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  Music offers important insights into the study of human origins and human history. It 

ranks among the most bizarre and fascinating features of human culture. It is universal, 

found in every known human culture. It is essential components of most social behaviors, 

everything from story telling, religious rituals, courting to marriage ceremony. Therefore, 

the study of music origin is central to the evolutionary study of human culture behavior 

generally. Also, music has much to contribute to the study of human migration patterns 

and the history of cultural contacts. Because music have the capacity to blend and 

therefore to retain stable traces of cultural contact in a way that languages do only 

inefficiently as languages tend to undergo total replacement rather than blending after 

cultural contact. [2] Yet, music stands in sharp contrast to most other enjoyable human 

behaviors (eating, sleeping, talking, sex) because it yields no obvious benefits to those 

who take part in it. Therefore, the evolution and origins of music have puzzled scientists 

and philosophers alike since the time of Darwin. [1] But before we further our discussion, 

it might seem sensible to begin by defining what is music and some universal aspects of 

musical features. They include sounds that vary in pitch, timbre or rhythm. Secondly, 

these sounds often made to convey emotions and to produce enjoyment (though not 

always). Thirdly, they often have some sort of structure. 

 
 
Sexual selection 

In the beginning, Darwin was puzzled by some morphological or behavioral traits that 

were seemingly non-adaptive and unexplainable by normal natural selection. [1] For 

example, vocalization, music production and dancing would have had particularly high 

costs for our ancestors. They are noisy so that could attract predators and hostile 



competitors, they require energetic body movements that sometimes sustained for hours, 

they require long period of practice to perform well, and they keep infant from getting 

rest. [1] However, it’s important to understand all traits, whether bodily or behavioral, 

have costs because they all requite matter and energy that might be better spent on 

something else. And most animal signal systems are known to be adaptations that 

manipulate the signal receiver's behavior to the signaler's benefit. So, it’s likely that 

animal can gain some indirect survival or reproductive benefit despite of the high cost in 

making music. [1] 

 
     According to Darwin in “The Descent of Man”, the role of sexual selection holds the 

key to the evolution of human music. Sexual selection is a process where active, 

competitive males struggled for “possession” of passive females all means. In seeking 

mates, our innate drive is to find someone who is biologically and sexually fit so they 

could provide us with offspring who are likely to be healthy and sexually fit so they can 

attract mates of their own. [5] Sexually selected adaptations don't have to feel particularly 

sexy to their users. In fact, a trait shaped by sexual selection does not have to include 

copy of its function inside in the form of a conscious or subconscious sexual motivation. 

For example, through music production, one can advertise many reproductively related 

things like status, general fitness, health and intelligence. Also, it can stimulate our 

perceptual, cognitive and emotional sensitivities. In fact, Darwin considered music “the 

single best example of mate choice having shaped a human behavior trait.” So, it’s likely 

that musical notes and rhythm were first acquired by mankind to charm the opposite sex. 

[5] For example, the use of rhythm may reveal the brain’s capacity for sequencing 

complex movement reliably, and the efficiency and flexibility of its central pattern 



generators. Virtuosic performance of instrumental music may reveal motor coordination, 

capacity for automating complex learned behaviors, and having the time to practice 

(which in turn indicates not having heavy parental responsibility and hence sexual 

availability). Also, melodic creativity may reveal learning ability to master existing 

musical styles and social intelligence. [4] As a result, music production began to spark 

after puberty and reaches its peak in young adulthood during the period of most intense 

courtship, and declines gradually with age and parenting demands. In addition, there is 

evident that the evolution of duet singing is related to the evolution of monogamy. Most 

species that engage in duet singing also practice monogamy. For example, duets in birds 

are often carry in tightly coordinated fashion and have a precise timing, it is suggested 

that duet singing helps to maintain the long-term pair bond and keep in contact with one 

another in a densely populated and noisy environment. In addition, song can also helps to 

recall the memory of their mates. [2] 

 
Biological adaptation 

Furthermore, it is widely believed that music, like language is a complex biological 

adaptation. Music is universal within our species, distinct from other adaptations and too 

complex to have arisen except through direct selection for some survival benefits and 

reproductive benefits. The fundamental theory behind adaptation is that certain genes 

replicate themselves better than others through helping their bodies survive better or by 

helping themselves to reproduce better. Adaptation grows through the interaction of 

many genes that were selected gradually over many generations. [2] This sexual selection 

mechanism might have chosen this primitive, acoustic display and turn them over 

thousands of generations into a species wide adaptation known as music.  



