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This paper argues that the confining of the term literacy in education to mean only oral and written functional language seriously limits the scope of ‘being’ literate in today’s world. A highly mobilised, digitised and globalised society requires multiple forms of communication and interpretation which could be described as multiliteracies. These might include dimensions such as the social, cultural, technical, aesthetic, political, commercial and geographical, as well as various multimodal means of transmission which themselves instill meaning. Literacy is no longer merely a set of cognitive abilities and skills, and needs recognition as a social activity embedded within larger social practices, contexts and technologies. 

The tendency of education to see functional literacy as being at the core of human identity and development gives literacy a value that might be seen as a pre-requisite to becoming human. While literacy in today’s world is a critical aspect of the essence of ‘Being’, I ask what we understand Being literate-in-the-world to mean? Such a question can deceive us with its seeming simplicity, for Being literate-in-the-world rings of familiar and expected structures and an ‘average everydayness’. In acknowledging that Heidegger denotes the human entity in all its ‘ways of being’, I argue for new forms of radical literacy (L. radix root), looking at gesture as the roots of literacy and its embodiment of ways of communicating, interpreting, and thinking through music. 

Today’s society is a composite mix of globalised trends encompassing ‘real’ and cyber-communities. The terms ‘knowledge-society’ and ‘knowledge-economy’ offer a confusion of meaning centred more around the word ‘knowledge’ than on constructs of society and economy. While the implication of knowledge to be shared is prominent in political spin, in reality global corporate structures have conspired to acquire knowledge to be owned as intellectual copyrighted property, and solicited political acquiescence to support the legal systems of an overtly litigious society. Whether owned or shared, knowledge has to be packaged in some way, and this paper seeks to redefine how we value and represent knowledge in the hope that it will broaden our concepts of what it means to be literate. While English is widely regarded as the lingua franca of cyber-trading, many groups are restoring or re-designing languages that they feel give them a unique identity. Linguistic barriers are also capable of strengthening genetic isolation between groups speaking different languages, so that instead of merely resuscitating a culture or subculture, language can ring-fence it. Written and spoken language no longer has the credibility to package knowledge and meaning in specific ways, today’s society requires a broader forum for communicating and interpreting that reflects the multiple modes and many dimensions of human interaction in the twenty-first century.

Notions of literacy

For the underprivileged, intervention through radical literacy strategies are clearly needed or they fall further behind in the globalised world of the ‘knowledge economy’. Notions of ‘radical literacy’ have been promoted in the past, most notably by Paulo Freire who believed the process of understanding to be of equal importance to the understanding itself. Crucial in this transformative process in radical literacy acquisition is conscientization, the process of political awakening in which oppressed individuals comprehend society as a political construct. Conscientization is not the telling people ‘how things are’, but a process of raising their consciousness by leading them through a critical process so that they might ask ‘how they might be’. This form of radical literacy questions assumptions about traditional literacy pedagogy and seeks radical change in the methods. 

Downes and Zammit (2002: 24) argue that “being literate in today’s society and in the future is more than just being able to read and write the written word. With advances in technology “…students are reading an increasingly complex and diverse range of multimodal texts. Literacy and learning in these new environments requires students to be multiliterate”. This suggests that diversity is to be found in the various modes of representation as well as through increased access to a range of cultural forms. Literacy is no longer merely a set of cognitive abilities and skills, it needs to be recognised as a social activity embedded within larger social practices, contexts and technologies. In today’s society, to be literate means to have “a command of a range of increasingly diverse and complex texts and technologies, that is, to be multiliterate” (ibid: 24-25).

Literacy – the noun of literate – is “a socially constructed term” (Gee, 2003: 22) and as such reflects particular social beliefs and values. It is as a noun that ‘Literacy’ has derived its status and power, often being seen as an end in itself and as a panacea to society’s ills. Where it was once feared that literacy, among the lower classes, might promote sedition, it has now become neutralised, promoting instead what Mey calls sedation (1991: 93). The value placed by schools on particular types of literacy, what might be called ‘school-based literacy’ (Gee, 2003), often reflects the ideology of particular educational constructs rather than cultural and social needs. Seeing literacy in the school-based way means seeing literacy as the “ability to read and write” in particular ways, which often fails to prepare students for a range of situations in varied contexts. Gee (2003:vii) sees the need to displace language and school-based literacy from the “centre of attention, moving society, culture and values to the foreground". This would leave the way open for other forms of literacy more relevant to the student’s identity, background, disposition, needs and abilities.

