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Imagining our Future: Spontaneity and the Soundscape 

          Cyprian Love   
What is sound? Our experience of hearing begins before birth when, in the womb, we hear sounds of the outside world.
 Sound is our earliest form of sensory awareness of what is outside ourselves.  Our earliest unconscious memory is therefore of sound and once we are born into the world sound becomes the medium in which our spoken language takes place, our principle vehicle for social interconnection.  Sound is also about time.  Roger Sessions noted that ‘of all the five senses, the sense of hearing is the only one inexorably associated with our sense of time.’
  Walter Ong highlights sound’s connection with time by contrasting sound with sight.  He writes:
“There is no way to stop sound and have sound.  I can stop a moving picture camera and hold one frame fixed on the screen.  If I stop the movement of sound, I have nothing - only silence, no sound at all.  All sensation takes place in time, but no other sensory field totally resists a holding action, stabilization, in quite this way.  Vision can register motion, but it can also register immobility.  Indeed it favors immobility, for to examine something closely by vision, we prefer to have it quiet.  We often reduce motion to a series of still shots the better to see what motion is.  There is no equivalent of a still shot for sound.”

Thus, in the case of a photograph, the original temporality, as present in real life, is fully suppressed in the photographic image, which is literally timeless.  We can, if we wish, try to record a sound moment in the same way as a photograph preserves a visual moment.  However, if we do this, unlike the photograph, the original temporality of the sound has to be preserved somehow in the recorded ‘image’ of that sound. We cannot record a sound ‘image’ in a way which does not record the original time passing, as we can with a visual image like a photograph, where the passing of time is not registered at all in the photographic image.  Sound cannot have its time excised from it.  

We noted earlier how, from its early associations with hearing in the womb and then later associations with spoken language, sound is both our first sensory experience and our most social.  In the womb it acquired a head start over touch, smell, taste and sight.  The ear is the earliest to develop of the sense organs.
 Now, we see that sound has a good claim to be our earliest, deepest and most significant symbol of the future. At a level of consciousness we are scarcely aware of, all sound automatically symbolises the future.  

If sound functions for the human unconscious as a cipher or symbol of the future, it is not surprising that imagery of sound has been used throughout human cultures as a way to express the ‘going forward’ of things, by which I mean all kinds of time, process and creativity. A good example of this comes from early religious cultures, where sound is often used to symbolise the original creative action of a god or gods when making the world.  The idea of sound as the medium used by a god to create is the most fundamental symbolism of the future it is possible for sound to have. This is because such a divine creative event ‘in the beginning’ is not merely one more step forward towards the future within an already existing framework of time, but the point where time and the future, as such, begin.  ‘For most primitive peoples the origin of life is a sound: it was God’s hum, croak, gibber, laugh or chuckle that stirred creation within the void.’
  The god establishes time itself, and a newly created future which did not exist before the god speaks, croaks, laughs or chuckles. This interpretation of sound as poetically suggesting the original creativity of a god or gods once again points to a primordial connection, made in human culture and imagination, between sound and the future. Why would religious traditions use sound so widely to express the divine creative action, if humans did not already sense that sound is uniquely futural?

