September 14 - 18, 2009
Musics and Identities
Like other essential components of human behavior such as religion and food selection, aspects of highly organized acoustic communication which we commonly call ‚music’ or, according to modern ethnomusicologists, rather ‚musics’, contribute to the constitution of identities, cultural identities, age-group identities, gender identities, and so forth. The relevant aspects concern the choice of tone systems (modes), rhythms, melodic styles, musical instruments and tone quality. For example, in many geographically remote regions tone systems based on just five intervals within the range of an octave prevail (pentatonic scales; see for instance the musics of Eastern Asia and Central Africa), in other regions like in Europe and within its influence, tone systems with seven intervals are used (heptatonic scales). In some regions, like in Indonesia, different tone systems even form the distinctive sound of neighbouring villages, and shape the acoustic appearance of their local identities. Modern Western society has clearly distinct age-related preferences for different musical styles, which essentially contribute to the identifications with the respective peer groups, and the occurrence of different types of wind and stringed instruments, as well as different selections of whole groups of instruments (see, for instance, the complete absence of stringed instruments in several North American cultures).

The identificatory force of music can be seen as a clue to its evolutionary roots. Musical behavior is a strong agent of group coherence. Insofar, the present seminar continues the topics and objectives of previous seminars on the evolution of musical behavior, held at VIU. With regard to its joint background, the seminar will be taught by an ethologist (WS) and a musicologist (LW) in cooperation. The seminar aims at advanced students of musicology, ethnology, medicine, biology, philosophy and related disciplines.

The goals of the seminar are to acquire knowledge about the multiple appearances of music across cultures and social groups,  familiarity with current theories about the biological origins of music in general and evolutionary approaches to music’s role in the formation and expression of identities in particular, to develop a distinct personal point of view within the current discussion, and to learn methods and strategies for an interdisciplinary dialogue between the sciences and the humanities.
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