 
Social bonding and cohesion 

In addition to the driving force of sexual selection in music production, another 

possibility is that music evolves for the purpose of social bonding and cohesion. 

Music involves not just the auditory system but also the somatosensory and motor 

systems. Therefore, music demonstrates strong associations with dance, rhythmic 

tapping, stepping and clapping.  It provides the background beat for collective social 

activities. [2] Coordination lies in harmony, rhythm and repeated motions, and because of 

their predictable nature, others can thereby anticipate and move in accord with their 

expectation. These activities promote collective mental states and certain emotional 

intensity. It gives great pleasure to those who caught up in the communal spirit of the 

events and definitely promotes a sense of belonging. Also, collective music making 

encourage social acts such as turn taking. [4] Singing and dancing together might have 

been a way to stay awake at night and demonstrate to predators that they are a 

coordinated social group who is not vulnerable for attack. Because music encourages 

formation of allegiance and trust, up until present days, music is still used in military, 

religion, sports, nation and other social events.  

 

     The correlation of sociability and musicality can further be seen on individuals with 

mental disorders such as William syndrome and autism spectrum disorders. Individuals 

with William syndrome are particularly social and show great interest in music. In 

contrast, people with autism spectrum disorder demonstrate inability to understand 

emotions and emotional communication. This led to their inability to appreciate music or 

moved by it. Although some them play music, they are preliminary attracted to the 



structure of music. They also have smaller neo-cerebellum than those with William 

syndrome. [4] In addition, according to the research by Walter Freeman, music and dance 

can led to the development of chemical and behavioral technology for inducing altered 

states of consciousness. The role of this trance state is important for breaking down 

preexisting habits and beliefs. This meltdown also appears to be necessary for personality 

changes leading to the formation of social groups by cooperative actions leading to trust.  

Meanwhile, this group-cooperative musical device had also evolved in the service of 

within-group competition. Female choose song not just on evolved preferences but also 

on a desire to be surprised by what they hear. Therefore, males must strive to come up 

with something new to ensure their own mating success. Therefore, a variety of male 

songs evolve over generation due to competition. [2] 

 
Promote Cognitive development 

Another argument surrounding the origins of music is its function in promoting cognitive 

development. Singing could be the activity that prepares our pre-human ancestors for 

speech communication while instrumental activities could have helped our species to 

refine motor skills in prepare for the development of fine muscle control. For this, we 

shall examine the psychological and sociocultural benefits of music in mother-infants 

interaction. During hominization, due to the narrow birth passage required by upright 

posture, there is an increase physical helplessness of human infant at birth, the demand 

for relationship and emotional communion became crucial, therefore music is evolve to 

enhance their relationships and help to develop the infant’s mental life ahead. Mother’s 

vocalization to infant is typically melodic and varies in dynamic, rhythm, volume speed 

and timbre. [2] They are likely to be company with facial expression and body 



movement. In fact, mother-infant interactions involving music almost always entail both 

singing and rhythmic movement such as rocking and caressing. Infant’s brain is unable to 

clearly distinguish the source of sensory inputs; inputs from the various sensory receptors 

may connect to many different parts of the brain, pending pruning that will occur later in 

life. [2] Moreover, this musical interaction exposes the infant to the prototypical, 

meaningful sounds or patterns of spoken language. Through these exercises for the brain, 

it helps infant to prepare for a number of complex cognitive and social activities. 

Nonetheless, music can modulate the infant’s state and offer emotional regulation and 

support. It is also a safe symbol system for expressing mood and feelings. In addition, it’s 

been observed that in many mammals, birds, and insects, elements of infant or caretaking 

behavior are the origin of biologically endowed ritualized expressive sounds that promote 

social contact, appeasement and affliation in adults. It is interesting to notice that many 

adult mammals assume infantile postures and make infantile sounds to deflect aggression. 

