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Despite the importance of the definition of ‘musical in-
strument’ for theoretical and practical issues in the field of
musicology (such as classification, orchestration, and edu-
cation), the available definitions such as those offered by
Von Hornbostel (1933), Lysloff and Matson (1985), and
Bielawiski (1979), seem to be flawed, since they lack some
of the logical requirements that a standard definition should
meet. Specifically, these definitions need to be revised and
reformed as they are not exclusive and do not clearly indi-
cate what the most general ontological kind, class, or cat-
egory of the objects ‘musical instrument’ belongs to. The
present article, thus, deals with the issue of what a ‘musi-
cal instrument’ is, and it aims to provide a comprehensive
definition of musical instrument, meeting all the logical re-
quirements of a standard definition. To this end, the qualita-
tive method of logical or conceptual analysis is used, as
one of the main methods of deductive sciences and one of
the most important methods of defining scientific concepts.
The article also introduces the defining elements of ‘mu-
sical instrument’ through sequential analyses. In the first
analysis, ‘musical instrument’ is ontologically recognized
as an object of a technical system. In the second and third
analyses, each of the specific differences distinguishing it
from the other technical systems is identified: functional
properties and design (or structural) properties. These two
analyses are performed based on the 2003 version of the
ICE-theory of functions, considering the multiple user roles
and the functional modeling theory, respectively. Finally, a
standard definition is formulated using conceptual analysis.
According to this definition, a musical instrument features
the following three characteristics. (1) With respect to its
ontological kind, it is a technical artifact of a specified tech-
nical system. (2) With respect to its function, according to
the justifiable belief of the composer, it has the capacity to
produce sound with certain pitch and fimbre in accordance
with a particular aesthetic experience and function for the
composition as a whole and its effect on the listener. Ac-

cording to the justifiable belief of the performer, it has the
ability to transform scripts into sound with certain pitch and
timbre. And, in the case of the listener, it has the ability to
create aesthetic experience by producing sounds with cer-
tain pitch and timbre. In addition, a musical instrument has
the capacity to produce sound with certain pitch and timbre
as its proper function is taken into account by d-agents; it
is also constantly (i.e., not as an exception, for trial, or fun)
used by U-agents as an instrument with the above capability
by u-agents. In other words, some pieces are made or ar-
ranged by the composer, some other pieces are performed
by the performer, the way of working with it (its use plan)
is taught, and the sounds produced by it are recognized as
distinct with appropriate aesthetic properties by the listener.
(3) And finally, with respect to its structure, a musical in-
strument is a given normal configuration that consists of an
energy element, control element, and sound element.
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