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8. An Inquiry into Musical Trance

Dilara Turan

Well, there’s one thing to try
Everybody knows

Music gets you high
Everybody grows

And so it goes...!

That music accompanies spiritual experiences is a cross-cultural
phenomenon. Manifesting itself through a wide variety of cultural
practices, it is the focal point of numerous religious, philosophical, and
aesthetic doctrines. The present study attempts to uncover empirically
the ways in which this prevailing connection between music and
spiritual experiences might and can be demonstrated. This endeavour
is challenging due to our current research paradigm, which gives rise
to several complicating factors. First, there are diverse ways in which
spiritual experiences are conceptualised, leading to further questions
about how to establish ecologically valid empirical observations on
the subject. As William James observes, mystical experiences are
often considered ineffable and transient phenomena.> How, then, can
we account for an experience that is temporary and already beyond
language? It is essential, therefore, to clarify the underlying concepts
before exploring the connection between music and spiritual experiences
further. In the first part of this paper, I establish a framework for the
investigation by adopting specific ontological positions on spirituality

—_

Graham Nash, ‘And So It Goes’, Wild Tiles (Atlantic Records, 1974).

2 William James, Varieties of Religious Experience A Study in Human Nature (New
York: Longmans, Green & Co., 1902; repr. London and New York: Routledge,
2002), p. 295.
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and empiricism. In the second part, I provide a cross-cultural inquiry,
examining documented examples of music accompanying spiritual
experiences. Drawing on traditional trance rituals as a case of altered
states of consciousness, I present a multi-layered understanding of
the intricate relationship between music and spiritual experiences,
accounting for cognitive, psychological, and socio-cultural contextual
factors. By so doing, I suggest guidelines for identifying patterns in this
relationship, providing a pool of examples and potential hypotheses on
the question for future research.

[. Paradigms for the Study of Music
and Spirituality

At least since the late seventeenth century, in the wake of John
Locke’s grand layout of material and mental substance and how they
interact, empiricism has been a driving force behind the outstanding
accomplishments of civilisation. As Werner Heisenberg documents in
his survey, Locke, countering the claims of René Descartes, asserted that
all knowledge ultimately originates from experience, which can be either
sensation or the perception of our mental activities.> George Berkeley
further developed this idea by arguing that if all knowledge stems from
perception, the concept of real existence becomes meaningless, as it
makes no difference to the presence or absence of things whether or
not they are perceived. Thus, Berkeley equated being perceived with
existence, i.e., subjective perceptions as reality. David Hume took this
line of reasoning to an extreme form of scepticism and eventually rejected
induction and causation. Hume’s powerful critique was nonetheless
accommodated as an exegesis within empiricist thought, a warning
about the reductive use of the term ‘existence’; the initial divisions of
material-mental and subject—-object remained a part, then, of empirical
thought.

While Immanuel Kant played a significant role in reconciling the
concept of existence, the early twentieth century was marked by the
anti-metaphysical movement of logical positivism, initially led by
Bertrand Russell and other figures of the Vienna Circle. For Hilary

3 Werner Heisenberg, Physics and Philosophy, The Revolution in Modern Science (New
York: Harper, 1958), p. 83.
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Lawson, this movement aimed ‘to replace Victorian metaphysical
philosophy with science and logic’, setting an anti-metaphysical trend
that also shaped the scientific method.* Prioritising the role of evidence
and experience over abstract theories and dogma helped establish
a more rigorous and rational approach to understanding the world
around us, leading to significant advances in science, medicine, and the
development of modern social and political systems. However, it also
established an object-based ontology of a material reality which can only
account for measurable and rational phenomena, leaving out a whole
region of human experience. Only later in the twentieth century did
empiricism become the central subject of debate among scientists and
philosophers, as a shortcoming of logical positivism. In his later work,
Ludwig Wittgenstein criticised the positivist idea that all meaningful
statements must be empirically verifiable, arguing that this principle is
a non-empirical statement that cannot be verified by empirical means.
Likewise, Thomas Kuhn focused on the process of scientific revolutions
and observed that the nature of the scientific process involves large leaps
from one value system to another. Rather than a continuous process of
uncovering reality that is objectively out there, Kuhn realised the socially
constructed or warranted nature of scientific knowledge. This provided
amuch better lens to approach empirical demonstration with the tools at
hand, opening up a new space for the recognition of formerly neglected
areas of human experiences. As reported in Horgan’s documentation,

Kuhn argued that our paradigms keep changing as our culture changes.
Different groups, and the same group at different times can have
different experiences and therefore in some sense live in different worlds.
Obviously, all humans share some responses to experience, simply
because of their shared biological heritage, but whatever is universal
in human experience, whatever transcends culture and history, is also
‘ineffable’, beyond the reach of language.’

