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How Music Can Define a Culture

Culture is defined as “the attitudes and behaviors that are characteristic of a particular social group or organization.” (Dictionary.com) It is the defining quality of a group of people, and offers a plethora of information about those people included in it. But what shapes a culture? What factors influence the behaviors of a group? There are so many different answers to that question, and none of them is more right than the other. Our group chose to focus on the element of music, and the different ways that music can define a culture. We researched four different countries and through our results have learned a great deal about the intense way that music can provide an identity for a culture.


The first culture we chose to investigate was Ireland. When people think of Ireland one of the first things that normally comes to mind is Guinness or beer.  Irish people seem to have gotten the reputation of having a drinking culture, which may not be far from the truth, but this associated culture also has a strong correlation to traditional Irish music.


Traditional Irish music is music that not only originates from Ireland but also is music that is played with certain instruments that give a very distinctive sound.  Instruments such as the flute, tin whistle, harp, bouzouki and bodhrán all are easily recognizable within tradition Irish music.  


Traditional Irish music can be linked to the drinking culture in many different ways.  The easiest and most common place to hear traditional music in Ireland is of course in a pub.  Most pubs around the country dedicate a certain night too traditional music where locals in that area come together to play the different traditional instruments and songs for the rest of the community.  This has lead to the pubs being the center of small communities and villages around Ireland giving people a great sense of pride and camaraderie when they are all together.  


I believe that this is why people relate to Ireland as having a drinking culture.  When tourists try to get a taste of what Ireland is like they generally will try to hear traditional music that leads them straight to the pub.  Once they get to the pub they will normally find many generations of families there all drinking and having a good time while singing along to the traditional music being played.  This will instantaneously leave a good impression in the mind of any visitor.


Globalization has meant that access to music from anywhere in the world is now readily available. With the strong impacts of globalization traditional Irish music is still quite strong within the older generations and tourists in Ireland, but the younger generation is now listening to much more American and imported music.  With this change in music culture there are a lot less of the youth population learning to play the traditional instruments and music of Ireland.  This has meant many small villages no longer have regular nights where everyone gets together to celebrate their culture and heritage.  The skills need to play the various instruments are starting to die off with the older generation as they younger generation no longer want to learn how to play these.

This change in music genres has lead to many other changes throughout Ireland.  Many of the small traditional bars now have taken on a more modern facade and interior to attract the younger generation.  These bars now have live bands singing covers of rock and pop bands from around the globe.  The bars where many different generations could all go to together are now very limited as most now only cater for a specific market.  Many of the places to hear traditional Irish music on a regular basis can now only be found in areas with high tourism.

Another culture whose music has significantly evolved over time is Mexico. Mexican culture can be defined largely by music, as music is considered its most popular expression. “From the sound of the drums of a Mayan or Aztec ceremony to the modern expressions of Mexican rap,” this evolution has been additive rather than destructive (Facts About Mexico.com, 2008).  This means that instead of replacing one style of music with another, Mexican music instead incorporates previous rhythms and styles into new ones. This section of the paper will look at the style of music that has come to define Mexican culture so well: the Mariachi.


The Mariachi is one of the most widely known styles of music fundamental to Mexican culture. At first, the Mariachi ensemble consisted of four or five guitars, a guitarrón, violins, vihuelas, and a harp. The Mariachi would travel from town to town singing about common subjects—mostly love (Facts About Mexico.com, 2008).  This caused the Mariachi style to spread throughout Mexico, and it became the highest representative of Mexican music. Daniel Levitin provides an explanation for this: “as a tool for arousing feelings and emotions, music is better than language. The combination of the two—as best exemplified in a love song—is the best courtship display of all” (Levitin, 2006). Thus it is no wonder that this style of Mariachi became so popular so quickly. 

This sound has changed over time, however, and represents the additive evolution of Mexican music. Today the Mariachi band also includes trumpets, and plays infamous songs like “La Bamba,” “La Cucaracha” and the “Mexican hat dance.” Mariachis are so essential to Mexican culture that their presence is almost a requirement on national celebrations and at public parties. After the Mexican Revolution in 1910, Mariachi was declared to be Mexico’s national music (Kwintessential, 2009). No other music style is more representative of this country than the Mariachi.

Other aspects of the Mariachi also embody the culture, such as dance and dress. Initially “Mariachi” was a term used to describe a type of dance where a group of dancers performed on a wooden platform; today, Mariachi music is still something worthy of dancing.  As Levitin puts it, “in every society of which we’re aware, music and dance are inseparable” (Levitin, 2006). This holds true for the emotion-provoking music of the Mariachi. The manner of dress of the Mariachi band is also a reflection of the Mexican culture. Members have worn charro suits since 1907, when General Porfirio Díaz ordered the band to wear them for the U.S. secretary (Kwintessential, 2009). This style has since stuck around and become widely associated with Mariachi band. The Mariachi traditional dress, dance, and music all combine to form a symbol of Mexican culture. 