Therefore, vocalizations that resemble mother-infant interaction are used among adult to 

promote sensitivity. [2] 

 
Musilanguage Model 

After looking at different theories on the adaptive roles of music as determinants of its 

structure design features. We shall look at the origins of music from a structural model 

point of view. For this, Steven Brown’s musilanguage model will provide us with new 

insights to the chronology of music development. First of all, Musilanguage model state 

that music and language evolved as specialization from a common ancestral stage. [2] It 

argues that shared ancestral features of music and language should be thought as 

musilinguistic rather than either musical or linguistic. The model begins with a referential 



emotive system that involves the dual acoustic nature of the musiclanguage system: 

sound as emotive meaning and sound as referential meaning. [2] From this, we see the 

development of the musilanguage stage, which is thought to have occurred in two steps. 

First was the use of level tones and pitch contours for referential communication. The 

second step was the development of meaningful phrases, generated through 

combinatorial rules for joining discrete elements into phrases. Then, the divergence of 

music and language is occurred due to the reciprocal elaboration of either sound as 

referential meaning (language) or sound as emotive meaning (music). [2] In another 

word, language and music is different in emphasis rather that in kind. In addition, the 

divergence of music is contributed by the divergence of syntax types. Language’s 

propositional syntax is based on relationships between actors and those acted upon. 

Therefore, language has a large symbolic capacity for representation and communication. 

On the other hand, music’s blending syntax is based on pitch blending and pitch 

patterning. This led to complex sound emotion relationships. [2] 

 
Vocal communication in animals 

By exploring the relevance of modern biological knowledge about the evolution and 

functions of animal behavior to the question of the origins of music, we have to look at 

different theory and observation provided by behavioral biology on topics such as animal 

vocalization, communication and emotive expression.  

 

   Moreover, studies of animals can often shed light on the evolution of human traits. For 

instance, by helping to test if the trait in question is unique to humans and specialized for 

the function in question. If the trait is not uniquely human, tests in multiple species can 



reveal whether it evolved as a homology (inherited from a common ancestor that 

expressed the trait) or a homoplasy (shared across two distinct lineages lacking a 

common ancestor with the trait). [2] Studies of animals can also help to establish whether 

the trait in question evolved as an adaptation to a particular problem. For example, 

although the descent of the larynx played an important role in shaping the sounds we use 

during speech production, a descended larynx has been found in other species, leading to 

the suggestion that its original function was for size exaggeration a s opposed to speech. 

Animal vocalization and human music may not share a common phylogenetic origin, but 

they may share a common adaptive function. [2] 

  

    Communication in animal utilizes various senses like smell, sight and sound. Among 

different sense, sound has the flexibility to be used at night, be heard at long range and 

spread around obstacles. In addition, it can encode complex and changing messages. In 

the animal world, some species demonstrates complex structure of vocal displays and this 

form of vocalization is known as song. Birds are among the most vocal animals. There 

are around 4000 species of songbirds with a rich variety of vocal patter. Most of these 

songs are produced only by males and only in the breeding season. [2] In several species, 

songs had even proved to increase nest-building behavior and boost the growth of eggs in 

ovaries. In addition, females usually prefer males with larger song repertories. Therefore, 

males with the most elaborate songs will be most successful in attracting a mate. This 

process of sexual selection is thought to be the main reason why animals develop 

repertories of different sounds. Besides, vocalization is also used to reinforce 

coordination in a social group and enhance communication between group mates. For 



instance, chimpanzee males often give long call together. During the long call, they 

constantly attempt to match the acoustic characteristics of each other’s vocalization. They 

also alter the acoustic structure of their calls when chorusing with different partners. [2] 

In addition, conceptual tools required to produce a referential system of communication 

are presented in these animals. Rhesus monkeys can produce acoustically distinctive 

alarm calls in response to three predatory classes: big cats, birds or prey and snakes. On 

hearing different alarm calls, individuals reacted with equally distinctive escape 

responses. [2] These animal vocalizations could be accompanied by different mental 

states so that listeners of the same species are sensitive to such information and maybe 

provoked accordingly. Last by not least, mirror neuron is function to train and prepare the 

organism to make movements it has not made before and it has been shown that primates, 

some birds, and humans (in broca’s area) have mirror neurons. These neurons are fire 

both when performing an action and when observing someone else performing that 

action. Therefore, mirror neurons might suggest the possibilities of cross-species 

imitation. [2] 

 

