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engagement. Technology is highlighted as one topical and situated context, using digital 

playlists and a recent online improvisation project as examples. Implications of the MIIA 

framework for education and health are also presented, proposing that a key goal of music 

education is the development of positive musical identities. Recent advances in humanities 

research such as post-qualitative inquiry (PQI) and metamodern philosophical theory are 

proposed as useful multidisciplinary approaches for developing new knowledge related to 

musical identities. 
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Since the first edition of Musical Identities (MacDonald et al., 2002), issues of 

identity and identity politics are two of the most topical issues across the Western world.  

Who we are, and how we express gender, sexuality, nationhood, political views, etc., are 

fundamental aspects of modern life. Giddens (1991) highlighted the importance of identity by 

suggesting that, within post-industrial late modernity as opposed to previous times, people 

had many more choices to make about how their life would proceed.  Socioeconomic factors 

notwithstanding, questions regarding where to live and how to live have numerous 

possibilities attached to them.  These issues have become even more important in recent 

years, and concepts such as gender fluidity are researched in academia, and discussed in 

popular media, schools, and homes around the world. There is no disputing that identity is a 

crucial feature of modern life.   

 

The last 50 years have also seen an exponential rise in research on the psychology of 

music indicating that music is inextricably woven into the fabric of daily living. The assertion 

that we are all musical and that every human being has a biological guarantee of 

musicianship is not a glib generalisation, but a logical conclusion drawn from an analysis of 

academic research investigating the foundations of human social behavior (MacDonald, 

2020).  Since we are all musical, we also all have a musical identity, and our musical 

preferences, and how we view our own musicality, are important aspects of our personality.  

Musical identities play an important role in how we relate to the world around us (Baker and 

MacDonald, 2017). 

 

Writing an overview of music and identities is a challenge, not least because there is 

considerable interest in identities, both in academic research and popular culture.  Being 

music psychologists ourselves we acknowledge that our perspective is grounded in our 
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discipline, yet this article is in dialogue with other disciplines and perspectives, all of which 

have a significant interest in identity research. The article seeks to advance a scientific 

conversation about how musical identities can be conceptualized, characterized, and studied. 

Ideas for capturing some of the key features of the nature of musical identities are presented, 

and adolescence is used as an exemplar to illustrate these points. It further discusses how 

these features are manifested in daily life, including novel technological platforms for music 

engagement, and practices such as music education, and how they intersect with broader 

research on musical identities. 

 

How should musical identities be defined? 

While it is hard to delineate a conclusive definition of musical identities, the term 

incorporates a number of key themes.  First, a range of identity issues arise when we consider 

our own musicality.  In other words, we have a sense of our own musicality. Whether the 

sense is “I am tone deaf” or “I play cello for the Chicago Symphony Orchestra,” both these 

self-assessments involve psychological features related to identity.  These types of processes 

have been termed identities in music (Hargreaves et al., 2002).  By contrast, there are 

psychological processes that are related to  how music is utilized  in other aspects of  

identities.  For example,  music preferences can be part of how we view ourselves or relate to 

the world around us.  Thus, music tastes are used as a psychological resource to negotiate and 

construct identities.  These features are termed music in identities.  These two aspects are not 

mutually exclusive and can therefore overlap, and they demonstrate the range of situations in 

which music can be utilized in constructing identities.  

 

The distinction between identities in music and music in identities serves as a starting 

point for approaching the concept of musical identities and, in the current article, we further 
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elaborate on the nature and character of both of these aspects.  First, the use of the word 

“action” in the title of this article refers to the observation that, while certain features of our 

personality have some consistency, identity is not a static construct but is dynamic and 

constantly evolving.  The article thus emphasizes the dynamic nature of identities insofar as 

its negotiated and socially constructed features are always evolving.  Second, the word 

“action” further highlights the performative aspect of identity; it is something we do rather 

than something we have.  Talking about music, playing music, writing about music, and even 

thinking about music, are all examples of how musical identities are performed.  

