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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION  

 
Student as Theorist: Embodiment as a Paradigm for Music Theory Pedagogy 

by 

James Gutierrez 

Doctor of Philosophy in Music 

University of California San Diego, 2019 

Professor David Borgo, Chair 

 
 

 Music education at the college level conventionally requires studies in music 

theory. Given the accelerating shifts in modes of music production and consumption, 

diversification of teaching and learning technologies, and an increasingly globalized 

musical landscape, the value of this core study in its present form has been called into 

question. This dissertation contemplates the potential of theory study in tertiary music 

education through surveying contemporary curricular reform trajectories, critically 

examining dualist commitments that underlie theory’s pedagogical traditions, and 

exploring the interdisciplinary lens of embodiment as a paradigm for vitalizing teaching 

and learning. The result is both a defense of music theory study, in principal, and a detailed 

proposal for its restoration and renewal.  



 

 
 xvii 

 

 This study adopts an integrative approach toward the current uncertainty in theory 

teaching, constructing a linear argument across multiple disciplines –– including music 

theory, sociology, education studies, philosophy of mind, and embodied cognition –– and 

utilizing several research methods –– including quantitative and qualitative surveys, 

ethnographic/contextual interviews, historiographical analysis, and informal 

experimentation in classroom contexts. It first investigates the perspectives of 

undergraduate music students and the forces driving curricular reform at the institutional 

level. Placing these trajectories within a larger sociohistorical context, a historicist reading 

of three music theoretical traditions –– the speculative, regulative, and analytic –– is 

interpolated with a sociology of embodiment and with embodied cognition, illuminating 

an interdisciplinary framework for conceptualizing theory pedagogy in terms of agency 

and body-world relations. Butch Morris’ Conduction® method –– adapted specifically for 

the theory classroom –– is offered as a proof-of-concept application of the embodied 

approach, as defined.  

 Students, in this paradigm, are not merely theory learners, but en-actively 

participate in the production of theory. The proposed pedagogical framework is not a fixed 

curriculum or methodology, but rather an indeterminate methodological field through 

which educators, institutions, and curriculum reformers might evaluate and reimagine the 

potential of theory study. In this way, this dissertation intends to be a resource for all who 

are invested in twenty-first century music education. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

“If you’re a student of music and you don’t have a question, you’re in trouble.”1 

–– Butch Morris  

 
 This dissertation seeks to situate my personal problematic within a wider, 

interdisciplinary terrain. The introduction states this dissertation’s central aims, presents 

the needs it seeks to address, and provides an overview of the research and arguments 

presented in Chapters 2-7.  

The aim.  

  It was a fairly conventional day teaching music theory. I was certain that much of 

the class didn’t have the requisite knowledge to meet the day’s learning objectives, just as 

much of the class suspected that our learning objectives bore little relevance to their 

personal and professional goals. A few students had evidently adopted Donald Hebb’s 

dictum: “If it isn’t worth doing, it isn’t worth doing well.”2 We were discussing layered 

rhythmic cycles in the music of the vastly influential twentieth-century composer, James 

Brown, hoping to excavate some of the hidden complexities of what might be considered 

‘non-canonical’ repertoire. I knew I must have been somewhat successful –– perhaps too 

successful –– when a student posed a penetrating question: “He did all that, but he didn’t 

know music theory?”   

 It struck me that this student –– perhaps the whole class –– believed that higher 

                                                
1. Morris, Lawrence. 2017. The Art of Conduction: A Conduction® Workbook. Karma. 
2. Dennett, Daniel C. 2006. Higher-order truths about chmess. Topoi:40. 
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order musical thinking was confined to the particular symbols, terms, and procedures 

presented in their textbook and in their two-year theory sequence. ‘Theory’, for them, had 

become an object to be attained, rather than a process in which they participated, and 

through which they might be transformed. It disturbed me to think that I was likely 

complicit in this confusion. I responded with an appropriately discursive, if off-balanced: 

“well yes, in a sense, you see…” and “however, not exactly, no.” Yet I knew that the 

student’s question was far more complex, more tantalizing, and somehow pointed the way 

to a critical deficiency of music higher learning, toward something students were 

increasingly needing it to be.  

 By writing this dissertation I have sought to understand the explanatory potential 

of music theory study for music learning today. The result is a strong defense of the 

curricular space allotted to the study of theory, a critical review of philosophical 

commitments that underlie traditions of theory pedagogy, and an interdisciplinary 

exploration of paradigms by which the experiences of music teaching and learning might 

be renewed and transformed. My hope is that this dissertation will be a resource not just 

for theorists, instructors, and curriculum reformers, but for all who are invested in the scope 

and function of music-making in twenty-first century life and culture.  

 The arguments I present have developed over ten years of experience teaching 

within conservatories, schools and departments of music, and liberal arts programs. By no 

means does this dissertation intend to offer a totalizing logic, or a “one size fits all” 

curricular template, but rather a flexible, indeterminate methodological framework for 

considering music theory pedagogy through the lens of embodiment. This, I will argue, 

holds powerful implications for the ethical, political, and psychosocial dimensions of music 
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education.  

 My own transformation as an educator echoes that of existential psychologist Carl 

Rogers, who entered his profession asking the question: “How can I treat, or cure, or change 

this person?” After a long and devoted career, Rogers rephrased his question in this way: 

“How can I provide a relationship which this person may use for his own personal 

growth?”3 The assumption of one-directional contact was reformed into a process he 

understood to be mutually transformative. The arguments presented throughout this 

dissertation revolve around this theme, as I develop a framework for (a) understanding 

what ‘mutual transformation’ might mean in the context of music learning, and (b) 

harnessing music theory’s unique position to facilitate a learning environment of this 

quality.  

 I would like to underscore my aim to contribute understanding of abiding 

significance, even if it abides only within myself and my teaching practice. In dedicating 

many pages to exhuming rarified terminology, tracing the influence of philosophies of 

mind, the politics of corporality, and reviewing emerging perspectives in cognitive science, 

I have tried to avoid what Daniel Dennett calls “investigating the higher order truths about 

chmess”–– where “chmess” is a made up game, with made up rules, that nobody actually 

plays.4 One test to avoid this, he suggests, is to try to teach the ideas in question to 

uninitiated undergraduates, which I have done. The reception among students, as well as 

colleagues and professional musicians, suggests that there is, in fact, a need here. For this 

reason my dissertation begins and ends with –– and is fundamentally committed to –– the 

                                                
3. Rogers, Carl. 1995. On Becoming a Person: A Therapist’s View of Psychotherapy. 2nd Ed. Mariner Books. 
p. 32. 
4. Dennett, Daniel C. 2006. Higher-order truths about chmess. Topoi (2006) :40. 
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student.  

The need.  

 The term “music theory” generally conjures thoughts of scales, key signatures, ‘do-

re-mi’, Roman numerals, figured bass, voice-leading and counterpoint, etc. And while it is 

true that the conventional theory sequence focuses on this particular set of tools, it is often 

forgotten that music theory is more than the sum of these terms and procedures –– that 

since Pythagoras the subject has evolved as a broader subset of philosophical thought5 

concerned with basic musical structures, the relationships between them, and the ways we 

imagine, experience, and transfer them. Conventional music theory terms, as such, are 

fixed, determined, regulative, symbolic and (thus) culturally contingent, while the larger 

music theoretical project flows, questions, speculates, transforms and renews itself, and is 

openly metaphorical and (thus) the very plural of meaning.6 In the former sense, James 

Brown was demonstrably ignorant ‘about music theory’. In the latter sense, he was among 

the most influential speculative theorists of his time. To ascertain the difference, we must 

reconsider how musical thinking is conceptualized, measured, and represented.     