One of the profound attempts to establish a fully developed new
metaphysics came from outside academic circles through American
writer and philosopher Robert M. Pirsig’s study, known as Metaphysics

4  Hilary Lawson, 21st Century Metaphysics: Leaving Fantasy Behind’,
Institute of Art and Ideas News, 23 January 2023, https://iai.tv/
articles/21st-century-metaphysics-leaving-fantasy-behind-auid-2367

5  John Horgan, “‘What Thomas Kuhn Really Thought about Scientific “Truth”’,
Scientific American, 23 May 2012, https:/ /blogs.scientificamerican.com/
cross-check/what-thomas-kuhn-really-thought-about-scientific-truth
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of Quality (MoQ). In his first book, Pirsig introduces his central term
Quality as the undefined source of subjects and objects and suggests
that everything that exists can be considered as value.®

Pirsig’s approach diverges from the traditional way of understanding
the world, where reality is typically based on either object (materialism)
or mental substance (idealism). Instead, Pirsig sees values as the
fundamental building blocks of reality itself and breaks reality into
two categories: Dynamic Quality and static quality.” Dynamic Quality
is a term that describes the ever-changing and immediate experience
of reality, while static quality refers to any concept that is derived
from this experience. The word ‘Dynamic” highlights the fact that this
experience is not fixed or static and cannot be fully defined; it is prior to
conceptualisations. Therefore, an accurate understanding of Dynamic
Quality can only be gained through direct experience:

At the moment of pure Quality perception, or not even perception, at the
moment of pure Quality, there is no subject and there is no object. There
is only a sense of Quality that produces a later awareness of subjects and
objects. At the moment of pure Quality, subject and object are identical.
This is the fat tvam asi truth of the Upanishads.®

While recognising the undefined, immediate, and pre-intellectual
Dynamic Quality, MoQ also accounts for static quality patterns, which
Pirsig conceptualised in four layers in an evolutionary hierarchy:
inorganic value patterns, biological value patterns, social value patterns,
and intellectual value patterns. He argued that the static patterns cover
the traditional Western duality of subjects and objects, with inorganic
and biological values corresponding to what have traditionally been
considered objective, and social and intellectual values to subjective.
Contrary to Dynamic Quality, which is undefinable, the static quality
layers are rational and understandable. MoQ alters the metaphysical
ground by containing the subject-object division within static layers

6  Robert M. Pirsig, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance: An Inquiry into Values
(London: Vintage, 1974).

7 Dynamic Quality serves as the monistic, fundamental, and undefined reference
in the Metaphysics of Quality (MOQ). Therefore, it is capitalized to denote
its significance in the primary texts. On the other hand, static quality refers to
definable patterns within MOQ, holding a secondary status compared to Dynamic
Quality, and thus is not capitalized.

8  Ibid., p. 294.
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without conflicting with the existing positivist observations; it also
enables, however, an account of formerly neglected experiences of
reality.

The Metaphysics of Quality subscribes to what is called empiricism. It
claims that all legitimate human knowledge arises from the senses or
by thinking [based on] what the senses provide. Most empiricists deny
the validity of any knowledge gained through imagination, authority,
tradition, or purely theoretical reasoning. They regard fields such as art,
morality, religion, and metaphysics as unverifiable. The Metaphysics of
Quality varies from this by saying that the values of art and morality and
even religious mysticism are verifiable and that in the past have been
excluded for metaphysical reasons, not empirical reasons. They have been
excluded because of the metaphysical assumption that all the universe is
composed of subjects and objects and anything that can’t be classified
as a subject or an object isn’t real. There is no empirical evidence for this
assumption at all.®

MoQ not only encompasses spiritual experience but also places it at its
centre. Pirsig further elaborates on the interchangeability of his central
term Quality with value and spirituality. Recognising both the Dynamic,
ineffable experience and the static (patterned) experiences of spirituality,
he provides a comprehensive account of spiritual experiences in MoQ:

Quality and spirituality are synonymous, so that a metaphysics of quality
is in fact a metaphysics of spirituality. There is Dynamic spirituality,
which is undefinable; and static spirituality, which consists of intellectual
spirituality (theology), social spirituality (church), and biological
spirituality (ritual).?

An empirical demonstration of spiritual reality would have no place in
object-based metaphysics, as such a demonstration cannot extend its
investigation beyond the realm of subjective experiences and, therefore,
cannot be a subject of scientific research However, through the lenses
of MoQ, we can reconcile reality and Quality, or spirit. The question
at hand, in turn, can be rephrased: how can we explore the connection
between the Dynamic spirituality and static spirituality that involves
musicking?

9  Robert M. Pirsig, Lila; An Inquiry into Morals (New York: Bantam Books, 1991), p.
121.

10 Robert M. Pirsig, On Quality: An Inquiry into Excellence: Unpublished and Selected
Writings, ed. by Wendy K. Pirsig (New York: HarperCollins, 2022), p. 104.
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II. An Inquiry into Musical Trance

MoQ allows us to observe music’s involvement in each static pattern and
their relation to each other. This study adopts a modular and systematic
approach, utilising a multidisciplinary perspective to observe musical
trance phenomena from three different angles. The first sub-section
focuses on cognitive and psychological theories of spiritual experiences
and examines music’s role in the patterns of biological spirituality.
Borrowing the term altered states of consciousness (ASC) from
cognition and psychology literature, this section seeks to understand the
brain mechanisms and cognitive functions during spiritual experiences.
Considering musical trance as a sub-category of altered states of
consciousness, itdelvesintocognitive theories of musical trance, exploring
auditory processing mechanisms and emotional arousal. The second
sub-section observes intellectual and social patterns in cross-cultural
examples of musical trance. By presenting a collection of examples from
various parts of the world, it delves into the belief systems and social
contexts of rituals and how they shape the overall spiritual experience.
The third sub-section takes a music analytical approach, providing a
detailed examination of the musical activity and its psychoacoustic and
perceptual capacities. Utilising perceptual music analysis of recordings,
I will discuss prominent sonic events and common means of musical
signification in spiritual experiences. By examining musical trance as a
case of music and spirituality, where music accompanies non-ordinary
experiences, the study embraces a framework that accommodates both
the ineffable and observable, allowing for a deeper understanding of the
intricate relationship between music and spiritual experiences.

