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The article examines youth musical practices as a form of cultural practice
characterised as aestheticisation of everyday life. The analyses are based on a
study conducted among Warsaw�s adolescents as a part of a research grant
from the National Science Centre (agreement number DEC-2011/01/N/HS6/
00972). Analyses of empirical material show that music is omnipresent in the
everyday life of adolescents. Thanks to music devices they can stay in contact
with music wherever and whenever they want. However, the musical practices
of the respondents participating in the said research are dominated by music
listening; that is why this kind of activity has to be treated as the main form of
aestheticisation of everyday life. Moreover, using music to maintain biograph-
ical narratives turned out to be another important cultural practice in adoles-
cents� reflexive-self project. The conclusion reached is that in order to com-
prehensively present the practices observed here, it is essential to look at them
in a broader socio-cultural context.
Keywords: aestheticisation of everyday life, musical practices, adolescents, aes-
thetic reflexivity, cultural reflexivity

Contemporary social reality places numerous challenges before social ac-
tors. The fast pace of life, the multiplicity of social roles that need to be adopted
at the same time or multi-dimensional contexts (local, regional, global) for the
formation of individuals� daily activities � all this together makes it difficult some-
times to find one�s place in the surrounding world. As Anthony Giddens points
out, in modern (or post-traditional) society individuals do not have ready-to-use
patterns for their everyday practices. There are no more fixed and stable points
of reference for shaping these actions. As a result, the identities of the individu-
als are built through the deliberate ordering and sorting out of their biographies.
Therefore, the �self � becomes a reflexive project that needs to be continuously
built and reconstructed (Giddens 2001: 8-49). However, it is essential to stress
that Giddens does not understand �reflexivity� as a sort of reflective control of
actions taken, but as a kind of systematic revision of social reality based on
newly acquired knowledge (Giddens 2001: 29).
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Bearing in mind the current processes, Scott Lash and John Urry point
out successively the increasing importance of the aesthetic dimension in the
process of creating individuals� daily practices. They define this type of cul-
tural reflexivity as aesthetic. In this concept, �aesthetic� refers to artistry, to
visual art and beauty, while �reflexivity� refers to the process of individuals�
self-interpretations and their creation (on that basis) of context for everyday
activities (Lash, Urry 1994: 5-7, 31-54).

Music plays an important role in social life, and analysis of the multitude
of functions that it fulfils would require a separate paper (see: Merriam 1964:
209-276; Golka 2008: 207-219; Jab³oñska 2014: 31-44). There is also no
doubt that music can play different roles in everyday human life. As Tia
DeNora states: �Music is not merely a �meaningful� or �communicative�
medium. It does much more than convey signification through non-verbal
means. At the level of daily life, music has power� (DeNora 2009: 16-17).
But the question is: where can the power of music be found? On the one
hand music can be used by individuals to regulate their mood, to facilitate
physical exercise or even to evoke memories, or create identities. On the
other hand, for some individuals music plays only a marginal role in every-
day life and serves as no more than a background for other activities. The
main goal of this article is to attempt to look at the adolescents� music prac-
tices as a form of aestheticisation of everyday life, understood as a process of
assigning an aesthetic value to the objects and practices not directly related
to narrowly perceived artistic activities; in consequence this process leads to
a blurring of the boundaries between art and everyday life (Featherstone
1998: 304-308). Therefore, the question arises as to whether and when music
can be one of the �tools� used by young people to create and organise their
daily activities. What kind of strategies of music usage can be distinguished?
And so forth. The starting point for the analyses is the research carried out
by this paper�s author as part of the preparations for a doctoral thesis.

