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Abstract

This thesis explores the relationship between UK urban music, specifically genres
such as drill and grime, and the formation of identity among Black youth-orientated culture
in North London. Using a constructivist epistemology and grounded theory approach, the
research aims to understand how music acts as both a medium for self-expression and a site
for negotiating individual and group identities. The study draws upon Social Identity Theory
(SIT) and Self-Categorisation Theory (SCT) to investigate the ways music influences social

dynamics, self-perception, and group belonging.

The main method of data collection was a compressed time mode ethnography
which, involved interviews, observations, and informal conversations with young men aged
16—-34 mainly from African or Caribbean backgrounds. This research reveals how UK urban
music provides a platform for resisting negative societal stereotypes, reinforcing street
codes, and navigating socio-economic challenges. Furthermore, the study highlights how
self-stereotyping and media representations impact self-esteem and identity expression
within this cohort. It discusses the dual role of drill music in both reinforcing and challenging

cultural narratives associated with urban Black youth.

The findings indicate that while music is a powerful tool for expressing and asserting
identity, it is also shaped by structural inequalities and media portrayal, which affect the
participants’ ability to see beyond culturally imposed limitations. This research contributes
to broader discussions on race, culture, and youth identity in the UK, and suggests that
music can play a pivotal role in both the positive and negative aspects of identity

development in marginalised communities.
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Chapter 1 — Introduction

This thesis is a qualitative study based on a constructivist epistemology using a
grounded theory approach. In line with good academic practice, | need to outline my
background and experiences, as these may influence my observations and interpretations
(Tong et al, 2007). This thesis will give an account of how my understanding of identity and
in turn, its relationship to music developed. This arose from an increasing familiarity with the
literature and by taking a grounded theory approach to the data from the interviews and
observations. As the ‘researcher is an instrument in a qualitative inquiry, (Patton, 1999), this
section will provide the background context of myself as a researcher by describing my

involvement in the community of Tottenham.

Section 1.1 - The Influence of Drill Music and the Moral Panic:

Why This Study Matters

‘One in three gangland murders in London linked to drill music’
(Independent, 2021)

Shocking headlines such as this have given rise to a public fear of drill music. Based
on a 2021 Public Exchange Report, ‘How knife crime in the capital - how gangs are drawing
another generation into a life of crime’ (Falkner, 2021), the media has capitalised on this

sensational statistic (Odling writing in the Daily Mail, 2021) to create a moral panic. It is easy

1



to see a connection between rising crime statistics and rising drill followers yet as Lambros
Fatsis, a criminologist at the University of Brighton points out in an interview with The

Independent that the report has,

‘shaky evidence, uses contested terminology carelessly and risks wild assumptions

that are based on falsehoods and misinterpretations.”

(Fatsis as quoted in Kinglsey, 2021)

Despite Fatsis' reservations about the report the media has continued to encourage
the public disdain for drill music. This particular public disdain towards drill music appears to
be a smaller strand of a much wider political debate around race in the UK. There has been
extensive research into music, groups and subcultures, which shows music can help shape
the context-contingent nature of identity by providing expected behaviours and responses
(Spracklen, K., 2018; Hawkins, 2015; Barton, 2018). The evidence suggests that music can
influence our social identity. For example, there has been a clear influence of American
culture on British music (llan, 2012) which has the potential for other influences such as
fashion, politics and religion to be more easily transmitted. This was evidenced in the Black
Lives Matter movement that took place during the writing of this thesis in which the death
of a Black American man caused public outrage across the UK particularly in black
communities (Ashley & Stone, 2023). It seems as | conclude the writing of this thesis that the
topic of race is once again at the forefront of social discussions with nationwide riots
happening in the wake of the Southport stabbings. While there are significant social reasons
for this research my own motivations are much more personal. In this section, | aim to

provide the context for these motivations.



Firstly, | outline how | came to be interested in the topic of identity within Black
youth-orientated culture. | recall an interaction with a drill artist | was managing, which
sparked the initial inquiry and explored how this informed my epistemology. | then provide
an overview of the research location, Tottenham. Finally, | provide definitions of music artists

and music genres as used in this thesis to provide understanding for the readers.

1.1.1 - Researching Black Identity as a White Scholar: Navigating Positionality

and Reflexivity

| am going to start by ripping off the plaster. | was born to a white father from
Northern Ireland and a white mother from Oldham. | grew up in predominantly white areas
of the Wirral and Norfolk. On the face of it, my background can only raise the question, ‘Why
on earth are you studying black identity?’. This question is often asked in two manners. One
is genuinely intrigued as to how someone with my upbringing would end up studying this
topic, and secondly, in a way that questions my integrity and ability to understand such a
subject. Naturally, | would prefer it to be the first approach; however, | completely
understand the position of the second approach. It is a question | have wrestled with myself,
do I have the right to discuss someone else’s experience? Do | have a white saviour
complex? Am | simply perpetuating stereotypes and reinforcing societal division? In this
section, | aim to provide some context around my decision to undertake this thesis to help

inform your own answers to these questions.

At sixth form in Norfolk, | met my close friend Vertex. The school was a public
boarding school, one of the two in the country. While | was a day pupil, Vertex was a boarder
who went back to London in the holidays. We bonded over a love for UK urban music, and it

wasn’t long until | went to visit him in Tottenham. | can vividly remember my first visit to his



housing estate. | got off the train and rang Vertex who told me to walk past the chip shop,
past the petrol station and through the middle of the flats. | made my way towards him
expecting to see his smiley face waiting for me. Instead, | was greeted by a group of around
30-40 young guys walking towards me. Fortunately, before | could even react Vertex pushed
his way out to the front and saluted me in front of everyone. Even though he had validated
me | could feel the stares of 30 faces on me. Over the next few years, | visited the estate

several times and even shot my first music video there for a sixth-form project.

| moved to Northumberland Park, Tottenham, when | was 18 to pursue a career in
music videos. Vertex and | had attempted university to study film and video but were
disengaged and left after six months. Without much going for us, our lucky break came when
Vertex attended a recording studio called Alwayz Recording. While he was recording a track
he heard the owner state that he needed someone to make a website and a video for the

studio. Vertex volunteered our services and started the beginning of our music video career.