Literacy should imply a mode of meaning other than the purely linguistic; it needs to incorporate visual, aural, gestural, spatial and other multimodal meanings (The New London Group, 1996). Kress suggests that literacy begins in the situated self of the learner rather than in the generic individual and reflects cultural resources, artistic resources and multi-layered identities (in Cope & Kalantzis, 2000:157), it is part of our Being. However, Graff (1995:20) warns against the potential confusion which a proliferation of ‘literacies’ might produce and suggests that these “potential literacies are all conceptually distinct but nonetheless interrelated”. The overlapping of the elements of a “number of distinct ‘literacies’” suggests a reconstruction of education is necessary in “order to develop and practice those distinct but not completely differentiated abilities” (ibid: 321). 

Raymond (1982) encourages us to see literacy not as a style of language, but as a style of thought. In the same way, writing is not a language, it is a way of giving some permanence to a language we hear and speak by means of marks we can see. Children are encouraged to make marks as a part of their development, but what is the difference between marks which bear alphabetical resemblance and those which express other meanings and identities such as ‘child art’ or graphic notation in music? The drawings of a developing child are symbolic in nature and form a part of a maturing ability to think symbolically. Not all symbols need to be marks on a page, and actions, gestures, and spoken or musical sounds can be viewed as forms of symbolic representation. Acknowledging Raymond’s point, I take a view of literacy as ‘styles of thought’ encompassing a range of modes, media, and representations, both heard and seen. In this paper I move even further and suggest that the forms of gesture and music might be seen as genres of literacy, their styles defined by the particular conventions they adapt, depending on the cultural and social-historical context and the intent of the communication.  

If we see ourselves biologically as oralists who became literate through cultural conditioning, we might note that cultures, in order to exist and enjoy their own forms of ‘organic unity’, have to place accumulated information in storage for re-use. The written text transforms consciousness and produces particular patterns of thought which in a contemporary global society seem ‘natural’ or ‘common-sense’, but these are possible “only when the mind has devised and internalized, made its own, the technology of writing” (Ong, 2000: flyleaf). The invention of writing brought about changes in thought processes, personality and social structures, transforming the consciousness of an oral culture into that of a written one. For example, the “two Homeric poems left their oral source behind and became works of literature through the instrument we call the alphabet” (Havelock, 1980: 82). It now becomes clear that writing and its attendant habit, reading, have revised our understanding of human identity and values (Ong, 2000:1).

I propose that ‘Being’ literate-in-the-world should acknowledge two concepts, one of literacy and the other of Being (sein). Taylor (1985) claims that we can only be understood as beings who exist in, or are partly constituted by, language. We can begin to see the merging of the two concepts of literacy and Being, but only within the constraints of the spoken and written word. For Taylor, our evaluations and interpretations of the world require language firstly, because human life is both fact and meaningful expression, and secondly, because language is a “web” or “pattern of activity” which defines a community of users who pre-exist us as individuals. We are born into a world of language through which we operate in a culture by virtue of which we can communicate with and understand one another and the world around us. For this writer, (multi)literacy better defines the conditions Taylor describes than does language.

The concept of ‘Being’

A central construct for this essay lies in the notion of ‘Being’ literate-in-the-world and the writings of Heidegger are at the core. By Being I mean not just the ‘human being’, but the type of being humans have. Being can be seen as that which imparts focus, coherence, belongingness, and a richness of possibilities to things – the basis of all intelligibility. Heidegger saw language as the ‘House of Being’, stating as an example that “…if man by virtue of his language dwells within the claim and call of Being, then we Europeans presumably dwell in an entirely different house than Eastasian man” (1982: 5). But Being is more than a house of language, and we must consider changing our perceptions of literacy to include more than just language(s). Our everyday literate existence always takes place in a world shared with others just like us, even where the spoken tongue may differ. Literacy needs to be extended to include a range of multimodal, literate forms (multiliteracy) so we might reach a broader understanding of the world, its technologies, cultures and the intellectual demands placed on others just like us.