Basic information about the research

The study in question is based on a section of the doctoral dissertation pre-
pared by the author at the Institute of Philosophy and Sociology of the Polish
Academy of Sciences (full thesis title: Adolescents� Participation in Musical Cul-
ture as Part of their Lifestyle). The research was conducted in Warsaw, and was
addressed to the pupils of public, private and semi-private secondary schools.1

1 All the respondents permanently live and study in Warsaw. They represent different capital districts
(all of the city districts were included in this study). None of them attend music school (it seems that
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The project is a sociological qualitative study, and its main research tool
comprised the In-Depth Interview (60 respondents). In addition, some of
the issues that in the course of the individual interviews turned out to be
particularly important were further developed during Focus Group Inter-
views (5 groups, 28 respondents). At the same time, participatory observa-
tions were conducted (e.g. during music classes in community centres, in
schools, and during concerts and music festivals, etc.).2  The total duration
of the fieldwork was 13 months. The research was financed by the National
Scientific Centre (agreement number DEC-2011/01/N/HS6/00972). This
article is based chiefly on the empirical material collected during the In-
Depth Interviews. In order to deepen the analysis, the findings from the
observations will also be referred to.

Music listening as the main form
of aestheticisation of everyday life

As mentioned in the introduction, music can play a significant role in the
life of individuals. Simon Frith states that one of the main functions of music
in everyday life is that it shapes an individual�s identity and in consequence
helps place one in socio-cultural reality (Frith 1996: 119-125). Tia DeNora
goes even further, saying that music not only allows social actors to create
and re-build their identity or helps make sense of social reality, but is also
often used by individuals as a means to organise their daily practices. Music
helps organise one�s internal (e.g. by regulating mood) as well as one�s exter-
nal/social world (e.g. by helping with group integration). One therefore needs
to look at music as something more than just a background for other activ-
ities, and to treat it as an active component of social practices that often
shapes these actions and gives them (assigns to them) a deeper meaning
(DeNora 2009: 16-19; 46-53).

In order to present the specific features of the musical practices of War-
saw�s adolescents it was necessary to investigate how the respondents (in
general) situate music in their lives in regard to other activities (especially

studying at such institutions is a specific musical experience, in which a part of the music activities are
mandatory, such as choir. Therefore, it would be difficult to include such a person in a group of people
who do not take up such activities or do it voluntarily).

2 In total, more then 50 observations have been made. In presented study ethnographical approach
to observations was adopted, so observation has been treated as a technique that combines elements of
free form interview, observation of ongoing actions and active involvement of researcher. Consequently,
during e.g. music workshops researchers played and sang together with the respondents, and during
concerts they didn�t stay aside but they were incorporated to respondents group of friends and spent time
together.
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leisure activities). In turned out that music practices (treated as whole) are
the most popular (frequent) free time activity. The other leisure activities
mentioned the most often were: meeting up (or spending time) with friends,
computer activities (e.g. playing games, surfing the Internet, etc.), reading
(mostly books, but also journals and magazines) and sport activities (e.g.
attending regular sport classes or exercising on their own) (cf. Rogalski 2000:
142-143). However, it has to be said that listening to music is the most prev-
alent among all the musical practices: almost all respondents listen to music
every day (on average, they spend about 4 hours a day doing so, although
there were some who even claimed 7 or more hours devoted to music listen-
ing). Apart from listening to music, another quite common practice is sing-
ing to oneself, i.e. humming or sometimes even singing out loud, all this for
one�s own individual pleasure. Most of the respondents admitted that they
enjoy singing when no one is around. Moreover, while the vast majority of
adolescents have had contact with instruments in their life, currently only
one in three respondents regularly play an instrument (what is more, this
group comprised mainly boys). Other music-related activities, for example
composing music, reading books (mostly artists� biographies), music jour-
nals and professional literature (about music equipment, sound engineering
etc.) or attending concerts or festivals, are (in comparison to listening, sing-
ing and playing) much less common (although the frequency of attending
mass-participation music events depends primarily on the cyclical nature of
some of the larger such events and the regularity of concerts given by the
respondents� favourite artists).

Compared to other musical activities, listening would seem to be the key
and most common form of aestheticisation of everyday life. Therefore it is
essential to investigate what determines the role and importance of listening
to music in the life of a particular individual. The music psychologists Adri-
an C. North, David J. Hargreaves and Jon J. Hargreaves argue that two fac-
tors have to be taken into account: how music is used by social actors, and the
degree to which individuals engage with it. The degree of involvement in
specific music listening depends in turn on the broader context of the ob-
served actions, for example when is the music activity taking place? Who is
taking part in it? Etc. (North, Hargreaves & Hargreaves 2004: 44-48).