The community, for me, was a diverse collection of parent cultures that had
amalgamated into a new identity for the young people of North London. This new identity
enabled the young people to cope with the challenges of the socio-economic environment
in which they found themselves (Visser, 2020). The new identity allows the young people to
navigate an understanding of both British and their parents’ cultures simultaneously. It
allows young people to connect and share a commonality with peers from different parental
cultural backgrounds. Music seemed to play a vital role in forming this new identity within
this community. My involvement in music allowed me to see its ability to unite a community
through shared lived experiences. | witnessed first-hand how music dictated fashion trends,

such as Dappy’s famous Sherpa hat or Stormzy’s red Adidas tracksuit, and words such as safe



being accepted in wider society’s common language. Music seemed to solidify and
document this rising new identity within inner city London. It was around this time | became
interested in the psychology of culture. | noticed myself almost addicted to telling people |
worked in the music industry due to the positive responses | would receive. | was intrigued
by this concept and decided to undertake a degree in business psychology. For my
dissertation, | explored this concept and questioned whether non-creative professionals felt

there was a positive social response to working in the music industry.

While in Tottenham, | worked with a successful drill artist whom a major record label
had just signed. There was one day in particular that stood out for me. We had rented him a
recording studio that charged £2000 per hour. The artist, however, turned up two and a half
hours late for this session, wasting a significant amount of money. As a manager, | discussed
this with him to try to make him understand his shortcomings. During our conversation, |
stated that he had been given the ‘golden ticket’, a way to make a lot of Jegitimate’ money,
an important distinction in Tottenham. He responded, ‘/ would rather be a hood millionaire
than live in a house in the hills’, indicating that he would prefer to stay in Tottenham and
have relative wealth rather than so much money that he moved away. This confused me for
a moment as my understanding of urban culture was that the house in the hills symbolised
having made it out of the hood, supposedly the ultimate dream for any young black rapper. |
had recently read a paper exploring domestic abuse victims and why they stay in
relationships (Cravens et al, 2015). The paper spoke about how low self-esteem and self-
perception are contributing factors to decisions about staying and leaving the abusive
relationship. In many settings, it is suggested that abuse can confirm an individual's low self-
perception about themselves. Therefore, the abuse is seen as valid as they perceive

themselves as a person who deserves it. This proposed a link between identity and self-



perception of worth. In this situation, the drill artist wanted success, however, he seemed to
be limiting his potential scope in line with his own self-perceptions. At the time this felt like
an injustice that a young man would limit himself based on negative stereotypes thrust on
him by the mainstream culture. Watching the media | did not feel there was sufficient
representation of young black men to counter the negative media stereotypes. | believed my
ability to tell people’s stories would be more beneficial in the world of academia than that of

entertainment so | decided to undertake a PhD.

Anecdotally, | pondered on the topic of identity. | wanted to understand why the drill
artist seemed to have developed these self-limiting perceptions. Another example of this
perception was his reluctance to eat in ‘fancy’ restaurants. After signing his deal, he
requested to go to a chicken shop, something he felt more comfortable doing. While
understandable, it seemed in contrast to the extravagant ethos within urban music (Whitley,
2011). This raised two questions: 1. Can self-perception limit ambition? 2. What is my own

understanding of how identity is formed and reinforced?

1.1.2 - The Role of Self-Perception in Limiting Ambition: Reflections on Identity

and Opportunity

Elster (2020) explored youth voices in Tottenham post-riots. In this paper, he uses the
reflexivity of the young people to explore their situation. This reflexivity highlighted a clear
us vs. them scenario. The young people felt disconnected from mainstream society and saw
the media as reinforcing these stereotypes. The participants noted that the media and wider

society:

e tend to misrepresent them;



e have no real sense of ‘what [they’re] going through’ (to quote one of the
participants); and,
e portray them as a homogeneous entity.
(Elster, 2020)
During my own experience within the community, | recognised these concepts. These
are not individual views but a position held by the majority of the community | interacted
with. In a report commissioned by the UK government, Moore et al (2011) confirmed that
‘the media distorted perceptions of young black people’s involvement in crime’, by
exaggerating the likelihood of them being involved in crime. The misrepresentation of
minorities is a recognised problem with the media (Cannizzaro & Gholami, 2018; Crichlow,
2009; 2014). This is analogous to research carried out by Gordon (2018), who, when looking
at the way Northern Ireland reported on young people, found that two-thirds of articles
mentioning young people did so in a negative light, referring to them as the ‘perpetrators’.
This discernment can create a self-perpetuating cycle in which the young people state, if /
am going to get blamed on this, then | might as well do it’. Gordon attributes this to labelling
theory, the idea that an individual may behave in a particular way based on the labels given
to them by others. This appeared relevant to the drill artist, who seemed to be conditioned
by the portrayal of a stereotype of young black men in the media. At the time, this seemed
conflicting; why would an individual adopt a negative stereotype rather than reject it in
favour of their own positive image? This question sparked a desire to understand how an

identity was formed and maintained.



1.1.3 - Exploring Identity Formation: Integrating Personal Experience with

Sociocultural Theory

My time working as a music video director gave me an appreciation of identity. |
would be given a brief from a record label that outlined the budget, the target audience and
the ‘vibe’ the artist wishes to portray. For example, | would be told that | would have a
£30,000 budget, the target audience is teenagers, and the vibe is a fun, happy summer song.
It was then my job to produce a ‘treatment’. This was a proposal for the video that would
outline my vision. It was vital for me to use the right imagery in order to relate to the artist’s
fans. To do this, | needed to think about stereotypes within identity. The video had to appeal
to as many people as possible from the target audience; therefore, | needed to identify the
characteristics that helped view them as a homogenous group. This positioned me with a
sociological perspective looking at how groups operate. So, applying that perspective to the
current conundrum, it seemed natural to view this as a conflict between two groups: young
black men and mainstream society. One of the most notable psychological theories on
conflict is Social Identity Theory (SIT) (Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). SIT seemingly
provides a framework for understanding how groups are formed and then how the
interactions between these groups affect the individual (Huddy, 2004; Reicher, 2004; Rubin
& Hewstone, 2004; Brown (b), 2020). Social Identity Theory recognises that individuals will
adopt group identities necessary to maintaining positive self-esteem (lacoviello et al, 2017;
Martiny & Rubin, 2016). It then highlights the cognitive approaches involved in achieving
positive self-esteem which are understood within SIT as identity management strategies, a
concept | will explore in more detail further in the thesis (Ellemers, 1993). These processes

were seen most visibly during the Black Lives Matter demonstrations. However, due to my



background in the music industry, | wanted to combine the concepts of Social Identity
Theory and music. This thesis aims to explore how music may influence the processes

involved within Social Identity Theory.

