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Commentary: Epistemological conflicts in research on the evolution of music 1 

Snow (1963) observed that humanities scholars and scientists know almost nothing about 2 

each other’s academic foundations. Humanities scholars have little idea of Newtonian 3 

physics or differential equations. Scientists may never have read “great literature” or 4 

misunderstood the nature and role of subjectivity and context in humanities research. In 5 

music, scientists may know little about, say, “bourgeois individualism” or “bourgeois 6 

subjectivity”, while humanities scholars may be unacquainted with simple psychological and 7 

neuroscientific methods.  8 

Although intermediate fields such as social sciences and science studies have emerged since 9 

Snow, the humanities-sciences conflict is as strong as ever (Cohen, 2001). Then and now, 10 

when faced with challenges to their expertise, colleagues may react defensively, implying 11 

that the approach of the “other side” is misleading or fundamentally incorrect—which 12 

reinforces the separation.  13 

Research on particular topics tends to gravitate toward one side of the other. For example, 14 

the origin of music is usually considered a scientific question. The book by Wallin, Merker 15 

and Brown (2001) does include contributions from ethnomusicology and historical 16 

musicology, but they are treated as subsidiary. In fact, we need humanities disciplines to 17 

develop a clear, general concept of what “music” is before trying to explain its origins. That 18 

meaning depends on the temporal and geographical context of the speaker; we must 19 

therefore include contrasting traditions from different places (geographic regions) and times 20 

(historic and prehistoric periods) in our definition.  21 

The concept of “musical authenticity” that we take for granted in “high cultures” (Schippers, 22 

2006) is driven by political, social, cultural, and religious forces. In many languages (e.g., in 23 

Australia or Africa) there is not even a word for “music” (Gourlay, 1084); people talk about 24 

singing (or melody) and dancing (or rhythm), which do not necessarily belong together. Such 25 

questions are best understood against a background of humanities scholarship. 26 

Historically, significant changes in the meaning of “music” occurred in all geographical 27 

regions. Confining our discussion to Europe, the ancient Pythagoreans connected music to 28 

the motion of the planets, which in turn were connected to the human soul. In the middle 29 

ages, music was a divine product, intended for divine communication. In the 19th century, 30 

music expressed deep, intimate, wild yearnings. In modern psychology, music comprises 31 

patterns of sound and movement that evoke emotional responses (Juslin & Sloboda, 2011). 32 

The Frontiers call for papers (“About this research topic”) on “Evolution of Music” has a 33 

scientific, western bias. The word “music” seems to refer primarily to the Western classical 34 

tradition; it is presented as a natural phenomenon that can be explained objectively by 35 

observation and modeling.  36 

But Western music is not intrinsically superior (e.g. Becker, 1986). First, there is no cross-37 

cultural criterion or measure of aesthetic quality for music (or any other art form). Second, 38 

for many centuries Europe had more political power (weapons, ships) than other continents, 39 

leading to a persistent western cultural hegemony and bias (Agawu, 2014). That alone can 40 

explain any belief in Western cultural superiority. 41 
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Sciences are not necessarily better placed than humanities to explain the origin of music. 1 

The text “About this research topic” correctly lists relevant disciplines such as “anthropology, 2 

biology, psychology, ethnomusicology, acoustics, and physiology of perception of music”, 3 

but omits philosophy, and continues as if anthropology and ethnomusicology were 4 

secondary. 5 

 6 

Both humanities scholars and scientists can fall into the trap of regarding their side of the 7 

divide as fundamentally more important. But no widely accepted criterion for such a 8 

judgment exists. Rather, different scholarly or scientific questions require different methods 9 

and approaches. If both humanities and sciences are relevant for a given question, both 10 

should be considered, and the results synergized (Harden & Thomas, 2005). 11 

The western scientific bias of Perlovsky’s project is reflected by his first question: “Is 12 

perception of consonance/dissonance a universal that has stayed intact from Homo 13 

Heidelbergensis?” The musical idea of “consonance and dissonance” emerged in the past 14 

millennium of western culture; a scientific question about it must be similarly constrained 15 

(Parncutt & Hair, 2011). 16 

The reference to Homo Heidelbergensis is also problematic from a humanities perspective. 17 

This species died out some 200 000 years ago, but behaviors suggesting the existence of 18 

“human culture” only began in the past 100 000 years. In a humanities approach, “human 19 

culture” involves reflective language, art, music, and ritual, as well as learned, culture-20 

specific rules of social interaction. It also involves such “human universals” as “myths, 21 

legends, daily routines, rules, concepts of luck and precedent, body adornment, and the use 22 

and production of tools” (Brown, 2004, p. 47). The oldest archeological artifact that might 23 

have been a musical instrument is 35 000 years old (Conard, Malina, & Münzel, 2009). Homo 24 

Heidelbergensis is much older; the evidence that they buried their dead (Carbonel & 25 