 It shouldn’t be surprising to see that conventional college theory is struggling to 

engage the rapidly expanding landscape of musical goals represented by an increasingly 

diverse body of music students. Nor should it be troubling for educators to investigate ways 

in which theory might need to adapt in order to engage the musical evolutions of the 

                                                
5. Lochead, Judy. 2011. Ch. 46: Music Theory and Philosophy. in “The Routledge Companion to Philosophy 
and Music.” Routledge. p. 506. 
6. For Roland Barthes, the meaning in music is plural, which is not simply to say that it has several meanings, 
but that it “accomplishes the very plural of meaning: an irreducible plural…not a co-existence of meanings, 
but a passage, an overcrossing; thus it answers not to an interpretation, even a liberal one, but to an explosion, 

a dissemination.” Barthes, Roland. 1977. From Work to Text. Image/Music/Text. p. 159. 
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twenty-first century. However, the attempts to substantively alter music theory curriculum, 

evidently, is both surprising and troubling to a great many, which is perhaps the most 

transparent evidence that theory has never merely been about scales and key signatures. 

Two examples provide the backdrop for my arguments that follow.  

 In March 2017, The Harvard Crimson7 reported that the Department of Music at 

Harvard University would eliminate introductory music theory and music history courses 

from its core requirements for music concentrators (majors). New required courses were 

put in place, entitled “Thinking About Music” and “Critical Listening.” A social media 

buzz erupted in response as scholars, educators, and artists around the globe blogged, 

tweeted, and composed editorials of both praise and reproach. Opponents decried it as –– 

among others things –– an “embarrassment to Western culture”8 and “a risky 

romanticization of musical illiteracy.”9 Even composer John Adams (Harvard alumna) 

tweeted his initial concern.10 There were supporters, on the other hand, who praised the 

move as bold stroke against the “white supremacy”11 that, allegedly, underlies music 

theory. While neither reaction engaged the real intentions behind Harvard’s restructuring 

(discussed in Chapter 3), the polarized response brought the hidden sociopolitical 

significance of music theory to public light.  

                                                
7. Leifer, V. 2017. “Music Department to Adopt New Curriculum Beginning Fall 2017.” The Harvard 
Crimson. March 22. Retrieved from: https://www.thecrimson.com/article/2017/3/22/music-concentration-
changes 
8. See Drake, J. 2017. Musical Theory and Musical Judgment—Both Optional at Harvard. Vision and Values. 
March 8. 
9. N.A. 2017. “This romanticization of musical illiteracy is risky.” April 5. The Guardian: Music. Retrieved 
from: www.theguardian.com/education/2017/apr/05/this-romanticisation-of-musical-illiteracy-is-risky. 
April 10, 2019. 
10. Adams, John (HellTweet). “Harvard Music Department's new curriculum requirements..hmmm...need to 
learn more, but at first glance, they seem a little disturbing.” April 1, 2017. 
11. Hiser, Kelly (@kellyhiser). “So if you find yourself defending music theory, know that what you're really 
defending is white supremacy.” April 2, 2017. Tweet. 
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 A similarly controversial move came in the form of a widely circulated document 

in 2014: “Transforming Music Study from its Foundations: A Manifesto for Progressive 

Change,” the College Music Society’s report from their Task Force for the Undergraduate 

Music Major (hereafter TFUMM).12 This report aimed to “break the logjam” of previous 

attempts at curricular reform that were merely “masquerading as genuine change.”13 It 

identified three core deficiencies of what it understands as the conventional mode of music 

study: (1) the subordination of the creation of new work to the interpretive performance of 

older work; (2) ethnocentrism; (3) the fragmentation of subjects and skills.14 In the opinions 

of TFUMM, addressing each of these deficiencies would not only open paths for 

progressive change, but “return to the authentic roots of this [classical] heritage.”15  

 The Manifesto argues that the conventional model –– the Performer-Interpreter 

model –– is increasingly misaligned with the environments in which students find 

themselves upon graduation. Lead author Ed Sarath argues that this model –– which 

evolved to prepare students for careers in orchestras –– is obsolete for two central reasons: 

(1) As orchestras around the world have been closing at an alarming rate, even as music 

programs grow, it is far more likely that students will find a career engaging with 

contemporary and so-called “vernacular” music than with the conventional canon and its 

values. (2) Given the Afrological roots/contributions to “vernacular” music, music higher 

education requires a model that bridges these pedagogical traditions.16 Sarath proposes the 

                                                
12. Campbell, P.S., et al. 2016. “Transforming Music Study from Its Foundations: A Manifesto for 
Progressive Change in the Undergraduate Preparation of Music Majors.” In Redefining Music Studies in an 
Age of Change. Routledge. 
13. Ibid. p. 59. 
14. Ibid. p. 16. 
15. Ibid. p. 12. 
16. Ibid. p. 39. 
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alternative Creative-Composer/Improviser model, which integrates the current model with 

both a multicultural model, while also returning to a pre-industrial European pedagogy. 

Under this model, students’ primary focus shifts from interpretive performance to creative 

performance, from recreating a known work to crafting their own musical voice as a 

primary source.  

 When referring to music theory specifically, the Manifesto suggests that a deep 

‘reexamination’ and ‘realignment’ must take place. However, its recommendations are 

vague:  

When the musical goal expands from specialized interpretive performance 
within a monocultural repertory to contemporary, globally informed 
improvisation‐composition‐performance, the impetus for paradigmatic 
questioning takes on entirely new dimensions and urgency. The point here 
is not to suggest that conventional approaches to music theory should bear 
the brunt of reform criticism, but to simply emphasize that if music study is 
to align itself with the diverse horizons of the musical world, all areas of the 
curriculum will need to be examined accordingly, and basic musicianship—
by its very foundational nature—may well require considerable attention in 
this regard.17 

 
 

Despite these overtures, the Manifesto received polarized reactions from educators, and a 

particularly negative review from theorists. Andrew Balio, as one example, published a 

three-part repudiation, mounting a strong defense of artistic mastery and discipline as core 

tenets of music education. Responding to the accusation that conventional music education 

“excludes,”18 Balio states that it “excludes naturally because it draws only those who strive 

to go higher and deeper artistically.”19 Concerning theory specifically, Balio chiefly 

                                                
17. Ibid. p. 37. 
18. Ibid. p. 35. 
19. Balio, Andrew. 2015. “Political Activism Comes to the American Conservatory.” The James G. Martin 
Center for Academic Renewal. April 15. Retrieved from https://www.jamesgmartin.center/2015/10/political-
activism-comes-to-the-american-conservatory 
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recommends an “implicit obedience to the rules of art, as established by the great masters,” 

and disavows the “false and vulgar opinion that rules are the fetters of genius. They are 

fetters only to men of no genius.”  

 This dissertation aims to speak directly to this ongoing debate, and so will refer to 

the TFUMM Manifesto throughout. 

Overview 

 To address the current position of uncertainty in tertiary theory teaching, I have 

sought to construct a linear argument that integrates multiple disciplines. Part I presents 

original quantitative and qualitative research gathered to better understand the perspectives 

of undergraduate music students (Chapter 2) and the forces driving curricular reform at the 

institutional level (Chapter 3). Part II interpolates a historicist reading of three music 

theoretical traditions –– the speculative, regulative, and analytic –– with a sociology of 

embodiment (Chapter 4) and embodied cognition (Chapter 5) in order to assemble an 

interdisciplinary framework for interpreting the evolution of body-world relations within 

theory pedagogy. Part III then articulates how embodiment –– an indeterminate 

methodological field –– challenges conventional assumptions of what constitutes theory 

knowledge and recasts the basic learning objectives of a core theory education (Chapter 6). 

Finally, I explore Butch Morris’ Conduction® –– which I have adapted specifically for the 

theory classroom –– as a proof-of-concept application of the embodied approach as I have 

defined it (Chapter 7).   

