How is Identity Shaped by Music?
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Identity is defined, by the Merriam-Webster dictionary, as the distinguishing character or personality of an individual. We each have mental schemas in our head that organize information. The type of music that we listen to may prime a certain type of schema to be more easily accessible, and therefore used more often in our thought process. Our gender, emotions, social groups, geographical location, age, and appearance shape our identity. All of these things influence the way we interpret and apply music daily lives. 
When thinking about how one relates to music, is gender something that comes to mind? The idea that the sex of a person might come into consideration when a person picks he or she’s music is an amazing, yet confusing concept for one to comprehend. Is this idea one that is an opinion of people or an actual proven fact that gender is a factor in people picking the type of music he or she will listen too? Are women more likely to listen to the soft, subtle music dealing with the conflicts and joys of love? Are men interested in music that is louder and deals with issues relating more to drugs and sex? Could it be that all these characteristics of music are stereotypes of one’s gender? These are questions that many people think about; yet do not take the time to analyze.  


When looking at all the different kinds of music (country, rap, alternative rock, pop, jazz etc.) one begins to explore and develop the different emotions brought out by each type of music. When one listens to country, he or she may or may not be able to connect his or her emotion’s with that particular song, making the choice of whether to like that type of music or not. This is where gender becomes a strong factor in picking the music we like to listen too. When researching this idea more, our group did a class survey in our weekly discussions of this concept of gender and music. There was an interesting response to this reflection by one of our peers, Merideth Cole. Merideth states, 

“I think I listen to the music I listen to because my parents played 

certain songs to me when I was little, I listened to certain songs I 

heard from my friends, and some of the music I listen to is from 

the area I'm from. Also, there are certain songs I like because I'm 

a girl.
Merideth brings about an interesting thought from her previous quote when she states, “Also, there are certain songs I like because I’m a girl”. What does this actually mean? In the United States boys are typically raised to be the “tougher” and not as “in touch” with his feelings, where it seems girls are raised to me more sensitive to her emotions. In this case, one would not typically find a boy listening to the very popular song “Love Story” by Taylor Swift (a country artist) rather listening to something that is louder and perhaps angrier. The Female Brain, a novel written by Louann Brizendine, talks about this difference in girls and boy’s characteristics and ways they are raised as young children that later carry on into he or she’s adult lives; 

“ Little girls don’t usually exhibit aggression via rough-and-tumble play, wrestling, and punching the way little boys do. Girls may have, on average, better social skills, empathy, and emotional intelligence than boys…By all standards, men are on average twenty times more aggressive than women…” (Brizendine, 28-29). 

Due to this upbringing of how boys and girls are raised shows that men are not always as in touch with their feelings as women, therefore not as interested in the love songs.


There are two sides of a story with every argument. After analyzing how gender does affect the music one would listen too, it is time to understand the idea that gender may not have anything to do with the music one chooses. From another response to our group survey we posted, Lee Feineir voiced his opinion on gender and music and in general why he chooses to listen to the music he does:

 “The music I listen to is affected by my age. Since I am in college, I tend to listen to popular music that is played on the radio and uptown. Growing up, my parents taught me the music they enjoy so I also listen to the bands that my parents enjoy. The mood I am in also plays a role in the music I listen to because depending on my mood, I will either listen to a happy or mellow song. I do not think gender plays a role in music because people of both sexes can enjoy the same types of music. My friend do listen to the same type of music that I do, but that is a coincidence and not the result of being around them. The iTunes store and yahoo playlists are examples of the music I tend to listen to” (Lee Feineir). 

Lee brings out a very interesting and good point. He is very right in saying that both sexes can listen to and enjoy the same type of music. According to Daniel J. Levitin in his novel This is Your Brain on Music he states, 

“To some degree, we might say that personality characteristics are associated with, or predicative of, the kind of music that people like. But to a large degree, it is determined by more or less chance factors: where you went to school, who you hung out with, what music they happened to be listening to” (Levitin, 232).

 Levitin makes a very good point by saying that maybe people choose the music they listen to based off of characteristics of where he or she grew up and who he or she hung out with. In Lee’s opinionhe listens to certain types of music based off of his mood, the music his parent’s listened too and simply the latest popular musical hits played on the radio. Is it possible that gender could have nothing to do with the type of music people pick to listen too?  Quite frankly Lee puts this idea into perspective that music people listen to is simply due to the mood that person is in or the music he or she recalls listening to when he or she was younger.


Throughout analyzing both sides of the argument of gender and its effects on the music people choose to listen too, there seems to be no right or wrong answer. It is simply an opinion people will choose to debate about for years to come and in the end will most likely not find a correct answer. One can say that a person likes the music he or she does because of how he or she was nurtured as a child.  One could say boys and girls have different emotions that connect with different types of music. Either way there is no proven fact that girls are suppose to listen to more emotional music and boys are supposed to listen to louder more provocative music. It is a debate that people will analyze for years to come and opinions will continue to be shared over the idea of how gender effects the choice of music people in our society choose to listen too. 
Music surrounds people, in many different forms, throughout their lives. It starts at a very early age, sometimes while one is still in the womb, and stays with one for the rest of his life. The most crucial times in a person’s life, when it comes to music, are the early years -- from the time he is in the womb until he is a teenager or adolescent. It is a time where your age really does affect what music you are more pulled towards.