Heidegger points out that ontology presumes that Being is a universal concept designating what all things have in common. It also assumes Being to be vague and indefinable, because such a generic concept cannot produce beings with distinctive characteristics. He also notes that while Being is a concept we all can understand, for example, everyone understands the verb ‘to be’, we take it for granted there is nothing more to say.  But Heidegger views the ontological as a mode of revealing, through practices so structured as to make beings show up as optimisable and flexible standing reserves, so that things show up not as objects but as resources. Heidegger, as did Hegel before him, thus chose to use Dasein but extended its use to our understandings and misunderstandings of the world and our place in it. 

In using Dasein as a noun, Heidegger restricts its use to human being, to ‘being there’ or ‘being here’. Dasein is concerned with the nature of its own being, and Dasein’s central question is not “what is Being?” but “who am I?” We are never Dasein on our own, but always Dasein-with (Mitdasein), our literacy as it applies to our self-knowledge is ‘grounded in being-with’ (1962:155). We come across Others in our everyday existence, our “environmental circumstance”, an acquaintance Dasein understands. For literate beings, as the term presently applies in education, Others are always present-at-hand, obscured as we ‘scribble’, ‘gossip’, and ‘pass the word along’, not in order to say things about the world, but merely to fend off silence and maintain communication for communication’s sake. “What is said-in-the-talk gets understood; but what the talk is about is understood only approximately and superficially. We have the same thing in view, because it is in the same averageness that we have a common understanding of what is said” (ibid: 212). 

Language ready-to-hand

‘Being’ literate-in-the-world can deceive us with its seeming simplicity, for we can see it as the familiar and expected structures of being-in-the-world in its ‘average everydayness’. For example, if we regard literacy as being ‘ready-to-hand’ we leave it as nothing more than an object not worthy of our attention, it might as well be a toothbrush or the podium on which I rest my notes. 

Heidegger asks how we relate to and know ‘things’, and he questions the traditional view that we know a thing in terms of its visible properties and physical measurements, reaching the hypothesis that our primary dealings with the world have to do not with things known but with ‘equipment’, tools and instruments that are ‘ready-to-hand’. The carpenter using a hammer may not be able to describe its obvious properties in detail, he knows how to use this bit of the world, not necessarily that this bit of the world is a distinct object with certain properties. I suggest that this is also true of how we commonly use language, for we naturally adapt to the language forms which most suit specific situations without necessarily being able to describe precisely what it is that we are doing. The same disposition often occurs when others speak or communicate with us, and, for Heidegger: 

…in interpreting, we do not, so to speak, throw a ‘signification’ over some naked thing which is present-at-hand, we do not stick a value on it, but when something within-the-world is encountered as such, the thing in question already has an involvement which is disclosed in our understanding of the world, and this involvement is one which gets laid out by the interpretation (Heidegger, 1962: 150).

In other words, whether we are dealing with language or a hammer, the purpose of the interaction will usually dominate over the distinctiveness of the object or forms of communication. Naturally if the head of the hammer is slightly loose, or the handle is worn and hurts our skin, we will pay attention to the object in the same way that some speech acts irritate or feel clumsy, causing us to reflect on our relationship with the medium. Even though we regard the hammer as a ‘ready-to-hand’ object, it might be used to build a cathedral as well as a bookcase. So it is with language, it might be used for mundane functions, technicist in nature, or for creative or high prose. 

In this light, the functional literacy that maintains its central place in education appears as little more than ‘language-ready-to-hand’. The limitations this places on knowledge (whether for the ‘economy’ or ‘society’) might be better exemplified if we consider the notion of writing as a school-based activity. In this context we see a tension between  physis (a coming forth not of our doing but making opportunity available), poiesis (letting come forth, perhaps creatively or innovatively, or perhaps through democratic processes), and techne (bringing forth, producing and shaping matter through craft or skill instigated by the ‘unmoved mover’). So while poiesis might allow the play of the imagination, techne is a mode of knowing, and for Heidegger it means to have seen in the widest sense of seeing, bringing forth things, uncovering their concealedness. Note that while techne implies craft and ‘bringing forth’, it “never signifies the action of making” (Heidegger, 2000: 57).

Allowing one mode to dominate over the others reduces a work to little more than a technicist exercise. For example, when literacy became a school-based skill, the young writer of creative stories and poems (which might be interesting, original, moving, exciting, and actual ‘literary’ texts) changed their approach. Dominated by the mechanics of writing, being supervised, and receiving constant feedback changed the writing into mechanical, sentence-based, conformities which lost the validity and substance of what was originally being said (Mey, 1991: 92). As if these limitations were not enough, the alphabet, that “ruthlessly efficient reducer of sound to space” (Ong, 2000: 82), sets up space-defined sequences and ordering patterns (a,b,c,d, and so on).  