(a) Music and Altered States of Consciousness

ASC refer to significant deviations in subjective experience from the
normal functioning of waking consciousness, induced by physiological,
pharmacological, or psychological factors."! These alterations are
linked to changes in the default mode network (DMN), a large-scale
brain network responsible for higher-level cognitive processes like

11  Arnold M. Ludwig, ‘Altered States of Consciousness’, Arch Gen Psychiatry 15.3
(1966), 225-34.
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self-referencing, social cognition, and theory of mind. The DMN’s
regular functions, involving the preservation of our sense of self and
autobiographical memory, remain largely unchanged during waking
states due to its high metabolic rate and energy consumption.'? During
ASC, the coupling between the posterior cingulate cortex (PCC) and the
prefrontal cortex (PFC) can decouple, as it was observed in a psilocybin
research study.”® PCC deactivates, leading to decreased meta-cognitive
functions such as self-referencing and mind wandering, while PFC
activity enhances, resulting in increased integration of input data and
attention level in goal-oriented tasks. The study also suggests that
during ASC, various brain oscillatory rhythms, such as alpha, theta, and
gamma, can promote the structured activity of the DMN and influence
the sense of self. They observed that during psilocybin-induced ASC,
alpha activity in PCC decreased, and theta activity increased, correlating
with a weakened sense of self and an experience of the supernatural.
Another observation during ASC is the decoupling of the DMN
and the medial temporal lobe (MTL), which includes hippocampal
structures responsible for declarative memory. This decoupling reduces
the synchronisation and organisation of DMN activity, impacting the
integrated sense of self and clock time perception.'*

We can observe two main approaches to the question of the functions
of music in altered consciousness states: particularist and mechanistic.
The particularist approach of ethnomusicology highlights emotional
arousal as the link between music and trance. Ethnographers often
report from the field that the emergence of ASC in ritual settings
primarily depends on communally shared cosmology. Individual
participants of the ceremony share the same predictable expectations,
intentions, and behaviours, which create a social/communal space.
This predictability and intentionality enable the trancers, especially
those in charge of leading the ritual and music, to interact with the
music in response to their emotional states for the emergence of
trance possession. In other words, trancers often know how to alter

12 Marcus E. Raichle and Abraham Z. Snyder, ‘A Default Mode of Brain Function: A
Brief History of an Evolving Idea’, Neurolmage 37 (2007), 1083-90.

13 Carhart-Harris et al., “The Entropic Brain: A Theory of Conscious States Informed
by Neuroimaging’, Frontiers in Human Neuroscience 8 (2014), 20.

14 Ibid., p. 20.



166 Music and Spirituality

their consciousness via interactions within that extremely static ritual
setting. Concerning the importance attributed to pre-set cognitive
familiarity, music functions as a catalyst for trance experiences and not
as a direct element of induction. Thus, ethnographers do not propose
a causal relation between the trance state and the specific properties
of music specifically. Instead, music, combined with all the other
psychological factors of a ritual setting, creates strong emotions, which
cause chemical alterations in serotonin, dopamine, and oxytocin levels
in brain structure. Thus, this theory suggests that the whole process
might give way to alterations in consciousness and the frequently
mentioned effects, such as loss of sense of self and other changes in
attention, alertness, or time perception.’

The emotional arousal theory of trance explains many common
features of trance rituals, such as communal settings, shared cosmology,
or religious context, and the importance of cultural and social familiarity
between the trancers and strictly followed ritual conventions. It also
elucidates why some ritual settings promote the emergence of ASC
experiences for some people, while the same music and setting might be
meaningless, boring, or disturbing for others. Gilbert Rouget and Judith
Becker highlight the great diversity and specification in the musics and
ritual settings of various cultures concerning the particularistic point of
view. Due to such effective involvement of cultural variables, they also
stress the problems of making direct causal relations between musical
qualities and trance induction. Both Rouget and Becker attribute a
psychological function to music, which enables the person to break his
or her self-perception and identify with the spiritual experience. In this
way, music has a culturally shaped mediator function as a catalyser
to overall experience rather than a sonic inducer with formal musical
characteristics. While avoiding music-specific induction theories of
trance applicable to different cultures, they also agree that cross-cultural
examples depict a distinction between high and low arousal-emotional
states. High arousal emotional states are expressed by extremely active
body movements and caused by over-sensory stimulation in communal
religious/ritual settings. Ecstasy, on the other hand, is characterised by
top-down processes like meditation or contemplation, with low-arousal

15 Judith Becker, Deep Listeners Music, Emotion and Trancing (Bloomington and
Indianapolis, IN: Indiana University Press, 2004), p. 56.
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emotional states that result in immobility, silence, solitude, sensory
deprivation, and relaxation.'