Part I. Curricular Horizons   

 Contemporary reform efforts –– already reexamining notions of legitimacy and 
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assumptions of music’s fundamentals –– are embedded within broader sociocultural forces: 

the economic imperatives of the modern university (i.e. the adoption of a business 

model)20, intensifying political dialogue (i.e. what curriculum signals within the dialectic 

of progress and conservation), the ethos of globalization, and the new digital reality, with 

its dictum: “In the digital world, he who hesitates is abandoned.”21   

 Part I seeks to understand the current curricular trajectories of college level music 

theory. I begin by taking a closer look at those at the front lines of reform: the students. 

Undergraduates, while being the subject of calls for curricular transformation, have had 

remarkably few spaces for asserting their voice within reform debate. How has theory class 

contributed to the professional lives of recent music program graduates? What aspects of 

theory class are seen to be the most beneficial, and the most problematic? How do students 

view the relationship between what is assessed and what is most personally useful?  

 A detailed online survey was conducted in order to identify prevailing trends in 

student evaluations of their music theory experience. The survey was distributed online via 

the social media website Reddit.com, a user-moderated, open-forum, discussion-based 

medium for special interest communities (i.e. subreddits). Touting itself as the “front page 

of the internet,” Reddit.com has over twenty-four million users in the U.S. alone.22 The 

survey targeted recent graduates of music programs in eight relevant subreddits,23 polling 

                                                
20. Bunce, Louise (et al.). 2017. The student-as-consumer approach in higher education and its effects on 
academic performance, Studies in Higher Education. 42:11. p. 1958-1978 
21. Stringer, Howard. 2011. 
“CEO Howard Stringer sees Sony's future in 3-D”. Interview with David Lieberman, 
www.usatoday.com. January 5. 
22. Smth, Craig. 2019. “80 Amazing Reddit Statistics and Facts 2019 | By the numbers”. DMR: Business 
Statistics. April 20. Retrieved April 21, 2019. https://expandedramblings.com/index.php/reddit-stats/ 
23. r/musictheory, r/MusicEd, r/MajoringInMusic, r/Music_Theory_Class, r/music, r/classicalmusic, 

r/musicians, and r/WeAreTheMusicMakers. (The “r/name” nomenclature is standard shorthand for 
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students’ musical emphasis and primary instrument, their sentiment toward music theory 

class in general and with regard to specific learning objectives, asked which elements of 

theory were the most vital for assessment and most relevant to their personal musical goals, 

and invited open-ended evaluative comments. Chapter 2 presents survey results and 

quantitative (statistical) and qualitative (textual) analysis. 

 Quantitative analysis revealed that respondents (n=291) share significant 

agreement in their evaluation of theory. Results affirm that respondents generally tend to 

view music theory as a highly valuable subject of study. On a five-point Likert scale, 

respondents overall ‘Agreed’ with positive evaluations of theory (x̅ = 4.30, s = 0.9), and 

more than ‘Disagreed’ with negative evaluations (x̄= 1.73, s = 0.91). Despite such general 

positive sentiment, however, 81% of respondents either ‘Agreed’ or ‘Strongly Agreed’ with 

the statement “Music theory class can be improved” (x̄= 4.02, s = 0.81). A textual analysis 

of optional open-ended comments reveals clear trends in what respondents identify as areas 

most in need of improvement. In total, negative comments outnumbered positive comments 

93 - 29, with 12 neutral comments. Respondent discontent revolved around three central 

issues: integration, diversity, and creativity, in that order.  

 There is, of course, no normative undergraduate music student, just as there is no 

normative music theory program. Imagining such phantom normates risks contributing to 

–– rather than obstructing –– the generation of reductive curricular standards with limited 

or no significance (or affordance value) to anybody in particular. Yet, there is some insight 

to be gleaned from polling attitudes that proliferate through social media. The discussions 

                                                
identifying reddit communities) 
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taking place in Reddit communities are fertile pastures for what Peter Smith describes as 

the Revolution of “free range learning”24 in the digital age. One survey comment reflects 

this precisely:  

I have found that my music theory class at school is extremely dull, and I 
find tutorials on music theory on youtube to be MUCH more helpful. I feel 
this is because it's more entertaining, I have an instrument to practice on 
while I'm learning the theory, and because the theory I learn from youtube 
is more relevant to the music I make.25 

 

The new reality of hyper-focused learning-on-demand, accessible to anyone with an 

internet connection (89% of adults in the U.S.)26 is tantalizing to anyone invested in the 

ideal of universal access to knowledge. For the first time in human history, the spoken word 

–– via podcasts and video sharing platforms –– has a further reach than the written word, 

spawning what appears to be a true Gutenberg moment for education outside the bounds 

of the institution.27 Aside from the ethical and political dimensions, the revolution in digital 

learning presents a systemic challenge to institutions that are organized around the 

assumption that they are the access point for knowledge. Institutions have responded with 

e-learning and m-learning (mobile learning) initiatives, transferring much of what was 

learned in-person to a text/audio/video-based online platform.28 However, these initiatives 

only reify the presumption of knowledge-as-information, and the learning experience as a 

transaction. Since course content is accessible only by paying students, from the purview 

                                                
24. Smith, Peter. 2018. “Free Range Learning in the Digital Age: The Emerging Revolution in College, 
Career, and Education.” SelectBooks. 
25. Comment number 7 
26. Pew Research Center. 2018. Internet/Broadband Fact Sheet. Feb. 5. Retrieved from: 
https://www.pewinternet.org/fact-sheet/internet-broadband/ 
27. 2019. Spinelli & Dan. Podcasting: The Audio Media Revolution. Bloomsbury Academic. 
28. Kumar, B.A. & Chand, S.S. 2019. Mobile learning adoption: A systematic review. Education and 
Information Technologies. Volume 24. Issue 1. p. 471–487. 
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of future students, these initiatives beg the question: What is the value of a higher education 

that offers at a cost what can be attained at virtually zero cost? The onus is on the institution 

to offer learning experiences that transcend the mere acquisition of information. 

 Situated within these larger shifts in higher education, schools and departments of 

music throughout the U.S. are increasingly engaged in substantial reexamination of the 

foundational assumptions of what higher learning of music means. Music theory –– the 

core curricular feature of serious music programs since the 1940’s –– is a particular focus 

of curricular reform. Chapter 3 examines four programs engaged in the restructuring of 

their theory programs, gathering perspectives and insights from reform leaders through 

personal interviews. My purposes here are to (1) identify predominant reform themes, (2) 

recognize shades of divergence from mainstream theory curriculum, and (3) present 

emerging strategies of reform design and implementation as a resource for departments and 

schools of music considering curricular reforms.  

 I specifically look at (a) the Harvard University Department of Music, interviewing 

department chair Suzannah Clark; (b) the University of Miami Frost School of Music, 

interviewing Juan Chattah, director of Experiential Music Curriculum; (c) the University 

of California at San Diego Department of Music, interviewing associate chair Anthony 

Burr; and (d) the University of California at Los Angeles Herb Alpert School of Music, 

interviewing former director Timothy Rice.   

 Harvard’s music department made waves in 2017 when they announced that music 

theory would no longer be a required course for undergraduate music majors (i.e. 

“concentrators”). Two new required courses were introduced: Thinking About Music, and 

Critical Listening. My interview with Suzannah Clark illuminates much of what was 
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glossed over in the early media response. For instance, traditional theory is required for 

most specializations, such as composition; theory will remain an elective course; the strong 

faculty advising role means that most students will be directed to take music theory all the 

same.    

