


»What is music when conceived for humans and nonhumans?« asks
Robert Blatt in his essay »Considering Non-anthropocentric Music.«
This raises ontological questions about our human-centered perspective
in experimental music. Blatt’s shift from anthropocentric to non-
anthropocentric music presents the possibility for vast environmental
receptivity that is inherent in experimental music, and the impact

of anthropocentrism on human and nonhuman entities alike.
Non-anthropocentrism suggests the experience of music as something
beyond human perceptual limits, considering the diverse sensory
experiences of different beings. Touching upon ethical considerations
in environmental sound art, Blatt advocates for non-extractive
practices and interdependence, and proposes an ecocentric approach
to music. What is the nature of music when it is created for humans
and nonhumans?

Frans Snyders, Concert of Birds, 1629-1630.
Source: Wikimedia Commons
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Hehas [ We have] not learned to think [ make
music] like a mountain.!

The prevalence of silence and field recording, or for
that matter sound walks, environmental installations,
and site-specific performances in experimental music
echoes the advancement of environmental sound and
natural phenomena in experimental music in general.
While these practices have been framed as expanding
musical constraints by integrating non-musical sound
and noise,” chance and the everyday,® and deepening
connections with a site,* a less-discussed aspect are
the implications of their radical receptivity to the envi-
ronment - a responsiveness that challenges conven-
tions of authorship, artwork, audience, and material;
assumptions about the primacy of the human and a
subsidiary treatment of the environment; and even
any supposition of music as a human phenomenon.
Nevertheless, a strong anthropocentric tendency in
experimental music persists. Consider how the wide-
spread practice of field recording involves capturing
and repurposing the environment strictly for human
listening. Akin to natural resource extraction, this
process treats the environment as a resource to take,
a postulation deeply rooted in an anthropocentric
perspective. Such forms of extraction are seemingly
incongruous with the implications of experimental
music’s environmental receptivity and encourage an
expansive reconsideration of the environment’s rela-
tionship to humanity in music, one that would seem-
ingly necessitate a shift from centering the human, i.e.,
non-anthropocentric music.

Anthropocentrism is a human-centered perspective that
ethically valorizes humanity over nature. Non-anthro-
pocentrism, in contrast, negates such human centrality
and valorization, leaving undefined what, if anything,
is centralized or valorized. Consequently, non-anthro-
pocentric music represents an open aesthetic frame-
work that encompasses different and diverse relation-
ships with humanity and any and all elements of the
environment beyond the anthropocentric paradigm.

An outcome of anthropocentrism has been the wide-
spread assumption that plants are noncognitive and
incapable of perceiving their surroundings. Despite
lacking a central nervous system and specialized
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sense organs, studies have increasingly contested this
assumption through experimental evidence of decision
making, learning, and memory,® as well as responses
to light, chemical signatures, touch, temperature, elec-
tricity, and sound.® Plant bioacoustics research has
focused primarily on the agricultural benefits of expos-
ing plants to specific sounds - electronically generated
tones (ultrasonic and audible), noise, music, and envi-
ronmental field recordings - demonstrating effects
to germination rate, crop yield, and nutrient content,
among others.” A small fraction of plant bioacoustics
studies have found evidence for sound perception in
particular by identifying behavioral responses in plants
to natural acoustic stimuli, demonstrating increased
release of defense-related compounds in response to
recordings made of caterpillar chewing played from
transducers,® higher sugar content in flower nectar
when exposed to honey bee sounds from loudspeak-
ers,” and directional root growth in response to the live
sound of flowing water through a physically isolated
pipe.’° Moreover, plants also make sounds, including
ultrasonic acoustic emissions from the release of ten-
sion in a tree’s water-transport system. Some scientists
have suggested these sounds are more complex than
a mere mechanical byproduct of the plants’ vascular
system.!! These developments challenge longstand-
ing assumptions about plant cognition, audition, and
sound production, while outlining actual prospects for
exploring non-anthropocentric musical interactions.
Furthermore, as plant bioacoustics significantly dif-
fers from that of humans or other animals, music that
integrates these differences offers the possibility for a
wholly other form of music.'?