Mosquera, 2006) is tentative, and if their auditory sensitivity was similar to modern humans 26 

(Martinez et al., 2013), it may have evolved in response to environmental constraints 27 

(survival) rather than social (reproduction). The physiological prerequisite for a behavior 28 

(here, “music”) may exist without the behavior itself existing (Fitch, 2006). 29 

The second question in the list is even more problematic: “Is perception of diatonic music 30 

representative of all music’s varieties?” If a diatonic scale has five whole tones and two 31 

semitones per octave, this question excludes a lot of music, including Indonesian slendro and 32 

pelog scales, Arabic quartertones, and much ancient music (Franklin, 2002). The word “all” in 33 

the question suggests that the author is searching for musical universals—an idea that in any 34 

case is doubted or rejected by ethnomusicologists (Nettl, 2000). 35 

 36 

The third question—“If consonance/dissonance mechanism is universal, what exactly do 37 

children acquire in their harmonic hearing throughout childhood?”—is problematic for 38 

another reason. In a scientific context, the expression “consonance/dissonance mechanism” 39 

alludes to a clear operational definition of “cognitive mechanism”. But the mind-body 40 

problem is perhaps intrinsically insoluble (McGinn, 1989). Hard-nosed, skeptical scientists 41 

agree that we do not know, and may never know exactly, how neurophysiology is related to 42 
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information and subjective experience. The ultimate origin of musical experience may 1 

instead lie in environmental learning and interaction rather than the brain (Gibson & Pick, 2 

2000). 3 

In summary, successful research on the origin of music may require constructive 4 

collaboration between humanities and sciences. Due to its scientific orientation (bias), 5 

Frontiers may not be the most appropriate platform for such a project. 6 

References 7 

Agawu, K. (2014). Representing African music: Postcolonial notes, queries, positions. 8 

Routledge.  9 

Becker, J. (1986). Is Western art music superior? Musical Quarterly, 72(3), 341-359. 10 

Brown, D. E. (2004). Human universals, human nature and human culture. Daedalus, 133(4), 11 

47-54.  12 

Carbonell, E., & Mosquera, M. (2006). The emergence of a symbolic behaviour: the 13 

sepulchral pit of Sima de los Huesos, Sierra de Atapuerca, Burgos, Spain. Comptes Rendus 14 

Palevol, 5(1), 155-160. 15 

Cohen, B. R. (2001). Science and humanities: Across two cultures and into science studies. 16 

Endeavour, 25(1), 8-12. 17 

Conard, N. J., Malina, M., & Münzel, S. C. (2009). New flutes document the earliest musical 18 

tradition in southwestern Germany. Nature, 460(7256), 737-740. 19 

Fitch, W. T. (2006). The biology and evolution of music: A comparative perspective. 20 

Cognition, 100(1), 173–215. 21 

Franklin, J. C. (2002). Diatonic music in Greece: a reassessment of its antiquity. Mnemosyne, 22 

55(6), 669-702. 23 

Gibson, E. J., & Pick, A. D. (2000). An ecological approach to perceptual learning and 24 

development. Oxford University Press, USA. 25 

Gourlay, K. A. (1984). The non-universality of music and the universality of non-music. World 26 

of Music, 26(2), 25-39. 27 

Harden, A., & Thomas, J. (2005). Methodological issues in combining diverse study types in 28 

systematic reviews. International Journal of Social Research Methodology, 8(3), 257-271. 29 

Juslin, P. N., & Sloboda, J. (2011). Handbook of music and emotion: Theory, research, 30 

applications. Oxford University Press. 31 

Martínez, I., Rosa, M., Quam, R., Jarabo, P., Lorenzo, C., Bonmatí, A., ... & Arsuaga, J. L. 32 

(2013). Communicative capacities in Middle Pleistocene humans from the Sierra de 33 

Atapuerca in Spain. Quaternary International, 295, 94-101. 34 

McGinn, C. (1989). Can we solve the mind-body problem? Mind, 98(391), 349-366.  35 

In review



Nettl, B. (2001). An ethnomusicologist contemplates universals in musical sound and musical 1 

culture. In N. L. Wallin, B. Merker., &  S. Brown, (Eds.). The origins of music (pp. 463-472). 2 

Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 3 

Parncutt, R., & Hair, G. (2011). Consonance and dissonance in theory and psychology: 4 

Disentangling dissonant dichotomies. Journal of Interdisciplinary Music Studies, 5 (2), 119-5 

166.  6 

Schippers, H. (2006). Tradition, authenticity and context: the case for a dynamic approach. 7 

British Journal of Music Education, 23(03), 333-349. 8 

Snow, C. P. (1963). Two cultures. New American Library. 9 

Wallin, N. L., Merker, B., &  Brown, S. (Eds., 2001). The origins of music. Cambridge, MA: MIT 10 

Press. 11 

 12 

In review