Taking into account the above theoretical inspirations from sociology,
cultural studies and psychology, it was decided to contextualise the music
practices observed, i.e. to analyse them in the following contexts:

� situation / activity: when? With whom (alone or with others)? Is music
a main activity or is it performed simultaneously with some other activity?
Etc.;
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� the mode of music usage: what kind of music activity? How? Why?
Etc.;

� the music genre: intentional or random selection of specific music? Is
it possible to identify specific music genres/artists that social actors combine
with selected non-musical activities (e.g. meetings with friends, house clean-
ing, studying)? Etc.

We argue that the attempt to look at the practice of listening to music
analysed in the broader socio-cultural context allows one to capture its di-
versity and go beyond a purely descriptive analysis.

Frequent music listening, an activity so willingly practised by the respon-
dents, makes music almost omnipresent in their lives. How do they justify
their needs for such intensive everyday contact with music? For some of
them, music is simply one of the most important elements of their lives:
�For me, music is like air, it is something... I couldn�t live without music!�
said Magda.3 For others, music listening helps to regulate their mood: to
isolate from problems, to create a good mood, to increase their level of en-
ergy, etc. But in many cases the respondents stressed that the greatest strength
of music listening is that it helps one perform other, non-musical activities,
effectively. What kinds of practice is music attached to most often? Those
mentioned the most often were (starting with the most popular activities):
listening to music while travelling (by car, bus, etc.) or when going on foot
from one place to another; while studying and doing homework; while fall-
ing asleep; during computer activities; when having a rest; during house-
keeping chores; while reading; and when wanting to wake up. In the follow-
ing sections only the first four will be analysed in-depth.

Most respondents attend schools in a different district than the one in
which they reside. Therefore during the working week they spend a lot of
time travelling, and music is an essential part of the journey. In the morning
music listening allows them to stay awake and provides positive energy. It
also helps kill the monotony of daily travel by public transport: �In the case
of a journey, short or long, music is an indispensable component. Yes, trav-
elling is tiresome and music certainly makes it more enjoyable,� admitted
Kostek. Listening to music not only helps isolate one from the people in a
crowded bus, but can also fill the deafening silence of a lonely journey. For
Anita, music works this way: �For instance when I�m travelling alone by car

3 The names referred in this article are not the real names of the respondents, but they are only
aliases assigned in order to guarantee them anonymity and to make the presentation of the research more
transparent. In addition the respondents� aliases are used as interviews codes, each referring to a specific
audio recording, transcription and notes.
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I feel so lonely. That silence. Yes, at that point I have to listen to some music
that I really like�.

Most of the respondents listen to music while they are studying (i.e. doing
homework, preparing for exams, etc.). However, their attitudes towards
combining these two practices were very mixed. There proved to be three
main attitudes in this respect:

� Always listen to music while studying;
� It depends (on the subject of study and on one�s mood at the moment

in question);
� Never listen to music while doing homework (two main reasons: [1]

having no need to do so, [2] music distracts, regardless of the subject one
happens to be studying).4

Some of the respondents always listen to music when they study: music
facilities studying, generates a pleasant atmosphere and kills the silence.
Wiktoryna cannot image studying without having music turned on: �When
I�m doing my homework I always listen to music (�) No, it isn�t distractive.
I would rather say that it makes things easier. When I listen to music while
doing other things, I can evoke a certain kind of mood, a kind of rhythm for
doing other things�. What type of music do adolescents listen to while study-
ing? An interesting finding is that some of them claim that in order to do
homework effectively they listen to music different to the music they de-
scribe as that they like the most. For example Seweryn, who is a dedicated
rap fan (not only does he present himself as a passionate rap listener, but he
also composes his own pieces and performs in public), openly admitted that
when he is studying he has to resort to a different music genre: �when I am
doing my homework, I listen to different music, not rap, but something to
chill out to: Ray Charles, Glenn Miller, something like that. Something qui-
et to calm down and relax to�.