... the distant lowing of some cow in the horizon
beyond the woods sounded sweet and
melodious and at first I would mistake it for the
voices of certain minstrels by whom I was sometimes
serenaded, who might be straying over hill
and dale; but soon I was not unpleasantly
disappointed when it was prolonged into the cheap
and natural music of the cow. I do not
mean to be satirical, but to express my appreciation
of those youths’ singing, when I state that I
perceived clearly that it was akin to the music of the
cow, and they were at length one articulation
of Nature.?
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Music canonically occurs within the narrow band of
human perceptual and cognitive limits. In contrast,
non-anthropocentrism challenges or discards such
boundaries. Sounds in music need not be limited to
the frequency and dynamic range of human hearing.
However, as music is more than just sound, a non-an-
thropocentric perspective compels a reconsideration
of the entire wave propagation spectrum inherent
to music - acoustic and electromagnetic - as well as
encouraging consideration for entirely other sensory
possibilities. This includes animal hearing and vision
range differences, as well as nonhuman sensory sys-
tems like magnetoreception, found in migratory birds,
or electroreception, found in fish and amphibians.
As experimental music already incorporates human
imperceptible phenomena, like radio waves and other
forms of electromagnetic radiation, it is only a matter
of reconsidering how and for whom these phenom-
ena are used.* Music’s temporal and spatial qualities
may also be all the more strange, occurring beyond
that associated with human habitat and perception,
even interacting with processes on ecological, plane-
tary, or quantum scales. Additionally, an openness to
what musicality can be for other life forms is essen-
tial. Harmony, rhythm, and/or melody may be entirely
different or carry no relevance, whereas other attri-
butes, possibly yet to be understood or conceived, may
be needed, considered, and composed. These qualities
will likely not be found by human imagination alone
but through interaction and investigation. Ecological
psychology studies behavioral responses to sound for
survival purposes in biological organisms, providing
approaches and findings which a non-anthropocen-
tric musical practice may gain insight from. But music
also demands such explorations across aesthetic expe-
riences. This begs the question: Could we recognize
such a thing, and if so, how?

As an increasingly dominant ethical and political
response to anthropocentrism, ecocentrism advocates
for equality of intrinsic value across all of nature, living
and nonliving, and its systemic interrelations. An eco-
centric approach to music would be system-informed
and, to a degree, nonhierarchical: decentralizing aes-
thetic and experiential value across the environment,
with interdependence and coexistence treated as pri-
mary. As ecological systems exhibit diverse coexistence
qualities, from mutualism to parasitism, such music
could occupy a variety of exchange qualities. It would
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be formally manifold in its possible interactions with
an environment’s individuals and systems, as well as
cognizant of its own emergent systemic properties.
Therefore, it would not reflect one relational approach
but an attitude toward relations, emphasizing inter-
connectedness within complex systems. Experimental
music, known for fostering interdependence between
performers, instruments, and listeners alike through
strategies like improvisation, open notation, interac-
tion, networks, and conceptual approaches to social
relations, has a foundation for considering interde-
pendent approaches across the environment and its
relations - a somewhat germane starting point for
non-anthropocentric musical work.

Birdsong has a longstanding history in music through
vocal and instrumental imitation and transcription,
and more recently with sound recordings, in otherwise
conventional performance contexts.’* A few instances,
however, express some non-anthropocentric tenden-
cies: In a 1924 BBC radio broadcast, Beatrice Harri-
son performed cello works by Edward Elgar, Antonin
Dvorék, and an arrangement of » Londonderry Air« in
her garden to the accompaniment of nightingales.
Ric Cupples and David Dunn’s »Mimus Polyglottos«
(1976) is an interactive composition for mockingbird
and tape playback system with electronic sounds sug-
gestive of the rhythmic and timbral characteristics of
mockingbird songs.’” Wendy Reid’s »Ambient Bird
series« (2018-ongoing) creates an interacting envi-
ronmental soundscape with improvising musicians
guided by scores alongside one or more parrots and,
particularly in its outdoor realizations, any fortuitous
environmental occurrences - a flock of birds, dogs,
rustling leaves, etc.'®

... he entered into the field, and began to preach
to the birds that were on the ground. And suddenly,
those that were in the trees came around him ...
all the multitude of these birds opened their beaks,
and stretched out their necks, and opened their
wings ... and thereupon all those birds arose in the
air, with wonderful singing ... ¥

