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MULTIMODAL AFFECTIVE INTERACTION: 

A COMMENT ON MUSICAL ORIGINS 

STEVEN ROBERT LIVINGSTONE 

Information Technology and Electrical Engineering, 
University of Queensland 

WILLIAM FORDE THOMPSON 

Communication, Culture & Information Technology, 
University of Toronto 

THE RIGORS OF ESTABLISHING INNATENESS and domain 
specificity pose challenges to adaptationist models of 
music evolution. In articulating a series of constraints, 
the authors of the target articles provide strategies for 
investigating the potential origins of music. We propose 
additional approaches for exploring theories based on 
exaptation. We discuss a view of music as a multimodal 
system of engaging with affect, enabled by capacities of 
symbolism and a theory of mind. 
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I
USTUS AND HUTSLER (2005) and McDermott and 
Hauser (2005) provide very sensible advice for 
investigating the bioevolutionary origins of music. 

th articles highlight the evidentiary burden that 
should be placed on evolutionary theories of music, 
particularly those implicating processes of adapta
tion. The authors outline strategies of identifying 
musical properties that are innately determined, 
domain-specific, and uniquely human and suggest 
that evolutionary theories should be restricted to a 
consideration of such properties. 

According to Justus and Hutsler, the most compelling 
evidence of adaptation for a cognitive domain is the 
demonstration of domain-specific innate constraints. If 
aspects of music have parallels in domains such as 
speech, then "there will always be the possibility that the 
mechanism in question originated exclusively through 
selection pressures in the other [domain]" (p. 16). This 
reasoning explains why there are unresolved debates 

about whether music originated from language, lan
guage originated from music, or music and language 
originated from a common ancestor that shared prop
erties of both systems (Brown, 2000). McDermott and 
Hauser argue that theories of musical origins should 
focus on characteristics of music that are uniquely 
human. If such properties are observed in nonhuman 
animals, then they probably evolved as general-purpose 
mechanisms that were co-opted for use in music. The 
authors also assume that phenotypic similarity among 
species often reflects a common genotype. 

Such strategies allow researchers to constrain theories 
of music as an adaptation to environmental pressures; 
they provide less guidance for theories that implicate 
exaptation or secondary adaptations. Early evidence for 
music is accompanied by evidence for other forms of 
human expression that may have been relevant to music 
in ways that are not obvious today (Cross 2001; 
Henshilwood et al. 2002; Mithen 1996; Morley, 2002). 
Moreover, the many uses of music across cultures and 
historic times suggest that music is not a purely audi
tory phenomenon. Even modern-day Western perform
ers and listeners experience music in an integrated, 
multimodal way (Thompson, Graham, & Russo, 2005). 
Affective cues in music are integrated with those in 
accompanying gestures and facial expressions, and par
allels exist in the nature of such cues in different 
domains such as melody and prosody. This overlap of 
cues in music and prosody suggest that these domains 
have a common ancestry (Brown, 2000). 

More generally, parallels and convergences among 
domains raise the possibility that some properties of 
music are exaptations of an earlier system of affective 
communication that integrated processes from several 
domains within and beyond the auditory system. 
Although exaptations are phenotypic changes with no 
corresponding change in genotype (Justus & Hutsler, 
p. 4), strategies exist for identifying and exploring
underlying behaviors and functions involved in exapta
tion. Most essential is the identification of musical
properties that are observed across cultures and historic
periods. Such analyses allow us to delineate the scope

Music Perception VOLUME 24, ISSUE 1, PP. 89-94, ISSN 0730- 7829, ELECTRONIC ISSN 1533-8312 © 2006 BY THE REGENTS OF THE 

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. PLEASE DIRECT ALL REQUESTS FOR PERMISSION TO PHOTOCOPY OR REPRODUCE ARTICLE CONTENT 

THROUGH THE UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA PRESS'S RIGHTS AND PERMISSIONS WEBSITE AT WWW.UCPRESS.EDU/JOURNALS/RIGHTS.HTM 














