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Aims

The aim of this paper is to address the seeming disjunction between, on the one hand, music as 
understood  by  some  contemporary  practitioners  and,  on  the  other,  certain  philosophical 
ontologies of music. Through an exploration of musical repetition, the notion of the musical 
‘object’  that  is  prevalent  in  philosophical  ontology  will  come  into  question,  as  will  the 
underlying presumption that music is identically repeatable.  The electroacoustic composition 
Drift by Simon Waters will be used to elucidate this: through an analysis of its structure, it will 
be suggested that music is  best  considered as a process rather than an object,  and that  it  is 
therefore inherently non-identical in nature.

Main contribution

Within certain strains of contemporary musical thought, there has been a shift away from the 
idea that music is a system of objects consisting of ‘works’ towards a focus on music as a 
practice, as an activity or social process. Herein, music is a process that occurs in and through 
time, and is therefore non-identical. This approach conflicts with contemporary philosophical 
ontologies of music: literal repetition is implicitly assumed within the prevailing static 
‘type’/‘token’ distinction, since identical repetition underlies questions about the musical work 
and its realization in performance. Here, ‘universal’ musical forms or ‘works’ are materialized in 
performance through certain identically repeatable structural features, such as form or tonal 
configurations. In short, this paper aims to show the shortcomings of ontologies that abstract 
from music as practice, since these contradict the phenomenology of music experience. 

Implications

This paper will suggest that increased dialogue between philosophers of music and practicing 
musicians might contribute to a less reductive and object-privileging view of the subject of study 
on the part of the former, and a greater rigour in the presentation of the argument for music as 
practice by the latter.
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