Insights from fossil brain 

Although we share with other mammals the basic bodily structures used to generate or 

vocalize musical sounds and share with other species many aspects of our capacity for 

musical expression, the way we can understand sound as music is unique. Comparative 

behavioral and neurological data from other species together with information about 

brain evolution from fossil record can provide new ideas on how hominids evolved their 

musical abilities. First, evidences show that lateralization of music in the human brain 

reinforces a natural inclination to distinguish between musical expression and musical 



experience. [2]  It is found that there is a distinctive lateralization of brain activity in 

professional musicians in contrast to amateurs. According to Harry Jerison, the evolution 

of this unusual cognitive capacity is the special feature of the evolution of enlarged brains 

in birds and mammals. In mammals the enlargement is correlated with evolution of the 

cerebral neocortex of the forebrain, a structure that is seen only in mammals. [2] 

Meanwhile in birds, they have a structure called hyperstriatum, it is very similar to the 

striatum in mammals. From its connections to other brain structures, hyperstiatum 

appears to be functionally homologous to neocortex. Nonetheless, it is highly related with 

the plasticity and lateralization of brain and behavior in the control of bird vocalization. 

[2] 

 

     Recent positron emission tomography and functional magnetic resonance imaging 

studies show that the cortical substrates for both language and music depend on widely 

distributed networks that in some cases overlap. [2] They use both sides of the brain, but 

are dominated by opposite hemispheres. Because music and language are so 

neurologically intertwined, Dean Falk who studied extensively on fossil brain suggested 

that music and language evolved together as brain size increased in genus Homo. By 

about two million years ago, brain size had increased somewhat in early Homo compared 

with the ape-size brains. Specifically, the left frontal lobe of homo rudolfenis revealed 

structures that are not seen in brains of apes or australopithecines, which delimit the 

Broca’s speech area in humans. [2] So, it’s likely that left-hemisphere-dominant 

humanlike language may have begun to evolve by two million years ago. However, as 

experiments have shown that prefrontal cortex and cerebellum are important structure for 



semantic linguistic and musical tasks. Evidences show that these two regions do not 

appear as fully developed in two middle Pleistocene endocasts from archaic Homo 

sapiens although they have modern size brains and are dated only several hundred 

thousand years ago. It appears that language and music areas may not have been fully 

humanlike in at least some hominids by that relatively recent time. [2] 

 

The flute from the middle Paleolithic 

So, when is the beginning of music? The finding of a putative musical instrument from a 

Neanderthal settlement from approximately 50000 BC suggests that music making with 

instrument might have existed since the middle Paleolithic. 

 [6] 

The supposed flute was found from the cemented part of layer 8. Layer 8 contains 

remains of hearths and modest Paleolithic finds that can reliably be the final phase of the 

middle Paleolithic. The flute is made from the femur of a bear cub and has four visible 

holes in it. The distance between the second and third holes of the flute is twice that 

between the third and fourth holes. This suggested the whole and half tones of the 

diatonic scale. [3] Kunej and Turk constructed replicas of the fossilized flute, however, 

found that although they could produce tones consistent with a diatonic scale, it was also 

possible to produce a continuum of other tones depending on finger placement and other 



details of how the flute was played. There has been doubt about the correctness of the 

interpretation of the finding as flute because the finding is nearly 10000 years older than 

the flute from Geissenklosterly and other bone products with signs of deliberate human 

working. [3] However, no one will disagree that music making without instrument would 

have been possible long before that.  

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

Throughout human history, throughout every known culture, traces of music can be 

found. As a musical species, I can’t help but wonder if we are the only species that 

experience music the way we do and what are the origins of music? Theories of the origin 

of music are very speculative and diverse. Different expert have contributed to the 

theories of the origins of music. Although there isn’t an absolute answer to this, it is 

evident that our perception of music is dependent on our auditory and cognitive abilities, 

which in turn are shaped by physiological adaptations throughout our evolutionary 

history. Also, theory of sexual selection seems to stands strong among others. And up 

until now, we can still see the traits in modern society. Idol/singers phenomenon is one 

prime example. Besides, the social bonding hypothesis also stands stills. Collective music 

making encourage social cohesion and promote joint feeling of group togetherness. With 

the technologies available today, it has never been better to understand this question. 

Evolutionary simulation tools developed by musicians is used to look for new ways to 

generate creative compositions can be adopted to explore specific scientific questions. [2] 

Positron emission tomography and functional magnetic resonance imaging are used to 



study about our brain. But for me, the most important thing from the process of 

investigating the origins of music is that we can already learn much about who we are as 

societies and species. Without music, will we still be the same human we are today? I 

dare say no. 
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