Stamps and Mastro (2020) tentatively showed that sensationalised news could create
emotional group-based responses, particularly regarding race. During this thesis there was a
significant social protest based on race, the Black Lives Matter Movement (Joseph-Salisbury
et al, 2020). My social media feeds would be inundated with articles, images and discussions
about race. | changed my profile picture to an all-black image to display my social position
on the issue and set about engaging in said discussions. It was a fascinating time as a social
psychologist to see topics in your PhD being displayed on a global scale. Debates on black
identity, policing, the UK/US relationship, and the influence of music and culture were being
talked about from pubs to parliament. There was a clear division between pro and anti-BLM

protestors with many of the processes of SIT being displayed through the conflict.

It seemed natural to see the identity of youth-orientated black culture as being
formed through the attrition with the mainstream culture. However, throughout this thesis,
it seemed that the intragroup dynamics rather than the intergroup ones were more
impactful. The participants seemed more defined by their interactions with other group
members rather than the mainstream society. In order to examine the full scope of social
identity the Social Identity Approach (Abrams & Hogg, 1990) which incorporates Social
Identity Theory and Self Categorisation Theory, seemed to provide a more complete

explanation as justified further in the literature review.

It would be ignorant for me not to recognise the fact the topic of youth-orientated

black culture is a highly politicised debate and my role as a white researcher may be



guestioned. | want to take this moment to clarify that it is my intention to relay narratives
rather than having more insight into the experience of youth-orientated black culture that

makes me well-positioned to carry out this thesis.

1.2 - Understanding Tottenham: Contextualising the Local

Environment for Identity Formation

This section describes the landscape in which this study took place. It is important to
not only obtain the data but understand the context in which it was produced. This section
aims to provide geographical and demographic context to facilitate the understanding of the
results. The study described in the thesis took place in Tottenham, which is in the North
London borough of Haringey. The participants all self-identify as black and are aged over
sixteen. London is a conglomerate of varied populations and provides one of the most
affluent and diverse backdrops for the community this study focuses on. This will be
compared to the demographics of Haringey to give insight into the socio-economic situation
of the area. | will explore previous studies looking at the lived experience of young people in
Tottenham (Elster, 2020; Visser, 2020). As these papers highlight the generational influences
that have affected the lives of young people, | will also provide the historical context of how

these communities were formed.

For this section, | could provide a statistical analysis of London and Haringey, the
borough that Tottenham is in, to demonstrate the context in which this ethnography took
place. However, most people know of the global position of London both financially and

socially and this does not provide much insight into the lived experiences of the participants.
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The world ranking of London does provide context for the juxtaposition between wealth and
poverty which is most apparent in the capital city (DWP, 2023). There is close to double the
average difference between the weekly housing income of the top and bottom ten per cent
between London and the rest of the UK. There is a lot of discussion as to the difference in
resources and the practical outcomes yet less discussion about how this inequality impacts

the community and the individual in a social psychological manner.

One of the issues with the statistics is that they are based on government-defined
boundaries. This means that statistics for Haringey include high-income areas such as
Muswell Hill and Crouch End, which may distort the data for areas such as Northumberland
Park and Bruce Grove and may not represent the lived experience of my participants.
Despite this distortion, Haringey is still one of the worst-performing boroughs in comparison
to its statistical neighbours such as Enfield, Hackney and Lewisham. While the statistics are
based on the government definitions the lived experience is very different for the residents.
My key informants suggested that many people would not consider themselves residents of
Haringey but are more likely to refer to themselves as residents of Tottenham. The residents
may define the area by housing estates. An example of this is Broadwater Farm, one of the
most notorious housing estates in the UK, the young men from this area define themselves
as ‘OFB’ — Original Farm Boys. Currently, in Tottenham, there is a gang war between OFB and
Northumberland Park, NPK (Humphries & Simpson, 2018; Ryan, 2021). While Broadwater
Farm is a housing estate, Northumberland Park is a ward. Both of these groups define
themselves by the area which they represent. The formation of these groups not only helps
create an identity for the participants but also for the geographical area in which they reside.
This reciprocal relationship leads to further development of the identity of both the group

and the area.
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1.2.1 - Tottenham’s Cultural and Historical Landscape: A Hotspot of Urban

Identity

Tottenham seemingly does not have the international recognition of its more
fashionable statistical neighbours such as Brixton and Hackney, which are now benefitting
from previous redevelopment projects. However, this may be changing after Tottenham
Hotspur Football Club recently unveiled the new development of their impressive stadium
which has led to regeneration in the surrounding areas as well as providing community
projects. This regeneration has seen significant improvements to the 3 main commercial
areas within Tottenham: Tottenham High Road, which is the main road which runs right
through the centre of the town; West Green Road, an incredibly diverse area with many
independent stores and Tottenham Hale, which is a retail park. The community projects that
Tottenham Hotspur provide seek to increase engagement with the local youth presenting
them with opportunities within sport (THFC, 2020). The club have created over 3,500 new
jobs in the area, they have also provided funding and connections for Percy House, a training
and job opportunities centre for the local people. While this is commendable it remains to
be seen whether it has a substantial impact on the social needs of the area. It is unclear how
many of those 3,500 new jobs are zero-hour contracts or long-term careers that will change

the fortunes of the employees.

Regrettably, Tottenham is not only known for its football club, in 1985 it received
front-page attention after a riot which culminated in the decapitation of a police officer in
Broadwater Farm (Jefferson, 2012). In 2011 there was a second riot after the shooting of
Broadwater Farm resident Mark Duggan by the police. After relations broke down between

police and the community the violence that ensued spread across the country increasing
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Tottenham’s notoriety. The riots are defining moments in the experience of the black
community in Tottenham. Rival gangs and areas came together to show their support against
the actions of the police. Reicher and Stott (2011) highlighted the sense of unity even

between previously warring groups in a series of interviews with one participant claiming,

‘So | respect that. Tottenham stood up, dropped whatever problems they had with

other people in their neighbourhoods and that and became as one.’