Furthermore, this action, this performance, is fundamentally embodied and situated. In other 

words, musical identities are constantly negotiated as actions that involve bodily levels of 

experience and occur in a given moment and space. A saxophonist’s musical identity includes 

an awareness of moving hands and mouth, and other bodily sensations, and is therefore 

embodied.  The playing of the saxophone will take place in a situation  such as a rehearsal 

room, a recording studio or a club, and these situations also affect evolving musical identities; 

in this way all musical identities are situated.   Musical identities, in their many forms, are 

also grounded in the fundamental non-verbal levels of communication that are already 

present in the early interactions of infants (Stern, 1999; Trevarthen & Aitken, 2001). In this 

article the concept of musical identities is further brought into dialogue with recent 

philosophical conceptions of the situated nature of human cognition. This includes the 

enactive cognition perspective deriving from the 4E framework – embodied, embedded, 

enactive, extended (Newen et al., 2018) – that posits that cognitive processes are not just 

neurological but involve bodily and environmental factors in dynamic interaction (Ward & 

Stapleton, 2012).  As a synthesis of these perspectives, a Musical Identities in Action (MIIA) 

framework is presented as an approach to addressing the nature of musical identities. This 

approach is illustrated in Figure 1 and elaborated in the following sections. 
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--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 1. Musical Identities in Action (MIIA) framework about here  

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Prior knowledge of music and identities 

MacDonald et al. (2002) proposed that music was an ideal site for the negotiation of 

psychological and social processes relating to identity, not least because music plays a key 

role in numerous aspects of life: caregiver-child bonding (Trevarthen, 2002), family 

dynamics (Borthwick & Davidson, 2002), schooling (Lamont, 2002), national identity 

(Folkestaad, 2002), health and wellbeing (MacDonald & Miell, 2002; MacGlone et al, 2020 ).  

A more recent text, The Handbook of Musical Identities (MacDonald et al., 2017), presented 

an updated and significantly expanded view of the musical identities landscape, highlighting 

the extent to which the topic had blossomed in the intervening 15 years. This edition included 

new chapters on topics such as music and adolescent identity (Evans & McPherson, 2017; 

Karkou & Joseph 2017); musical identity and everyday life (DeNora, 2000), performer 

identity (Davidson, 2017), and ethnomusicology and identity (Cook, 2017).  Five  years on 

since the publication of that book, and looking into the future, interest in musical identities 

continues to flourish as evidenced by the current Special Issue.  

 

Adolescence as an exemplar of the embodied, situated, and dynamic nature of musical 

identities 

The topic of music and identity is particularly resonant with youth development. 

While identity evolves over the whole lifespan, it is especially during the years of 

adolescence when identity-relevant aspects from sexual orientation to career aspirations are 

actively negotiated, and music plays a fundamental role in all this. Popular music has long 
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been a central topic of youth culture research (e.g., Bennett, 2000; Frith, 1978) and music 

psychology-oriented work has also shown an interest in the ways in which music functions, 

for example, as a badge of youth identity (North & Hargreaves, 1999), a reflection of social 

statuses (Tekman & Hortacsu, 2002), and a symbol of value attachments (Ruud, 2009; 2020). 

These are all critical aspects of youth identity construction. Musical activities have been 

argued to play a significant role in the identity processes of different youth minorities, for 

exploring, negotiating, and expressing sexual identities (Aronoff & Gilboa, 2015; Scrine, 

2019), and supporting identity formation and social engagement in young people who have 

experienced forced migration (Smith, 2018). 

The three corners of the MIIA model are clearly visible in youth. Musicians from 

Hildegard of Bingen to Elvis Presley and Madonna have embraced the capacity of music to 

allow sexuality and sexual identity as bodily expression to be performed to young audiences 

in a socially acceptable way. This resonates with the findings of the music psychology 

literature, which addresses musical pleasure not only as cognitive-reflective, but essentially 

also physiological-experiential behavior (Tiihonen et al., 2017). The embeddedness of 

musical identities in social dynamics, such as peer-group affiliation, is also vividly present in 

adolescence.  Music has been argued to serve socioemotional and interpersonal functions, 

including group bonding, coalition signalling, and courtship (Christensen et al., 2017; Hagen 