 Frost School of Music at the University of Miami recently restructured its entire 

curriculum, prioritizing experiential learning and entrepreneurship. Frost has garnered 

national attention for its innovative, integrated program that seeks to prepare students with 

the skills needed to establish and sustain financial security in today’s shifting musical 

professional landscape. Juan Chattah is one of the architects of a bold, integrated 

restructuring of Frost’s curricular vision introduced in 2016. Chattah was also a member of 

the College Music Society Taskforce for the Undergraduate Music Major (TFUMM), and 

a contributing author to their report: the Manifesto for Progressive Change.29 Chattah talks 

through the key concepts and research underlying Frost’s restructuring (i.e. The Frost 

Method™), including curricular through-lines, experiential learning, an expanded 

repertoire, and improvisation requirements.  

 The music department at University of California San Diego (UCSD) was founded 

in the 1960’s as a progressive department modeled after John Cage’s experimental 

activities at the New School.30 It aimed not only to extend and cultivate the innovations of 

the American experimental tradition, but to experiment with a more freeform curricular 

structure. Recently, in line with the current trend among schools and departments of music, 

                                                
29. Campbell, P.S., et al. 2016. “Transforming Music Study from Its Foundations: A Manifesto for 
Progressive Change in the Undergraduate Preparation of Music Majors.” In Redefining Music Studies in an 
Age of Change. Routledge. 
30. Obrecht. Guy. 2011. “The Crystallization of the New, New Music at UCSD” College Music Symposium 
51. p. 94. 
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a mandate was given to reduce time-to-graduation by limiting required courses. Anthony 

Burr discusses how he has approached the design of a one-year (three quarter) theory 

sequence, half the length of the average program.  

 In 2015 the University of California at Los Angeles (UCLA) announced that it would 

move forward with plans to create the UC system’s only stand-alone School of Music, 

following a $30 million endowment from the Herb Alpert Foundation. Ethnomusicologist 

Tim Rice directed the new school at its founding, implementing some of the progressive 

change discussed in the TFUMM Manifesto, for which he was a lead author. Rice openly 

shares not just the vision-casting and the intentions underlying the restructuring, but also 

moments where his visions struggled to congeal as hoped. As a result, Part I is brought to 

a fitting close with Rice’s perspective developed over his career on the state of music in 

higher education, the history of failed attempts to integrate diversity into the schools and 

departments of music, and the roles music theory might –– but largely does not –– play in 

diversification. 

 From a social network perspective, institutions are not fundamentally composed of 

curricular elements –– rubrics, syllabi, learning outcomes, requirements, modules, 

sequences, mission statements –– but of individual actors, each networked within and 

across institutional boundaries. Themes of curricular reform outlined in Chapter 3 are the 

cumulative effect of hundreds of these actors engaged in the exchange of social capital31 

through the development of partnerships and the exchange of ideas. Social network 

                                                
31. “Social capital is concerned with the resources that exist in social relations (sometimes referred to as 
‘ties’) between individuals as opposed to the resources of a specific individual. This implies that actors must 
be aware of the assets in their network and take action through social ties to access these resources.” Daly, 
A.J. & Finnigan, K.S. 2010. A bridge between worlds: understanding network structure to understand change 
strategy. Journal of Educational Change 11: 111 
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theorists study the dynamics of organizational change, looking for ways that patterns of 

stability and change might be explained by the web of relations through which social 

capital (ideas, information, resources, influence) flows.32 In this light, the institutions 

examined in Chapter 3 are not only examples of ideas being implemented, but of networks 

organized in such a way that allows social capital to flow effectively.   

 As an overview of the four institutions I identify fourteen imperatives for curricular 

reform of music theory set in motion by at least two of the four programs.33 This list, 

however, is only a snapshot. So while we emerge from Part I with a clearer view of the 

perceived problems of conventional pedagogy and emerging alternative pathways, the 

curricular horizon line remains fuzzy. From my analysis of these fourteen imperatives there 

appear to be two overarching categories of philosophical concern: (1) epistemological 

pluralism, and (2) the status of student agency. Acting upon these concerns can reasonably 

be understood as progress, but reforms fall short of articulating a positive argument for the 

value of theory study as a core subject, or intelligibly redefining its primary learning 

objectives. It is also unclear to what extent these reforms can be considered innovations, or 

recourses to older Rousseauian or Pestalozzian teaching philosophies.34  

 Thus, we need to scale out in order to more fully understand how music theory factors 

into transformations of twenty-first century music higher education. How do current 

                                                
32. Daly, Alan. 2010. Social Network Theory and Educational Change. Harvard Education Press. p. xi. 
33. See Table 3 on page 124. Expanded repertoire; Appeal to broader range of students; Reduced notation 
competency requirement; Reduced unit requirements; Cross-curricular integration; Cross-cultural 
integration; Contextualizing the Western canon; Assessment: Growth over Proficiency; Introduction to 
multiple analytic approaches; Emphasis on entrepreneurship; Creative projects; Collaborative projects; 
Emphasis on concrete application; and Required improvisation.  
34. In Rainbow’s view, “it was Pestalozzi’s achievement to demonstrate that a child’s education depended 
less upon memorizing facts than on the provision of opportunities to make factual discoveries for himself.” 
Marx, A. B. 1997. Musical Form in the Age of Beethoven; Selected Writings on Theory and Method, trans. 
and ed. S. Burnham, Cambridge University Press. 
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reforms relate to larger scale shifts in music theory history? What are the histories behind 

the practices perceived as being reformed, and how are they related to both dualist and non-

dualist definitions of “theory”? What might be the hidden conceptual or philosophical 

underpinnings of these curricular imperatives, and how do these recast and relocate the 

“theorist”?  

Part II. Mutual Transformation: Perspectives of Musical Embodiment.   

 Part II does not so much seek to provide theory teaching with a unifying philosophy, 

as it is aims to illuminate the philosophical substrata already at play in curricular reform. 

 Chapter 4 investigates how music theoretical traditions converge in ‘the body’ –– 

both the material body, and the ‘the body’ as a social construct. While the body has rarely 

been the explicit focus of music theorists, it is nonetheless an ever-present entity, if just a 

banal fact, at the foundation of theoretical writing. For Socrates, the body was made strong 

through gymnastics, while music that made the soul “well-arranged.”35 More than a blanket 

sentiment, The Republic is very clear that in order to edify the soul, music first had to be 

‘purified and purged.’36 Specifically under review were the logoi (songs could not create 

‘vile images’37) and the lexis (the correlation between melodic modes and constitutions of 

state and soul).38 Thus music theorists of antiquity were driven by an ethical imperative, 

prescribing well-arranged music as the determinate of the well-arranged soul, a pursuit 

grounded in the body’s capacity to be vile, and to be controlled.   

                                                
35. Plato. 1943. Plato's The Republic. New York :Books, Inc.. 401db. 
36. Ibid. Laws. 668a6. 
37. Ibid. 377e1.  
38. Socrates ranks levels of moral constitutions (580a) and correlates them with specific musical modes 
(398e-399d)  



 

 
 
 

 

17 

 This basic hierarchy –– though varying widely in philosophical and theological 

form –– remains intact to the present day in the form of mind-body dualism.39 I briefly 

trace its reification in the writings of Boethius, John Case, Hugh Plat, and Descartes, 

though focus particularly on Rameau and Roland Barthes, whose theories are among the 

few to lift the status of the body as a component of higher order musical experience, rather 

than the ensouled machine. I focus specifically on what Rameau termed le sous-entendu40 

–– literally “the below understanding” or “the under-hearing” –– and Barthes’ rich 

descriptions of the “body in a state of music,”41 particularly his concept of “grain”42 and 

his distinction between music’s pheno-text and geno-text.43 These terms attempt to reframe 

the body as more than a target of power, beyond the “docile body”44 that Foucault theorized 

was the center of new scales of political control during the classical age.  