The technology of writing (Ong, 2000; McLuhan, 1967) has changed how we think about and structure ideas and information. In short, “writing has transformed human consciousness” (Ong, 2000: 78) while at the same time heightening it (ibid: 82). Shaping a technological tool- whether violin, computer, or pen – to become a medium of personal expression means interiorising its scope while retaining an understanding of its oral/aural past. Text has retained many of its references to an oral and more physical past, for example in its use of parts of the body as structuring devices. ‘Chapter’ derives from the Latin caput, meaning head, and textual works have headers and footers and this has implications for my discussion on embodiment later.

If we view language and writing as technologies, then we can note the times when it is ready-to-hand or available for whatever circumstances we might need it. The scientific and regulated ways in which we use these technologies must, however, limit the potential of our responses.  We are seeing language and literacy in the same light as Dasein’s initial comprehension of objects, not of material, determined and independent things, but of their uses as resources. Heidegger addresses technology as having goals that are more and more flexible and efficient, simply for its own sake. Everything is ordered to stand-by, to be immediately at hand, to be there just to be on call when further ordering is needed. However, Heidegger was concerned that technology can also treat people as things or resources to be enhanced, to be done with. He was concerned about the devastation that might result if we rely on technology (including language) to solve all our problems. The ‘total mobilisation’ of technology normalises our actions as it seeks to cover all language practices, and, quoting Nietzsche, Heidegger states, “the wasteland grows”.

Language and literacy teaching should also include acknowledgement of the shared educational practices which contribute to our socialisation and provide a background to what counts as a human being and what it makes sense to do. To make this background a part of our literate dispositions requires an understanding of socially interactive contexts in which the Other becomes a subject who has some agency through which we gain our concept of  ‘being-here’. This understanding of being creates what Heidegger calls a clearing (Lichtung). If we passively accept its ‘unobtrusive governance’ then we rarely notice ways in which the ‘clearing’ both limits and opens up what can and cannot be done. In western education, the potential ‘clearing’ governs human activity and language use by determining what counts, for example, as ‘being literate’- it is not static. My project is to make it even more dynamic and to bring into view the shared literacy practices which socialise and inhabit the clearing. 

While language has had a significant influence on the onward transmission of accumulated knowledge, the opposability of the hands and their increasing dexterity has interacted with the brain and made significant contributions to the increase of brain size (language itself later made similar transformations to the brain). Touch and gesture are ways that humans give recognition and acknowledgement of each other. The sensitivity of the fingertips provides a feedback process, and the range of choices thus available means that humans have formed a very special relationship with their hands. Through human evolution there has been an increasing dialectic between the hand and the brain and the importance of the hand as the agent behind agency. While the advent of functional language has increasingly meant our hands are often seen as objects that are merely ‘ready-to-hand’, a consideration of gesture will, I hope, point to the significance of hands in language, music, emotion, and communication in general. 

Gesture

Gestural signs are inherent to humanity; spoken language complements these - specifying or accentuating what is gestured or felt. In our daily human interactions we often make a note of a posture or gesture, for some can make us wary or uneasy, others friendly or sexually aroused. This points to the fact that, despite the development of abstract and symbolic thinking, humans remain creatures of bodily action, a “gesticulating, posturing, moving, expressive primate” (Morris, 1977: 10). In 17th and 18th century Europe, training in bodily control and in the correct use of gesture was indispensable for social acceptance, and Francis Bacon observed that gestures were ‘as transitory hieroglyphics’, a ‘kind of emblems’. In the 17th century investigations were conducted separately by Bonifacio and Bulwer to seek a universal, natural language of gesture which would be understood by all nations and could be used to facilitate international trade between Europeans and those in other parts of the world (Bremmer & Roodenburg, 1993: 2). 

 Nowadays gesture is seen as non-verbal, and its universality is questioned in light of marked differences in interpretations of the same gestures in different countries. Nevertheless, gesture is seen as a form of language and quite probably the predecessor of language. In the past, gesture formed an indispensable element in social interactions, and this is still so in many cultures today, and we resort to gesture if we feel people do not understand what we are saying. Gesture also offers a key to the values and assumptions of a society, a factor often overlooked in historical studies. Status is often defined by gesture, or lack thereof, as people set themselves apart from their ‘inferiors’. Our posture, hands and general bodily comportment become an outward expression of place in the social hierarchy and are read by others in that society as such. In other words, the reading of gesture plays an essential part in being-literate.