& Bryant, 2003), thus serving as a resource to construct social identity, particularly in 

relation to adolescent peer groups (Lamont & Hargreaves, 2019). Music preferences play a 

role in becoming acquainted with strangers (Rentfrow & Gosling, 2007) and forming 

friendships (Selfhout et al., 2009), and music and dance serve as pleasurable and natural 

forms of interaction at adolescent parties (Demant & Østergaard, 2007). Young people are 

also early adopters of technological platforms for social media and music sharing, and 

therefore form a crucial age group for understanding how these platforms change the 
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situatedness of constructing personal and social identity (Papachariss, 2011). Finally, 

adolescence is a good example of a time when musical identities function as a dynamic and 

transformative act of personal growth.  Music can function as a mirror for reconstructing 

one’s self-conception (DeNora, 1999), and adolescents often turn to music as a tool for their 

affective self-regulation, for gaining self-reflective insight, management, and acceptance of 

personal experiences (Saarikallio & Erkkilä, 2007).  Music can also be a space in which 

adolescents can manifest personal agency, supporting growth towards independence and 

taking ownership of choices and actions (Saarikallio, 2019a). Finally, when used as a clinical 

tool for working with adolescents who are facing trouble and vulnerability, music can 

function as a therapeutic act of reconstructing identity and restoring one’s capacity for both 

self-reconnection (Oosthuizen, 2019) and social participation (Krüger, 2019).  

  

Dynamic interaction with other aspects of human functioning 

When considering how young people construct, negotiate, and maintain their identities  in 

music it is evident that musical identity construction is intrinsically intertwined with other 

areas of their psychological development and aspects of their everyday life (Laiho, 2004; 

McFerran et al., 2019a; Miranda, 2013; North et al., 2000). For adolescents, music is an 

attractive emotional aid to identity construction during a time when many of their cognitive-

emotional skills are still developing (Beauchaine, 2015; Burnett et al., 2009; Cracco et al., 

2017; Fuhrmann et al., 2015; Lawrence et al., 2015; Zeman et al., 2006). Similarly, music 

offers a powerful tool for creating peer-group affiliation and for constructing social identity 

during a period when the quality of peer interactions in particular has a major effect on well-

being (Guyer et al., 2016) and mental health (Lamblin et al., 2017) in both the short and long 

term (Arseneault, 2017). The attraction of music for adolescents is also linked to the growing 

need for independent, personal choice-making in a world of increasing options for identity 
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construction (Schwartz et al., 2005). Capacities to demonstrate personal choice, skill, and 

competence in music can help to build self-esteem and agentic ownership over identity 

development more broadly (Arnett, 2007; Laiho, 2004; Parker, 2020, Saarikallio, 2019a). The 

linkage of identity construction with other fundamental aspects of human behavior remains 

essential across the lifespan.  Adult identities are also constructed through the multifaceted 

fabric of emotions and social connections of daily situations (DeNora, 2013), and both intra- 

and interpersonal aspects of identity-relevant processes are present in all musical action from 

everyday life (Schäfer et al., 2013) to health musicking (Bonde, 2011; Ruud, 2020) and 

across cultures (Saarikallio, 2011). Identity itself is thus an action that is intrinsically 

intertwined with all other areas of human existence. This places a demand for research on 

music and identities to hold a dialogue with the broader theoretical frames of human 

functioning that embrace music as a connection to self, to others, and to the world.  

 

Addressing the embodied nature of music and identities 

Scientific understanding of musical identities should integrate the definition of music 

as social behavior. This article is grounded on a conceptualization of music as a non-verbal, 

emotional-embodied social experience. Musical interaction resembles the ways in which  

infants interact, as fundamental affective nuances from agitation to calmness are 

communicated through sound, touch, and vision (Stern, 1999; Trevarthen & Aitken, 2001). 