 The remainder of Chapter 4 aims to develop a framework through which I might 

understand the role of the body in the production and pedagogy of music theory. To do this 

I engage a sociology of embodiment as a lens for reconsidering the three discrete music 

theoretical traditions described by Carl Dahlhaus: the speculative tradition, the regulative 

tradition, and the analytic tradition.45 Speculative theory –– the oldest of the three, 

                                                
39. As James Dewey laments: “Too often […] the older dualism of soul and body has been replaced by that 
of the brain and the rest of the body.” Dewey, John. 1997 (1916). Democracy and education. Free Press. 
Later Printing Edition. 
40. Rameau. 1722. Traité, Table des Termes. p. xxi 
41. Barthes, R. 1991. The grain of the voice. In The responsibility of forms: Critical essays on music, art and 
representation Berkeley, CA: University of California Press. p. 261. 
42. The grain is the precise space between language and voice: neither wholly vocal, nor wholly linguistic; 

neither sign nor signified. Barthes. 1991. p. 180-189. 
43. Pheno-text refers the elements of music that form a semantic communication (style, form, phrase, 
grammar, cultural references, etc.), which is contrasted with geno-text: musical attributes that can be felt as 
a bodily sensation of another body through ‘sonorous touch.’ 
44. Foucault, Michel, 1926-1984. (1977). Discipline and punish : the birth of the prison. New York :Pantheon 
Books, 
45. Christensen, Thomas 2002. The Cambridge History of Western Music Theory. Cambridge University 
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stretching back to Pythagoras –– is concerned with basic musical categories and nature of 

the relationships between them (e.g. cosmological harmony, tetrachords, scales, meter); 

Regulative theory is concerned with constructing systems of musical practice (e.g. methods 

for structuring music, including notation, and pedagogy), and (3) Analytic theory is 

concerned with excavating the forms (or logic) of existing works (e.g. techniques for 

identifying structures, patterns, and forms).  

 My operative definition of embodiment comes from anthropologist Thomas Csordas, 

who defines it as “an indeterminate methodological field concerned with the philosophy of 

perceptual experience, the politics of corporality, and modes of presence and engagement 

in the world.”46 An embodied approach thus views the construct of ‘the body’ as fertile 

ground for the critical analysis of social structures, patterns of agency, and ethical 

(bioethical) and political (biopolitical) systems. Csordas observes that agency –– as 

variously described by Merleau-Ponty, Bourdieu, and Foucault –– has a potential trajectory 

(vector) in the relationship between ‘the body’ and ‘the world’: agency as vectored 

outwardly from body toward world (Merleau-Ponty), as vectored reciprocally between 

body and world (Bourdieu), and as vectored from the world toward the body (Foucault).47  

 Building from this analysis, my core argument for Chapter 4 is as follows: (1) The 

speculative, regulative, and analytic theoretical traditions represent distinct modes of 

production and pedagogy distinguished by modes of agency: bodily agency as vectored 

from the body toward the world (speculative), reciprocally between body and world 

                                                
Press. p. 6. 
46. Csordas, Thomas. 2015. Chapter 2: Toward a Cultural Anthropology of Body-World Relations. 
Phenomenoloy in Anthropology: A Sense of Perspective. Indiana University Press. 
47. See Figure 4.1 on page 150. 
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(regulative), and from the world toward the body (analytic).48 This provides a framework 

for considering how ‘the body’ –– material and construct –– is located and acted upon in 

the context of music theory production and pedagogy. (2) In the context of curriculum, the 

speculative, regulative, and analytic modes (and their vectors of agency) have a 

complimentary dynamic, and when they are balanced –– or equilibrated, to use Piaget’s 

term –– the curriculum is optimized for the mutual transformation of student and world. 

My notion of ‘mutual transformation’ is informed by education theorist Barbara Rogoff, 

who describes deep learning as the concurrent, mutual transformation of personal, 

interpersonal and cultural processes.49  

 Considering today’s curricular reform in light of this embodied reading permits us to 

see ‘innovations’ through a much broader lens as a reemergence of the speculative tradition 

–– that is, the mode of producing and engaging with theory in which agency proceeds from 

the body toward the world (e.g. Sarath’s proposed Creative Composer/Improviser model). 

Speculative theory is thus a subset of phenomenological thought, the foundation of a 

musician’s capacity to intentionally “relate to something other than their own mass.”50 On 

the surface, the proposition of embodiment challenges the theory/practice binary, with its 

roots in Platonic thought, and Aristotle’s dialectical juxtaposition of theoros –– the act of 

observation51 –– with praktike –– an action resulting in a change in some object.52  

                                                
48. See Figure 4.2 on page 158. 
49. Rogoff, Barbara. 1995. Observing sociocultural activity on three planes: Participatory appropriation, 
guided participation, and apprenticeship. In J. V. Wertsch, P. del Rio, & A. Alvarez (Eds.), Sociocultural 
studies of mind. p. 156.  Cambridge University Press. 
50. Merleau Ponty, Maurice. Nature: Course Notes from the Collège de France.  Compiled with notes by 
Dominique Séglaard, trans. by Robert Vallier. 2003. Evanston: Northwestern University Press. 
51. Pre-Socratic Greek used theoria as a visual term, describing the action of a spectator at the theater or 
games, or a legal dispute. Plato appropriated the term to emphasize the act of witnessing in philosophical 
inquiry. Aristotle first juxtaposed theoria with praktike. 
52. Ibid. p. 2 
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 Where, then, does theory –– the thinking and explaining mind –– intersect the “body 

in a state of music”?  

 Chapter 5 moves on from the sociology of embodiment to explore various emerging 

perspectives of the embodied mind. Inspired by a variety of sources, including Merleau-

Ponty, James Gibson, and George Lakoff, modern day embodied cognition has garnered a 

wide, pandisciplinary appeal. Generally, embodied cognition is a critique of several 

assumptions that ground cognitive science and neuroscience, namely: (a) Cartesian 

dualism; (b) the presumption that the mind is brain-bound; (c) the tendency to ascribe to 

the brain psychological concepts that only make sense when ascribed to whole organisms 

(mereological fallacy);53 (d) a reliance upon computer metaphors in describing the 

processes of the mind (computationalism); and (e) the view that internal consciousness 

represents external reality (representationalism). These perspectives collectively seek to 

offer a non-dualist, non-reductive thought space in response to what is seen as the failure 

of cognitive science to meaningfully account for the phenomenon of cognition. Alva Noë, 

for instance, declares that after decades of concerted effort only one proposition about how 

the brain gives rise to a mind has emerged unchallenged: “...we don’t have a clue.”54 This 

chapter examines the seminal literature, and considers the deep challenges it poses to the 

study of the musical mind.   

  Biologists Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela introduced the concept of 

autopoiesis55 to the life sciences, complicating the boundaries of an independent living 

                                                
53. Schaal D. W. 2005. Naming our concerns about neuroscience: a review of Bennett and Hacker's 
philosophical foundations of neuroscience. Journal of the experimental analysis of behavior, 84(3), 683–692. 
54. Noë, Alva. 2009. Out of Heads. Hill and Wang. New York. p. xi. 
55. Maturana, H. Varela, F. 1980. “Autopoiesis and Cognition”. D. Reidel Publishing Company. Dordrecht, 
Holland. p. xvi. 
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system, describing the dynamics of situated sensorimotor coupling with the environment. 