Throughout the world all cultures produce spontaneous hand gestures, and these gestures are tightly linked to contemporaneous speech. Even congenitally blind speakers, despite never having seen the gestures of others, not only gesture when speaking, but do so even when talking to a blind listener (Fagan & Iverson, 2004). Gesture and speech are usually closely timed with one another and the relationship persists even in the face of severe disruptions to the temporal organisation of speech. For example, observations of chronic stutterers indicate that gesture execution comes to a halt during bouts of stuttered dysfluency; “…if the hand has begun to rise in anticipation of gesture production, it is held in place until the end of the stuttered bout” (cited in Fagan & Iverson, 2004: 1053).  For the deaf, whose world is always silent, forms of sign languages have been developed. These languages are not the same in all nations.  Just as different countries have different languages, so it is with signed languages. There are also recorded incidents of deaf people dreaming in sign, for sign is their primary language and this is what the brain retains.

Gestures are an important means through which we embody our Being-in-the-world. Embodiment can be defined as the “integration of the physical or biological body and the phenomenal or experiential body”, embodiment links thinking, being, doing and interacting within worlds (in Bresler, 2004: 70). Any human being must be embodied and there is a central biological core of the human body. We might regard the self (Dasein) as a type of software, while the body is the hardware. We often take the hardware for granted, as ready-to-hand. For example, my gestures are usually made unconsciously and the body is in the background of Daseins ‘doings’. If my gestures are self-conscious, then my Being-in-the-world could be called into question, I am merely playing a part and replicating gestures which are ready-to-hand. Embodiment sees cognition arising from the “perceptuomotor capacities and achievements that are part of the bodily hardware, whether innate or acquired” (Bowman, 2004: 37). These capacities are embedded in and constituted by the ways in which we act upon the world and the world in its turn acts upon us and we can begin to see gestures as forms of discourse. 

Heidegger saw language as embedded at every point, presupposing existence as the mode of being of the entity. Language has some status other than the '‘utteredness'’of discourse or speech, and it is the word that first brings a thing into its ‘is’ and lets a thing be as a thing. In this context, discourse as talk rather than ideological practice. For Heidegger, “Discoursing or talking is the way in which we articulate ‘significantly’ the intelligibility of Being-in-the- world”, for our “state-of-mind – expresses itself as discourse” (1962: 204). So while Heidegger perceives a fundamental kind of Being as belonging to discourse, he stresses it is the connection with other phenomena which brings Dasein’s everydayness into view (ibid: 210).

Throughout this paper I have implied that language is generally thought of as connected to speech, to communication, as something we bring into being or create, as ready-to-hand. Yet there is more to language than this, for language has an interdependence between presence and existence, but as Heidegger claims, because as human beings we have been admitted to the domain of language, we cannot step outside and view it from some other standpoint. We are aware of language only when we are regarded by it. Further, in attempting to grasp the ‘essence of language’ varied conceptions emerge such as ‘expression’, ‘symbolic form’, communication as ‘assertion’, and the ‘making-known’ of experience. But Heidegger also seeks clarification of language’s existential possibility which belongs with talking – that of hearing. In other words, “just as linguistic utterance is based on discourse, so is acoustic perception on hearing” (1962: 206). In accepting the importance of sound to language, and through adding music as another sonic gesture, concepts of the expressive and meaningful shaping of sound as contributing to literacy would seem unavoidable.   