This links to the evolutionary roots of music as a form of non-verbal, participatory, and 

interactive communication (Cross, 2014; Laland et al., 2016).  As an example of how music 

operates as a form of social action,  we can think of embodied entrainment or the act of 

moving in synchrony with others, which has been considered to explain why music promotes 

social connectedness (Hari et al., 2013; Hove & Risen, 2009; Sebanz et al., 2006).  The 

embodied nature of our musical identities begins at birth. Trevarthen (2002) shows how the 
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earliest communication between a baby and caregiver musical and improvisatory.  Music 

plays an important role in identity development within the earliest and most important 

bonding relationship of our lives (MacDonald, 2020).  Crucially, these early interactions are 

embodied. The rhythmic movement of a baby’s hands and their vocalising can synchronise 

with body movements and vocalisations from a caregiver.  Thus, the way in which a baby’s 

body moves,  and how these movements are part of an ongoing musical improvisation,  

demonstrate how this aspect of identity development is fundamentally embodied within a 

dynamically evolving relationship.  These patterns of interaction, the earliest manifestations 

of musical identity, have an influence across the lifespan. Thus music, improvisation, and 

musical identities play a crucial role the most  influential relationship of life. This is one 

example of how musical identities are embodied within dynamic action. However, our 

contention is that all musical identities are embodied.  For example, for adolescents, music 

(whether listening, playing, or dancing) offers a space in which strong bodily sensations are 

acceptable and musical identities can be experienced and expressed in all of their embodied 

immersiveness, yet with the safety of the action being “just” musical (Laiho, 2004).  From the 

expressive body movements of a cellist performing with a string quartet to the rhythmic 

gestures of a percussionist in a samba band, these social actions are influential aspects of the 

musical communication process and key features of a performer’s musical identity.  Jimi 

Hendrix setting fire to his guitar and Joan Sutherland’s swaying  body during an operatic aria 

are signifiers of the embodied nature of musical identities, particularly identities in music. 

These expressive gestures are part of the performer’s personality and of the musical 

communication process, illustrating the nature of musical identities as being inherently 

embodied, dynamic, and part of social action.  Importantly,  these features are dynamic, 

embodied, and situated; they are summarised in the Musical Identities in Action (MIIA) 

framework.  
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An example of a discipline and practice that actively utilizes the non-verbal nature of 

music is music therapy. The kind of music therapy that takes a psychodynamic approach, in 

particular, uses music as a tool to access the symbolic and non-verbal levels of experience 

and intersubjectivity (Bonde, 2011; Trondalen & Bonde, 2012; MacDonald & Wilson, 2014; 

2020). In this context, music serves as a tool for externalizing the internal. In essence, music 

can give  form to the unspoken experiences of ourselves, providing an external sound-

manifestation of those aspects of our identities that we find hard to verbalize. This capacity of 

music to express emotions and experiences sonically is relevant to  everyday musical 

engagement, helping explain why musical experiences may advance a self-reflective 

understanding of ourselves and our identities (Frijda & Sundararajan, 2007, MacDonald & 

Wilson, 2020; Saarikallio, 2017; 2019b). These experiences are particularly relevant for 

understanding how music serves as a tool and material for our broader self-construction, that 

is, music in identities. Yet, while non-verbal, bodily-affective aspects of musical 

communication are an inherent aspect of how music expresses, negotiates, and helps to 

access and manifest feelings of who we are and how we relate to others, these levels of 

experience have not been at the centre of research on music and identities. Investigating them 

in further detail is a clear priority for future research.  

  

Addressing the situated nature of music and identities 

It has been noted that the gratifications of music are contextually situated and always 

mediated by both the user and the music, and also the interaction between them. (Shevy, 

2013).  Musicking is a diverse behavior, personalized and embedded in a multitude of 

contexts, cultural diversity, and novel technological platforms. This places a critical demand 

on researchers to approach music and identity from situated perspectives. The embeddedness 
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of music engagement in daily moments, behaviors, and contexts resonates well with the state-

of-the-art philosophical conceptions of 4E cognition, which propose that cognitive processes 

emerge from the interaction between the organism and the world (Newen et al., 2018; Ward 

& Stapleton, 2012). In essence, cognition is not a separate, closed system, but fundamentally 

constructed as cycles of action and perception, in dynamic interaction with the environment. 

The 4E perspective has been used to describe emerging musicality in infancy; for example,  

Schiavio et al. (2020), and Timmers (2017) argue that infant musicality develops in the 

course of creative, dynamic, and sound-oriented action-as-perception cycles that lead to 

enriched repertories of goal-directed acts. Such a dynamic construction of the first sonic 

discoveries can be considered as a starting point for the formation of identities in music. 

