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EDP 101 Section A

Music and human beings have had the most complex relationship from the start of time.  We found the different effects music has on emotions, health, the brain, and different stereotypes one may have or receive.  Also, our group researched the relationship between music and people in order to find different ways in which music can affect a person through their culture and location in their region. Music is ultimately a defining factor in our lives and distinguishes us as individuals. The question our group researched was how does music affect us in regards to the brain, our emotions, health, stereotypes, culture and region. 


Music is a very large part of our everyday life.  Whether intentional or not, we come across music every day of our lives.  This may be in the form of listening to music, playing a musical instrument, humming or singing a tune, or even just having a tune stuck in our heads and replaying it repeatedly.  I think it is a safe assumption that we, as humans, love and appreciate music.  We love the sound of music in the background, the emotions it draws, the stories it tells, the thoughts it instills, and memories.  Something most people do not think about very often is music and the brain.  What is actually going on inside the brain to bring about the feelings we have toward music? 


There are two different aspects that could be considered on the subject of music and the brain—music and the mind, or music and the actual brain.  The mind is the part that embodies thoughts, hopes, desires, memories, beliefs and experiences.  The brain is the actual organ in the skull (Levetin 81).


The brain is divided to four lobes and the cerebellum.  The frontal lobe deals with planning, self-control, and perceptual organization, the temporal lobe with hearing and memory, the parietal lobe with motor movements and spatial skill, and the occipital lobe with vision.  Music involves almost every part of the brain as well as almost every neural subsystem.  When we process music, the brain uses functional processing to analyze specific aspects of the musical signal, such as pitch, tempo, timber, volume, and spatial location (Levetin 83).


Music is simply a combination of sounds, twelve different notes, arranged in different patterns, rhythms, and durations.  These sounds travel through the air by vibrating molecules.  The molecules in the air bombard the eardrum, causing it to wiggle in and out depending on how hard they hit, determining volume, and how fast they are vibrating, determining pitch (Levetin 89).  When we listen to music, hair cells in the cochlea differentiate the incoming sound into different frequency bands, sending electrical signals to the auditory cortex, telling it what frequencies are present in the signal (Levitin 100).  When listening to music, the activity in the brain begins with subcortial structures such as the cochlear nuclei, the brain stem, and the cerebellum.  The activity then moves up to auditory cortices on both sides of the brain.  If the music we are listening to is familiar to us, additional regions of the brain are involved as we listen.  The hippocampus, known as the memory center and subsections of the frontal lobe are involved when we familiarize music we are listening to.  When we tap along with the tempo to music, that involves the cerebellum’s timing circuits (Levitin 84).  The temporal lobe, specifically the superior temporal sulcus and the superior temporal gyrus, help distinguish different timbres in the music we are listening to (Levitin 101).  


Performing music, the act of playing, singing, or conducting involves different parts of the brain as well.  The frontal lobes are used for planning and behavior, the motor cortex is used for controlling the body movements, and the sensory cortex gives feedback so you know you pressed the right key or moved the baton where you thought you did.  When we read music, we use the visual cortex in our brain, and when we listen and recall lyrics, we use the temporal and frontal lobes (Levitin 84).  


As explained, the act of listening or performing music is not only an art or pleasure, but also a science in the body.  Our brain is an amazing organ that works actively to allow us to appreciate music the way we do. Music also affects the brain by striking us emotionally. 

Music has a way of striking a cord with us emotionally.  Most music is a reflection of human emotion, which is why we connect and relate to it so well.  As people, we use music as a tool to “change emotions, to release emotions, to match [our] current emotion, to enjoy or comfort [ourselves], and to relieve stress” (Juslin & Vastfjall, 1). According to Daniel Levitin in his book This is Your Brain on Music, the reflection of music on emotions needs to “swell and contract, to speed up and slow down, to pause and reflect” (Levitin, 172).  This concept of metrical extraction is something that Levitin focuses on and is defined when we know what the pulse of music is and when to expect it (Levitin, 172).  As humans, we have certain expectations on what the pitch, rhythm and tempo will be and we emotionally connect to a song when it goes against what we expect.  