Music and Embodiment

Our hands and gestures embody music both physically and emotionally; our hands manipulate musical instruments through specific technical and expressive gestures to produce music as a way of being-in-the-world. In music bodily gesture plays a significant role, both from the orchestral conductor’s perspective, and from the gestures performers make on stage both as a part of their developed technique and to reinforce their musical communication. This is outside of any comment on musical gesture as a specific medium within a score and the sonic expressivities. An audience response to music demonstrates forms of gesture that are embodied activities. Our bodily engagement with the world encourages accounts of music which accommodate the gestural as a significant bodily mediated dimension at play in the reception and interpretation of music. The bodily and gestural vocabulary are not imagined resemblance, rather, as Bowman points out, they can be seen as “emergent realities” which are a “bodily enaction of meaning” (Bowman, 1998: 273). Heidegger (2000: 25) refers to the bodily interaction with things when he states “in what the senses of sight, hearing, and touch convey, in the sensations of colour, sound, roughness, hardness, things move us bodily, in the literal meaning of the word”.
Revealing a bodily basis of mind enables us to show how music is both a bodily and cerebral competence. In regarding the body as the corporeal centre “that integrates the entire range of human experience” (Bowman, 1998: 299), it becomes apparent that experiential structures learned by the body can be recognised in other embodied experiences that are similarly structured. In accepting the significance of life’s experiences on the embodied mind it becomes clear that these are not separable from music experiences. The meanings that people have lived and experienced require imagination and interpretation if they are to be communicated through music. People do not just encounter mere sounds; they overlay them with meanings such as qualities, locations, and gestures (within the musical line) which reflect the lived musical experience. For Clifton (1983: 34) “…tonality is a movement of my body” and music a corporeal action in musical space.

As a jazz musician, when I improvise on my percussion instruments everything I play is an expressive blend of gesture, wordless language and imagination. I use the structures, articulations, varying registers, intonations and dynamics of speech as I shape sound in musical and communicative ways. Using tension and release, a narrative curve can be presented through exploration, development and resolution. This is done primarily within cultural and sub-cultural norms and the cultural context of any music becomes the source of its critical potential. How else would the music of our past remain discursively and emotionally relevant to us today whether European, Maori or Aboriginal? The cultural quality of the music gives it a form of agency, a condition of subjective experience, and inevitably a discourse - discourse, because meanings are exchanged and music and subjectivity can become understandable and understood as “modes of cultural exchange, debate and understanding” (Steinberg, 2004: 4).  

Music literacy - towards a resolution of mind/body dualism

The separation of ‘mind’ and ‘matter’ are abstractions conceived by thinkers such as Descartes to separate the burgeoning science of physics from other forms of thought that might clash with its concepts. It grew out of earlier thinking which had separated Reason and Feeling with Reason (the mind) dominating Feeling (seen as part of the body). The advent of Reason presented a challenge to an intellectual world which had been centred around theology particularly in the form of scholasticism. Through the Middle Ages and Renaissance theology had become dangerously linked with politics and so it became inevitable that something had to happen. Enlightenment Reason began to see the ‘soul’ as the ‘mind’ and the potential for pluralistic ways of seeing the world looked imminent. However, dualism interceded and little further progress was made in thinking about a more wholistic view of metaphysics until recently.  

Music and the arts philosophically appear to have a dilemma surrounding their cognitive and the corporeal relatedness, and between arts materials and arts experience. Given the relationship of the artist to their work and to their audience we need to understand issues such as the ontological status of the work, its uniqueness, its relationship with other art forms, its representational character and its expressiveness. Prior to such understandings it is necessary to comprehend the nature of the artistic materials, structures and processes ranging from the basic elements that make up the work through to the artistic features which allow for aesthetic expression and interpretation. 

The written word is often endowed with being a ‘truth’, but in reality is just another signifier, too often lacking any embodied reality, and which attempts to define a signified and bring it into communicated being. Both spoken language and music can be viewed as the elaboration of thought realised through the agency of sound. In the same way that words are strung together to describe a moment, feeling or event, so too does music. Spatial, gestural and expressive characteristics are not imagined resemblances, but emergent realities, inseparable from the body’s comprehension of music. There is a synergy which occurs when the body responds to or creates music, one which is tactile, visual, and auditory; its perception is fundamentally synesthetic - the achievement of the whole body. Musical perception is not a mechanical unthinking process but the “bodily enaction of meaning” (Bowman, 1998: 273) involving the mind and body. 

The meaning of language lies in its function as a system and in the subsequent systems of language usages: the synchronic (the conditions for existence of any language) and the diachronic (the changes which take place in a language over time). A collection of signs within a given art form might be ordered as, for example, motifs, phrases and themes. The elements involved form in their synthesis, syntagmic relations with each other, and in turn may be represented and interpreted. Syntagm means more than the sum of its parts. In language, for example, the word unbeatable consists of three syntagmically related signs – un, beat, and able. Beethoven’s famous ‘fate knocking at the door’ four-note motif in his Fifth Symphony can  likewise be reviewed syntagmically – the relationship of the first note to the tonality, the repetition of the first three notes, and the falling minor third which concludes the motif. Syntagm should not be confused with syntax, which is concerned with the way words combine to make sentences, and the rules that govern the making of sentences.