Music is an important aspect of any culture.  It can be used as a past time, as a means to tell a story, or as an approach to express various emotions.  More specifically, I found through research that music plays a very important role in African culture.


Africa is a culturally diverse continent with hundreds of distinct cultures and languages spoken.  Therefore, there are many different kinds of music played and heard throughout the area.  The music is something that has changed drastically over the years.  Therefore, the difference between what we think is traditional African music is extremely distinguishable from past styles of African music.  Music overall holds an important place in African culture.  It is used to celebrate monumental events such as birth, marriage, hunting, and political activities.  It also celebrates rights of passage that men and women go through during their life.  Music is a way for this group of people to express the importance of issues and events.  

There are several different instruments that are frequently used to produce music in Africa.  The most important instrument is the drum, which serves many different purposes.  For instance, the drum, which is played by hand or with sticks, can be used for communication, religious purposes, to tell a story, or purely for entertainment.  Some of the types of drums used are the tama talking drums, water drums, bougarabou, djembe, engoma, and ngoma. (African Music, 2008) Other significant instruments in African culture are rattles and gongs.  Occasionally, string and wind instruments are used in conjunction with those, as well.  Xylophones are also commonly used.  Individuals in Western Africa tend termed them balafons.  An instrument called the sanza is a device that originated and exists only in Africa.  It’s the only truly “African” instrument.  It consists of a resonating box and a set of blades that the musician vibrates. (Music of Africa, 2008)

More significant than any instrument, is the voice incorporated into African music.  “Call and response” is a popular technique used in conjunction with music in Africa.  With this practice, one person sings words, sounds, or a combination of both, and a group of people sing back in response to the meaning of the song.  (African Music, 2009) Responsorial techniques such as this are a telling trait of African music.  Usually the one person starting the song is the leader and the others are a collective group.

Dance is also something that typically accompanies music in African cultures.  Again, this is a form of expression for those in Africa.  They’re free with their movements and use it to emphasize the music it goes along with.  For Africans, music and dance are not separate.  They are one joint thing used to convey a particular message.  The practice of separating music and dance is not commonly understood by most Africans.

Thus, the various cultures of Africa use music as a means of communication, celebration, and entertainment.  Their music is noisy and rhythmic, and they combine it with dance and singing to emphasize their message.
Music also carries extreme importance within the Japanese culture. Even going back to ancient times, their musical culture is “distinctive and not fully influenced by its western counterparts as it has a number of traditional instruments.” (Japanese Music, 2009) The Japanese population is fond of western music, and the American pop style is extremely admired by the younger generations.  In traditional Japanese music, there are three general types of instruments:  stringed instruments, percussion instruments and wind instruments (such as flutes). 

In traditional times, it was believed their music “could be divided into two parts: art or classical and folk music.” (Japanese Music, 2009) While the Japanese recognize the importance of both the vocal and instrumental aspects of music, they tend to value the vocal element of their music a little more.  “‘Gagaku', a form of Japanese music, was customary in the royal courts in ancient times. This form of music was influenced by the other north Asian countries. In the medieval era ‘Noh' which is a form of musical drama became very popular. Koto, Shamisen and Shakuhachi are the three forms of music which made its appearance in the later medieval period in Japan. Koto also known as Sokyoto was taught to the high class girls as part of their upbringing.” (Japanese Culture, 2009)

Japanese folk songs are interested in the everyday life and pain of the common mass. “Most of the folk songs of Japan are from the Edo age.” Both the metric rhythm and free rhythm are common in the folk music of Japan. (Japanese Culture, 2009)

With the increase in real-time communication the world experienced during the 20th century also came the opportunity for other cultures to influence Japanese music. “Canzone from Italy, American jazz, and Latino music have made their place in the heart of the Japanese people. Japan's very own ‘Kayo-kyoku' is most adored by the people. Japanese rock music from the 1960's had become very popular as well.” (Musical Intruments, 2009)  It is evident that music has had a significant impact on the Japanese culture over the years, and it will continue to be a way for its people to express their thoughts and feelings. 

In conclusion, we can clearly see that music has the power to truly shape and and heavily influence the behavior of any group of people. It can affect their actions, their attitudes, and their lifestyle in general. While each culture is so vastly different from the other, they all have this trait in common.
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