
Beyond WEIRD and towards the decolonisation of music for wellbeing and health  

Juan Manuel Loaiza* [1], Renee Timmers [2] and Nikki Moran [3] 
[1] Independent researcher  [2] Music, The University of Sheffield, UK  [3] Music, The University of 

Edinburgh, UK 
juan.loaizare@gmail.com 

Disciplinary background A. Background in critical anthropology of music for wellbeing and health. The 

recent surge of interest in how music is used in everyday life to support wellbeing and health 

(Sheppard & Broughton 2020; MacDonald 2013)  has been characterised by an over-representation of 

Western, Educated, Industrialised, Rich, and Democratic societies (WEIRD) (Bradley 2012; Henrich et 

al 2010). This proposal takes a critical stance regarding pervasive WEIRD biases in the current 

understanding of music for wellbeing and health. 

Disciplinary background B. Background in the embodied, ecological, and enactive -“4E”- cognitive 

science and the philosophy of participatory sense-making (PSM). The proposal builds on PSM and 4E’s 

fundamental hypothesis about mind and behaviour as shaped by the continuous coordination 

between body, brain, physical and social environment at and across multiple timescales (Chemero 

2011; Loaiza 2016; Schiavio et al 2017; Moran 2014). 

Abstract 

Our aim is to identify an alternative understanding of music for wellbeing and health grounded in 

anthropological accounts of Afro-Brazilian music [9,10], and explore a theoretical framework and 

methodological implications that link this alternative understanding with 4E conceptions of irreducible 

ecology between body, mind and environment and coordination across multiple spatio-temporal-

scales. 

WEIRD-based research conclusions have tended to endorse assumptions about music, wellbeing, and 

cognition that are couched in terms of individual-centred processes and internal psychological 

mechanisms. Anthropological accounts of, for example Afro-Brazilian music, present an important 

alternative understanding of music for wellbeing and health, namely music-as-health-establishing. The 

process of musicking in ritual and festival contexts establishes health in its maintenance and repairing 

of relationships (or ‘coordination’) with ancestors, each other, materials and environment (Daniel 

2005).   

By foregrounding this holistic, ethnographic conceptualisation of music’s socio-functional connection 

with health, we eschew methodological and ontological individualism and seek to contribute to a 

decolonising research position in cognitive science (Smith 2013). Furthermore, we see a connection 

to unorthodox 4E approaches to cognition that emphasise the situatedness and irreducibility of 

cognition (not restricted to the ‘head’ and not separated from body and environment) (Loaiza 2016; 

Moran 2014). This connection offers a theoretical and methodological framework for joint 

advancement.  

Highlighting the relationships between coordination, music and health furthermore helps to 

understand how people can use their knowledge and heritage - as embodied in coordinated activities 

- to recover and reorganise their experiences of wellbeing. This has particular relevance in the 

disrupted context of the pandemic. Our critical starting point takes into consideration the interactions 

between dissimilar forms of knowledge and promotes marginalised knowledge about musical healing.  



Interdisciplinary implications. Our proposal establishes new interdisciplinary insights by bringing 

together 4E cognition, anthropology and music for wellbeing and health. It shows concrete ways in 

which ‘traditional or holistic’ experiences of ritual healing and ‘novel’ thinking can be married into new 

synergetic understanding. Questions raised in this process include: Are the efforts to make music 

research more inclusive and the larger project of decolonisation of research equivalent? How can 

innovative ways of framing the subject of study through 4E approaches to music cognitive science 

move us forward towards a decolonising view? What innovations in methods for empirical research 

are required to support holistic ways of understanding music and health and that moreover promote 

the voice of marginalised communities in a non-individualist manner? 

References 

Bradley, D. (2012). Good for what, good for whom?: Decolonizing music education philosophies. In 

The Oxford handbook of philosophy in music education. OUP.  

Chemero, A. (2011). Radical embodied cognitive science. MIT.  

Daniel, Y. (2005). Dancing wisdom: Embodied knowledge in Haitian vodou, Cuban yoruba, and 

Bahian candomblé. University of Illinois Press.  

Henrich, J., Heine, S. J., & Norenzayan, A. (2010). The weirdest people in the world?. Behavioral and 

brain sciences, 33(2–3), 61–83. 

Loaiza, J. M. (2016). Musicking, embodiment and participatory enaction of music. Connection 

science, 28(4), 410-422.  

MacDonald, R. (2013) Music, health, and well-being: A review. International journal of qualitative 

studies on health and well-being, 8:1, 20635, DOI: 10.3402/ qhw.v8i0.20635  

Moran, N. (2014). Social implications arise in embodied music cognition research which can counter 

musicological "individualism". Frontiers in psychology, 5:676. 

Ogle, E. (2020). PhD Thesis. Repercussions: Ethnographic enquiries into rhythm, ancestrality and 

spirit in Maracatu de Nação and Candomblé. King's College London.  

Schiavio, A., van der Schyff, D., Kruse-Weber, S., & Timmers, R. (2017). When the sound becomes the 

goal. 4E cognition and teleomusicality in early infancy. Frontiers in psychology, 8, 1585. 

Sheppard & Broughton (2020) Promoting wellbeing and health through active participation in music 

and dance: a systematic review. International journal of qualitative studies on health and 

well-being, 15:1, 1732526, DOI: 10.1080/17482631.2020.1732526 

Smith, L. T. (2013). Decolonizing methodologies: Research and indigenous peoples. Zed Books Ltd. 