Meanwhile, yet again in line with 4E cognition, Krueger (2014) argues that music serves as 

an external resource onto which individuals can off-load some of their emotional and 

cognitive processes. This is closer to the concept of music in identities, as it refers to a 

process in which musical engagement serves broader self-construction and self-maintenance. 

The 4E cognition perspective offers an interesting avenue for approaching music and 

identities, and resonates with the need to better understand the embodied-emotional-situated 

aspects of human cognition that are stressed by researchers in many related fields, including 

developmental psychology (Johnson, 2008; Thelen, 2008), ecological psychology (Lobo et 

al., 2018), social psychology (Marsh, 2017), critical pedagogy (Shapiro, 1999), music 

(Lesaffre et al., 2017), dance (Bläsing, 2017), and creativity (van der Schyff et al., 2018).  

 

The situatedness of musical identities relates to a variety of aspects of our lives from 

social settings to institutional contexts and cultural diversity. The very question of what type 

of experiences define a desirable musical identity is culturally dependent. A recent study 

(Saarikallio et al., 2020) observed that both Finnish and Indian informants appreciated music 
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for connecting them with childhood identity and related happy memories but, while Finnish 

informants found music empowering because it served a self-referential processing of 

personal values and overcoming of the hardships of life, Indian informants emphasized the 

importance of music in helping them to motivate their activities and regulate their moods 

towards positive and socially acceptable states in the present. This is just one example of how 

the nature of musical identities is crucially linked to the social-situational-cultural contexts in 

which they are being performed. Listening to music on a train via earbuds,  singing in a 

community choir, playing French horn in a symphony orchestra, all these examples of 

musical identities are crucially influenced by the situation in which they occur, and different 

situations produce quite different features of identities. This further links to how musical 

identities are maintained via the process of reciprocal determinism as outlined by Bandura 

(1986), whereby personality, behaviors, and social situations are all in a reciprocal 

relationship with another.  

 

New platforms for embodied-situated musical identities 

Perhaps the most critical state-of-the art perspective for addressing the situatedness of 

music and identities relates to understanding the rapid technological development and its 

relevance in shaping the contexts in which musical identities are constructed. Music is 

available everywhere, with new audio and video platforms and streaming services being 

actively adopted particularly by 13-to-25-year-olds (International Federation of the 

Phonographic Industry (IFPI)/ Teosto 2020). Mobile technology and online environments 

have become the day-to-day medium of communication for young people, and also their new 

playground for identity construction (Papachariss, 2011). The constantly evolving nature of 

musical engagement means that our relationship with music listening and even with music 

making has changed and, again, this is particularly relevant for young people. The 
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relationship with an object – the vinyl record, the cassette, or the CD  –  has changed, and the 

virtual playlist, a curated selection of specific tracks to meet particular psychological and 

social needs has, in many ways, replaced this relationship and become a fundamental way of 

engaging with music. This change in how music is consumed may have a resultant effect 

upon how musical tastes develop. It may no longer be affiliated with a band’s recorded 

oeuvre via their LPs and is perhaps more linked to personally created playlists that can also 

be shared socially (Savage, 2016). Technology is changing the acts of performing and 

disseminating music, and posting a performance, self-recorded at home, on online platforms 

such as YouTube is now commonplace. Young people may no longer have a relationship 

with a physical object, no longer have music collections at home, and no longer have to go to 

a venue to perform; rather, their evolving relationship with music and their musical identities  

is crucially mediated by technology. Accessing a virtual music collection of unlimited size, 

with the possibility of sharing identity-relevant playlists, has become a quotidian aspect of 

listening. The virtual world containing an unlimited number of listeners may serve as the 

audience for anyone’s musical identity. A clear example of the changing nature of music 

listening is the utilisation of music videos; according to the IFPI (2019) report, 47% of all 

music streaming occurs on video platforms such as YouTube, which is making the materials 

of the modern musical identity construction through music listening increasingly audio-

visual.  Zillman and Gan (1997) claimed that musical tastes may be the most important aspect 

of a young  person’s  identity. While this still may be the case, a revolution has taken place in 

how we consume music and how we use music as an expression of our identities. This 

suggests that a reimagining of the nature of young people's musical identities is warranted, 

and new methods are required to try and gain purchase upon how a young person's musical 

identity evolves.    

 


