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“If someone says, “I know this music,” how can the claim be evaluated?  Compare your answer with the evaluation of claims in Areas of Knowledge other than Arts.”

Music and the Arts have, over many years, changed in style, purpose, and structure or creation in order to appeal to and relate to a majority of the population.  Whether it is from the classical pieces of Mozart, or the ballads of Rock n’ Roll today, music bring the world together in a human commonality only evoked through the compilation of music.


To know and to have an understanding of knowledge requires being familiar with the world based on the four ways of knowing; knowledge by perception, emotion, reason, and language.  However, to obtain general knowledge can be categorized as being completely separate from the knowledge that may be obtained from other subjects.  In order for a knowledge claim to become public, however, it must be justified, true for ones self, and believed by ones self.  In the case of music and art, knowledge is mainly based on the interpretations made by someone getting a first hand experience of the music or art.  This way of knowing creates emotion and a personal experience for the person viewing or listening to the piece that, through the use of language, may or may not be able to be expressed or justified to others.  Also through the use of knowledge by authority, such as reviews of certain musical pieces, a reader or listener is able to get an adequate idea of the emotion that the music evoked to the person that first listened to the piece.  Two people listening to the same thing may be able to come to a mutual understanding with the emotions and experiences that they felt due to the music, however, due to the ambiguity and fallacies of language, such perceptions of the piece may be different in the mind of the person.  Communication as a way of knowing is flawed and cannot be a basis of a true understanding or knowledge of music.


When music is compared to the areas of knowledge like math and the sciences, distinct differences arise in the solidity and reliance of knowledge claims in each academic discipline.  Through subjects like Physics and Chemistry, knowledge claims can be evaluated, proven, and tested experimentally to produce the same result, under optimal and controlled conditions.  As a way of knowing, the natural sciences come to an agreement and equality about knowledge obtained because such claims can be repeated.  The basis for each of these academics is math.  Math, in itself, can be considered a universal language, not only through different cultures, but also throughout the universe.  Concepts in physics are based on proofs relying on math as a way to interpret and understand elements of the world and how they work.  Even such claims as the existence of black holes throughout the universe is accepted and understood by most in the scientific community because even theoretical data is proven and supported by math like R = 2GM/ c2, measuring the radius (R) of a black hole’s event horizon.  

Music can also be based on numbers and math, but it cannot be proven that the knowledge by emotion is universal in nature.  Music, in its simplest form, is based on a system of beats and time signatures, creating a uniformity of the structure of the music.  One can claim that they are familiar and know that a certain musical piece based on its numerical time signature.  This knowledge of the musical piece is not what someone is feeling or come to relate to the music as a way of knowing; it is an objective understanding of a mathematical interpretation of the musical piece.  Another mathematical achievement that many musical pieces are based on today is the concept of binary code and a computers ability to read the mathematically interpreted music.  Binary code is composed of a series of ones and zeros in sequence as markers for digital music.  Instead of the conventional analog recording or music, digital recording music is emitted as short waves of sound, so close together that the human ear cannot distinguish it, and those together create the sounds known as music.  With the right “codec” to interpret music in formats like mp3, wav, or cda, a computer is able to piece together the mathematical sequences into music.  The knowledge of mathematics in this music created the tones and structure of the music itself, which is the mode of evoking emotion in people.  To know in this case, based on the objectivity of numbers, can be justified as proven knowledge and may be expressed as personal and public knowledge through the language of mathematics.  

However, because this music is based on mathematics, would the musical knowledge be considered universal?  Universality of numbers in this case would create a mutual and reproducible effect, but the emotion that coincides with the sequence is interpreted differently, thereby stating that their claim to know the music as valid pertaining to the structure based on the universal language of numbers.  Another way that such universal standards can be accepted in music is the concept of sheet music.  Musicians have come to a common understanding of the symbols and notes that are involved in sheet music.  For example, I would be able to place a sheet with notes on it in front of a trumpet player in The United States and one in China and still obtain the same results in music.  This universality between cultures and common understanding of basics in music can create a universal knowledge of a piece of music, regardless of the spoken language.  Also, emotion in these cases can be evaluated.  Sharp notes and flat notes are said to create a common base of emotion that people who listen to the piece of music may experience.  Examples such as the study of the “Mozart Effect” explain how the musical notes and structure of Mozart’s musical pieces can produce emotional healing, or a common product when tested.  To know this emotion that is created would constitute only personal knowledge because specific emotions cannot be expressed due to the ambiguity of spoken language.

In other areas of knowing, such as Ethics and History, emotion and authority play an integral role in the validation of knowledge claims.  Knowledge in these subjects is communicated through authority and is accepted by many throughout the Social Science community, but is not able to reach a truth or objectivity that mathematics is able to reach.  Reason also plays a role in coming to conclusions based on facts provided.  In music, reason may be used to arrive at an understanding of emotions when communicating with others; however, reason in itself cannot interpret music and come to the same emotional response based on personal experience of music.  Truths in knowledge of music are solely based on the personal response and experience of the person that is interpreting the music, and to communicate this truth would be impossible due to the fallacies of certain languages.

To validate the claim “I know this music” would require the exploration of the different ways to know the certain musical piece.  Through personal experience, or knowledge by authority, basics of emotion can be expressed using verbal or written communication such as musical reviews, but specific emotions are limited to the personal level.  Other forms of language, such as math and accepted symbols of music, can be understood and known universally, but knowledge of emotion that is created by the music is not and cannot be proven to be universally true.  It is clearly seen that language is the basis of musical knowledge, but also the source of musical and emotional ambiguity.