Nevertheless, for some of the respondents listening to music while study-
ing is not that obvious. Firstly, it depends on the subject of the study: for
instance while doing mathematic exercises or writing an essay, music seems
to be much more distractive than when they are studying other subjects.
Secondly, whether or not the music has vocals, and the language in which it
is performed, also proved important. Music with lyrics is more distractive,
and that sung in Polish distracts more than other music (because the respon-
dents subconsciously focus on the song lyrics). For example, Kacper some-
times finds it challenging to study while listening to music: �when I am writ-
ing an essay and listening to music at the same time... at the beginning writing

4 In what follows we only discuss the first two cases.
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takes much more time, because my mind has to get used to doing those
things simultaneously. But then, after some time I no longer focus so much
on the music and I can write with ease�. Other respondents choose their
repertoire carefully in order to reduce the chance of being distracted by
the music: Tytus listens to classic rock, while Witoryna prefers classical
music.

Falling asleep is the third activity with which music is frequently com-
bined. Music seems to be a common remedy for insomnia: �I listen to music
when I go to bed and can�t fall asleep� (Alina). Adolescents appreciate that
music helps them regulate their mood whenever they need it. For example,
Konrad states that �Even when I�m falling asleep, I listen to Beethoven�s
music or other classical works, because it helps me calm down and mellow
out and I feel much better�.

The Internet and new technologies are nowadays an integral part of
youths� everyday life (cf. Filiciak et al 2010). So it is not surprising that the
respondents spend so much of their free time on computer activities (e.g.
playing games, surfing the web, using social networking, communicating
with friends, etc.). In this case, music usually serves as a background for
those activities. �When I�m using the computer, I listen to music. In fact
whatever I�m doing on the computer, music is always there, quiet or loud,
but it is always there� said Czes³aw. Darek goes even further � he prefers
independently selected music to computer game soundtracks: �(�) when I
play, I don�t have to hear all the sound effects and the game soundtrack,
but like listening to my own music: from speakers or headphones�. Music
does not pull the individuals away from doing their planned activities; in-
stead it fills the silence, and helps create a comfortable atmosphere for
work and leisure.

What distinguishes adolescents� listening practice is that the vast major-
ity of these actions are performed individually (cf. Larson, Kubey 1983; North,
Hargreaves & Hargreaves 2004). What is more, it seems that such a form of
participation suits them best. Why? The main argument is that this form
guarantees the fullest perception: you can listen to the music to the full (hear
every word, every sound), calm down and relax. Tomek argues that �first of
all, no one bothers me and I can concentrate, I mean ... focus ... in such a
case listening has greater sense, because when you are listening with others
it�s more just talking than listening, and music is just an empty background
for the conversation�. Moreover, several respondents pointed out that lis-
tening in solitude brings out more of the emotion hidden in the music. �Per-
haps music touches my heart more when I�m listening on my own,� observes
Larysa.
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Modes of music listening: between hearing
and reflexive listening

In Polish literature focusing on participation in culture studies (especial-
ly in studies based on quantitative data), music practices are often described
by using categories such as �passive� and �active�5 forms of participation6 (e.g.
K³osiñski 1984: 157-158; Rogalski 2000: 135-138; Szubertowska 2005a:
12-14).7 Listening to music is usually classified as a �passive� music activity,
while singing and playing instruments are treated as �active� forms. This di-
vision is often accompanied by a belief in the superiority of �active� forms of
participation in music culture, both at an artistic level (creative activity aimed
at developing a deeper aesthetic sensitivity, etc.) and socially (educational
gains, supporting social integration, etc.).

In the light of the empirical material collected here, such dualistic classi-
fication is impossible to maintain. Firstly, the division in music practices pre-
sented above bears the hallmarks of value-judgments. Every action treated
as �passive� already intuitively seems to be something automatic and per-
formed without any deeper thought or reflection, and hence is perceived as
something inferior and of less value. Secondly, the initial attempts to apply
the �active�-�passive� classification to interpret the research material turned
out to lead to a reduction in the complexity of the phenomena observed, to
their simplest and most superficial manifestations. The division in question
seems to be, cognitively, the least useful tool when we try to describe and
characterise music listening practices.