For Leach (1976:21) “sign relationships are contiguous and thus mainly metonymic while symbol relationships are arbitrary assertions of similarity and therefore mainly metaphoric. Metonym, in Jakobsonian theory, is no longer a ‘figure of speech’, but has become one of two defining axes of human language. Cobley claims “each linguistic act requires a selection from a set of pre-existing units and a combination of these units into more complex syntagms. The axis of selections is primarily based on similarity relations, which are metaphoric in their essence, while the axis of combination is based on contiguity relations, which are metonymic” (2001: 223). Metonym and metaphor are, according to Jakobson, the two fundamental modes of communicating meaning. Linking this theory to music, Leach (ibid) states that:

In music we are familiar with the idea of a melody being transposed into a different key so that it can be played by a different instrument, but this is simply a special case of a very general process by which syntagmic chains of signs linked by metonymy can be shifted by paradigmic transposition (metaphor) into a different manifest form. Prototype examples of syntagmic chains are the letters forming a written word, or the words forming a sentence, or the sequence of musical notes written on a musical score to indicate a ‘tune’.  

It has been suggested that there exist musical intuitions which the listener experiences beyond the basic surface or core features of the elements of pitch, duration, dynamics and timbre (Jackendoff & Lerdahl, 1980). The ‘rules’ of a sort of ‘universal music grammar’ thus exposed suggest links between language and music through the existence of structures for groupings and phrasing – the formation of syntactic units and the organisation, through metrical structure and beat or pulse, which parallels the role of the rules of syntax.  Pitch matter, as it derives from a specific range in the overtone series valued by a particular society or culture, is delineated through patterns of tension and release, similar to the role of punctuation in written language, denoting varying degrees of closure. Perhaps we mis-categorise music in many ways, and perhaps language is not so powerfully isolated among human mental capacities. After all, the basic characteristics of language are mirrored in our ability to understand music.

Because the voice is probably our most embodied producer of organised sound, music tends to respond to the same series of influences that pass through the voice. Music thus is an art of intoned meaning. Research into popular folk songs shows changing social situations require re-intoning to address a new audience who listen in new ways. Both popular and art music depend on intonations that are rooted in society and in this sense might be viewed as forms of discourse. The intonational features such as pitch, tempo, stress, timbre, syllable duration and register, are musical features (and for linguists-‘suprasegmental’). All are there to add expressive meaning, so that merely studying pitch-variations in speech as abstract phenomena is meaningless for they should be heard as expressive qualities. What music does is to make available greater flexibility and potential for these features, increasing the palette of expressive qualities. We cannot consider musical features which have the same notes as being identical, and the same mistake can happen in semiotic analysis, for the identity of each figure can only be approached through the intonational vocabulary used and the signification of each.    

How can this enable us to understand the basic mind/body dialectic inherent in the philosophies of art and music?  Obviously a work of art is not conscious, yet we feel a desire to say it is more than an object, sometimes even that it “speaks to us”, but how can an essentially meaningless object contain meaning?  Firstly we must be cognizant of the corporeal character and the corporeal phenomena and uncover the relationship between them.  If we cannot comprehend the point at which the artistic materials emerge into aesthetic qualities and thus into experience then we are left with an intractable dualism in the philosophy of art. If we cannot believe that the material elements used by Shakespeare, Rembrandt or Beethoven are a causal basis of the aesthetic qualities we experience in their works, then the dualism is intact. The transcendent stance taken by Clive Bell in Art (1914) raised the notion of ‘significant form’ claiming that insights in art could not be known by any other means. Bell stated that we do not go to the art gallery in search of expression but of ‘significant form’, that is expression in a broader sense than that of self-expression. Following Bell, Langer claimed that … “the arts themselves exhibit a striking unity and logic, and seem to present a fair field for systematic thought” (1953:4). If the philosophy of art is not about the physical, but our inner selves, then experience is the ‘thing’ and the materials that make up the work should concern us little more than the reality that the equation H2O is not wet.   