We turn now to music.  Music has always been used by humans as a way to engage with the future imaginatively.  From the dawn of experience humans have sensed that there is a link between music and hope, and this, as we will see, implies a link between music and the future.  The fact that music expresses hope is one of the great themes of human experience found across times and cultures. Steven Mithen points out that primitive humans used music when they hoped to achieve social bonding and mutual support.
  Bruno Nettl points out that all known cultures link religious rituals with music
 and it is religion which has embodied humanity’s ultimate hopes for a meaning in life. In a more general way, musical hoping breaks into all our lives, through informal music-making in humming, whistling, and singing.  This type of activity is widely understood as having to do with ‘cheering us up’, raising spirits, making the future seem bright and hopeful - or perhaps expressing the fact that the future already seems bright and hopeful, and that we hope it will remain so.  It has been pointed out that ‘[h]uman nature has a built-in propensity to hope . . . Death research, resuscitation research, game analysis all demonstrate this powerful and persistent tendency of humans to hope even when the situation seems hopeless, even when they can find no specific content to their hope.’ 
  This spontaneous personal music may be some kind of firing of this hoping mechanism.  
If music evokes hope, as it clearly does, this amounts to the same thing as saying that it tends to make us think about the future in a favourable light.  It tends to make the future more attractive.  For to speak of hope is by definition to speak of the future.  Whenever we hope, we are placing ourselves consciously within the horizon of the future and seeking to interpret the future as friendly to us.  We sometimes talk loosely about hope ‘for the past’ or ‘for the present’. However, this language is deceptive. Whenever we say that we hope that something ‘has been’ the case, or ‘is’ the case, we are actually hoping for the time in the future when we will discover that it has indeed been so.  So hope is not polyvalent with regard to time, as these linguistic expressions might at first suggest.  It is specifically the future which hope makes to glow with a certain optimistic invitation.  

Music takes the futural symbolism already present in the general phenomenon of sound, and turns it into something specifically hopeful.  It does this because music is, usually, sound constructed to be perceived as beautiful.  Now, if all sound is already futural, then sounds deliberately constructed to be beautiful, as in music, open up for me the idea of a future as beautiful.  This beautifying of the prospect of the future is nothing less than the very definition of hope.  Hope is what music produces by beautifying the medium of sound.  The widespread experience of humanity affirms that beautiful music is a privileged place where our imaginations express futural hope.   

I want to look now more closely at musical improvisation.  Improvised music is unwritten music produced in the creative moment, rather than music composed in advance by being written down.  One may improvise in any musical style or medium, but, essentially, in improvisation, we make the music up as we go along.
  Most of us are already musical improvisers by nature.  Whenever anybody whistles or hums in new ways according to their own fancy, improvisation in musical melody arises.  Improvisation in rhythm is found whenever someone drums freely with their fingers on a table.  The mere fact of having a body seems to be enough to turn humans into improvising musicians.  Improvisation is a totally non-exclusive form of music-making, music existing at the point of its universality, requiring no training to produce.  It is the musical practice where music becomes most widely available, and this is of particular significance if - as we saw - music is already a primary vehicle for hoping among humans. If improvisation is the musical practice where music becomes most widely available, it becomes, by the same token, the place where musical hoping is rendered perfectly vernacular, completely available, for no special skill or training is needed to improvise music, at least in a basic way. It looks as though, when we talk about music as a special medium for the expression of hope, we necessarily refer to musical improvisation in particular, because improvisation is even more accessible than music in general.  

Life itself is improvised, and so musical improvisation is like life.  Most of our daily activity has to be made up, improvised, in the process of living.  Improvisation in music thus places the possibilities presented by music into a peculiarly close felt relationship to life itself.  Improvised music touches life more directly, by evoking life more completely.  ‘[T]here is the perspective overwhelmingly found in historical Western texts, that improvisation is real-time composition and that no fundamental distinction need be drawn between the two.’
  So musical hoping is very often expressed in improvised music. We may observe the link between hope and musical improvisation at work in many specific musical cultures like shamanism, Afro-American slave music, and the Marxist musical works of Cornelius Cardew and Frederic Rzewski.
  
Musical improvisation is a crucial aspect of humanity’s experience of hoping, one which is not widely recognised and remains poorly understood. Moreover improvisation’s special power to evoke hope can be explained even more foundationally than I have so far done.  Let us look deeper, and go behind music, to consider the philosophy of the imagination.  We need to go down into the engine room of the mind, and examine the underlying processes which drive all creativity and therefore all music.  I shall suggest, first, that the act of imagination is itself futural, and, then, that spontaneous imagination is somehow more futural than imagination in general.  This will then be shown to be why the spontaneous music we call improvisation is even more futural than music in general.  So we are going to look first at the imagination in general, and, after that, at imaginative spontaneity.  Then and only then will we return to music. 