The phrase ‘my enemy’s enemy is my friend’ seems most apt to capture the meaning
of this statement. However, this community feeling was limited to the period of the riots. As
soon as the riots died out the internal politics of the area started to rise again (Dillon &
Fanning, 2015). The government saw post-riots as the time they could gentrify Tottenham.

However, ‘Plan for Tottenham’ even if successfully carried out,

‘it is unlikely that a transformative improvement in community cohesion that
benefitted existing residents of Tottenham’s deprived localities would occur.’
(Dillon & Fanning, 2015)

Although elements of the plan have been successful | have been unable to find any
formal evaluation to contradict Dillon and Fanning’s predictions. Tottenham has its negative
elements that the media likes to focus on but there is also a rich vibrant community which is
at the forefront of urban music and style. The adversity that this community faces is
revealed through its cultural output. By examining the role of music in this cohort | aim to
provide insight into how the cohort embodies social identities both internally and externally

generated.
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1.3 - Defining Key Terms: Music Artists and Genres in the

Context of Urban Identity

The definitions of the terms music artists and music genre are fundamental to the
purpose and approach of this thesis. Each of these terms has a commonly accepted
definition but they carry a particular meaning within this cohort. To avoid confusion it is
important at the outset that | define the way the terms will be used within this thesis as
these concepts provide the foundations for understanding the topic. However, there is also a

glossary section which defines all of the colloquial terms used by the participants.

1.3.1 - Defining a music artist

The world of music has several definitions for the same role (Williamson & Cloonan,
2007). For example, Stormzy may be defined as a rapper, an emcee, a musician, an artist or a
singer. Each of these terms has subtle differences, yet they are used interchangeably. | have
adopted the term ‘music artist’ for this study to define the participants. In common
language, ‘music artist’ is often used to describe the likes of Michael Jackson, Beyonce or Ed
Sheeran, the upper echelons of the music industry. However, many of the participants saw
themselves as music artists, with very few identifying as rappers as this description seemed
to carry more kudos within the cohort. Possible reasons for this are explored later in the

thesis. For this study, the definition is based on three tenets:

1. They must create and perform music — Understandably, a music artist needs
to make music, yet the crucial word in this definition is ‘perform’. Performance in
this context is not simply a live appearance but the use of any medium to present

the material to an audience. One participant would use TikTok to disseminate his
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new songs but was yet to meet any of his supporters face-to-face; this study will
still define this as performance. This definition may cause conflict when attaining
to a producer as they create music, but whether they perform it is questionable.
While the participants must make music, tenet 2 is arguably more relevant to this
study and understanding identity.

2. It must be self-defined — No objective marker of what constitutes a music artist
exists. Kanye West and the acoustic guitarist at a local pub may both consider
themselves music artists. While the scope of their influence may differ significantly,
both are creating and performing music. So, as my study discusses music artists, it
is imperative to remember that these are not necessarily successful performers
with large fanbases but individuals who perceive themselves as performers. This
perception is affected by tenet 3, an aspiration to be successful in music.

3. Aspirations to be successful in music - The significance of this tenet is
highlighted by one of the participants who did not identify as a music artist. They
instead stated that they saw music purely as a release of their emotions and did
not pursue it as a career. While the data from this participant is included in the
analysis, they do not meet the study definition of a music artist. This anomaly

helped in defining the boundaries of ‘music artist’ for the purposes of the study.

In this definition, music artists are essentially focused on the impact and influence

they will have on their potential fan base. The conscious construction of this identity as a

music artist shifts the emphasis from being an individual to being a commodity. This concept

will be explored in depth in the analysis. Having defined the term music artist used in this

thesis, it is also necessary to clarify the definition and use of ‘music genres.
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1.3.2 - Defining music genres

It became evident during the study that the participants had a fluid understanding of
genre boundaries, often creating neologisms to establish their ownership of the resulting
sound. People in the ingroup have little difficulty understanding the nuances of this, but it
can confuse the outgroup members. Many participants had defined their own variations of
drill, such as RnDrill, a mixture of drill and singing; Goth drill, which combines goth and drill
music; and smooth drill. Smooth drill is an example of the ambiguity of music genres. For
example, one of the participants had recorded a track that, in my opinion, would be defined
as grime music. The song was performed at 140 BPM with the lyrics written in double time,
meaning there are two bars in every line, characteristic of grime music. However, the
participant defined it as smooth drill. When questioned why, he said that drill was ‘what was
popping at the moment’ and grime was seen as ‘corny’. The use of smooth drill shows an
awareness of the social perception associated with particular definitions. Many participants
did not define themselves by a genre; if they did, it would be an amalgamation of genres to
give them an individual identity. This study will use terms such as drill and grime to explicate
for the readers, yet this simplification does not represent the constant flux that these

definitions are in.

1.4 - Conclusion

This thesis explores the complex interplay between UK urban music and identity
formation within Black youth-oriented culture in North London. By adopting a grounded

theory approach, this research prioritises the narratives and lived experiences of the
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participants, aiming to generate a deeper understanding of how music functions as a
medium for expressing and constructing identity. The study also engages with the wider
social and political context, acknowledging the impact of media representation and systemic

inequality on the participants' self-perceptions.

In the following chapters, | will provide an in-depth analysis of the empirical data
gathered from interviews and observations, positioning these findings within the broader
theoretical framework of Social Identity Theory and music psychology. This will offer insight
into how young people navigate their identities in a socio-economic environment often
defined by marginalisation. Finally, the thesis will reflect on the implications of these
findings for understanding the role of music in shaping youth identities and contributing to

broader societal debates on race, culture, and inequality.
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review

This literature review explores the intricate relationship between UK urban music
and the formation of identity within Black youth-orientated culture in North London. By
drawing on key academic contributions from the fields of ethnomusicology, social identity
theory, and cultural studies, this chapter examines how genres like grime, rap, and drill
shape both personal and collective identities. The review critically engages with literature
that highlights the role of music in reflecting and reinforcing group dynamics, fostering

community belonging, and providing a sense of social cohesion among Black British youth.