However, a more mechanistic point of view was introduced in
the 1960s. Rodney Needham pointed out the predominant use of
percussion instruments and rhythmic devices in ritual settings across
different cultures, suggesting that drumming specifically affects the
brain and body, inducing altered states.”” Similarly, Neher conducted
experiments on the relationship between brainwaves, particularly theta
and alpha ranges, and sound waves similar to drumming sounds of
traditional rituals in terms of drumming frequencies.’® He proposed
that loud sound waves at very low frequencies travel bottom-up
the afferent auditory pathways and entrain with the brainwaves. By
imitating the electroencephalogram (EEG) correspondence of theta and
alpha patterns, which are 3-8 Hz drumming beats per second (theta)
and 8-13 Hz (alpha), he observed observable brainwave responses to
drumming via scalp electrodes. In a relatively recent study, Melinda
Maxfield also observed that drumming has specific neurophysiological
effects on listeners, including a loss of the time continuum, alterations
in body temperature, emotional arousal, extraordinary imagination,
and possible entry into ASC." Later, Jorg Fachner suggested that music
is capable of shaping our subjective time perception concerning the
amount of sensory information per minute.?’ Currently, the mechanistic
view is often referred as brainwave entrainment (BWE) which suggests
that a rhythmic sonic stimulus can synchronise with and influence
brainwaves. BWE involves using pulsing patterns in stimuli to elicit
a frequency-following response in brainwaves, aiming to match the
frequency of the stimulus. Entrainment can be achieved through

16 Ibid., pp. 51-54; Gilbert Rouget, Music and Trance: A Theory of the Relations between
Music and Possession, trans. by B. Biebuyck (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago
Press, 1985), pp. 10-11.

17 Rodney Needham, ‘Percussion and Transition’, Man 2.4 (1967), 606-14.

18 Andrew Neher, ‘Auditory Driving Observed with Scalp Electrodes in Normal
Subjects’, Electroencephalography and Clinical Neurophysiology 13.3 (1961), 449-51.

19 Melinda C. Maxfield, ‘Effects of Rhythmic Drumming on EEG and Subjective
Experience’ (unpublished doctoral dissertation, Institute of Transpersonal
Psychology, 1990), https://www.proquest.com/dissertations-theses/
effects-rthythmic-drumming-on-eeg-subjective/docview /303885457 /se-2

20 Jorg Fachner, ‘Time Is the Key: Music and Altered States of Consciousness’, in
Altering Consciousness: A Multidisciplinary Perspective, ed. by Etzel Cardefia and
Michael Winkelman, 2 vols (Santa Barbara, CA: Praeger, 2011), I, 355-76 (at 367).
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auditory, photic, or combined stimuli.?» The mechanistic view of music
and trance is often criticised for its reductive approach to the involvement
of cultural and psychological factors while assigning a strong emphasis
to the sonic qualities. In fact, the early studies on drumming effect later
raised the famous critique of experienced ethnomusicologist Rouget,
who suggested that if it is true, then ‘half of Africa would be in a trance
from the beginning of the year to the end’.?

Returning to the inquiry into whether sound can induce or facilitate
ASC, the auditory entrainment theory offers a basis for hypothesising
a musically induced form of altered states. While laboratory studies
explore sound as a potential cue in entraining brainwaves during
ASC, the particularist perspective tends to reject the idea of inherent
sound effects. Nonetheless, both viewpoints cannot be entirely
disregarded, as establishing a causal relationship at the initial point
remains challenging. It is worth noting that the association of music
with religious and ritual contexts is a pervasive feature in the context
of musical performances®, suggesting that auditory entrainment as
a phenomenon may be attributed to cultural memories of musical
trance acquired over centuries, rather than being an innate aspect.
Nevertheless, this does not necessarily discount the possibility of a
biological experience of sound and its impact on the body at more
fundamental levels, such as bodily responses to low-frequency loud
sounds or repetitive exposure. The particularist approach emphasises
the cultural and social context of music in trance rituals, while the
mechanistic perspective explores the direct effects of sound on the
brain and body. However, I argue that these two perspectives are not
mutually exclusive. Rather, music simultaneously engages in both
layers, with the particularist view highlighting its involvement in social
and intellectual static patterns, and the mechanistic view explaining
its role in biological static patterns.

21 Tina L. Huang, and Christine Charyton, ‘A Comprehensive Review of the
Psychological Effects of Brainwave Entrainment’, Alternative Therapies 14.5 (2008),
38-50.

22 Gilbert Rouget, Music and Trance: A Theory of the Relations between Music and
Possession, trans. by Brunhilde Biebuyck (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press,
1985), p. 175.

23 Steven Brown and Joseph Jordania, ‘Universals in the World’s Musics’, Psychology
of Music 41.2 (2011), 240-41.
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(b) A Cross-Cultural Overview

Building on the concepts discussed above, the following sections
explore trance examples traditionally associated with altered states of
consciousness. The objective is to observe the co-occurrence of various
sounds and trance behaviours in light of the theories of musical trance
presented above. To collect relevant examples, a two-step process, along
with an additional strategy, is employed (see Figure 8.1). In the first
step, controlled words that could potentially lead to the identification
of musics and musical traditions associated with ASC are scanned in
the indexes of the Garland Encyclopedia of World Music volumes, except
for Volume 8: Europe.** Subsequently, the same list of controlled words
is used to search the Alexander Street Press Online Music Library, with
each region’s name, and the results are filtered based on the information
provided in the liner notes before including them in the sample set.
Given that trance rituals are frequently encountered without explicit
tags from the initial list of control words, but instead are described
using original culture-specific terminology, such as ‘dhikr” (a devotional
practice aiming to induce a type of ASC called ‘hal’), the process led to
the development of region-specific secondary lists of control words.

