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Background

According to ancient Indian music theory, intervals 
evoke specific emotional states. In Western culture 
philosophers, musicologists, and psychologists 
discuss various aspects of music and emotions. The 
debate whether emotional meanings are universal 
is still going on.

Aims

This study investigates whether an interval is 
attributed to a specific meaning within Western 
culture and, if so, whether such meanings show 
agreement with the meanings ancient Indian music 
theory presupposes. If one finds a high degree of 
agreement, it would support the view that universal 
human ideas in the attribution of musical meaning 
do exist.

Method

The study used a questionnaire similar to Osgood 
and Tannenbaum’s semantic differentials. The 
participants (N=29) assessed four natural intervals 
(major second, major third, fourth and fifth) in 
sine waves with the same fundamental tone, heard 
through headphones. Each interval was heard four 
times for two minutes in different combinations 
according to a Latin square design. The participants 
were divided into three sub-groups according to 
their music expertise: ‘Professionals’, ‘Amateurs’ 
and ‘Naïves’. 

Results

The participants rated the meanings of the intervals 
in a surprisingly consistent and reliable way. A 
repeated-measures Analysis of Variance performed 
on the ratings of the meanings of the intervals 
according to our scales, revealed highly significant 
main effects and, most importantly, a significant 
interaction between Interval and Meaning. 

 Another ANOVA performed on the averaged 
standard deviations of each participant’s ratings, 
reflects these as highly reliable. ‘Professionals’ as 
well as ‘Amateurs’ showed much fewer variable 
ratings than the ‘Naïves’.

There was substantial agreement between the 
choice of adjectives given by the participants and 
those attributed to the same interval according to 
classical  Indian music theory.

Conclusions

The results indicate that participants from 
Northern Norway agreed to an impressive degree 
on a specific meaning for a distinct interval. 
These meanings also corresponded closely to 
those indicated by ancient Indian music theory. 
Hence, these meanings seem to be relevant for 
the emotional experience of musical intervals of 
humans across cultures and time, and thus might 
be universal.