Non-anthropocentric music raises questions about
the extent to which the diversity of the nonhuman
can authentically experience music. Can aesthetic
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experiences occur across the diversity of the envi-
ronment? Can an aesthetic experience take different
shapes for the different elements of the environment?
Is an aesthetic experience even essential for music?
Panpsychism, a philosophical theory discussed since
antiquity and experiencing renewed interest as a pos-
sible solution to the so-called hard problem of con-
sciousness, postulates that mentality is fundamental
and ubiquitous across the natural world. In its con-
temporary manifestations, panpsychism advocates for
some form of panexperientialism, where conscious
experience is fundamental and ubiquitous; it is only
the degree of its richness and complexity that varies
across different beings.?° This seemingly non-anthro-
pocentric extension of mind provides a perspective for
how some form of aesthetic experience might unfold
at likewise varying degrees of richness and complex-
ity throughout the natural world. Perhaps in the same
manner that a trained musician has a different quali-
tative experience when listening to music than some-
one with little to no musical background - such as per-
ceiving intervalic relationships or historical references
- yet both still have genuine aesthetic experiences,
so too may such a musical continuum of experience
exist to nonhumans. A similar analogy could be made
for those with different cultures, ages, or life experi-
ences, which beckons one even more to consider how
the prospect of differing experiences of music across
nature need not be thought of as superior or inferior,
just different.

Premised on the idea that nature resides outside
human culture and at scales beyond human per-
ception, Stan Godlovitch has proposed an acentric
aesthetic - a nil perspective from which to valorize
nothing - to experience nature on its own inaccessi-
ble, alien terms. Godlovitch presents three potential
approaches for how this may be realized: through the
removed objectivity of science, an affective-reveren-
tial view of nature that transcends human interest,
and an attitude of aesthetic aloofness and sense of
insignificance toward nature as mystery.! As an aes-
thetic experience of nature readily emerges when con-
sidering music from a non-anthropocentric perspec-
tive, these approaches add insight for how one might
realize such music, particularly when confronting the
imperceptible, unknown, and seemingly unknowable
qualities of nature. Additionally, Godlovitch advo-
cates for nature from the perspective of terrain rather

than habitat to avoid the centrist position that habi-
tat holds as defined by the beings that use it. There-
fore, let us rewrite the statement: »Habitat [ Habitat
music] is unavoidably hitched to a centric outlook.
Ferrain [Terrain music] is outside all this desperate
fuss.«?? This adaptation shifts the framework for
considering music not as a practice defined and sus-
tained by human use, but instead acentrically as an
open, nonhierarchical framework across the environ-
ment. However, in contrast to Godlovitch’s premise, a
non-anthropocentric perspective to music inherently
questions a distinction between culture and nature. It
intertwines the two practically and aesthetically, chal-
lenging the validity of a dialectical tension between
them and suggesting a deeper connection where both
are entangled.?? This underscores consideration of the
environment, not just nature, in the context of non-an-
thropocentric music to embrace the ambiguous reality
between natural and built environments. For in the
era of the Anthropocene, distinguishing between the
two becomes increasingly complex.?* Furthermore,
non-anthropocentrism’s extension to the nonhuman
would seemingly also extend to technology, such as
artificial intelligence. Thus, a non-anthropocentric
approach to music could express an acentric aesthetic
terrain where culture and nature, or the natural and
artificial, are intricately entwined.

A prerequisite for exploring non-anthropocentrism in
music involves understanding relationships between
human-generated sound and the environment. For
instance, the effects of anthropogenic noise on animals
is well studied, encompassing reductions in mating,
breeding, and foraging, as well as changes in vocali-
zation structure, frequency, amplitude, and timing.>®
Moreover, studies have revealed an inverse correlation
between anthropophony and biophony across urban
and rural environmental gradients.?® These studies
contribute to a sensitivity that is needed toward the
ethical considerations of human-derived sound. In
environmental or Land Art, ethical debate has devel-
oped concerning the ecological, moral, and aesthetic
impacts artworks have on the environment - harmful,
neutral, or beneficial.?” Such concerns have arguably
influenced the development of ecologically conscious,
social practice environmental art as a reaction to the
questionably deleterious approaches of early Land
Art practitioners. These concerns have been framed
from the perspective of visual art practice, yet with
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little consideration directed to the effects of sound,
even though works of environmental sound art have
existed for decades. Alternatively, experimental music,
inclusive of environmental sound art and non-anthro-
pocentric approaches, is in a ubiquitous position to
contend with such ethical environmental considera-
tions of the sonic - across the human and nonhuman,
individual and system, culture and nature.

