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Abstract 
 
Music and language are found in all human societies yet in highly different forms. Their 

evolutionary origins and neural mechanisms are thought to be highly intertwined, yet also at 

least partially distinct (Patel, 2008). Yet while there have been a number of comparisons 

focused mostly on Western music vs. Western languages (e.g., Gerhard, 2003; Livingstone, 

Peck & Russo 2013; Ding et al., 2017), there is little empirical data directly comparing global 

musical and linguistic variation. Hilton et al. (2021) collected and analyzed a sample of 

matched solo speech and song recordings from 410 participants from 21 diverse societies, but 

did not directly compare speech vs. song (they instead focused on comparing infant-directed 

vs. adult-directed vocalizations). To investigate general cross-cultural patterns in music vs. 

language, we will directly compare aspects of pitch, rhythm, and timbre in Hilton et al.’s 

(2021) matched recordings and larger samples of singing recordings including group and/or 

accompanied singing (Wood et al., 2021; Marolet et al., 2019). Analyses will particularly 

focus on absolute and relative frequency and duration, corresponding to concepts of pitch 

range, interval, scale, phrase/sentence length, note/syllable length, meter, and timbre, with a 

focus on “statistical universals” found throughout most of the world’s musics and/or 



languages (Bickel, 2011; Brown & Jordania, 2013; Savage et al., 2015; Tanaka-Ishii, 2021). 

Specifically, these will include analyses of phenomena such as quantization of pitch/rhythm, 

absolute and relative pitch/rhythm variability, syllable/phrase/sentence length/range, etc. We 

will first validate our automatic analysis methods using a subset of ~40 recordings annotated 

by native and non-native speakers (~8 recordings each in English, Spanish, Chinese, 

Tsimane’, Mbendjele BaYaka) before scaling up to automated analysis of thousands of 

recordings. The investigation of common and unique aspects of music and language would 

provide novel insights into their shared and distinctive perception and production mechanisms 

and evolutionary history. The study is still in progress and preliminary results will be reported 

at this workshop. 

 