Varela’s later collaboration with Eleanor Rosch and Evan Thompson56 more explicitly 

explores the mind as radically embodied and enactive, forging a path for other ‘radicals’ 

such as Daniel Hutto57 and Anthony Chemero,58 as well as less radical enactive 

perspectives such as those presented by Susan Hurley59 and Alva Noë.60 Drawing upon 

studies by David Kirsh,61 Andy Clark and David Chalmers62 argue that cognition is best 

understood as extending beyond the arbitrary bounds of the body. George Lakoff63 and 

Mark Johnson’s seminal works in cognitive linguistics discussing embodied conceptual 

metaphor have also been vastly influential. James Gibson’s notions of ecological 

psychology and affordances –– potentials for action –– have been revived by Neo-

Gibsonians, who forward a dynamical systems approach to cognition. Many of these 

thinkers have drawn inspiration from Merleau-Ponty, himself advancing ideas posed by 

Heidegger and Husserl.   

 4E cognition thus problematizes the Platonic theoros/praktike binary, and 

articulates a more complex, dynamic account wherein practice and theory are mutually 

transformative. Contrary to a cognitivist approach to musical thought, an embodied account 

describes music perception and musical action not as divorced, but –– as forwarded by Eric 

                                                
56. Varela. Thompson. Rosch. 1992. “The Embodied Mind: Cognitive Science and Human Experience.” 
MIT Press. Revised ed. edition. [authors’ statement] 
57. Hutto, D. 2011. “Philosophy of Mind’s New Lease on Life: Autopoietic Enactivism meets 
Teleosemiotics”. Journal of Consciousness Studies, 18,No.5–6,2011. 
58. Chemero, Anthony. 2009. “Radical Embodied Cognitive Science”. MIT Press. Cambridge. 
59. Hurley S. 1998. Consciousness in action. Harvard University Press, London. 
60. Noë, Alva. 2004. Action in perception. MIT Press. Cambridge, Mass. 
61. Kirsh, D. Maglio, P. 1994. “On Distinguishing Epistemic from Pragmatic Action.” Cognitive Science 18, 
514. 
62. Clark, A. Chalmers, D. 1998. “The Extended Mind.” Analysis 58:10-23. 
63. Lakoff, G. Johnson, M. 1999. “Philosophy in the Flesh: the Embodied Mind & its Challenge to Western 
Thought.” Basic Books. NY. p. 3. 
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Clarke –– “perception must be understood as a relationship between environmentally 

available information and the capacities, sensitivities, and interests of a perceiver.”64 This 

is related to Gibson’s notion of affordances which, simply explained, are perceived 

potentials for action present in an environment. Aiming to disambiguate the usage of 

‘affordances’ in relation to music, Schiavio introduces the concept of teleomusical acts –– 

chains of actions with goal-directedness which constitute a musician’s motor knowledge.65  

 In summary, 4E accounts of the musical mind represent a renewal of theory in the 

speculative tradition, inviting educators and students to rethink the fundamental processes 

that form and in-form musicality and musicianship. To paraphrase neuroscientist M. R. 

Bennett, the brain and its activities make it possible for us — not for it — to perceive, think 

and theorize, to feel emotions, and to form and pursue musical actions.66 Pedagogy can 

now turn from the soul, from the mind, and from the brain as the central objects of theory, 

and toward a more holistic exploration of body-world dynamics that give rise to an 

embodied mind, and an indeterminate state of musicking.  

Part III. Student as Theorist. 

  Part III glides gently back to terra firma with a reformed understanding of music 

theory’s fundaments to more particularly consider the implications of embodiment for 

                                                
64. Eric Clarke. 2005. Ways of Listening: An Ecological Approach to the Perception of Musical Meaning. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press. p. 91. 
65. Schiavio, Andrea. 2014. “Music in ( En ) Action: Sense-Making and Neurophenomenology of Musical 
Experience.” Doctoral Dissertation. p. 93 
66. “The brain and its activities make it possible for us—not for it—to perceive and think, to feel emotions, 
and to form and pursue projects.” Bennett & Hacker. 2003. Philosophical foundations of neuroscience. 
Blackwell Publishing. Malden, MA. p. 3. 
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curriculum and for the student. Here my previous arguments converge toward my central 

thesis: recasting the theory student as theorist. 

 Chapter 6 expands upon an argument introduced in the previous chapter: an 

embodied perspective nourishes the speculative theoretical tradition already experiencing 

a reemergence in curricular reform. My understanding of the ‘speculative space’ follows 

from Judy Lochhead67 and Justin London68 as the subset of philosophical thought 

concerned with basic musical categories and the nature of the relationships between them. 

In terms of body-world relations, I have defined the speculative as a theoretical mode in 

which agency (a la Merleau-Ponty) is vectored from the body toward the world.  

 The recovery, or reemergence of the speculative is an easily overlooked, but 

important development. I argue that Helmholtz’ influential Sensations of Tone69 was 

received by educators as a determined, objective basis for music theory, solidifying a 

dualistic paradigm for theory pedagogy. This determinist foundation meant that the 

speculative theoretical tradition –– the curricular space in which students traditionally 

made contact with the grounding, conceptual metaphors underlying music’s fundamentals 

–– was gradually overshadowed by the imperatives of Modernist education. Believing 

talent to be innate –– that is, biologically-based, rather than mind-based –– curricular 

emphasis was placed on developing students’ procedural knowledge (reflected in the 

                                                
67. –– who argues that music theory, particularly in the speculative mode, represents a subset of philosophical 

thought. Lochead, Judy. 2011. Ch. 46: Music Theory and Philosophy. in “The Routledge Companion to 
Philosophy and Music.” p. 506. 
68. –– who describes speculative music theories as those that make arguments regarding basic musical 
categories, and nature of the relationships between them. London, Justin. 2011. Ch. 45: Musicology. in “The 
Routledge Companion to Philosophy and Music.” Ed. Theodore Gracyk, Andrew Kania. Routledge. p. 502. 
69. Helmhotlz, Hermann. 1875. On the Sensations of Tone: As the Physiological Basis for the Theory of 
Music. Edited by Alexander Ellis. Search. Third Ed. London. p. 346 
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growth regulative theories) and imitation70 as mediated by symbolic logic (reflected in the 

growth of analytic theories).          

 Despite –– or due to –– Helmholtz’ profound sensitivity and respect for art (contra 

science), his genuine effort to keep the “regions of physiology and aesthetics sufficiently 

distinct”71 widened the chasm that separated Europe’s “Two Cultures” of the sciences and 

humanities.72 The experimental rigor he brought to bear on music theory’s most perennial, 

speculative questions generated an empirical account so rich, so meticulous, that the need 

for further speculation (particularly non-scientific speculation) was regarded as 

superfluous. In the mind of Helmholtz, theory was thenceforth liberated from mystical 

“dreaming,”73 and musicians the world over could at long last ascertain “the rule.”74  

 At the end of Sensations Helmholtz confesses what he sees as the “real 

difficulty” of musical expression:  

In [musical expression] the properties of sensual perception would of course 
have a casual influence, but only in a very subordinate degree. The real 
difficulty lies in the development of the psychical motives which here assert 
themselves.75 

 

                                                
70. Or praeceptum – exemplum – imitatio (observe, memorize, imitate) McCreless, Patrick. 2002. Ch. 27: 
Music and rhetoric. Christensen. p. 856. 
71. Ibid. p. 8 
72. Snow, Charles Percy. 2001. [1959]. The Two Cultures. London: Cambridge University Press. 
73. “In the book of the Tso-kiu-ming, a friend of Confucius (B.C. 500), the five tones of the old Chinese 
scale were compares with the five elements of their natural philosophy- water, fire, wood, metal, and earth. 
[…] Similar references of musical tones to the elements, the temperaments, and the constellations are found 
abundantly scattered among the musical writings of the Arabs. The harmony of the spheres plays a great part 
throughout the middle ages. In Athanasius Kircher, not only the macrocosm, but the microcosm is musica. 
Even Kepler, a man of the deepest scientific spirit, could not keep himself quite free from imaginations of 
this kind. Nay even in the most recent times natural philosophers may still be found who prefer such dreaming 
to scientific work.” Ibid. p. 347 
74. “It was [previously] left to the musician himself to obtain some insight into the various effects of the 
various positions of chords, by mere use and experience. No rule could be given to guide him.”  
Helmholtz. p. 339 
75. Helmholtz. p. 578 (emphasis added) 
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Scholarship in music cognition since the 1990’s has contributed much to our understanding 

of what Helmholtz likely meant by ‘psychical’, though less so what he meant by ‘motives.’ 