Recent studies have posed the question of whether or not music actually conjures up emotions.  The first underlying problem with this is that emotion can be defined in several different ways but for the sake of the argument, we will use the definition utilized by Juslin and Vastfjall describing emotions as, “Relatively intense affective responses that usually involve a number of sub-components –subjective feeling, physiological arousal, expression, action tendency, and regulation – which are more or less synchronized. Emotions focus on specific objects, and last minutes to a few hours” (Juslin & Vastfjall, 2). 

In order to induce emotion, some scholars believe that several mechanisms must be occupied, these six being (1) brain stem reflexes, (2) evaluative conditioning, (3) emotional contagion, (4) visual imagery, (5) episodic memory, and (6) musical expectancy (Juslin & Vastfjall, 5).   These concepts are not completely accepted by all in the academic community, but it is a start to understanding the emotional reaction that people have in regards to music.  Another conflict that makes it hard to test whether or not music conjures up the raw emotions of a person is by using emotion regulation which is defined by Juslin and Vastfjall as when “listeners attempt to regulate their own emotional reaction to music (Juslin, Vastfjall, 4).  This is important because people might react to music in a way that they think is the socially acceptable and proper way to react. This being said, the study of music evoking emotion in a human being is still in its infancy and is still being further researched. 


As music affects our emotions, it can also affect our health. Music is intensely related to human health in today’s researches. People listen to music is not only for fun, but also for mental and physical health these days. Music therapy might be another leading psychological therapy for future years.  Soft music reminds us of gentle and distressed memories while up-tempo music reminds us of joy and happiness. In recent years, music has even become a therapy for mental disorders. 


Music is a series of sound organized in specific order, which can make people feel comfortable. The order is embodied in rhythms and melodies. In his book, “This is Your Brain on Music”, Daniel J. Levitin describes music as a “foot-tapping music” (Levitin, 169), which means that humans can be easily influenced by music. “Computer models can help us grasp the inner working of the brain,”(Levitin, 173), in the analysis data, we can see regular fluctuations of the brain wave corresponding to the rhythm of the music. 


A recent study by University of Maryland Medical Center discovered that joyful music may enhance heart health (Seiler, 2008). Other research has shown positive emotions can benefit vascular tissues in human bodies. Music, as a catalyst for joy, can help maintain a healthy perspective towards the world, and possibly resulting in a positive mood. Researchers have performed case studies where volunteers were asked to listen joyful music, and the results show that “the average upper arm blood vessel diameter increased 26 percent after the joyful music phase, while listening to music that caused anxiety narrowed blood vessels by six percent” (Seiler, 2008).


There is also a music therapy provided by clinics to relieve patients’ stress and improve their life style. Music, as it affects our emotions, can change our heart and breathing rates. The idea of “Slower breathing with a slower heart rate” (Scott, 2007) allows scientists to use music in a way to sooth patients and calm them down. Music therapy is a new but effective mechanism to allow someone is stressed to become relaxed.


Not only does music affect us physically but it even affects the stereotypes we have attributed to certain groups of people. It is often stated that the music we listen to exemplifies us and makes us who we are.  Some tend to agree with this, while others see it as a kind of labeling and misjudgment of a person, such as, “judging a book by its cover”.  The labels that we are confronted with in our society are called stereotypes.  Such stereotypes we are confronted with are the music we listen to, the way we dress, the food we eat, and even the way we talk.


Stereotype is defined by Joseph J. Palladino as “A set of beliefs about members of a particular group” (Palladino 447).  This definition is easy to digest and it summarizes what exactly a stereotype is.  However, stereotypes are a very complex issue, especially when mixed with music, a complex piece of art. In his book Daniel Levitin states, “Every object is unique, but we often act toward different objects as members of classes or categories.” (Levitin 140).  This is a great example of why we are so judgmental towards one another. 


While stereotyping is a leading issue in society many believe that the music we listen to directly correlates to the stereotypes that are directed towards its listeners.  In a study done in 2007 by Peter J. Rentfrow of the University of Cambridge, and Samuel D. Gosling of the University of Texas, many correlations were found regarding drugs and music that related to stereotypes.  It showed we stereotype people who listen to rap music and associate them with being very athletic, where as listeners of classical music are not seen as very athletic.  However on the other end of the spectrum we see rap listeners as not as intelligent and classical music listeners as more intelligent (Rentfrow and Gosling 12).  Stereotypes can bee seen through our everyday life in all parts of the world. Sterotypes are not only based upon someone’s physical appearance, but also the music they listen to. 