Primary Control Word List
Altered States of consciousness
Devotion

Ecstasy

Secondary Control Word List

Region Specific Keywords & Terms
extracted from Garland
Encyclopedia of World Mausic Series

Healing. ’ e.g. dhikrand halin Islam geographies
Invocation /

Magic ’
Meditation ’
Mystic, mysticism ’
Possession

Religious Ceremony ’
Ritual ’
Sacred Ceremony / Ritual 4
Shamanism ’
Spirit, spiritual /
Therapy ;
Trance ’
Transcendence /

/ R 3

Other Platforms
(.2 YouTube, university catalogs
and music databases)

/ *If no audio sample found
matching with the filtering

criteria

Garland Encyclopedia of World
Music Series (Except Vol 8, Europe)

N

samples matching with the filtering criteria
Added to Sample Set

Alexander Street
Open Music Library

Fig. 8.1 Sampling methodology. Created by author (2017), CC BY-NC 4.0

24 Garland Encyclopedia of World Music, ed. by Bruno Nettl, Ruth M. Stone,
James Porter, and Timothy Rice, 10 vols (New York: Routledge, 1998-2002).
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In order to examine comprehensively the involvement of socio-cultural
contexts, I conducted an analysis of various factors that shape the surface
setting and ritual behaviours, including the belief systems providing the
theological background for these customs and the modes of interactions
through which individuals engage with these cultural ties. To observe
these aspects systematically, a set of questions was formulated for each
sample and available information was organised into clusters using
open coding. These questions were as follows:

e Whatbelief system, religion, and theology form the conceptual
foundation of the experience?

e What type of ceremony is it, and what are the defining
characteristics of the cultural context of the ritual at the level
of action and surface setting? How is the ceremony named?

e How is the experience conceptualised, and what are the
motivations and intentions behind the ritualistic practices
leading to an ASC?

e Is the experience predominantly a collectively shared group
experience or more individual in nature?

e Based on the general categorisation of musical trance types
according to emotional states (high arousal/active and low
arousal/still), which type of musical trance best describes the
given example?

As can be seen from Figure 8.2, for each example, a religion or belief
system is indicated as the central underlying theme shaping the ritual
context. Among the observed religious practices, it is salient that the
traditional belief systems of regional cultures constitute the largest
category compared to the Abrahamic religions. Secondly, the two
largest categories of ritual context are spirit possession and devotional
ceremonies, as shown in Figure 8.3. The culture-specific definitions of
these ritual categories suggest a certain level of mental readiness and
attentiveness required from the participants.
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Traditional Christianity Islam Influence
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Fig. 8.2 Number of examples by religion/belief system. Created by author (2017).

Furthermore, in addition to the theological aspects, the phenomenon of
musical trance also exhibits associations with social patterns and ordinary
life events. As evident in Figure 8.3 and Figure 8.4, the examples indicate
that participants have specific objectives and structured practices in advance
while engaging in trance activities. Notably, the largest category of these
objectives revolves around physical or psychological healing (see Figure 8.4),
followed by invocations of deities to address practical issues like drought,
security concerns, or individual matters. This suggests a well-defined
cultural aspect of trance practices as a social pattern where participants
organise the experience, and anticipate positive outcomes, leading to
enriched meanings and emotional states associated with the ritual.

1 1 1 1 L

Initiation Ceremony  Frewalking Ceremony  Performance Magic Ceremony  Devotional Ceremony / Spirit Communication Devotional Ceremony / Devotional Ceremony  Spirit Possession
Performance Ceremony Fest Ceremony

Fig. 8.3 Number of examples by ritual context. Created by author (2017).
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41
36
23
| I
6
: l I

Magic Protection Auspicious Reasons Expanding the Sef Invocation of Deities Healing

Fig. 8.4 Number of examples by ritual function. Created by author (2017).

Another noteworthy aspect is the prevalence of communal social
settings in many examples, emphasising the significance of shared
ritualistic behaviour and psychological dynamics. As Fig. 8.5 shows, it
is more often the case that trance rituals are held in communal settings.

65%
2
10%
- .

3%
Duo Communal / Solo leader Solo Communal

Fig. 8.5 Examples by social setting of ritual. Created by author (2017)..

The existence of such static patterns, including ritualistic behaviour and
the underlying theological context, empowers trancers with the knowledge
and means to alter their consciousness, as postulated by Becker.
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(c) Sonic Signification in Musical Trance

The culturally-oriented perspective, however, overlooks the direct
influence of organised sounds on the bodily experience of trance.
This neglect of the biological experience of sound events and their
psychoacoustic impact on consciousness calls for a closer examination
of sonic parameters to bridge the gap between cultural and musical
explanations. Such analysis addresses the signification of sounds in
the auditory experience, following Bob Snyder’s three-part model of
auditory processing.” Given the importance of auditory entrainment
theory for understanding the relationship between music and ASC,
specific focus is placed on sonic properties related to temporal aspects,
such as pulsation, tempo, rhythmic groupings, and the arrangement of
musical layers. Timbral and textural features are also considered. The
analysis process consists of two main steps. First, a subjective ear-based
analysis is conducted, accompanied by a comprehensive review of
ethnographic notes to gather basic information, such as instrumentation
or duration. Subsequently, the samples undergo sound analysis using
the Sound Visualiser, where the Constant-Q Spectrogram is employed
to analyse texture, layering, and repetition, while the Tempo and
Beat Tracker Onset Detection Function is utilised for tempo and beat
detection.

The prevalent sonic qualities observed in musical trance are closely
tied to temporality and can be understood as manifestations of statistical
regularity, representing various static sound units. In music, regularity
is commonly discussed in the context of repetition, which often involves
repetitive pitch content like ostinato lines or refrains. However, in
the context of musical trance, regularity units manifest in a variety of
forms, including but not limited to steady pulsations, repetitive short
figures, drone tones, interlocked textures, siren or signal-like motions,
drumming spectra, as well as simple melodies or short percussive loops.