When species meet, the question of how
to inherit histories is pressing, and how to get on
together is at stake ... I am drawn into the
multispecies knots that they are tied into and that
they retie by their reciprocal action.?®

Anthropocentric perspectives are deeply rooted in the
intellectual history of Western culture. Judeo-Chris-
tian scripture describes humanity as uniquely formed
in God’s image, and Aristotle philosophized nature as
a system of hierarchical relationships.?® These ideas
have had long-lasting impacts, from the Neoplatonic
and medieval Christian Great Chain of Being to numer-
ous dominant philosophical systems perpetuated into
the modern era.?° This anthropocentric worldview has
undoubtedly influenced Western society’s treatment
of nature, with subsequent maleffects that we grapple
with today. This was not always the case. In pre-So-
cratic societies, humankind’s unity with the environ-
ment was a widely held view that changed with the
development of agriculture and cities.?' Simultane-
ously, non-anthropocentric worldviews have increas-
ingly resurfaced, finding early expression in Maimo-
nides and Saint Francis of Assisi.?? Yet, it is scientific
developments since the Age of Enlightenment that
have most steadily attenuated anthropocentrism’s
long-standing hegemony - including the heliocentric
to acentric expanding universe, the theory of evolu-
tion, and the development of ecology as a natural sci-
ence — which in turn influenced and ran parallel with
sympathetic philosophical and ethical systems — from
Spinoza, Arthur Schopenhauer, and Alfred North
Whitehead to ecosophy, environmental ethics, and the
so-called greening of the humanities.?* Additionally,
non-anthropocentric perspectives from religious and
philosophical systems outside the Western tradition
have exerted profound impacts on Western thought in
the last century. Dominant critiques of anthropocen-
trism currently exist throughout intellectual discourse.

As such, experimental music’s radical receptivity to the
environment is just a reflection of a more far-reaching
non-anthropocentric arc that can be seen throughout
the arts, such as in environmental art, nature writ-
ing, and ecocinema - for which non-anthropocentric
music is merely another development.

The plant acoustic frequency technology generator,
manufactured by the Qingdao Physical Agricultural
Engineering Research Center in China, produces elec-
troacoustic sound demonstrated to enhance agricul-
tural plant yield. This solar-powered device has varia-
ble frequency (60 to 2,000 hertz) and sound pressure
levels (50 to 120 decibels) that can change according
to air temperature and humidity, covering a distance
of approximately 50 to 100 meters.>* While conceived
from a resource-focused anthropocentric framework,
one is compelled to ask what the implications are
for repurposing the device as a non-anthropocentric
musical instrument.

Some unusual ontological questions are raised by tak-
ing a non-anthropocentric musical perspective: What
is music when conceived for humans and nonhumans?
How and in what ways can nonhumans be composers,
performers, and/or listeners? What constitutes nonhu-
man music? Is it distinct from human music? Is it even
possible? Such questions inevitably lead to the more
fundamental query, what is music, as to determine if
and how such non-anthropocentric extensions even
are music. Definitions for music based on sonic charac-
teristics always seem to fail as other musical practices
contradict or supersede them. Music rather evolves
and is redefined between individuals and groups as
a dynamic cultural phenomenon. As such, the feasi-
bility of non-anthropocentrism in music appears in
question. How can music, an apparently human cul-
tural phenomenon, occur within a nonhuman context?
Is this not an absurd proposition? Perhaps not when
viewed from two different directions: [1] If music is
an evolving phenomenon, non-anthropocentic music
may be its natural progression, particularly with
experimental music as its harbinger.?* [2] Who are we
to assume that the elusive activity of music does not
or cannot exist for nonhumans? Clearly nonhuman
species make complex music-like sounds; zoomusicol-
ogy studies this phenomenon and sustains contested
positions on the matter.?¢ David Dunn has noted the
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structural similarities between cetacean speech, early
language play acquisition, and music to suggest a
shared phenomenon,?” and Marcello Sorce Keller
has demonstrated that annual changes in humpback
whale songs share the same transformational qualities
expressed in oral music traditions studied in ethno-
musicology.?® Moreover, artificial intelligence, a com-
pletely other kind of nonhuman, has created music of
increasing complexity for decades.?® It appears that
at least something akin to music is occurring outside
of humanity, and if we turn the question around, is it
clearer that such articulations are non-music? Must
we even have a shared understanding of music across
species — it hardly exists across our own? Ultimately,
this all may stay veiled, hidden within perspectives we,
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as humans, can never fully transcend. Non-anthropo-
centrism provides a perspective to engage such ques-
tions, but it also compels humility that the answers
may remain to some degree unknowable.

Some animals started avoiding human beings.
Others were concerned because they liked
the human people and enjoyed being near them for
their funny ways. Bears sort of cared.
They still wanted to be seen by people, to surprise
them sometimes, even to be caught or killed
by them, so they might go inside the houses and
hear their music.*°
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