Additionally, the chapter investigates how urban music, particularly grime and drill,
serves as a cultural form of resistance against systemic marginalisation. It explores the dual
function of music as both a mirror of social realities and a medium for challenging negative
portrayals, with particular attention to studies linking drill music to ongoing debates about
youth crime and media representation. By reviewing the literature on social identity theory,
the chapter also examines how musical preferences and affiliations shape group behaviours
and identity negotiation, offering insight into how Black youth in urban areas use music to

navigate social hierarchies and foster a collective sense of belonging.

Together, these discussions establish a comprehensive framework for understanding
the role of UK urban music in the identity formation of Black youth. This review sets the
foundation for the subsequent chapters, connecting the cultural significance of music to

broader themes of race, identity, and resistance.
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Section 2.1 - Music as a Tool for Identity Formation

This chapter explores the multifaceted role of music in shaping social and personal
identities within Black youth culture. Through the lenses of ethnomusicology and urban
music in the UK, the discussion will provide insights into how music serves as both a form of
social cohesion and a medium of resistance. By focusing on genres such as rap, grime, and
drill, the chapter will investigate how music acts as a cultural force in this community. This
section discusses the topic of music, which is central to this thesis. The section is split into
two sub-sections. Sub-section 2.1.1 will start by exploring the field of ethnomusicology as it

relates to this study. Sub-section 2.1.2 explores urban music in the UK.

2.1.1 - Ethnomusicology

Firstly, | wish to define what | mean by music. Everyone will have their own
postulations about what music is. Most would agree that music is a formation of sounds
arranged to create a melody, rhythm or harmony (Bispham, 2006; Roy & Dowd, 2010). This
definition explains that even the rhythmic vibrations of a washing machine or the
monotonous beep of a pedestrian traffic light can be interpreted as a musical pattern.
Nevertheless, this definition of music does not encapsulate the meaning of music as used in
this study. Music is a cultural phenomenon that goes beyond a sonic pattern. There are
numerous studies into the physiological effects of music from infancy to adulthood (De Witte
et al, 2020; Landreth & Landreth,1974; Terry et al, 2020) and even psychological studies
examining the cognitive impact of music (Magnini & Parker, 2009; Schellenberg, 2005).
However, these fields of study fail to capture the cultural influence of music. Observing the
physiological responses to music does not provide the context in which those responses are

met. Music is not only an artistic form of expression but also a cultural tool deeply
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intertwined with identity construction (Hennion, 2012). For Black youth, particularly in
urban settings, music serves as a medium through which personal and collective identities

are shaped.

Ethnomusicology, as a discipline, provides the framework to understand how cultural
practices like music contribute to the construction of social identities. This chapter explores
this phenomenon through the lens of Social Identity Theory (SIT), examining how music

genres such as drill and grime influence group dynamics, belonging, and identity formation.

Ethnomusicology aims to explore music in its cultural context (Rice, 2010; 2013). Part
of the broader field of musicology, ethnomusicology uses anthropological practices to
observe music (Nettl, 2010). Throughout history, scholars have written about the cultural
implications of music. Confucious discussed ritual music’s ability to encourage good qualities
with the Chinese aristocracy (Kirkendall, 2017). The Zhou dynasty implemented ‘the ritual
and music system’, which they saw as an inextricable link between music and ritual that
would help create social order and hierarchy (Lo, 2021). Charles Burney (1773; 1775; 1789)
was an 18%"-century English music historian who travelled across Europe and wrote about
the state of music in the Netherlands, Italy, France and Germany. However, he is most
recognised for his four-volume, History of Music (Mahiet, 2013). This long-standing
recognition of the role of music within society grew into the academic discipline known
originally as comparative musicology (Morgenstern, 2018). It was not until 1950 that Jaap

Kunst first used the term ethnomusicology,

‘The study-object of ethnomusicology, or as it was originally called: comparative
musicology, is the traditional music and musical instruments of all cultural strata of

mankind, from the so-called primitive peoples to the civilized nations. Our science,
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therefore, investigates all tribal and folk music and every kind non-European art
music.... European art- and popular (entertainment-) music do not belong to its field.”
(Kunst & Kunst, 1969)

This focus seems to be unnecessarily restrictive. Kunst saw ethnomusicology as
observing the ‘other’, although that seems to ignore the wealth of insight that could be
gained from exploring popular Western music’s cultural implications. In an age of
globalisation, the lines between traditional and modern and Western and non-Western are
becoming ever more blurred. While traditional ethnomusicology focused on folk and tribal
music, this study aims to apply its principles to modern urban music, particularly in the UK
context, where genres like grime and drill have developed their own unique cultural
significance. Considering my own thesis, it could be argued that urban music, with its
influences of reggae, bashment, Afrobeats and hip-hop developed in the UK, is both
Western and non-Western music. An observer may perceive that as a white researcher, | am
exploring the ‘other’. However, from my perspective, urban music is part of my identity, it

has defined my adult life.

In The Anthropology of Music (1964), Alan Merriam provided a comprehensive
framework for ethnomusicological research, which significantly shaped the development of
Modern Ethnomusicology (ME). Building on the work of other key scholars like Nettl (1975),
Rice (1987), and Seeger (1986), Merriam expanded the scope of inquiry within ME to include
all forms of music, moving beyond the narrow focus of traditional approaches. His research
proposed a model that considered the cultural, social, and symbolic functions of music
within various communities. In my research, | focus on several key areas of Merriam’s
framework that align with my study's objectives, particularly those that explore the cultural

and symbolic roles of music, its function within social groups, and its use as a means of
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expression and identity. These aspects provide the foundation for understanding how music
operates within the lives of the participants and the broader cultural dynamics at play. By
focusing on the relationship between music, culture, and social behaviour, this approach
allows for a nuanced exploration of how music shapes and reflects identity, social belonging,

and community practices, which are central to the themes of this thesis.

While this study falls within the broad remit of ethnomusicology, the major
theoretical underpinning is the Social Identity Approach rather than the traditional grounded
theory approach of anthropology. As we explore the role of music in youth-oriented Black
culture, it becomes essential to understand how the musical landscape contributes to the
negotiation of identity. Ethnomusicology offers insights into the cultural significance of
music, but for this study, it is Social Identity Theory that provides the framework for
analysing how music helps form group memberships and social cohesion. By combining
these two perspectives, | argue that we can better understand the multi-dimensional role

music plays in shaping individual and collective identities.

