speaks	of	“reciprocal	affect	attunement”	in	a	study	of	premature	infants.	
9	A	significant	instance	where	this	connection	is	too	vague	to	suit	a	comprehensive	explanation	
of	music	is	in	the	work	of	Colwyn	Trevarthen	on	infant	communication	(and	so	called	
communicative	musicality),	wherein	the	role	of	affect	is	subordinate	to	overt	patterns	of	
movement	and	behavioral	correspondences	(see	Trevarthen	2008;	for	a	comparison	of	the	
theories	of	Stern	and	Trevarthen,	see	Beebe	at	al.	2003).	
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about	what	resonance	is	or	does.10	

Thus	 I	 suggest	 that	 resonance,	 which	 should	 not	 be	 confused	 with	

entrainment	(Clayton	et	al.	2004),	be	understood	as	a	felt	experience	when	one’s	

affective	 state	 (a	 temporal	 process,	 including	 memories),	 or	 a	 part	 of	 it,	 is	 in	

accord	with	any	phenomenon,	behavioral	or	other,	 expressing	or	expressive	of	

affect.	 The	 resonance	 occurs	 when	 two	 separate	 affective	 contours	 (or	 parts	

thereof)	 have	 similar	 shape	 and	 thereby	 strengthen	 each	 other,	 causing	 an	

increased	arousal	in	at	least	one	sentient	being	(cf.	Stern	2010,	passim).	This	felt	

resonance	 may	 even	 be	 what	 accentuates	 certain	 affective	 flows	 and	 situates	

them	meaningfully	 in	memory.	That	which	resonates	 in	one’s	body	may	be	one	

certain	affective	contour	in	a	synchronic	cluster	of	contours.	As	such,	resonance	

reinforces	a	certain	“voice”	of	the	continuous	temporal,	diachronic	flow	of	affect.	

Resonance	would	 thus	be	what	makes	us	potentially	 aware	of	 certain	affective	

experiences,	 or	 more	 correctly,	 the	 feeling	 of	 resonance	 would	 be	 what	 turns	

certain	 affective	 processes	 into	 affective	 experiences	 (cf.	Mülhoff	 2014).11	This	

may	even	be	in	line	with	what	Stern	has	in	mind	when	describing	what	he	calls	

the	 “intersubjective	 matrix”:	 “Two	 minds	 create	 intersubjectivity,	 but	 equally,	

intersubjectivity	shapes	the	two	minds”	(Stern	2004,	78;	cf.	Tronick	1998).	

Understood	 as	 suggested,	 resonance	 can	 better	 explain	 how	 affect	 may	

afford	 the	 different	 pre-verbal	 senses	 of	 self	 and	 other	 that	 Stern’s	 model	

proposes.	 However,	 the	 purpose	 here	 is	 to	 explain	 our	 experiences	 of	 music,	

especially	why	it	is	that	we	tend	to	hear	music	as	expressive	of	human	emotion.	

Part	of	the	explanation	so	far	is	that	we	affectively	attune,	consciously	or	not,	to	

the	music	we	hear,	and	we	hear	music	as	attuning	to	us.	With	the	addition	of	the	

concept	of	resonance	we	can	now	define	affect	attunement	as	behavior	or	action	
																																								 																					
10	Resonance	has	been	a	productive	metaphor	at	least	since	the	days	of	Hume	and	Herder	in	the	
18th	century.	The	idea	being	that	the	soul	somehow	”resonates”	with	fellow	souls	like	the	strings	
of	an	 instrument.	As	such,	 the	 term	is	often	used	 in	contemporary	psychology	as	a	synonym	of	
emotional	contagion	or	empathy.	More	promising	for	the	present	purpose	is	that	the	research	on	
mirror	neurons	has	been	extended	(suggesting	that	mirror	neurons	connect	 in	wider	networks	
with	 e.g.	 the	 limbic	 system)	 to	 account	 also	 for	 affective	 phenomena	 (Di	 Cesare	 et	 al.	 2015;	
Molenberghs	et	al.	2012;	Rizolatti	et	al.	1999).	
11	This	notion	of	resonance	is	similar	to	that	presented	by	Rainer	Mülhoff	(2014).	Mülhoff	
intentionally	downplays	the	role	of	the	feeling	of	affect	in	order	to	steer	free	from	a	subjective	
and	individualistic	bias.	Resonance	occurs	between	the	‘outward’	aspects	of	bodily	behavior	and	
action.	However,	to	avoid	throwing	out	the	sentient	baby	with	the	bathwater	I	suggest	Mülhoff’s	
view	holds	for	the	sense	of	an	emergent	self	and	other	(in	Stern’s	model).	In	subsequent	phases	
the	inner	feeling	of	affect	becomes	increasingly	important.	
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the	biopsychological	function	of	which	is	to	open	up	for	resonance	with	“others’”	

affective	expressions	(such	as	music).	The	inclusion	of	the	“open	up	for”	function	

is	meant	to	indicate	that	listeners	do	not	attune	to	everything	all	the	time.	If	this	

were	so,	there	would	be	no	distinction	between	the	phenomena	with	which	we	

resonate,	no	possibility	to	discriminate	between	relevant	and	irrelevant	affective	

stimuli.	Affect	attunement	 should	 thus	be	seen	as	a	 framing,	or	gating	 function	

(cf.	 Stern	 2004,	 82;	 on	 biopsychological	 functions,	 see	Millikan	 1993).	 As	 such	

affect	 attunement	 is	 likely	 to	 be	 influenced	 both	 by	 personal	 affect-based	

preferences	and	by	collective	taste-norms	(involving	what	Theodore	Gracyk	has	

described	 as	aesthetic	appraisal	 and	aesthetic	 judgment	respectively,	 se	 Gracyk	

1999).		