In Daniel J. Levitin’s book This Is Your Brain On Music (2006), he explains a study done by Alexandra Lamont with infants and music. Lamont found that the babies were more interested in the same music that they had heard while inside their mother’s womb. She also found that they preferred fast music to slower music. This was interesting in that the infants recognized the music and tunes that they had heard before they were even born. It was even more fascinating that they chose music with a faster tempo. I would have thought that babies would enjoy slower music rather than upbeat ones.


Toddlers have a better sense of what type of music they enjoy because they are at the point where they can choose what they prefer, and express their choices, better than they did at an earlier age. At this age, they should be introduced to many different types of music so that they are able to make a decision on preferences. According to S. Jhoanna Robledo, you should let your toddlers listen to a variety of tunes, but be sure to use slower beats for bedtime and faster ones for playtime. She advises parents to play classical music in the morning so that the child wakes up in a happier mood. She thinks that one should keep one’s children from listening to “chaotic” music because it could affect the structure of his brain. (Robledo, 2009) Since these kids are older, toddlers can let parents know what they like or dislike. Then song choices can be made based on the pace and their beats to determine what a toddler should listen to.


When a child reaches the teenage years, it is a time for him to be a bit introspective and exploratory and see what things make him happy. This is also the time when people begin getting very interested in music as a pastime or hobby. In the teenage years, many people seem to listen to music more than they ever have before. Levitin (2006) says that we remember songs from our teen years the most. He also talks about how songs throughout these years could have an emotional aspect to them and this is why we seem to remember them better than at other stages in life. Being a teenager is probably the most important time period in a child’s life when it comes to music because it helps him share his emotions through their choice of song.


Music is a very important component of a person‘s life, some to a greater extent than others. Many factors affect what types of music people listen to and I think that age is one of the most important. From the very earliest beginnings, sometimes before birth, music has an impact. Preferences are shown at a very young age, and as a child develops, music can have an impact on his moods -- from the cheering benefits of classical to the calming benefits of soft music, a child is affected by what he hears. The teenage years, though, are the time when a young person’s emotions, and thus his memories, seem to become tied together with the music.

In today’s society, fitting in is key. Everyone wants to be accepted. All people relate a group of people. Stereotypical groups are often formed by the way people dress, activities they are involved in, the way they were raised, and the music the listen to. 


In elementary school children start to develop a stronger sense of independence and discover that music is a way to declare that independence. By the time they reach junior high, they have realized the type of music that fits them. Social cliques are dominant in the dark hallways of junior high schools. Music fuels many of these cliques. It was apparent in many of our schools that the cliques consisted of the jocks, who listened to rap music, the mean girls, who listened to popular music, the emos, who obviously listened to emo music,  the skaters, who listened to metal music, the hicks, that listen to country music, the geeks, that listen to classical music, and the eccentric outcasts, that listen to alternative music. 


The way a parent raises their child also has a big influence on the music that the child grows to listen to. Conservative parents may sensor their child’s music. Parents also determine the groups their children hang out with. If a person hangs out with the popular group, the music that their friends are listening to will determine what they choose to listen to. 
Whether it is for a celebration, a tragedy, a special event, or a song on the radio while driving to work, different sounds can be heard from all corners of the world as music is integrated into daily life. However, the music that one is exposed to, and therefore enjoys, depends on their geographical region. 

In all parts of the world, music choices change depending on the culture. In Africa, tribal music and Reggae are popular, while in Latin America salsa is much more prevalent. Even within the borders of the United States, music can be divided by region. Because America is a nation of many cultures, various musical traditions have survived the immigrant experience. Even the continent’s oldest inhabitants, the Native Americans, originally came from overseas, bringing both their culture and music with them. Although few songs were preserved, their instruments and dances adapted to better fit their lives in the New World. African slaves often made songs of rebellion with drums, which were eventually outlawed causing them to turn to European instruments such as the guitar and the fiddle. In the early 20th century, gospel music as we now know it began in church on Sunday mornings, while the blues gained Saturday night popularity (Nickson). Today, in the Southeast, “Nashville and Memphis are still the capitals of country music and the blues” (Goodwin), and in Texas and Los Angeles, Latin music has had a strong influence. 

Even the types of instruments being used can change based on what region the music is being played in.  For example, “each country has its own style of folk music, based on distinctive scales and modes, and often played on instruments associated with that culture alone, such as the Scottish bagpipes, the Russian balalaika, or the Australian didjeridu” (Folk Music). Although the noises being produced may fall under the same genre of music, the culture affects which instruments are being played and therefore the sounds of the songs. 