2.1.2 - The Evolution of Music Consumption: From Piracy to Streaming Services

As music continues to serve as a powerful tool for identity formation within Black
youth culture, it is important to consider how changes in technology and music consumption
have shaped the industry. The role of technology in shaping music culture is not a recent
phenomenon. As Morton (2000) points out, the technology of sound recording has long
been linked to the expression of culture. Morton distinguishes between the culture of
recording practices and music as culture itself, noting that the limitations and possibilities of
recording technology have significantly influenced musical expression. The mass production

and broad distribution of recorded music have also served as agents of cultural change,
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impacting how music is consumed and how it spreads across social and geographical

boundaries.

The rise of digitalisation, particularly through piracy and the advent of streaming
platforms, has transformed not only the music industry but also how individuals engage with
and access music (Herbert et al, 2013; Lerch, 2018). This shift has had significant implications
for how urban music, including genres like grime and drill, is distributed, consumed, and
ultimately, how it influences identity. In this context, understanding the transition from
piracy to streaming highlights the evolving relationship between music consumption and

identity, particularly within youth-oriented Black culture.

While music is more prevalent today than ever, it was not to the benefit of the record
labels. From 1999 to 2014, the global recorded music industry revenues have consistently
declined. This correlates to the launch of Napster. Pioneers in peer-to-peer (P2P) file sharing,
Napster allowed music piracy to levels unseen before (Madden, 2009). With Napster, users
were able to share files with each other. So, only one person would need to buy an album
before uploading it and sharing it with the world. By 2001, Napster had been hit by an
injunction that stopped them from trading, yet the music industry had changed forever

(Cabaniss, 2018).

Consumers started to stop buying CDs and start downloading music (Reilly, 2019). In
the same year, Apple launched iTunes, a media platform that allowed users to be able to
manage their digital music library (Hesmondhalgh & Meier, 2018). Then, another two years
later, iTunes added a store feature which allowed users to purchase music. The digital age
also saw a shift from consumers purchasing albums to now being able to select the specific

songs they want from that album. The store was the start of the commercialisation of digital
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music, yet it could not combat piracy. It was not until Spotify and other online streaming
services that the industry revenues improved (Vonderau, 2019) with the majority of revenue
in the music industry being from subscriptions to streaming services (Simon, 2019). This shift
to information technology and digital music has been difficult for the ‘old industry’ but not
for the consumer or new emerging artists. Ali, Karlsson, and Skalén (2021) studied how
digitalisation has affected value within the music industry in Sweden. One of their

participants discussed the impact piracy of digital music had on societal practice,

‘In 2005 and 2006, there was an enormous debate about pirate activities...
Politicians did not put their foot down and say ‘this is wrong, you must not

download’. Rather, the societal norm was that it was okay to download illegally’.

(Ali, Karlsson, & Skdlén, 2021)

Piracy normalised free music. It managed to create a social precedent that it was
acceptable to download music illegally. For the music industry to survive, it must adapt to
what society demands. While it could not offer free music, it provided the streaming model
as a response. In 2018, Spotify was launched. It revolutionised the way users consumed
music. Buying singles or albums was no longer necessary, as users could search for any artist
on the Spotify cloud-based library (Aguiar & Martens, 2016). Subscribers were now able to
create their own playlists and share them with the world. The success of Spotify is based not
only on access to the world's most extensive library of music but also on its algorithms,
which can recommend songs for the user to listen to. While the logic behind their
recommendation service is kept as a trade secret (Bonini and Gandini, 2019) it is known that

they
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‘use data-driven and automated curation, alongside editorial selection to recommend
music, personalise playlists and ultimately decide which artists are made visible to
listeners’.

(Freeman, Gibbs, & Nansen, 2022)
In 2017, for the first time, streaming services brought in more revenue than

traditional formats (IFPI Global, 2018). As Bonini and Gandini (2019) assessed,

‘a new class of powerful gatekeepers is emerging, which give meaning and value to

certain music tracks and artists and mediate tastes, moods, and lifestyles, converting

them into valuable objects of consumption in the form of playlists’.

(Bonini & Gandini, 2019)

Previously, the music industry gatekeepers were the record labels (Graham et al,
2004). Now, streaming services and their algorithms control an artist's success. Conversely,
unlike the traditional format, anyone is able to upload their music to a streaming service.
The digitalisation of music, from the era of piracy to the dominance of streaming platforms,
has redefined the way individuals consume and interact with music (Hesmondhalgh, 2009).
This transformation has increased revenue earned from music (Hesmondhalgh et al, 2021)
and made music more accessible, empowering emerging artists and reshaping the influence
of gatekeepers within the industry (Hracs, 2012). For Black youth culture, genres like grime
and drill have benefited from this accessibility, allowing for greater representation and the
cultivation of identities within these communities. The move to streaming has not only
revolutionised the business model but also reinforced music's role as a vehicle for identity

formation and expression in today’s digital age.
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2.1.3 - An exploration of UK urban music

This section aims to explore urban music in the UK. It will start with my definition of
urban music and the reasons for selecting the term urban, which has become contentious in
recent times. This contention has been brought into the public eye due to the rising
popularity of urban music in the UK. The section will aim to provide evidence of this
popularity and how it has manifested in mainstream society. Urban music genres,
particularly grime and drill, serve as cultural markers for many young people in the UK,
especially in Black communities. These genres provide not only entertainment but a space

where social norms, group dynamics, and personal identities are negotiated and expressed.

2.1.3.1 - Definition of urban music

The term urban music was likely invented in the 1970s by African-American radio DJ
Frankie Crocker to describe the rise in the nuanced genres of black music (Wiggins, 2016).
This term has been adopted internationally for the past few decades, with radio stations in
the UK, such as KISS FM, describing themselves as urban music stations. This word has been
brought into contention with the recent Black Lives Matter protests (Time, last accessed
10/7/23). Twenty of the leading black music industry executives called for the term urban
music to be dropped in favour of black music (Guardian, 2020; Leight & Leight, 2020;
McEvoy, 2020). While respecting their position, this thesis will continue to use the term
urban music as it is a more specific description of the genres discussed in this thesis as

explained below.

