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CONSONANCE

CONSONANCE

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Music Theory, Psychology, Communication Theory, Philosophy

1. Core Definition

Consonance is fundamentally defined as the quality of agreement, harmony, or internal alignment
existing between various factors or components within a system. This concept transcends its
original context in acoustics and music theory to describe states of unity and coherence in fields
ranging from social psychology to communication studies. At its most general, consonance
signifies a pleasing, stable, or natural relationship, characterized by the absence of perceived
conflict or tension. It represents an integrated state where parts function smoothly together,
promoting a sense of peace or equilibrium.

In the realm of cognitive and social psychology, consonance specifically refers to the level of
internal alignment among an individual's attitudes, beliefs, behaviors, or moods. When an
individual experiences psychological consonance, their various internal components are mutually
supportive and consistent, leading to a predictable and comfortable mental state. This definition
positions consonance as the desirable opposite of dissonance, which introduces psychological
tension and necessitates adjustment or resolution.

Furthermore, in communication theory, consonance is used to evaluate the fidelity and integrity of
a message. Here, the concept refers specifically to the unity and coherence between a
communicator's perceived intent and the actual content of the message delivered. A high degree
of consonance ensures that the underlying purpose or goal is clearly and accurately reflected in
the language, tone, and structure of the communication, minimizing ambiguity and potential
misinterpretation by the recipient.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The term "consonance” derives from the Latin prefix con- (meaning "with" or "together") and the
root sonare (meaning "to sound"). Thus, the etymological meaning is literally "sounding together."
The concept first gained rigorous academic definition within classical and medieval music theory,
where it was used to classify intervals and chords based on their acoustic purity and subjective
pleasing qualities. Early theorists, including Pythagoras, sought mathematical ratios to define
perfect consonance, linking the harmony of sound to the harmony of the cosmos.

Throughout the history of Western music, the definition of consonance has evolved, often
expanding to include intervals previously deemed dissonant. For centuries, intervals such as the
octave, perfect fifth, and perfect fourth were considered the epitome of consonance--representing
stability, repose, and finality in musical compaosition. The tension created by introducing dissonant
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sounds (such as the minor second or the tritone) served a functional purpose, propelling the music
forward toward a consonant resolution. This historical dichotomy established consonance as the
goal state toward which tension is released.

The metaphorical adoption of consonance into social sciences occurred significantly in the 20th
century, catalyzed by the rise of behaviorism and cognitive psychology. Scholars recognized the
powerful analogy between acoustic harmony and internal psychological equilibrium. The most
influential application outside of music was Leon Festinger's formulation of Cognitive Dissonance
Theory (CDT) in 1957. While CDT primarily focuses on the uncomfortable state of dissonance, the
theory inherently defines consonance as the preferred, tension-free baseline state achieved when
cognitions, beliefs, and behaviors are mutually compatible. This psychological usage solidified
consonance as a fundamental concept for understanding motivation and attitude change.

3. Key Characteristics and Disciplinary Applications

Consonance manifests with distinct characteristics depending on its specific disciplinary
application, though the underlying theme of unified agreement remains constant. The
characteristics listed below highlight the varied contexts in which this foundational concept
operates, demonstrating its multidisciplinary utility as a descriptor of integrated systems.

Musical Consonance (Aesthetics and Acoustics): Characterized by acoustic smoothness,
stability, and lack of perceived roughness or friction. Musically consonant intervals (like the perfect
fifth, with a 3:2 frequency ratio) are perceived as pure and resolved. They typically do not require
movement to another chord and provide a sense of conclusion or rest. The determination of
consonance in music relies both on objective physical properties (mathematical ratios) and
subjective cultural perception.

Psychological Consonance (Cognitive Psychology): Defined by the internal psychological
stability arising from congruent beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors. This state is marked by low
anxiety and high predictability, as the individual perceives their internal landscape as ordered and
logical. For instance, a person who believes strongly in environmental protection (attitude) and
actively recycles (behavior) experiences consonance, strengthening their sense of self-integrity
and reducing internal conflict.