In order to capture the multidimensionality of listening practices and to
overcome the conceptual limitations described above, it was decided to ap-

5 In literature written in Polish two terms: � �aktywne� and �czynne� � are used interchangeably. In
English both translate as �active�.

6 Sometimes it is possible to find another division. For instance, El¿bieta Szubertowska divides music
practices into an expressive (singing and playing an instrument: alone and with others), aperceptional
(listening to music: alone, at concerts, etc.) and intellectual (reading professional literature, collection
CD, etc.). E.Szubertowska (2005b), Education and the music culture of Polish adolescents, Psychology of
Music 3: 324-325.

7 What is interesting is that in more recent literature one can find more or less conscious inconsisten-
cy in the application of this division. That process usually manifests itself in using only the category of
�active� participation in musical culture. As a result, certain musical practices are openly treated and clas-
sified as �active� while others remain outside of the classification: any conceptual label is assigned to them.
For example, in Eugeniusz Rogalski�s article, activities such as playing instruments are treated as an �in-
dicator of active participation in culture�. But when he discusses listening to music (as he highlights the
most common practice among young people) he does not refer to the �indicators of active participation
in culture� that he employs, or to any other classification. See: E.Rogalski (2000), Miejsce muzyki w ¿yciu
m³odzie¿y na tle innych zainteresowañ kulturalnych, in: A.Bia³kowski (ed.), Powszechna edukacja muzy-
czna a wyzwania wspó³czesno�ci, Lublin, pp. 135-139.
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peal to the category of cultural reflexivity. The gathered empirical material
structured from this point of view allows one to distinguish two opposing
modes of music listening:

1. Hearing music: in this model music serves only as a background (or
soundtrack) for other, non-musical activities. No (or little) attention is paid
to the music itself (to how it sounds or the lyrics). The individual is focused
on doing other activities.

2. Listening to music: reflexive listening to music (listening in the full
meaning of the word). The music is the object of what is being done (listen-
ing is the main activity). A lot of attention is paid to the music itself: to how
it sounds (its melody, rhythm, instruments and tone, etc.), or its lyrics.8

However, it needs to be stressed that in most cases the respondents use
both modes in everyday life and often mix them, creating a kind of in-be-
tween mode. But it has to be said that the �hearing mode� occurs more often
than the �listening� one. Moreover, a few respondents admitted to not listen-
ing to music reflexively at all.

Modes of music listening are worth developing using the examples of
specific respondents. In Kostek�s musical practice, there are three dominant
modes of music listening. When listening to ballads, he focuses on the songs�
lyrics. He makes himself comfortable, and concentrates fully on the music.
Although he claims to attempt every day to devote at least one hour to such
reflexive listening, there are situations when he uses a mixed-mode of listen-
ing to music. This happens when Kostek is cleaning his apartment, when he
loves listening to classic rock (e.g. Led Zeppelin). He likes it when the music
is loud, so that he can feel the rhythm and adapt his movements to the mu-
sic. By doing this he is focused on the music as well as the cleaning. The
third mode of listening, i.e. the hearing mode, appears when Kostek is trav-
eling to school by bus. He hates spending time in a crowded bus, so uses
music to make the journey more enjoyable. However, he does not focus on
it, and thinks about other things (school tests, friends, etc.). He does not
even pay much attention to what he is listening to at a particular moment; it
doesn�t matter. The only thing that matters to him is separating himself from
the other people (especially from their annoying conversations), and music
helps him achieve this.

Another respondent, Darek, connects different modes of listening with
different music genres. He claims to listen to Polish rap primarily because he

8 For comparison, Tomasz Szlendak (based on analysis of empirical data on the participation in the
culture of inhabitants of villages and small towns in Poland) lists two types of music listening: situational
(respondents listen to whatever is being played at the moment) and contextual (listening depends on
other factors, such as mood, need etc.). (Szlendak 2011: 82).
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likes the lyrics, so when listening to rap he focuses on the music only (anal-
ysing the rappers� lyrics, etc.). On the other hand, when using a computer or
studying, Darek likes to listen to rock or punk rock. He does not pay atten-
tion to the tone or lyrics of the songs at such times, and is focused on other
things he is doing. Music is just a means for getting into a good mood, and
for filling the silence. Darek admits that the �hearing� mode dominates in his
everyday life. He is very busy during working-week days (Darek is a goal-
keeper in a football team), so he does not have a lot of free time to dedicate
solely to listening to music.