There has been a rise in Afro-centric music originating in the UK in recent years. This
has produced a plethora of genres, from garage, grime and drill to gospel, Afrobeats and

reggae. While all urban music is black music, not all black music is urban. The particular
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genres encompassed by urban music, such as grime, garage and drill, all relate to the
younger generations. They are bass-driven and associated with specific subcultures. Genres
such as gospel, reggae and jazz tend to be associated with the parents’ generation, Charles
(2018) regards these genres as the music of the African diaspora. Charles identifies sonic
characteristics, distinct sounds, and patterns as ‘signatures’ that allow the grouping of
genres. Charles further states that this can be considered ‘Black music’. While this study
understands the cultural relevance and accuracy of the term Black music, it will adopt the

term urban music instead. In this, | am following White (2017) who states,

‘I am using the term urban here as a shorthand to denote types of popular black

musical expression such as hip-hop, grime, garage, dubstep and UK funky. However, |

am aware that it is not an unproblematic category and for some, the label is an

imposition, forced on them by the commercial interests and the media’.

(White, 2017)

So while the term black music may provide empowerment and recognition for the
industry, for purposes of this study, the term urban provides a more definitive description of
the genres discussed in this thesis which are related specifically to music of a youth-

orientated culture.

As mentioned before, there are several different genres within urban music. The
complexity of the differences between them may be considered minute to an outsider.
Understanding the difference between rap and hip-hop will not provide a greater
understanding of the themes involved. This study will take a reductionist approach to make

it easier to understand. The three main genres that will be discussed throughout this paper
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are rap/hip-hop, grime and drill. These have been selected due to their importance in

shaping the current music scene for black youth-orientated culture.

Rap/hip-hop is widely considered an international genre. Having started in America
with groups like the Sugar Hill Gang providing light-hearted raps, rap/hip-hop has become a
consistent genre in the US, accounting for 29.9% of all music consumed in 2019 (Gotting,
2022). This influenced UK music, with many American artists being household names in the
UK as well, Jay Z, Eminem and 50 Cent, for example. Much of the academic literature is
based on the Black American experience, which has been shown to differ from that of a
young black UK male (Charles, 2016). For example, the UK also received influence from the
dance culture of Europe. The combination of these two sounds helped create garage music.
This energetic, high-tempo music features an emcee ‘spitting’ over the tracks, a term used to
describe the performance of rapid, rhythmically delivered vocal lyrics. Wiley, considered the
‘Godfather of Grime’, then developed his own sound Eski Beat, which later developed into
what we now know as Grime (White, 2021). Grime was the predominant genre of the youth
in London during the early 2000s, later reaching all of the major cities in the UK and was
fundamental to the shaping of youth culture (Stratton & Zuberi, 2016). In the UK,
advancements in technology also helped develop the world of urban pirate radio which
allowed the genre to spread. These were independent illegal radio stations often catering to
underground urban music (De Lacey, 2020). For the community in question, urban stations
like Rinse, Heat and De Ja Vu were more popular than mainstream stations (De Lacey, 2022).
BBC eventually responded to this by launching 1Xtra, which was aimed at converting pirate
radio listeners (Holmes, 2006). Even with this development, the pirate radio stations meant
people within the community could gain fame without needing the traditional gatekeepers.

This started to shift the power dynamics of the music industry. No longer were artists reliant
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on record labels to market them. The communities were able to define themselves without

having traditional frameworks define them.

2.1.3.2 - Drill

The third genre is drill. Drill is an offshoot of Trap. Trap music has a more basic
rhyming pattern than its predecessors in the Rap hierarchy also its content was focused on
lifestyle. Trap (Whitehouse, 2022) relates to trapping which is the selling of drugs and the
lifestyle that can bring. Drill, while maintaining a more basic rhyming pattern focuses the
content on violence. Drill has become the sound of the streets, an urban environment that
embodies the culture and experiences of the marginalised communities who inhabit it with
drill artists dominating the coverage on UK urban music websites. Alongside the rise in the
popularity of drill music, there has also been a rise in youth crime statistics in the UK,
particularly knife crime (Fatsis, 2019). The media postulates that music is the cause of
increased crime levels. However, there seems to be no empirical data to support a firm
conclusion on the direction of causality. This study aims to provide data to help elucidate

this debate.

King and Swain (2023) explore the characteristics of street codes on an inner-city
housing estate, identifying key elements of 'street masculinity,' including authenticity,
preparedness for violence, and knife-carrying. These traits, which they argue are central to
gaining respect and status, are also prevalent in drill music, where similar values are
reflected in the lyrics and personas of drill artists. Drill, as a genre, becomes a vehicle
through which young men negotiate and perform these street codes, often amplifying the
very characteristics that shape their lived realities on the streets. The study further illustrates

how the digital street, a presence on social media, plays an essential role in maintaining this
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masculinity, a trend mirrored in drill's online proliferation. Drill is a violent, unapologetic
representation of street life. The word drill is used in the streets to represent a gun with a
‘drilling’ by a ‘driller’ meaning the murder of an individual by a killer (Scott, 2020). From a
sonic foundation, drill is very similar to trap and grime. Based on 140 bpm with 808s and
snares taken from grime, UK drill now dominates UK street culture (Schwarze & Fatsis,

2022).

Drill’s origins are attributed to Chicago. While drill started during the 2000 public
housing crisis (Fitzgerald, 2018) it was the release of ‘I Don’t Like’ by 16-year-old Chief Keef
in 2012 that popularised it. This song marked a significant change in the music industry. The
video starts with a parental advisory warning before we see Chief Keef and associates
smoking weed in a trap house. Most strikingly, there were no expensive cars, half-naked girls
or luxury set. This simple set-up would become the basis for a multitude of drill videos. Chief
Keef was just an average Chicago kid putting his life experiences onto tracks. The product
was raw and untouched by industry executives, and it blew up on social media being
classified in the YouTube comments as a ‘hood classic’. Gone was the need for record label
support or a significant investment. Chief Keef had shown people that you could become
famous with a low-budget, uncensored representation of gang culture. The popularity of the
song even saw Kanye West reach out to Chief Keef to feature on the remix of ‘I Don’t Like’. In
response, even though Chicago has had a longstanding issue with crime (Irwin-Rogers and
Pinkney; 2017; Pinkney and Robinson-Edwards 2018), mainstream media associated these

issues with the relatively recent arrival of drill.

It was around 2013 when the drill scene in the UK started to form (Lynes et al, 2020).