First, then, we examine imagination in general. Gaston Bachelard expresses well the way in which imagination is precisely the faculty which opens up the future in human experience: ‘[T]he imagination separates us from the past as well as from reality; it faces the future.  If we cannot imagine, we cannot foresee.’
  In a similar vein, Ray Hart has written:  ‘Imagination intends, and extends, the realm of the ‘coming to be.’  Stated abstractly, the domain upon which imagination opens is ontological incompleteness, being aborning, unfinished dominions whose finishing is not a matter of rightly reading a blueprint of formality’.

These quotations describe but do not explain. What is the general reason for this connection between imagination and the future?  I would suggest the following. The reason why imagination is oriented towards the future is that it always begets an image which has not been formed before.
  Humans can never imagine the same way twice.  Even to attempt to imagine the same way twice will entail that more-or-less inchoate impressions, which will have been registered by my mind between the first and second attempted imaginings of the same object, will affect the way in which that object is imagined the second time. This is because the whole of a person’s consciously or unconsciously remembered experience contributes somehow to the way in which that person imagines in any given moment.  My imagination is always gathered up from the depths of the whole me, and my experience is always changing, which is why I can never imagine the same way twice. 

Consider, for example, how I may imagine the same bar of chocolate twice.  The second time, it is necessarily imagined with a different nuance, a different mood, a different connotation.  Perhaps my son has just come and asked for a piece of chocolate, and I have told him he cannot have any more chocolate, and he has gone away sulking. Perhaps I suddenly remember that chocolate is forbidden to me by my new diet.  Perhaps I am delighted by the sudden memory that, just after I proposed to my wife, and she said ‘yes’ to me, we sat down and shared a bar of chocolate.  Because of these new external or mental events arising for me between the first and second imaginings of the same bar of chocolate, the bar will not feel quite the same to me the second time I imagine it.  My imagination has changed it, because, between the first and second imaginings of the bar of chocolate, my whole experience has expanded and re-contextualised the chocolate so that it is newly imagined. The point is that this happens in all imagining, which is, by definition, inevitably new, all the time. Imagination always somehow draws from the well of the imaginer’s entire (conscious and unconscious) experience up to the instant when the imagination acts, and because the imaginer’s world is always developing, all imagination is new.  

This unrepeatability of the imaginative act must be stressed because it is in contrast to acts of reason.  A reason-based activity (like an act of arithmetic) may be repeated unchanged; indeed, arithmetic would not be possible if this were not the case.  A rational arithmetical calculation is absolutely repeatable, in a way which makes for a clear contrast with the unrepeatable nature of imagination.  Thus, unlike the changing, unrepeatable imagining of the chocolate bar, every time I think of the sum ‘two plus two’, it will always make four. This fact is unaffected by any contexts or occurrences intervening for me between two different occasions on which I think this sum.  So the fact ‘two plus two equals four’ remains stubbornly unaffected, completely repeatable, whether I am adding two packets of cornflakes to two packets of biscuits in my household budget, or counting four ice cubes into a gin and tonic.

Whereas imagination is continuously propelling me into the horizon of the future by suggesting images which are invariably new, a supposed human ‘mind’ consisting only of rational processes could not in fact conceive of a future at all.  It has been remarked (with reference to Michael Polanyi) that ‘[r]adically new meanings cannot be grasped by formal reasoning, for the mind in such reasoning remains fixed in the mental categories with which it began’.
 Yet undoubtedly acceptance of the possibility of radically new meanings is integral to any recognition that a future can arise for us. ‘[F]resh and unforeseen meanings arise’
 the writer adds, only when ‘clues work on the imagination with symbolic power.’
  