Communication Consonance (Rhetoric and Messaging): ldentified by high message clarity and
rhetorical effectiveness. It requires that the explicit message content aligns perfectly with the
speaker's non-verbal cues, context, and underlying objectives. Lack of consonance in
communication often results in confusion, mistrust, or the recipient questioning the speaker's
authenticity, such as when a presenter attempts to convey confidence (intent) but uses hesitant
language and poor posture (content).
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General Systemic Consonance (Philosophy and Sociology): Refers to the functional unity
within complex organizations or social structures. A system displaying consonance operates
without major internal friction, where all component parts (e.g., departments, laws, or ideologies)
contribute harmoniously toward the overarching goal. This characteristic is essential for institutional
stability and efficiency.

4. The Central Role in Cognitive Dissonance Theory

The concept of consonance is inextricably linked to Leon Festinger's groundbreaking Cognitive
Dissonance Theory (CDT), where it serves as the ultimate benchmark for cognitive health and
motivational drive. CDT posits that individuals are inherently motivated to achieve and maintain
internal consonance. Dissonance, the state of conflicting cognitions (e.g., "l smoke" and "Smoking
causes cancer"), creates psychological discomfort--a drive state similar to hunger or thirst--that the
individual is compelled to reduce.

The reduction of dissonance is, by definition, the movement toward consonance. Individuals
employ various strategies to restore this harmony, including changing their behavior, justifying the
conflicting behavior by adding new consonant cognitions, or trivializing the importance of the
conflicting beliefs. The pervasive need to restore consonance explains many seemingly irrational
human actions, such as rationalizing expensive purchases or minimizing the dangers of risky
behaviors. The power of consonance lies in its ability to predict attitude stabilization and resistance
to external persuasive efforts once a state of internal harmony has been achieved regarding a
particular issue.

In the context of self-perception and motivation, maintaining consonance is vital for preserving self-
esteem. When an individual's actions align with their core values and self-concept, consonance is
experienced, reinforcing their identity as competent, moral, and rational. The avoidance of
dissonance and the pursuit of consonance thus function as a fundamental mechanism for
regulating psychological integrity and managing the complexities of decision-making in a world
filled with conflicting information and behavioral options.

5. Significance and Impact Across Disciplines

The significance of consonance is profound, as it describes a critical state of optimal functionality,
whether in art, mind, or society. In music and art, consonance defines aesthetic pleasure and
provides the structural framework necessary for musical composition to convey emotion and form
effectively. Without the established contrast between consonance and dissonance, musical
expression would lack the dynamic movement and eventual resolution that defines most Western
melodic and harmonic traditions.

Psychologically, the pursuit of consonance is fundamental to mental regulation and adaptation.
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When an individual's internal life is consonant, resources are conserved that might otherwise be
spent resolving conflict. This mental efficiency allows for better focus on external challenges and
enhanced overall well-being. Therapeutic interventions often aim to increase psychological
consonance by helping clients align their values with their life choices, thereby reducing chronic
stress and improving decision-making coherence.

Sociologically and politically, systemic consonance is synonymous with stability, legitimacy, and
trust. A society where governmental intent (policy goals) is consonant with public reality and
perception tends to be more cohesive and less prone to revolutionary tension. Conversely,
widespread dissonance between ruling ideology and daily experience often fuels social unrest.
Thus, consonance serves as a key indicator of systemic health and the successful integration of
diverse elements within any complex organizational structure.

6. Debates and Criticisms

While consonance is generally understood as the desirable state of equilibrium, the boundaries
and definitions surrounding it are subject to ongoing debate, particularly concerning cultural
relativity and artistic innovation.

In music theory, the definition of what constitutes consonance is highly variable and historically
contingent. Critics of rigid classical definitions argue that what sounds consonant is largely
dependent on cultural conditioning and exposure. Twentieth-century musical forms (like jazz and
serialism) frequently employed intervals or chords previously classified as extreme dissonance,
eventually integrating them into the accepted vocabulary of consonance. This suggests that
consonance is not purely an objective acoustic phenomenon but a continually negotiated aesthetic
standard.

In psychology, while CDT remains highly influential, some researchers critique the inherent
motivational assumption that all dissonance must be reduced in favor of consonance. Alternative
theories suggest that a certain level of dissonance (or cognitive complexity) can be stimulating and
beneficial, driving creativity, intellectual growth, and deeper information processing. A constant,
unquestioned state of consonance might lead to complacency or resistance to necessary self-
correction, suggesting that the optimal state for human flourishing may involve a dynamic balance
between harmony and productive internal friction.

Further Reading

Consonance and Dissonance (Music Theory)

Cognitive Dissonance Theory

Psychology Dictionary Definition of Consonance
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