For Heidegger, ‘matter is the substrate and field for the artist’s formative action” (2000:26), and as a pair of concepts, matter and form are central to the work of art (including music). The distinction of matter and form is “the conceptual schema which is used, in the greatest variety of ways, quite generally for all art theory and aesthetics” (2000: 26-27). Art is a thing like all other things with the distinction that the three modes of defining thingness interact powerfully with each other. A thing bears certain traits; in art it is conceived as the “unity of a manifold of sensations, as formed matter” (ibid: 30). Whereas the common concept of a work of art sees it as concerned with the beautiful and beauty, and not with truth, in fact the nature of art is “the truth of beings setting itself to work” (ibid: 35). Where beauty is reserved for aesthetics, truth, in contrast, belongs to logic (ibid). 

A work of art says something other than itself, it is an allegory, for something other is brought together with the thing that is made. 

Allegory and symbol provide the conceptual frame within whose channel of vision the art work has for a long time been characterised. But this one element in a work that manifests another, this one element that joins another, is the thingly feature in the art work. It seems almost as though the thingly element in the art work is like the substructure into and upon which the other, authentic element is built. And is it not this thingly feature in the work that the artist really makes by his handicraft? (Heidegger, 2000: 20). 

When Heidegger began to turn his attention to art and poetry, forging a mystic-poetic language that allowed the play of alethia – the ancient Greek word for ‘truth’, he saw this as also meaning unconcealment or uncovering, as bringing things out of concealment rather than matching statements up with objects. This was to be a language with its own eventuations of Being as Heidegger saw them. For Heidegger, art is not merely concerned with beauty and pleasure, “art is rather the disclosure of the being of beings”. Art works disclose entities and bring the meeting of earth and world to our attention, they are an interface of human purposes and decisions and the non-human perspectives. The earth takes the position of closure, concealment and preserving, while the world is open to the play of light, of unconcealment. The work is primarily a thing, and aesthetic value is superimposed on it by our subjective view of it. For Heidegger, it is art that shows us what a thing is. In other words, the work is not a thing with artistic qualities added; the work reveals the nature of things.

The problems associated with thinking, communicating and enacting suggest that perhaps it is time we start re-conceiving literacy from other perspectives, this time thinking differently. People need the freedom to be literate in accordance with their values so that they might work towards Being literate-in-their-world. Perhaps what is needed is a radical re-think of literacy and a reconsideration of poetics not merely as an imitation of reality (mimesis) but as way of showing how meanings are generated by a text, whether – for the purpose of this discussion – words, gesture or music. Far from announcing the ‘death of the author’, it is intended to empower authorship through familiarity with the laws of literary and musical structure so that effective discourses might be developed. Hermeneutics and rhetoric will naturally follow, allowing for multiple interpretations and constructs, and we can see that in referring back to earlier thought, couched in Heideggerian theory, we can reconstruct what it means to ‘be literate’ in the twenty-first century. Meaning can thus become something which exists between a text and all other texts to which it refers and relates, moving out from the independent text into a network of textual relations we might call intertextuality. 

In asking for a re-examination of literacy and questioning the all encompassing power of the word, we open up the potential for a more diverse paradigm for education, one which includes the embodied self as central to Being literate-in-the-world. The main premise of this paper has been that it is not written and spoken language alone which structures nature as we experience it, but rather a whole realm of expressive forms and modes which enable humans to make sense of, and structure, their experiences in ways which externally might seem disparate, but which are in fact intrinsically similar. Too often we hear that language is the one capacity that is uniquely human, or that “thought and speech turn out to be the key to the nature of human consciousness” (Vygotsky, 1986: 256), when it would seem there are many forms of literacy which are uniquely human and which require consciousness. There is a need to question why the mind/body divide remains when some contemporary research claims they are both a part of the same whole, united in their response to the brain, and to ask why the status attained by some forms of communication has led to the detriment of others.

The creation of expressive and satisfying relationships is what artistic works represent. The composer makes choices about relationships from among an infinite number of possible sound patterns and timbres. The composer and performer must pay attention to nuance, and, if they are to avoid being merely technicist, to feel and fit. If a cadence in a piece of music or poetry is changed, the work’s meaning is changed. Imagination and emotion are not mere ornaments to Being-in-the-world, they are liberating in a world of formed habits and technical responses. The styles of thought that music stimulates and develops promotes deliberation, reflection, intelligent choice and creative action necessary in an environment where global discourses of conformity and diversity present conflicting challenges for what it means ‘to-be-literate-in-the-world’.
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