
The Melodic Symphony: Is Music Truly
Universal?
Music has been an integral part of human civilization since time immemorial. It
has the astonishing ability to transcend language barriers and speak directly to
our souls. But is music truly a universal language? In this article, we will explore
the captivating world of music and its ability to connect people from different
cultures and backgrounds.

Defining the Universal Language

Language, in its traditional sense, refers to a system of communication consisting
of words, grammar, and syntax. However, music represents a different kind of
language - one that can communicate emotions, feelings, and concepts without
relying on spoken words. It does not adhere to the structured rules of language
but instead relies on melody, rhythm, and harmony to convey its message.

Music embraces diversity, encompassing countless genres such as classical,
jazz, rock, hip-hop, and folk. Each genre carries its distinct cultural and historical
significance. Whether it's the haunting melodies of a Gregorian chant or the
energetic beats of a Brazilian samba, music serves as a gateway to exploring
different cultures and their unique expressions.
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The Emotion of Music

While language primarily aims to convey information, music's central purpose is
to evoke emotions. It has the power to make us smile, cry, dance, or reflect. For
instance, a simple melody can transport us back to cherished memories, while a
rousing rhythm can ignite our spirits. Musical notes can paint vivid pictures,
elaborate stories, and evoke deep emotions that transcend cultural boundaries.

Regardless of our nationality, background, or mother tongue, music has the
uncanny ability to stir emotions within us that are universally understood. A joyful
melody can uplift spirits and bring people together in celebration, while a mournful
tune can unite us in times of sorrow. These shared emotions create a sense of
connection and harmony among diverse groups of people, proving that music can
indeed serve as a universal language.

The Universality of Musical Elements

Although musical genres vary vastly across the globe, they all share certain
common elements. Melody, rhythm, harmony, and dynamics are fundamental
components present in nearly every musical tradition. While the specific
arrangements and interpretations may differ, the underlying elements remain
constant.

For example, a simple melody played on a flute in China may bear resemblance
to a folk melody played on a violin in Ireland. Similarly, the rhythmic patterns
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found in African drumming can have similarities to the percussive accompaniment
in Latin American salsa music. Many cultures possess their unique musical
styles, yet they share a common foundation that allows for cross-cultural
appreciation and understanding.

The Evolution of Music over Time

Over the centuries, music has evolved. Different cultures have influenced each
other, resulting in the creation of new musical styles and genres. For instance,
various African musical traditions birthed the blues, a genre deeply rooted in the
African-American experience. The blues went on to become a cornerstone of
modern American music, inspiring genres like jazz, rock 'n' roll, and hip-hop.

This cross-pollination exemplifies music's ability to transcend borders and
connect people. As different cultures interact and merge, they often exchange
musical ideas, generating a rich tapestry of sounds that resonate with audiences
worldwide. Whether it's Bollywood music infused with Western pop or Latin
rhythms incorporated into mainstream music, these musical collaborations
demonstrate the organic nature of music as a universal language.

The Future of Music as a Universal Language

In today's globalized world, music has never been more accessible. Thanks to
technological advancements, we can discover and enjoy music from every corner
of the globe with just a few clicks. Streaming platforms, online music
communities, and social media have made it easier than ever for musicians to
share their work and connect with audiences worldwide.

Furthermore, musical collaborations continue to break down barriers and foster
cross-cultural understanding. Artists from different countries and backgrounds
come together to create unique and powerful musical experiences. Through



these collaborations, music serves as a bridge, fostering appreciation and respect
for diverse cultures.

, while music may not fit the traditional definition of a language, it undoubtedly
possesses the power to unite individuals across cultures. It transcends language
barriers and communicates directly with our emotions, creating a universal
understanding that goes beyond words. Music's ability to evoke emotions, shared
elements, cross-cultural influences, and technological advancements all
contribute to its status as a truly universal language.

So, next time you find yourself resonating with a certain melody or getting lost in
rhythm, remember the extraordinary universality of music and its ability to bring
people from all walks of life together in a harmonious symphony.
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“Higgins’ love of music and cultural variety is evident throughout. She writes in a
relaxed, accessible, sophisticated style…Highly recommended.”—Choice
 
From our first social bonding as infants to the funeral rites that mark our passing,
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music plays an important role in our lives, bringing us closer to one another. In
this book, philosopher Kathleen Marie Higgins investigates this role, examining
the features of human perception that enable music’s uncanny ability to provoke
—despite its myriad forms across continents and throughout centuries—the
sense of a shared human experience.

Drawing on disciplines such as philosophy, psychology, musicology, linguistics,
and anthropology, Higgins’s richly researched study showcases the ways music is
used in rituals, education, work, and healing, and as a source of security and—
perhaps most importantly—joy. By participating so integrally in such meaningful
facets of society, Higgins argues, music situates itself as one of the most
fundamental bridges between people, a truly cross-cultural form of
communication that can create solidarity across political divides. Moving beyond
the well-worn takes on music’s universality, The Music between Us provides a
new understanding of what it means to be musical and, in turn, human. 
 
“Those who, like Higgins, deeply love music, actually know something about it,
have open minds and ears, and are willing to look beyond the confines of
Western aesthetics…will find much to learn in The Music between Us.”—
Journalof Aesthetics and Art Criticism
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