MUSIC AND THE HUMANITIES*
CECIL MICHENER SMITH

HE rediscovery of music as an important partner in the liberal arts,

as described by Elliott Carter in the last issue of MODERN MUSIC, is

a reassuring symptom that our generation is beginning to weaken in its

idolatry of practical technology as the one basic solution to all problems

of understanding. With Mr. Carter’s hope of seeing the study of music

testored to its former position of philosophic importance, and with his

enthusiasm for the intelligent moves made in this direction at St. John’s
College I can only agree joyfully.

My one complaint is that his argument is too limited. Although it
is perhaps unfair to say so in view of the richness of ideas implicit in his
discussion, he presents the humanistic study of music a little too much as
though its aims could be included in a Great Books and Great Music
course. A knowledge of great books and great music is indeed necessary
to the understanding of the nature and meaning of the art of music, but
it is only a prelude to the real investigation. Any given list of books and
musical works can be approached in a variety of ways, and not all these
are consonant with the aims of humanistic, or liberal arts, study.

In spite of diehards like John Erskine, who fear that undue knowledge
of musical “theory” will impede progress in the practice of music, our
colleges and other higher educational institutions are likely to welcome
increasingly the subject of music, when it becomes clear that music can be
studied in terms similar to those traditionally employed in the fields of
literature, history, and social science. The danger in this connection is
not that it will be ruled out of bounds, but rather that the methods em-
ployed to study music will be unfruitful or inappropriate.

The subject matter of the humanities consists of the products, indi-
vidually and collectively, of man’s creative intelligence and imagination.
But the humanities are not adequately defined merely by a description of
their subject matter. If such arts as music and literature are studied
through approaches which are primarily appropriate to the physical sci-
ences, or if they are codified so as to serve as practical models for the

*This is the second in a series of articles on education.

99



100 CECIL MICHENER SMITH

technical instruction of composers and authors, the methods employed in
the study of these arts automatically remove them from the area of the
humanities. And equally, if they are studied because knowledge of them
will bring in a large financial return or help to foment a political revolu-
tion, that purpose removes them from the area of the humanities. In other
words, the humanities are governed by a threefold limitation: (1) Their
subject matter is limited to the products of man’s mind; (2) the purpose
of study is limited to the ultimate framing of standards by which to
achieve the highest and most disctiminating appreciation of the arts, as
an end in itself; and (3) the methods of investigation employed are
limited to those which actually apply to the subject matter and actually
tend to achieve the purpose of humanistic study.

Perhaps the greatest threat to the restoration of music to a lofty
position in the hierarchy of the liberal arts comes from the quarter of the
social sciences. The half-science of sociology can do, and already has done,
inestimable harm to the study of the art of music. Sociologists undertake
to study human phenomena by means of data assembled in the same way
that one would collect data about rocks or chemical elements. When they
have gathered enough particulars, they add them all together into what
they call social forces, or movements, or they take an average and establish
what they call a norm of social behavior or attitude. Then the process is
reversed and these forces, movements, and norms are taken as causes of
particular events. In music, it is very unsafe to talk of a particular com-
position as the result of a force or a movement or a norm; each piece of
music is the very special product of one unique composer who sets out to
propound and solve one unique artistic problem. At best, sociological
generalization can shed a certain amount of light upon the composer’s
teason for having undertaken a particular kind of work; but more fre-
quently the whole approach merely draws a big, red herring across the
path toward substantial analytic understanding. To be specific, I am not
very much impressed with the notion, often propounded, that the chief
values of Haydn’s music can be illuminated by his social status, or, for that
matter, that his music provides any general synthesis of the prevailing
social attitudes of middle Europe in the eighteenth century. Similarly, the
principal problems involved in an appreciation of Shostakovitch's Eighth
Symphony are not solved by discussing his political views.

The investigations of experimental psychologists likewise should not
be confused with musical study. Just as the sociologist discovers more