Statistical regularity plays a significant role in auditory functions,
encompassing tasks like streaming musical layers, maintaining auditory
continuity, detecting temporal values, and facilitating musical memory.*

25 Bob Snyder, Music and Memory: An Introduction (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press,
2001), pp. 12-15.

26 Diana Deutsch, ‘Grouping Mechanisms in Music’, in The Psychology of Music, ed.
by Diana Deutsch (San Diego, CA: Elsevier, 2013), pp. 183-248.
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Accordingly, it suggests that sonic events with recurrent patterns are
more accessible to auditory processing, and this cognitive ease facilitates
embodiment, anticipation, memorisation, and participation during
musical trance experiences. By providing ease in auditory processing,
the prevalence of regular sonic elements imparts a sense of ‘freedom,
luxury, and expansiveness’ as aptly expressed by John Ortiz.”

One of the static sound units observed in musical trance is the
melody. In the majority of collected examples, a single specific melody is
prominently present, with approximately 78.4% of instances being sung.
Repeating melodies are often formed as a single motivic figure that is no
longer than the period of short-term memory processing, and they are
simple by having a small number of pitches moving by smaller intervals,
repeated through the flow without a significant change (see Figure
8.6). These melodies incorporate a verbal context that relates to the
cultural content of the trance experience, encompassing curing songs,
spirit songs, and modes and melodies associated with deities. Because
melodies, in general, tend to be listened to and perceived through ‘mental
schemas, developed from early childhood in the course of hearing many
of the culture’s melodies” with this joining of the musical and semantic
content, melodic units serve as effective sonic signifiers.?

+=60

No.35 Dhikr Ceremony in Iran No.49 Pagan Ritual in Uzbekistan

Fig. 8.6 Melody transcriptions of examples No. 5, 26, 35, and 49.” Created by
author (2024), CC BY-NC 4.0.

27  John M. Ortiz, The Tao of Music: Sound Psychology Using Music to Change Your Life
(Boston, MA: Weiser Books, 1987), p. 275.

28 W. Jay Dowling and Dane L. Harwood, Music Cognition (Orlando, FL: Academic
Press, 1986), p. 152. For further information on the relationship between the
melodic structures and the trance specific ritual context, see Dale A. Olsen,
‘Shamanism, Music and Healing in Two Contrasting South American Cultural
Areas’, in The Oxford Handbook of Medical Ethnomusicology, ed. by Benjamin D. Koen
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), pp. 343-46.
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One other common observation is the employment of drumming effects.
98 out of 125 examples in the sample set employ at least one percussion
instrument, and 86 out of those 98 examples utilise an idiophone (30)
or a membranophone (26), or both (30). Those percussive instruments
are primarily associated with sacred meanings relating to the contextual
specification of trance rituals. The association of drumming and healing
rituals is especially widespread across large geographies. The most
frequently observed drumming instruments are frame drums, sticks,
and maracas. Aerophones are the second most employed instruments.
In most examples, drumming is utilised constantly as the most active
and continuous layer in the overall flow. This parallels previous studies™
on the associations of drumming as a sonic cue for spiritual experiences.

Pulsation (steady drumming) and rhythmic units (patterned
drumming) are observed as the two most common units of temporal
regularity. While pulsation and rhythmic units are mostly played
on percussive instruments, they can also be voiced variedly on other
instruments and the human voice, as in the case of Kecak of Bali (example
numbers 77-78). Pulsation is the time level often conceptualised as
points in musical time that we can easily detect and tap into, which is also
considered as a stimulus for auditory entrainment. On the other hand,
rhythmic units differ from pulsation having a more figurative character
(patterned) in contrast to the steadiness of the pulse. Pulsation mostly
uses isochronal and non-accentuated ways, resulting in pure steadiness.
They are distinctive in the entire sound because of their higher volume
at lower frequencies, especially when played in frame drums, and
they rarely go silent during the musical flow. No. 10 and No. 110 are
examples of this periodic membranophone pulsation. When the steady
pulse is signified in sticks like light idiophone percussions, its sound is
distinguishable, resembling a metronome beating, as No. 2, No. 51, or

29  Author-transcribed melodies without tuning system specifications. The
transcriptions provide reductive representations of the original melodies,
excluding spectral and temporal details, with the sole purpose of demonstrating
contours. For more detailed renditions, please refer to the recordings cited in the
discography at the end of this chapter.

30 Alongside Neher and Needham’s previously cited experimental studies on
drumming and altered states of consciousness, also see Peter Michael Hamel,
Through Music to the Self, trans. by P. Lemesuer (Shaftesbury: Element Books,
1978), pp. 76-79.
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No. 87. Pulsation can also be signified via hand clapping and other body
percussions, as in the case of No. 40.

Rhythmic units observed through the sample set significantly differ
in temporal structure. Except for drone-based examples, almost all the
examples employ at least one layer of a rhythmic unit in a percussive
manner, and most have at least two simultaneous layers of patterned
rhythms (beside pulsation). The internal structure of rhythmic units in
musical trance is mostly short in duration, simple in temporal divisions,
and grouped with the pulse level, allowing ease in entrainment.
Rhythmic units also function as accompaniment layers filling the
texture. Example numbers 5, 13, 24, 29, 58, 63, and 79 explicitly show
the accompaniment function of rhythmic units in the drumming layer.