The third example � that of £ucja � is a very specific case. One could
confidently say that music plays only a marginal role in her life. She listens
mostly to music on the radio, and often pays no attention to what is being
played. £ucja also claims to pay little attention to the how the music sounds
or its lyrics. She just needs to hear something in the background when doing
other things (homework, cleaning, etc.), and her musical expectations go no
further than that.

The examples presented above reinforce the need to break the interpre-
tative limitations posed by usage of the category of �passive�-�active� partic-
ipation in musical culture, because as noted by Christopher Small: �This
music is to take part, in any capacity, in a musical performance, whether by
performing, by listening, by rehearsing or practicing, by providing material
for performance (what is called composing), or by dancing� (Small 1998: 9).
Small proposes a broader perspective in analysing musical practices; instead
of concentrating on dividing and classifying observed activities, he suggests
focusing on musicking, i.e. on every kind of engagement in music: �the verb
to music is not concerned with valuation. It is descriptive, not prescriptive.
It covers all participation in a musical performance, whether it takes place
actively or passively, whether we like the way it happens or whether we do
not, whether we consider it interesting or boring, constructive or destruc-
tive, sympathetic or antipathetic. The word will remain useful only for so
long as we keep our own value judgments clear of it� (Small 1998: 8-10).

Music as a cultural vehicle

Music as a social force is much more profound than just facilitating other
activities or regulating the mood. Tia DeNora remarks that: �music can be
used (�) as a resource for making sense of situations, as something of which
people may become aware when they are trying to determine or tune into an
ongoing situation�. DeNora defines music as a �cultural vehicle� because it
allows the individuals to mediate certain experiences, to �store� and restore
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memories accordingly to current needs: �music can be used as a device for the
reflexive process of remembering/constructing who one is, a technology for
spinning the apparently continuous tale of who one is� (DeNora 2009: 4-14).
Therefore, it is possible to look at music as a cultural tool that allows individ-
uals to maintain their biographical narratives as it makes it easier to combine
the past and the present into a coherent whole (DeNora 2009: 62-63).

The process of (re)organising one�s own biography with the usage of
music is visible among the respondents. What differentiates these practices
is the range and nature of these activities. Two dominant trends can be spec-
ified: music usage (intentional or not) in the process of remembrance of
selected episodes from the past, and the use of music in the process of main-
taining the consistency and continuity of one�s entire biography.

The first type of biographical strategy primarily involves going back to
certain songs (rarely to whole albums) or artists, to which the respondents
ascribe specific memories. For instance Aneta uses music to recall holiday
memories: �Summer 2 years ago, I was in Bulgaria... and this song �Sex on
the beach� was everywhere! Now when I listen to that song, I immediately
thing about that holiday�. She admitted that with this song she can return in
her mind to Bulgaria whenever she wants to: to meet people, visit places,
remember events and the emotions attached to them. Ró¿a on the other
hand told such a story: �I can remember 5 years ago, I was traveling by car
with my mom�s sister, and on my MP3 player I was listening to a song by
D¿em, �Do ko³yski�. There was a huge traffic jam... and then I noticed the
dead body of a female accident victim lying on the road... and my aunt start-
ed to tell me that maybe this lady had been going home to her family, that it
could have all gone differently... and I suddenly focused on the song�s lyrics.
Now whenever I listen to this song I always cry and tell myself how fragile
human life is�. Sometimes the process of remembering through music is
unplanned: a song heard at a particular moment (e.g. in a shop, at a party, a
wedding, etc.) invokes memories associated with it. This unintentional re-
call of memories is sometimes confusing because, as Julia says: �Sometimes
it is very annoying, because there are certain events that I would prefer re-
mained forever forgotten... but unfortunately they come to my mind imme-
diately when... when I suddenly hear a particular song�.