Music and a person’s mood and emotions share a strong correlation; they both possess the ability to affect one another in equal amounts as well as change one another.  Music can affect a person’s mood by three different means.  First, it can change the mood completely.  Secondly, it can enhance or decrease any present emotions, or emotions that were already withstanding before the music was brought into the situation.  Finally, it can establish a mutual mood among a group of people simultaneously listening to the same piece of music.  On the other hand, a person’s emotions can also affect the music they choose to engage with.  People generally acquire mental playlists of the style of music they most enjoy listening to according to their moods.  Examples of these specific moods include study music, dancing music, music to nap to, music to work out to, and various others.  In this section, we will examine three specific situational emotions:  happiness, sadness, and exercising or ‘pump up’ music.

The first emotion we will examine is happiness.  When feeling joyful and upbeat, people typically choose music that contains a faster rhythm.  The beat is normally catchy—something that is easily caught and remembered in a person’s mind or is easy to tap a foot to.  Instruments of all kinds appear in this type of music.  Also, the style of music is extremely person oriented; while music fitting to other emotions can generally be linked into one ordinary genre or style, this emotion varies among individuals and their personal music preference.  This music can fall into almost any category:  pop, hip-hop, techno, rock, alternative, country, jazz, and plenty more.

The second emotion we will examine is sadness.  This music is typically found in minor chords, and even those who presently feel happy yet are exposed to a song playing in a minor chord can notice the somber edge in the melody.  The pace is normally slower and softer, with a calm feel.  Instruments typically used include pianos, strings, woodwinds, and electric guitars in smooth rifts, while heavy percussion is typically avoided.  The interesting aspect of music for this emotion is that lyrics play a much more vital role than any other mood, and people are generally more drawn to words that ‘connect’ or ‘speak’ to the way in which they are feeling.

The final mood we will examine is music chosen to work out or exercise to.  This generally falls into two different categories:  rock (heavy metal, alternative, punk) and techno (electronica, dance).  Normally the beat is anything above 60 beats per second.  This is because the average resting heart rate is 60 beats per second, and people are typically drawn to music faster than their resting heart rate when they desire to get excited or ‘pumped up.’  One interesting fact about cross country runners is that they prefer to listen to music with the same beat of their footsteps while they run, in order to keep them at the pace they desire.

In our society today, there are various stereotypes that are given to people. These might include, jock, band geek, Goth, punk, emo, etc. Most stereotypes are not only based off a person’s personality, but they are based off their appearance as well. Everyone’s appearance is influenced by some form of media. Today, the media that is most effective in determining our appearance is music. 


As we grow older the effect music has on our appearance begins to decrease. The years where music is most effective in determining our appearance are 13-19. These are considered our teenage years. Teenagers use music as a badge for their identity. This helps teens stand out, and make themselves different from others (Sadie 558).  As young children grow into the teenager group, they are exposed to a wide variety of music. This allows the child to go through different phases (Levitin 232). When we watch music videos, not only does the music stand out, but the appearance of an artist gains the attention of the viewer. 


One of the most popular genres of music today is rap/hip hop.  Popular artist include Lil Wayne, Young Jeezy, Kayne West, T.I., and many others. These rappers express themselves through their lyrics, and their attire. People who listen to rap music dress what is called to be “ghetto”.  This can be seen through baggy jeans and shorts, excessive jewelry, tall tees, and Nike Air Force shoes. The ghetto look which once only stood out to the African American population has expanded to every ethnicity. Now days, the color of someone’s skin doesn’t make a difference. 


Another popular genre of music is country. Well-known country artist are Tim McGraw, Carrie Underwood, Taylor Swift, and Garth Brooks.  Along with country music comes cowboy hats and drinking beer. Children who listen to country music can be seen wearing an assortment of jeans, plaid button down shirts, and cowboy hats. People who are seen as country can be referred to as “hillbillies”.  Country music hasn’t been expanded to nearly as many ethnic groups as hip hop/rap music has recently. Country is still loved by your every day Caucasian American.


The last genre of music being analyzed is rock music. Within the genre of rock, there are various sub genres that have stereotypical appearances. Rock artist include Kiss, ACDC, Aerosmith, Metallica, and Disturbed. Although this list may seem short, it could go on for days. When we look at the subgenres we have rockers, punk rockers, Goth’s, and glam rocker. All of which have similar appearances. The rock look is associated with first and foremost tattoos and piercing. Second comes the hair and nails. Most hairstyles are very unique. The hair is either black, or some abnormal hair color. The nails, weather the person is male or female, are usually painted black. Last of all is the clothing. The clothes are black, with chains and a tight fit. This would be the opposite of the baggy look worn by the so-called ghetto people. 


When reviewing this analysis don’t get the wrong idea and think that everyone’s appearance is affected by music. This is not necessarily true. There are still people who choose to be independent and go with the original look. Today it is hard to not be influenced by music. Music is a very important part of millions of people’s lives. It is very hard to listen to a certain type of music that you like, and not be interested with the stereotype that belongs with that genre.  There are still multiple genres of music that were not analyzed. Although, most of the others genres have the same effect on our appearance as hip hop, country, and rock.  Overall music affects our identity in many different ways.


We study identity to gain a better understanding of ourselves. We picked this topic to greater understand how music shapes our identities. We found that gender, emotions, social groups, geographical location, age, and appearance affect music. The Levitin and Palladino books provided a deeper look at music and identity. 
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