In	everyday	practice,	affect	attunement	(now	having	a	far	broader	meaning	

than	Stern’s	concept)	would	then	take	the	form	of	different	listening	modes,	from	

distanced	contemplation	to	more	or	less	total	immersion	in	the	sounds	of	music	

(cf.	Herbert	2012).12	As	such,	affect	attunement	may	be	consciously	undertaken	

to	the	extent	that	we	as	 listeners	know	what	we	hear	or	are	going	to	hear,	and	

therefore	 approach	 the	 music	 with	 open	 ears	 (unless	 we	 more	 or	 less	

intentionally	shut	off).	But	we	may	also	be	“struck”	by	music,	when	the	music	we	

happen	to	hear	without	paying	attention,	resonates	with	our	affective	memories.	

The	music	tunes	us	(cf.	Wallrup	2015,	111),	or	we	feel	as	if	the	music	attunes	to	

us	(cf.	Volgsten	&	Pripp	2016).13	

	

A	homology	between	music	and	human	self-development	

We	 have	 seen	 how	 in	 Stern’s	 developmental	 model	 a	 sense	 of	 self	 in	

relation	 to	 an	other	 emerges	 through	different	 successive	 and	additive	phases,	

afforded	 by	 the	 affective	 resonance	 following	 from	 the	 interaction	 and	

attunement	between	two	sentient	beings.	The	different	senses	of	self	in	relation	

																																								 																					
12	Affect	attunement	is	not	attention;	focused	attention	does	not	require	”more”	attunement	
than	e.g.	the	”attending	from”	specified	by	Michael	Polanyi	(cf	Polanyi,	1966,	10). 
13	This,	however,	should	not	be	equated	with	resonance,	as	the	term	is	used	by	DeNora.	When	
DeNora	speaks	about	music	functioning	as	”a	grid	or	grammar	of	emotional	and	embodied	
patterns	[in	memory]	as	they	where	originally	’experienced’”	(DeNora	op	cit	49),	music’s	
affective	unfolding	is	better	likened	to	the	structural	role	of	a	tenor	or	cantus	firmus	in	a	
polyphonic	setting	–	where	the	other	voices	are	made	up	of	other	aspects	of	the	situation	than	
the	sounding	music	–	than	to	the	resonance	between	two	similar	affective	contours.		
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to	 an	 other	 have	 also	 been	 shown	 to	 have	 significant	 parallels	 in	music.	More	

specifically	it	is	possible	to	observe	parallels	in	how	a	“sense	of	music”	emerges,	

stabilizes	and	successively	becomes	differentiated	along	a	subject-object	divide	

that	 may	 take	 different	 forms	 in	 different	 cultures,	 depending	 on	 the	 verbal	

concepts	by	which	it	is	articulated.	The	key	is	affect,	attunement,	and	resonance.	

Is	 there	 reason	 to	 believe	 that	 these	 parallels	 are	 more	 than	 arbitrary	

similarities?	I	think	so.	A	strong	reason	is	the	elementary	aspects	of	the	affective	

contours	by	which	the	interaction	between	parent	and	infant	gains	significance:	

the	variations	in	rhythm,	timing,	intensity	or	shape.	Although	these	are	qualities	

that	 affectively	 articulate	 almost	 any	 type	 of	 experienced	 temporal	 event,	 the	

ways	they	are	deliberately	exploited	in	music	motivate	the	hypothesis	that	there	

is	a	homologous	relation	between	music	and	human	self-development.	Music	 is	

“an	other”	that	becomes	acknowledged	and	recognized	as	such	in	the	same	kind	

of	process	of	becoming	as	that	by	which	we	recognize	ourselves	as	 listeners	or	

dancers	to,	or	players	of	music	(Volgsten	2013).	

As	 I	 have	 proposed	 elsewhere	 (Volgsten	 2012,	 2013,	 2019),	 the	 proto-

musicality	 of	 these	 types	 of	 temporal	 qualities	 –	 rhythm,	 timing,	 intensity	 and	

shape	–	makes	a	strong	case	for	the	claim	that	music	has	its	source	in	pre-verbal	

(non-cognitive)	 social	 interaction,14	and	 that	 music	 is	 at	 root	 a	 social	 and	

affective	 phenomenon.15	That	we	not	 simply	 perceive	music,	 but	 differentially	

attune	to	 its	affective	properties	that	come	to	resonate	 in	us,	explains	how	and	

why	we	 tend	 to	 hear	music	 as	 expressive	 of	 emotions	 and	 other	 feelings,	 and	

how	 this	 is	 an	 important	 way	 of	 culturally	 articulating,	 as	 Simon	 Frith	 put	 it	

several	years	ago,	 “an	understanding	of	both	group	relations	and	 individuality”	

(Frith	1996,	111).	Music,	 for	good	or	bad,	assists	us	in	the	process	of	becoming	

human.	

	

Acknowledgement		

																																								 																					
14	This	is	”proto-musical”	in	what	may	be	called	a	developmental-psychological	sense,	which	
differs	from	the	evolutionary	sense	in	which	Dissanayake	uses	the	term	(see	above).	Whereas	for	
Dissanayake	“proto-musical”	refers	to	behavior	that	is	evolutionary	prior	to	music,	here	it	refers	
to	elements	of	interaction	that	are	exploited	in	music,	but	which	can	be	found	in	interaction	that	
is	developmentally	prior	to	musicking.	
15	To	pick	on	DeNora	one	could	object	that	the	social	is	not	at	all	an	”extramusical”	aspect	(cf.	
quote	above). 
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