You will now recall that we are concerned not only with imagination in general but more particularly with spontaneous imagination, because that is what is at work in musical improvisation.  So the next question is: Does the inherent futural pregnancy of the imagination, which we have just analysed, admit of degrees of intensity?  In other words, is some imagining more futural than other imagining? If so, where is this futural power of the imagination operating in its more, or most concentrated form?  I shall argue that, whenever imagination is spontaneous, it is somehow more futural and, the more spontaneously imagination acts, the more futurally it acts. 

We have so far been considering imagination and reason in watertight compartments. However, to try separating them in reality would be like trying to unmake an omelette.  Even so, whenever the imagination acts in the most spontaneous way, it does indeed make a gallant attempt at separating itself from reason. It cannot do this, but spontaneity nevertheless comes nearest of all forms of imagining to achieving the emancipation of imagination from reason. Spontaneity approaches a reason-free imagining, or a kind of ecstasy of the imagination. It makes a bid for freedom from reason.  

Spontaneity is not some kind of amnesia.  It contains elements of experience and understanding which have necessarily been acquired in the past. But this does not affect the fact that, in the spontaneous decision, the human person has chosen to dissolve the now into the future, to lean upon the future, to face the future with a preferential focus.  The point is that, in spontaneity, the person does not consciously stop to think back.  Consider the contrast with the nature of reason.  Reason generally acts more effectively the longer it has for deliberation, and it feels rooted in the past, for reason, unlike spontaneity, quite consciously depends on what the mind already knows.  The will to spontaneity, instead, is a place of looking forward, because it does not look to the past as the ground of its action. Even though spontaneous choices are necessarily informed by unconscious reasoning processes and past experiences, it remains the case that, in spontaneity, the acting subject feels that his or her reason is obviated in favour of a futural impulse, and feels that the umbilical cord with the past has been cut.  There is a subjective disappropriation of the past.  In the core of a spontaneous action, it is the future-oriented imagination which wills to determine the nature of the action, rather than experience of the past or conscious reason.

Let us now apply these insights to music. The whole of music, and hence musical hoping, is a function of the imagination.  Musical improvisation is the place where the greatest possible degree of spontaneous imagination reaches musical art.  Such musical improvisation evokes the uprising of the future with a unique intensity because it continues to do what all spontaneous imagination does. It fires up the futural potency of the imagination.  I suggest this is why musical improvisation has been enlisted so widely in human music-making as a way of thinking about the future hopefully. 

These proposals have some concrete implications. If beautiful sound - especially music, and, even more, improvised music - opens up the future as hopeful, then ugly sound has the capacity to make us recoil from our future and will tend to make us see the future in a negative light.  The argument of this paper therefore has implications for the issue of noise pollution and the preservation of a healthy soundscape. We should guard our audible environment, in the realisation that a choice for beauty in sound is not simply aesthetic, but existential, and reflects, and in turn unconsciously promotes in culture, a willingness to embrace the future. 

We need to move towards a world in which the idea of acoustics is applied as readily to the environment as a whole as to architectural spaces, a world where the concept of soundscape opening out a future becomes as habitual as the concept of landscape opening out a horizon. The level of beauty in the whole environmental soundscape is relevant to human flourishing, either by making available, or by inhibiting, a positive engagement with the future.  If hope for the future is a crucial horizon for a healthy society’s imagination, sound is a moral, and not just an aesthetic issue. It is, incidentally, also possible for deaf people to have a profound engagement with music. I suggest a visit to the website of the British organisation ‘Music and the Deaf’, to obtain a sense of the issues involved.

To conclude:  The future has to be imagined.  Our imagination is always directed to the future in some way, but most fully when our imagination is acting spontaneously.  Sound is our primary symbol of the future.  Spontaneously produced sound can therefore be a uniquely potent form of anticipation. When this spontaneous sound is musical, the anticipation becomes hopeful, because music is beautiful, and this makes the future seem beautiful, something filled with hope.  Sound, music and spontaneity make up the catalysing triangle of forces which founds our basic human disposition of anticipation.
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