
Evolution, Computers and the Musically Beautiful

Is there such a thing as perfection in music?  How would we define this, or even the musically beautiful?  Evolutionary theory offers a radical and yet potentially highly satisfying solution to the problem.

The process of the appreciation of music usually happens as follows:

1)
I like this music

2)
How does it work?

3)
What is it about it that makes special?

4)
How does it differ from 'inferior' pieces/material?

We are, in this way, automatically and immediately off on the wrong foot.  Why?

[Because it tends to force us into believing that the answer is in the notes, not in the experience. The experience is dependent on the notes in the same way that the reading of a book is dependent on the typographical accuracy, for instance, of the 'original'.  The problem is that the 'original' is one of a myriad possible originals, each one or two or three, etc.., notes different from the 'original'.  (cf. the Library of...)


In order to understand how music works, we generally stick to what we know.  We know that certain combinations of notes produce certain effects under certain circumstances. We know that, in detail, altering any one of these notes can create a huge difference in the original.  We know that certain instrumentations produce certain timbres.  We know, with certain well-known musics, that the alteration of a single note is a matter of extreme contention, and not something to be taken lightly,  Whole analytical theories may revolve around the precise notes of a particular piece.  Alter one of these and the whole thing falls apart.  


In this way, it would not be surprising if the impression we received of much classical music is that it is static, unchanging, unchangeable and in the case of many established pieces, therefore, perfect.  Even if we do not  put it is so  many words, this is the implication.  At least it is the case that we are left with the original, the urtext. (cf. the library).


This creates a certain, very specific attachment to a particular format.  We establish, elaborate and before we know it we are reliant.  Apart from anything else this leads to a secure, stable way of dealing with things that is particularly attractive.


In order to understand what is wrong with this way of thinking, we need to consider a few ideas that are current in some areas of evolutionary theory, as well as some parts of artificial intelligence research and some other areas.  

Resistance to and Criticism of the Impact and Influence of Evolutionary Theory


One of the main problems stacked against arguments such as the one I will outline here is, I think, one of simple human resistance to the ideas itself.  This may be for a number of reasons, but has a similar effect. Typical reasons are:

· Vested interests

· Spiritual belief

· A feeling of dissatisfaction

· Cogent reasoning


Significant from a number of sources, including the nature/nuture part.  This is not a criticism of the nuture argument, although, as in many fields, it tends to emphasise the nature part, and indeed, comes to the conclusion that 'nature' - in this sense genetics as passed along by evolution - provides the overarching 'frame' in which 'nurture' takes place.

Why Should I Want This?


Of course, not only are there some who don't want to recognise the evolutionary, genetic aspect of their ability - there are some who make their livings from taking advantage of others.  This is not in any particular profession or trade, although some may immediately spring to mind, but in every activity.  Here, especially, people may realise that there is nothing 'special' about their talent - at least not in any metaphysical way, but there is if others feel that they have this ability and that this ability is so special that they are unable to deal with it.


Many people, in this way, like to consider 'will-power' or 'strength of character' as an important part of the equation, but...

Skyhooks and Spirituality

It is surprising how many sane, apparently educated people, while being quite happy to accept the idea of evolution, and will accept that this, sort of, explains certain evidence regarding animals and plants developing, when confronted with the question 'why am I creative?' will come up with all sorts of strange, complex and usually spiritually based explanations. If the explanations aren't spiritually based, they are certainly 'mysterious', and usually involve, in one sense or other, the idea of Dennett's 'skyhook' (1995) - something mysterious and inexplicable that 'hangs' somehow from the sky in support of something. The intriguing thing is how many people want there to be skyhooks. Why?

What the argument involves
· Darwinian evolutionary theory, plus a number of more recent extensions, developments and speculations, all of which are more or less accepted by a variety of authorities.

· Probability

· Hierarchies, meta-hierarchies

· In addition, computing will illuminate many recent ideas not previously considered.  It is probably the rapid, engineering based developments in computing which have provided the impetus behind a lot of this new thinking - thinking that would not have bee possible without these developments.  In addition, it is possibly this emphasis on engineering based, technical developments that inspire much of the scepticism amongst humanities based thinkers.

The Library of Babel and Probability


As Richard Dawkins says in 'The Selfish Gene', we find, because of our average life-spans, some difficulty in accepting, or at least realising the full consequences of probabilities that are not within certain limits.  So, for instance, most of us would accept that the risk of crossing the road, while being high, is a risk worth taking.  If we were on average to live longer, however, he argues, we would find the risk unacceptably high as we would have a lot more to lose.  We have a similar reaction to coincidence.  

Coincidence

By definition, amongst any large number of people, a certain number of very unlikely events are bound to happen.  So, in a lottery scheme which guarantees a winner each week, and with 20,000,000 participants and where each participant is limited to one ticket, someone is guaranteed to be the recipient of an event, the likelihood of which occurring is 20,000,000 to 1 against.  This is very unlikely.  In a similar fashion, if  I were to bet you that I could predict that one of ten people would be able to win ten consecutive coin-tosses in a row, then most people would call this a safe bet.  If I were to arrange a contest where ten people were ....

[check Dennett]


In this case, my knowledge that one in .... of the people taking part would win is only partly counteracted by my lack of knowledge of which one it would be.  What makes the difference?  My organisation of the participating people into a competition.


This puts the boot on the other foot.  Organisation or design has a considerable part to play in an otherwise highly unlikely event.  Organisation, or design.  

Also consider DNA testing
Borges' Labyrinths...

[The possible and the Actual]


In all these cases, the unlikelihood of a particular event is made apparently less unlikely by its existence.  In other words, Beethoven's Fifth Symphony cannot be that unlikely simply because we know that it exists.  Beethoven himself is an even more likely prospect.  Our attention to detail in music depends on this understanding of the likelihood of an event.  But how reliable is our analysis of this likelihood?