Although the static units in musical trance are often short in length
and simple in internal structure, the way they relate to each other, the
texture, offers a unique listening experience. In most examples, units
are temporally interlocked to each other, creating a synchronised overall
beating pattern formed by all the sounding parts of the texture, often
called composite rhythm. The composite rthythm can be audible or
implied via the functions such as auditory continuity and temporal
streaming.* The synchronisation of units is dense as units are linked in
more than one way to each other. The interlocked texture in musical trance
offers enough comfort in streaming yet also creates a unique experience
of musical time, allowing multiple dimensions simultaneously. Such a
perception of musical time is termed as the “pure’ ostinato ‘cyclic’ time
category in Michael Tenzer’s cross-cultural topology of musical time.
Ostinato cyclic time refers to the extremely ‘statis” type of musical time
in which the pulsation ‘structurally’ matches with other units in the
higher temporal hierarchies, and ‘the unchanging identity” of rhythmic
and melodic units creates the ‘static aspects’.*”

The combination of these tendencies, at extreme degrees, promises
a higher potential of musically induced trance states due to their

31 Daniel J. Cameron, Jocelyn Bentley, and Jessica A. Grahn, ‘Cross-Cultural
Influences on Rhythm Processing: Reproduction, Discrimination, and Beat
Tapping’, Frontiers in Psychology 6 (2015), 366.

32 Michael Tenzer, ‘A Cross-Cultural Topology of Musical Time: Afterword to the
Present Book and to Analytical Studies in World Music (2006)’, in Analytical and
Cross-Cultural Studies in World Music, ed. by Michael Tenzer and John Roeder
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011).
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compatibility with the general principles of sound processing and
auditory entrainment. Based on this observation, we can hypothesise
that the possibility of a sound-induced trance experience increases
according to the varying employment of the means of sonic signification
listed. Numbers 1, 8, 10, 26, 28, 44, 58, and 110 are examples of such
strong combinations of sonic qualities.

Another unit under examination is tempo, which plays a significant
role in musical trance. Faster tempo examples, ranging between 80
and 150 beats per minute (bpm), correspond to high arousal bodily
active states, and the majority of the examples are in this category.
However, there exists a smaller group of examples characterised by
extremely slow tempi, ranging from 20 to 50 bpm, indicative of low
arousal meditative states. These diverging tempi in extreme ranges,
either slow or fast, align with the conventional types of trance and
serve as indicators of low- or high-arousal emotional states. While the
examples with slow tempi lack pulsation or any indication of periodic
beats, making them seemingly incompatible with auditory entrainment
theory, they still conform to the essential idea of statistical regularity.
With an impression that the music might stop, they contribute to the
overall sonic regularity observed. Drones, for instance, are simply
the exact perpetual sounding of a single tone. It is also true that the
continuum-like melodies have a static character since the frequencies
are changing too slowly to form a perceivable patterned order.
Conceptually, the vertical temporality percept caused by the fast
tempo-pulsation stream is replaced with a single sonic event that is the
very slow continuum. The smoothly and slowly changing frequency
content is the only motion of shift. Although it favours a comparatively
more linear time perception because of its form of a continuum, it also
allows for a unique experience of musical verticality by slowing down
the time percept as though it will stop.

Many of those slower tempo examples are performed in a communal
setting where the participants mostly chant in a monophonic texture.
We can point out two important psychological and perceptual effects
of communal chanting as a means of sonic signification in trance
experiences. First, it is a very effective way of creating a shared musical
atmosphere, providing a single-line sonic experience sung and heard
by all. Additionally, because of its semantic content, chanting can also
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be a cue to the shared theology and social side of ritual activity. The
following lines describe the communal chanting experience in Kirtan
singing:

The auditory space resonates synchronously with the beat of the heart.
The tactile sensibilities are equally in operation as people sit close
together singing. Boundaries dissolve as the skin of individuals touches,
and their discreate voices merge in unison. The intense emotion and
devotion that results creates an altered perception and an indomitable
community spirit. In such settings, the embodiedness of each listener
‘carries an anticipation of others’ bodies”.*

Group chanting psychology is often associated with the common themes
of religious altered state experiences, such as the unity in the Oneness
or the dissolution of the sense of self. With regard to Buddhist music,
Williams comments:

Chanting certainly is capable of assisting in the creation of a heightened
state of consciousness in the performer. When a person performs Buddhist
music as a part of crowd of chanters, the individual self disappears into
the Sanga, or community ... Group chanting, mostly in unison, causes
the self to become absorbed into the community.**

Besides the socio-psychological effect that it provides for ritual setting,
it is also true that certain sonic qualities in communal chanting might
relate to the issue of musical trance. It is often the case that even though
the chanting is primarily signified in monophonic texture with a linear
continuum, the spectra of the entire sound are not information-poor
perceptually, since the communal singing, especially in unison, creates
its own density in a type of heterophonic texture. Often the listening
experience of communal chanting is highly tense because of the high-
volume level, enriching the spectra. It is also true that frequencies used
in monophonic chanting tend to be at lower ranges of spectra, creating
a more elaborate experience of overtones and other spectral details

33 Sukanya Sarbadhikary, ‘Hearing the Transcendental Place: Sound, Spirituality and
Sensuality in the Musical Practices of an Indian Devotional Order’, in Music and
Transcendence, ed. by Ferdia J. Stone-Davis (Farnham: Ashgate, 2015), pp. 23-34 (at
26).