The second type of strategy is based on using music in the process of
maintaining continuity in one�s biography. This process does not always pro-
ceed consciously and purposefully: not all respondents seem fully aware of
the impact that music has over them. Even more interestingly, after the in-
terviews some of them admitted that this project had actually helped them
realise the importance of music in their lives. Of all the respondents, Franek�s
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story seemed particularly special. For him, music was basically the only sub-
ject that allowed him to get along with his father (other topics, like school,
family issues, etc., usually provoke arguments). His parents had just divorced
and Franek was staying with this mother, so he only met up with his father
from time to time. His father is a professional soldier, and Franek described
him as a very difficult person: secretive, not very upfront but at the same
time very critical when it came to other people. For Franek music and its
related activities are the core values on which his relations with his father
are built: they often go together to concerts and festivals (even those far
away from Warsaw), recommend music to one another, and play the guitar
together. Although he did not say so explicitly, it was easy to see that when
it comes to music his father is an authority for him. During most of the
interview, Franek was rather sober and distant, but when it came to the musical
relationship with his father, he became very animated. Music allowed him to
talk freely about his relations with his father, and consequently made it pos-
sible to capture the dynamics of this relationship, i.e. to show its course, its
turning points, and the emotions emerging in certain situations. As Franek
said: �When I listen to Metallica�s �Orion� it reminds me of Dad and our
first trip by car. It was a really good trip, and we had a really great time! We
were driving around the city for a few hours, and I remember that it was
terribly hot. All the windows in the car were wide open, with �Orion� blaring
out loud. And we drove along the road that�s the S8 today�.9

Music devices and aesthetic construction of the self

Music, a fluid and intangible manifestation of human creativity, is � apart
from during live performances � almost always mediated through various
media. That is why music devices and recording technologies play such a
crucial role in the changes in musical culture; they provide different tools
for production, participation and consumption. Timothy Taylor argues that
�Technology, however awe inspiring and anxiety producing it may seem to
be upon its introduction to the realm of human social life, quickly becomes
part of social life, naturalized into quotidian normality as it helps people do
things they have always done: communicate, create, labor, remember, expe-
rience pleasure, and of course, make and listen to music� (Taylor 2001: 206).
Therefore it is important to investigate the role and importance of music
devices in shaping the musical practices of young people.

9 The example of Franek and his father clearly illustrates a process that Alfred Schutz referred as
musical creation of (on symbolic level) the �we-perception� and �we-relation� (Schutz 2008: 225-239).
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First of all, it is essential to analyse what kind of music devices are used
by the respondents and what the context of this usage is. Adolescents use
mainly three devices: a computer, a mobile phone and an MP3 player. The
computer (PC or laptop) is situated in the centre of domestic music practice.
The respondents appreciate the comfort given by this single, multifunctional
device that allows them to carry out several different activities at the same
time (listening to music, searching for information, downloading music, study-
ing, etc.). For example Tomek has both a computer and stereo system, but
he definitely prefers using the former: �It is much easier for me to turn on
the computer as I have access to the Web, I can turn down the volume, change
the loudness practically with a single movement of my finger... it is just eas-
ier to do it that way�.

When out of the home, adolescents use mobile phones or MP3 players.
Both such devices are crucial in their everyday practice of music listening,
because they spend a lot of time travelling (e.g. to school and back again,
etc.) and this activity is often accompanied by music. Interestingly, among
the participants in the individual interviews were several respondents who
use both a mobile phone and an MP3 player. For instance, Paulina treats this
as a form of safeguard: �Yes, I use a phone. But I also have an MP3 player.
I always take both of them with me: when one suddenly discharges, I can
use the other. Yes, it�s very important to me! I don�t like the bus noises, so I
desperately need to listen to music while traveling. Yes, I really hate noisy
means of transport�.