Findings include: modeling the experience of prediction response in musical event onset,76 

defining tonal hierarchies and the role of short-term memory in tracking melodic 

transformation,77 connecting attributes of musicality to animal behavior,78 and a substantial 

literature investigating musical experience using neuroimaging techniques.79  

 Yet, music cognitive science retains that same bifurcated commitment that shaped 

Helmholtz’ measurements: a Cartesian dualism that prevents a more complete picture of 

musical experience from coming to form, and the parallel anxiety that “what was measured 

was [itself] produced by the measurement.”80 Dualism, as intimated by Mark Rowlands, is 

fatally incapable of reincorporating the non-physical mind into the body.81 If a cognitivist 

investigation addresses ‘psychical’ (in Helmholtz’ terms), I argue that the lens of embodied 

cognition goes further toward accounting for the second factor: motive, specifically 

motivated action. Music theory taught through an embodied lens instead opens up an 

indeterminate field, one in which students themselves are called to participate as theorists, 

acting equally within the speculative, regulate, and analytic theoretical spaces.  

 A valuable parallel is mathematics education, which has undergone a similar 

                                                
76. Huron, D. 2006b. 
77. Krumhansl, Carol. 1985. Perceiving Tonal Structure in Music: The complex mental activity by which 
listeners distinguish subtle relations among tones, chords, and keys in Western tonal music offers new 
territory for cognitive psychology. American Scientist 
Vol. 73, No. 4. July-August. p. 371-378 
78. See the work of Ani Patel 
79. See the foundational work of Andrea Halpern, Ed Large, Psyche Loui, Laurel Trainor, Isabelle Peretz, 
Petr Janata, and John Iversen. 
80. Schmidgen, Henning. 2014. The Helmholtz Curves: Tracing Lost Time. First Edit. New York: Fordham 
University Press. [emphasis in the original] p. 4 
81. Rowlands, M. 2003. Externalism: Putting Mind and World Back Together Again. Acumen/McGill-
Queen’s University Press. 
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curricular reexamination in recent years in the U.S. Music theory and mathematics are 

intertwined in a legacy of Platonic thought, wherein the objects of study –– whether notes 

or numbers –– are (1) assumed to be discovered, not created, (2) seen as existing out there 

in the world and not the products minds, and (3) presumed to have statements about 

observations to be either true or false, with no possibility for equally valid alternative 

forms.82 Extending Lakoff and Johnson’s argument for embodied conceptual metaphor as 

the basis of human rationality, Lakoff and Núñez explore what this notion suggests about 

the cognitive structure of mathematical reasoning. Núñez explains that the primary source 

of confusions in learning mathematics stems from the literal interpretation of conceptual 

metaphors that underlie mathematical concepts.83 When the full metaphorical character of 

these concepts is revealed, such confusions and paradoxes disappear.84 Núñez:  

…even the most abstract conceptual system we can think of, mathematics(!), 
is ultimately embodied in the nature of our bodies, language, and cognition. 
It follows from this that if mathematics is embodied in nature, then any 
abstract conceptual system is embodied.85  

 
 Thus many parallels can be drawn between mathematics education and music theory 

pedagogy. Students who may have demonstrable musical ability but who have little or no 

theory training often enter a theory classroom to be immediately confronted with enigmas86 

                                                
82. Lakoff, George, Núñez, Rafael. 2001. “Where Mathematics Comes From: How the Embodied Mind 
Brings Mathematics into 
Being.” Basic Books. p. 81. 
83. Metaphors such as  Numbers Are Points on a Line; Container Schemas grounded in the visual system; 
(3) Numbers Are Sets. Lakoff & Núñez. 2001. 
84. Ibid. p. 6. 
85. Núñez, Rafael. 2006. “Do Real Numbers Really Move? Language, Thought, and Gesture: The Embodied 
Cognitive Foundations of Mathematics.” In Unconventional Essays on the Nature of Mathematics, edited by 
Reuben Hersh, 160–81. Springer. (Emphasis in the original) 
86. e.g. “So the chordal seventh may resolve up when outer voices move in parallel tenths with the soprano 
line. What is the value of this knowledge to me?” 
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and paradoxes.87 Theoretical concepts are presented through symbolic logic88 as literal 

truths, and taught procedurally with minimal attention paid to mapping these concepts onto 

students’ lived experience. Theory pedagogy is saturated with image schemas89 and fictive 

motion.90 91 Consider the prevalence of container metaphors92 –– a note exists within a 

melody, within a rhythm, within a chord, within a key, etc. –– and orientational 

metaphors93 –– notes described as objects-in-motion, going up, down, closer together, 

farther apart, in parallel, isochronous, etc. As Steve Larson observed, the forces we play 

with and respond to are subjective and imaginative. In the case of Western classical music, 

grounding metaphors likely grew in conjunction with the rise and reliance upon notated 

music, that is, when notation began to be colloquially referred in objective terms, as a piece 

of music.94 

 Here is where adopting an embodied mind perspective may shift theory pedagogy’s 

basic goals. If regulative theory revolves around procedural knowledge, and analytic theory 

is mobilized through symbolic logic, the core of the speculative tradition can be thought of 

                                                
87. “If a major seventh interval is a sharp dissonant sonority, and a resolution is a consonant arrival point, 
then in what sense does a major seventh chord function as a resolution?” 
88. Music notation, Roman numerals, figured bass, lead sheet symbols, etc. 
89. Image schemas derive from sensory and perceptual experience as we interact with and move about in the 
world. For example, given that humans walk upright and because we have a head at the top of our bodies and 
feet at the bottom, and given the presence of gravity which attracts unsupported objects, the vertical axis of 
the human body is functionally asymmetrical. This means that the vertical axis is characterized by an up-
down or top-bottom asymmetry: the top and bottom parts of our bodies are different. 
90. Fictive motion is a cognitive mechanism through which we unconsciously conceptualize static entities, 
e.g. The Equator passes through many countries, or the fence stops after the tree. 
91. A study of university-level calculus instructors revealed that the physical gestures used during lectures 
showed an overwhelming tendency to match the dynamic meaning evoked via the underlying conceptual 
metaphors, source-path-goal schemas, and fictive motion.  Marghetis, Tyler, & Rafael Núñez. 2013. “The 
Motion behind the Symbols: A Vital Role for Dynamism in the Conceptualization of Limits and Continuity 
in Expert Mathematics.” Topics in Cognitive Science 5 (2): 299–316. 
92. A container schema is a prototypical image schema. To use Johnson’s example of container metaphors: 
“You wake out of a deep sleep and peer out from beneath the covers into your room.” 
93. An orientational metaphor is a metaphor in which concepts are spatially related to each other. 
94. Larson, Steve. 2012. “Musical Forces: Motion, Metaphor, and Meaning in Music.” Indiana Univ. Press. 
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as the phenomenological investigation of grounding metaphors. A curriculum that 

nourishes this space opens the door for mutual transformation; by taking a more en-active 

role in theory class, students are not so much learners of theory, as they are co-producers 

of theory.   