34 Sean Williams, ‘Buddhism and Music’, in Experiencing Music in World Religions, ed.
by Guy. L. Beck (Ontario: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2006), pp. 169-89 (at
186).
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of the sonic event. These lower-frequency sounds are also favourable
in a musical trance since they are more effective regarding the bodily
experience of sound.

Conclusions

Neither the listed sound components nor their statistical dominance
in the sample set can prove a causal relationship between sound-
specific aspects and trance experiences in terms of inducement.
However, the presence of the listed tendencies in musical trance
examples indicates a high potential for facilitating trance states. The
decreased activity of the PCC in DMN, which is generally associated
with the meta-cognitive functioning in higher brain regions and long-
term memory, has parallels with the preference for using short and
basic sonic materials that are processed easily in the early chains of
auditory processing. Pulsation and drone continuums are extremes
of this type of directly detected sonic units without referencing the
long-term musical memory storages. Additionally, the simple and
reoccurring character of melodies in musical trance might reduce the
need for a re-entrance process in higher brain regions. In comparison
with musics such as Eurogenetic art compositions or popular songs,
it can be said that in trance music, there is a tendency to use sonic
materials that are processed concerning veridical perception, which is
the direct perception of stimuli as it exists in the given moment, unlike
the schematic expectations that are the result of long-term memory
formed by earlier exposure to music.*® The excessive use of statistical
regularity or repetition in trance music and its vertical time perception
might be related to the increased activity of the PFC functions in
integrating input data and attention during the trance states. It is true
that non-progressive music has more potential in directing attention to
the very moment of the musical flow rather than the linear movement.
The predominant use of short static sonic events over the linearly
patterned ones might contribute to a more focused, moment-to-
moment musical experience of the composite sound.

35 Deutsch, The Psychology of Music, p. 213.
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Another deviation in the brain regions observed during altered
states of consciousness is the decoupling of the MTL with the DMN
system, and it is proposed that it might distort the perception of clock
time, which also contributes to the sense of self. Similarly, it is observed
that most of the sound-specific aspects are related to the temporal
qualities in musics. As is indicated, there is a tendency to use non-
harmonic sounds caused by the predominant use of percussive sounds
rather than harmonic pitch patterns. This directly leads the attentional
focus to time-related aspects, such as the pulse, rhythms, tempi, and
flow, which can be considerably more effective in altering the time
perception. These sound-specific tendencies observed in the sample
set are proposed as the psychoacoustic correspondences of the musical
trance experiences. The predominance of temporal parameters in the
featured tendencies provides a compatible ground between sound and
the brain/body mechanisms of ASC phenomenon with music in terms
of perceptual qualities. While they are not suggested as the inducers
of the trance states, they can be hypothesised as the sonic cues with
a high potential to alter the conscious state because of their relation
to auditory processing mechanisms. Nevertheless, it is also true that
specific socio-cultural codes and specificities of contextual meanings
related to the trance rituals are also observed not only in a variety of
ritual settings but also in music-specific aspects, such as the verbal and
motivic associations of melodies with the intentions behind the ritual, or
the use of specific timbres to indicate the specific ritual.

The simultaneity of the psychoacoustic and socio-cultural aspects in
association with musical trance suggests a via media between scholars
who would stress one side to the exclusion of the other. The present
study brings out the core ideas of each perspective and, I hope,
makes a distinctive contribution by demonstrating these diverse yet
complementary factors in musical trance phenomena. This intermediate
standpoint is also reflected in the choice of the term “sonic signification’.
One might question the precision of the term signification since it is
often considered as including meaning and interpretation rather than
the direct, quick cognitive responses with psychoacoustic foundations.
While such a distinction in the levels of perception is beneficial in
understanding the differential factors of any given phenomenon, it is
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also true that they are not independent of each other in the moment of
experience. This problem of separating the biological foundations from
the meaning-making processes and limiting the meaning to the socio-
cultural verbal contexts is criticised in Paul Thibault’s unified theory
of eco-social semiotics. According to Thibault, meaning-making also
includes cognitive states, bodily experiences, and all types of percepts
(that is, objects of perception), along with social phenomena, such as
linguistic models or cultural notions. Therefore, meaning-making is
an integrated activity in an eco-social system formed by three factors;
the individual mental processing, the material environment, and the
linguistic models of the socio-cultural domain in which the individual
is situated. Thibault suggests that even though the language base
meanings on the cultural level are essential parts of the entire system,
‘they have a secondary and derived status with respect to the activities
in which they are made and in which they participate’.* Nevertheless,
the meaning emerges as a composite in the individual experience at the
focal point of this eco-social model.

In this chapter, I have discussed the qualities of the music
accompanying trance rituals as integrated parts of sonic significations
with both psychoacoustic and socio-cultural traces. Both function in
the experience and the meaning-making process of sounds played
and heard during trance rituals. They are signified by the people
(human cognition) who are the focus of this eco-social model. While
psychoacoustic tendencies and socio-cultural codes are different
in terms of the way that they involve the emergence of the overall
signification (the former is bottom-up, the latter is top-down), the
sonic signification is an amalgam derived from the interactions of the
human mind with both means. In this more holistic context, the present
study should be considered as an effort to bring out the observable
patterns in this entire signification process concerning many sides.
From this standpoint, what makes music such a unique companion
to spiritual experiences is its temporality, its capacity to hold a variety
of layers within unity and to carry them simultaneously into the very
moment of experience.

36  Paul Thibault, Brain, Mind, and the Signifying Body (New York: Continuum, 2004), p. 3
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