Nowadays personal stereos10 and mobile phones play a fundamental role
in the self-regulation process of using music. Michael Bull states that what
distinguishes these devices is that �the new technology of MP3 players gives
users unprecedented power of control over their experience of time and
space� (Bull 2005: 343). Bull lists three types of control: aesthetic, social
and cognitive. The first refers to the ability to control one�s aesthetic envi-
ronment (control over one�s sonic surroundings, etc.). The second � social
control � concerns social interactions: individuals decide whether, in a given
moment, they want to get involved in interactions with others or not. The
third type of control � cognitive � refers to the ability to use a personal
stereo as a self-management and self-regulation tool. According to Bull, the
MP3 players (he is mostly interested in iPods) create a kind of sonic bubble,
i.e. a sonic space, that isolates one from other people, shutting one away in

10 The term �personal� stereos is usually used in reference to such music devices as Walkman, Disc-
man and MP3 players (Bull 2000; van Dijck 2006). In most cases the mobile phone is not included in this
group (probably because it was originally designed as a talking device).
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one�s own world (cf. Simun 2009). Technology enables the reorganisation of
social space: isolating the individual from the world around them, and at the
same time allowing them to enter a private auditory world (Bull, 2007: 3-10).

If we analyse adolescents� musical practices through the categories pro-
posed by Bull, it is not difficult to notice the existence of the three kinds of
control described above. For example, Magda admits that she never parts with
her MP3 player: �To get to my school and back it takes about 2 hours. Be-
cause first I go by train, then take a tram; so I always listen to music wherever
I am�. As she does not like the crowd in public transport, then in such situa-
tions � in order not to get stressed and nervous � she turns on her MP3 player,
isolating her thoughts from the people around her. With the use of personal
stereo and music Magda is creating her own private space within the public
transport. Another respondent, Mariusz, claims to often listen to music before
school tests: it allows him to calm down, to think freely and catch his breath.
Therefore, he cannot imagine a situation of forgetting to take to school an
MP3 player, or of his phone running out of power. The music is essential to
him for gaining control over his restless thoughts.

The devices presented above, and especially personal stereos, are not just
usual objects. They intermediate in the creation of a particular musical expe-
rience, and at the same time they determine those practices. It would be
hard to imagine the activities described above (with their range, nature or
intensity) were such music devices not to exist. On the other hand, the evo-
lution of music devices is influenced strongly by users� expectations. This is
particularly visible in the case of mobile phones (devices that are not associ-
ated by definition with music), as their development is at least partly driven
towards fulfilling customers� musical needs.

Practices with music: between reflexivity and routine

The musical practices of the respondents participating in this research
are dominated by listening to music; as such, this kind of activity has to be
treated as the main form of aestheticisation of everyday life. Cleaning, doing
homework, or travelling to school � to all these daily and routine activities
(often performed without pleasure, e.g. cleaning one�s room), the music adds
a new, aesthetic dimension. These seemingly �normal� and common activi-
ties acquire deeper meaning through music (which is why the aesthetic func-
tion of music cannot be reduced to only the aesthetic experience; in the
adolescents� musical practices, the interpenetration of the aesthetic dimen-
sion with other areas of human activity is clearly visible). Moreover, it needs
to be stressed that the respondents are aware of how music works for them
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in specific situations. Recalling the understanding of �reflexivity� proposed
by Giddens, in concrete situations they make use of music based on their
previous experience.

Music is omnipresent in the everyday life of adolescents. Thanks to music
devices they can stay in contact with music wherever and whenever they
want. One could say that these devices play the role of black boxes, under-
stood as equipment seen by social actors in terms of its inputs and outputs
without any further knowledge regarding how it works (Latour 1987: 2-3).
The respondents use music devices such as MP3 players and mobile phones
in order to remain in their �musical cocoon� whenever they want, yet they
do not pay much attention to how those devices, or the software installed
on them, work. As long as they can listen to music, the entire internal pro-
cess inside the device is of no importance.

Moreover, when thinking about future research it is also essential to add
that even among those respondents who in general place cultural practices
in the margins of their life, one could observe signs of reflexive modes of
participation in music culture. Therefore, we argue that in subsequent re-
search the focus should be shifted from analysing the reflexivity of the indi-
viduals� practices (i.e. whether, in general, they act reflexively or not) to
when and why the social actors act in a reflexive way.
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