 A pragmatic question remains: How is such an embodied approach manifested in a 

curriculum, in the classroom, and for an individual student? Chapter 7 presents a curricular 

tool that I have developed as a classroom application, or proof-of-concept of my student-

as-theorist thesis. After much experimentation in the music theory classroom, I offer my 

personal adaptation of Butch Morris’ Conduction® as a technique that places students in 

contact with embodied metaphors underlying musical structure (Chapter 6), promotes 

embodied and enactive sense-making in an affordance-rich classroom environment 

(Chapter 5), equilibrates the speculative, regulative, and analytic traditions (Chapter 4), 

provides a tangible teaching strategy that responds precisely to contemporary calls for 

curricular reform (Chapter 3), and addresses the primary shortcomings identified by 

students (Chapter 2) and the “deficiencies” of the conventional approach as described by 

the TFUMM Manifesto (Chapter 1).     

 Butch Morris’ Conduction® system was created to be a flexible alternative to 

notation, allowing him to compose in real-time using a vocabulary of directive hand signs 

and gestures. Conceived in the sphere of American experimental jazz, Butch Morris 

developed his system as a flexible alternative to notation for structuring a live performance. 

Conduction is a means of coordinating a musical environment, and in a classroom can be 

used as a practice domain for any particular competency, or simply ludic exploration. In 

his words: “It doesn’t matter what stylistic, social, cultural background someone comes 
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from. [Conduction] applies to the individual, how they interpret, how they advance the 

collective knowledge that we gain.”95 

 With an unyielding charisma Morris would implore his ensembles to “Have an 

idea!”, to “Play it like you mean it!,” and “We have all this theory, let’s do something with 

it.”96 Embodied and enactive sense-making is made substance in the firm pedagogy of 

Butch Morris. My own trial and error experimentation with this approach in the theory 

classroom has revealed it to be a powerful heuristic and ludic medium97 for engaging the 

speculative mode: creative action through which original teleomusical actions are 

constituted,98 and embodied sense-making99 occurs. My adaptation also integrates 

regulative and analytic theory, toward the aim of equilibration between the three modes.  

 Conduction makes use of signs and gestures. Signs communicate their directive 

statically, while the information contained in a gesture is specifically linked to the motion 

of the Conductor’s finger(s), hand(s), arm(s), or baton. Morris’s posthumously published 

guide to this approach, The Art of Conduction,100 identifies a lexicon of over seventy 

directives, though my adaptation uses the basic nine, and introduces novel directives. In a 

classroom context students bring their instruments to class, form an ensemble, and take 

turns conducting their peers, guided (to varying degrees) to generate music aligned with 

particular learning objectives (i.e. harmonic minor scales, borrowed chords), and 

                                                
95. Morris, Butch. 2011. In Black February. Produced and Directed by Vipal Monga. 
96. Ibid. 
97. Moseley, Roger. 2016. Keys to Play: Music as Ludic Medium. University of California Press. 
98. See page 197. Schiavio, Andrea. 2014. “Music in ( En ) Action: Sense-Making and Neurophenomenology 
of Musical Experience.” Doctoral Dissertation. p. 93. 
99. See page 176. Thompson, E., & Stapleton, M. 2009. Making Sense of Sense-Making: Reflections on 
Enactive and Extended Mind Theories. Topoi, 28(1): 29. 
100. Morris, Lawrence. 2017. The Art of Conduction: A Conduction® Workbook. Karma. 



 

 
 
 

 

30 

experiment with musical structure in situ. Exercises can be notated, graphic, or purely 

gestured. Listening skills, structural knowledge, analytical proficiency, and performance 

technique are all enacted in the three roles students play: individual performer, ensemble 

member, conductor.  

 Conduction is thus ideal for fostering what Dylan van der Schyff describes as a 

phenomenological responsibility.101 Morris regularly confronted his ensembles with a 

warning: “If you’re a student of music and you don’t have a question, you’re in trouble.” 

Conduction’s efficiency as a teaching tool stems directly from its ability to facilitate 

multiple levels of musical problem-solving. I offer a computer metaphor102 to illustrate 

this. As a problem-solving domain (i.e. pursuing musical “questions”), Conduction can be 

likened to a heuristic approach, as opposed to an algorithmic approach. In computation a 

classic algorithm tells a program how to go from point A to point B with no detours in a 

manner that is predictable, deterministic, and not subject to chance. A heuristic technique 

instead searches for an answer by defining how to look, but not what to find, making its 

results subject to chance.103 Conduction can be seen not only as a heuristic, but as a hyper-

heuristic –– heuristics nested within heuristics –– which are used in machine learning as a 

way of reducing the amount of knowledge required to solve a problem.  

 In the Interpretive-Performer model, the goal (i.e. ‘problem’) is the successful 

performance of a masterwork. In the Creative Composer-Improviser model. So what can 

                                                
101. Schyff, Dylan Van Der. 2017. “Improvisation, Enaction & Self-Assessment.” In The Oxford Handbook 
of Philosophical and Qualitative Perspectives on Assessment in Music Education. Oxford University Press. 
102. This is not a hypocrisy. While Chapter 5 deconstructed computer metaphors for the mind, in this instance 
I am self-consciously offering an illustrative metaphor, rather than presenting a metaphor as a literal 
description. 
103. The etymologies clarify this distinction. ‘Algorithm’ is connected to the Greek arithmós, relating to a 
numerical process, while ‘heuristic’ is connected to the Greek heurískō, translated as “I discover.” 
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we identify as ‘the problem’ in this creative model? Butch Morris speaks to this directly in 

his familiar pre-show call-to-action:  

Let’s play some very important music. Important to you first, important to the 
ensemble second, to me third. I want you to call on all of your fantasy, and 
your creative ability. Take the ensemble someplace.104 
 

Thus, the collective ‘problem’ of Conduction can be seen as the quest to ‘go someplace 

important.’ This problem cannot be solved deterministically (i.e. algorithmically) but can 

be approximated in the cooperation of three independently heuristic levels: the individual, 

the ensemble, the conductor. A student’s evolution over the course of a semester reflects 

the growth of embodied knowledge –– the development of a sensorimotor repertoire105 –– 

of structures from small scale motifs and clusters to medium scale cycles to large scale 

form, unifying their aural skills, auditory imagination, fluency on their instrument, and 

sense of self-efficacy. The cumulative effect is a deeply embodied sense of their musicality, 

and the identification of musical goals and theoretical strategies. Conventional theory 

concepts are not abandoned, but animated (in the true sense of anima); the speculative 

space is enacted in Conduction, in that it places basic musical categories and metaphors 

literally into students’ hands, who then turn to discover the relationships between them 

heuristically.  

 Conductions in the classroom can be recorded and analyzed at home. If the goal was 

to “Have an idea!”, recordings document the sounds of mutual transformation, exposing 

                                                
104. Morris. Black February. 
105. As described by Mark Reybrouck perhaps best exemplifies this view. His argument hinges on the 
coupling between (1) musical experience (auditory perception imbued with an aesthetic connotation), and 
(2) motor cognition. Reybrouck, M. 2005b. “A biosemiotic and ecological approach to music cognition: 
Event perception between auditory listening and cognitive economy”. Axiomates. An International Journal 
in Ontology and Cognitive Systems, 15(2), pp. 391-409. 
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the dynamic overlap of the individual’s ideas, the ensemble’s ideas, and the conductor’s 

ideas, in their collective journey toward “someplace important.” Through analysis students 

discover patterns within their musicality (understood as an ecological rather than innate 

phenomenon), patterns which can then be compared and discussed in class. Sense-making 

is a collaborative endeavor. It can be among the most eye-opening analyses students will 

do in theory class, as they witness their own artistic transformation over the course of a 

semester. In terms of agency, Conduction is a tool in which the speculative, regulative, and 

analytic modes are equilibrated. 

 This chapter closes by outlining specific Conduction activities for the music theory 

classroom, including the fundamental level (exploring modes and scales, diatonic triad 

inversions), intermediate level (improvisations, Neapolitan chord resolutions) and 

advanced level (common chord modulations, polytonality).