Stereotypes are large part of everyday life based on the differences between cultures. Music is a part of every culture around the world. Whether you live here in the States and listen to hip-hop music on your iPod as you walk to class, or you listen Indy-rock music in India, or dance and chant to tribal music in Namibia. The people we surround ourselves with influence the type of music we listen to. The culture you are part of has a large influence on this. According to our class text book, “Most people have a strong need for affiliation; they enjoy being with others” (Davis, 679). Most of us belong to some type of culture, whether that culture is simply an American culture, a rock band, athletic, club, or a music culture; we all are a part of some type of group that defines who you are. 


A great example of this is in the African culture. In this culture, “They use drums as a means of communication, in fact, much of their history and culture have been passed on for generations through music. Music is a part of their daily life, it is used to convey news, to teach, to tell a story and for religious purposes” (Estrella, 1). The African culture makes music an important and central part of their society whether they are using bells, flutes, horns, bows, thumb pianos, trumpets or xylophones to convey their message. Group gatherings and community participation is highly valued in their culture. The African culture is emotionally influenced by music that they create themselves. Something that Levitin discusses is the connection of language in cultures, “Music pushes buttons for language ability; it pushes buttons in the auditory cortex, the system that responds to the motional signals in human voice crying or cooing, and the motor control system that injects rhythm into the muscles when walking or dancing” (Levitin, 249). This further explains why Africans use their language as a central part of their music which influences their cultural identity. 


How we as Americans are influenced by music, through emotions, is very different than this. Not everyone in our culture participates in making music in the same way Africans do. Most of us simply find a genre we enjoy and listen to music that way. Music is a large part of any culture you belong to as is illustrated by the African and American cultures. 


An even more specific part of culture is the idea cultures within a region. When one thinks of music they may think of the traditional American styles of music that are heard in their everyday lives.  However, most forms of music come from a particular region.  Music can be heard in many different ways, either over the radio, watching the television, or listening to a live concert, or casually talking at a social gathering. The only problem with the different ways in which music can be heard is that its meaning can be easily misinterpreted by foreign ears that do not exactly know what to listen for.  One may apply their own cultural beliefs, causing a misunderstanding of what the composer is really trying to convey.  In a study, listeners from different cultures were asked to listen to a particular song and then come up with adjectives to define the song as well as state in what season of the year it was written.  The responses varied and it was concluded the understanding of music is determined by cultural traditions of different regions rather than the inherent qualities of the music itself (Gregory and Varney, 1996).  Every region on this planet has some kind of music that is attributed to it.  This can be seen by one visit to NationalGeographic.com where there is an entire interactive webpage devoted to the music of thousands of cultures throughout the world.


One of the best representations of music defining a region is that of the Irish.  Celtic music is heard not only in Ireland, but also throughout the United States as people wish to show their heritage in the most popular Irish form, step dancing.  Celtic music is a type of folk music attributed to Ireland, Scotland, Whales, and adjoining islands. The traditional music of Ireland is composed of two categories, instrumental music used for dancing, and a song tradition which is predominantly used for solo singing.  Even within Irish music their are differences within sects of Irish cultures and regions which can vary so much as to the fact that musicians from two sects would not be able to play with one another based on a lack of understanding of the music along with dialect (Irelandseye.com).  This enhances the idea that even within a region, there are sects who define themselves based on their music. Even based on a small distance between two regions, traditions can change so much that people with the same heritage do not interact with each other. 


As human beings we find ourselves significantly affected by music on a daily basis. When our brain is interacting with a piece of music, our moods and emotions change positively or negatively and in turn, the music influences our health.  Since it has been accepted that music does indeed have an effect on both our physical and mental health, it is utilized in the form of medical therapies.  Music can also represent cultures and regions, which allows for the development of specific stereotypes. However music also allows us to place ourselves into a certain groups. By investigating the relationship between music and human beings, we discovered that music can have different effects towards both individuals and groups. The changes for individuals are seen in brain waves, emotions and health, whereas in groups, music can influence their cultural manifestation and regional beliefs. Music is everywhere in our daily lives and has a significant influence on individual physiological effects and social interactions.
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