Its notoriety was cemented as several notable drill rappers were murdered and countless
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more arrested (BBC News, 2016; 2018; Booth, 2017; Morrison & Mitchell, 2017; Offord,
2016). Reminiscent of the Chicago scene, UK groups/gangs such as 67, Harlem Spartans, and
Moscow 17 started making low-budget or ‘hood’ music videos. These videos would often be
filmed in the housing estate associated with the gang. The lyrics of the songs are aimed at
their ‘opps’ and would describe their violent exploits. The first drill song is attributed to a
Brixton gang, 150, who recorded a diss track to 67 called ‘Its Cracking’. 67 then responded
with their own video ‘Its Frying’ using the same beat as 150. Historically 150 and 67 were
affiliated, but teenager Lil Zac's death in 2010 saw the gangs start to splinter. While the
artists from these gangs performed ‘real rap’, Chief Keef's influence brought about the drill
sound with 150 saying ‘Sosa’, the catchphrase of Chief Keef. There were several tracks back
and forth until one day, a 67 member went to Angel Estate, an area associated with 150, and
stabbed a rapper, SQ (Gillett, 2016). This death was the first of many associated with ‘drill
beefs’. Around the same time, 67 rapper Scribz was gaining a large following on social media
but concurrently had several active criminal cases against him, which resulted in the police
banning him from making music. Undeterred Scribz started to release music under another
pseudonym LD, while wearing a mask. This may be what sparked the trend of drill rappers
covering their faces, typically with a balaclava. While there is media speculation about the
role of drill music in promoting youth crime, it is important to note that the direction of
causality is not yet fully established. This thesis aims to provide data to contribute to this
ongoing debate, recognising that drill's portrayal of violence is both a reflection of street life

and a commercialised narrative.

As with most music genres, drill has evolved beyond its primitive beginnings. In July
2022 Central Cee released ‘Doja Cat’ to international acclaim (Moore, 2022). While only

managing number 2 in the UK charts, it received top 10 positions in several music charts

31



across the world. It even managed to get number 12 in the US billboard charts, a feat not
achieved by another UK rapper. While not as blatantly violent as early drill songs, Doja Cat
still discusses drug dealing but its lyrics are much more similar to trap lyrics about wealth
and women than violence and opps. This single marks a significant step towards the
commercialisation of drill music and the continual development cycle of more

representative genres. It also highlights the difficulty in defining drill music.

During my time in music, | noticed the concept of authenticity was integral to an
artist’s acceptance by the community. Authenticity has been an integral part of American
hip-hop music since the 1990s and can be an indicator of ingroup/outgroup membership
(Wright, 2010). While hip-hop has had mainstream success the core principles still remain in
control of the black community (McLeod, 1999). This allows the community to combat
threats of assimilation that are a by-product of the success of the genre. Authenticity in
genres like drill is not only a marker of musical success but also a critical component in the
social identity of young people who consume and create this music. Hall et al. (2022) carried
out an ethnographic study looking at the lyrics of drill and grime songs and found that being
seen as ‘authentic' within these communities can validate one's belonging to the group,
making it a key factor in social cohesion and exclusion. This need for authenticity is currently
being represented in drill music. Drill is one of the most popular genres for the youth in the
UK and is at the centre of the media’s response to rising crime statistics (Schwarze & Fatsis,
2022). In this section, | aim to provide a description of its origins and current form. This rise
in popularity and influence within the younger generation has seen urban music grow from a
subculture into a viable market for companies to exploit. This section will finish with a

demographical look at the financial influence of music on the UK economy.
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In summary, drill music is more than just a soundtrack to these young men's lives. It
is a tool of identity negotiation that enables them to navigate their social realities, providing
them with a sense of belonging while reinforcing cultural and group-based norms. This aligns
with SIT’s notion of identity as fluid and contextual, shaped by the individual's position
within social groups. This chapter has demonstrated that music, particularly urban genres
like grime and drill, serves as both a mirror and a shaper of identity within Black youth
culture. By offering a platform for expressing group affiliation, individual struggles, and
societal resistance, these genres provide crucial insights into how music functions as a

vehicle for identity negotiation in marginalised communities.

2.2 - Conceptualising Identity: Theories and Frameworks

Music, as both an expressive art form and a cultural marker, plays a pivotal role in
shaping individual and collective identities. This thesis explores the dynamic interaction
between music and identity, with a particular focus on Black British urban music and its

influence on identity formation within marginalised communities.

Drawing upon Social Identity Theory (SIT) and Self-Categorisation Theory (SCT), this
section examines how individuals navigate personal and social identities. The discussion also
considers how identity is shaped by external social forces and how it becomes fluid across
different contexts (Hoggs et al, 2004). Special attention is paid to the ways in which music
acts as a site of identity formation and negotiation, particularly within marginalised
communities, where musical preferences and affiliations often reflect deeper cultural and

social alignments.
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The structure of this section begins by reviewing classical theories of identity,
including those from Carl Rogers and Kuhn, which emphasise more static, foundational
concepts of the self. It then transitions to contemporary perspectives that highlight identity's
fluid and context-dependent nature. Following this, the Social Identity Approach is explored
in detail, focusing on Social Identity Theory and Self-Categorisation Theory to understand
the processes of identity formation within group dynamics. The section concludes by
examining how music, particularly within Black British urban culture, serves as a key tool for
constructing and negotiating identity, providing insight into the complex interplay between

personal and social identities.

2.2.1 - Foundations of Identity: From Fixed to Fluid Concepts

Identity is an ambiguous term but, in essence, is concerned with how people are
viewed by themselves or by others. When a security guard asks for my identification
documents, he wants to assess the demographics that allow me to be distinguished from
others. This form of identity comprises characteristics that are relatively predictable over
time. He will not expect to be told of my love for Liverpool football club or the fact | class
myself as a gamer. These variables collectively would be recognised as my self-identity. In

older literature, this self-identity tended to be linked with the existence of A Self’.

The Self is a complicated concept. Carl Rogers (1959, re-released, 2013) believed it
had three different components: self-image, the view you have of yourself; self-esteem,
what you think of yourself; the ideal self, what you wish you were like. He believed that the
ultimate goal for an individual was to achieve self-actualisation. This occurs when the self-
image matches the ideal self. Rogers believed that self-actualisation was an inherent drive in

all human beings. Kuhn (1960) developed the 20 Statements Test to look at self-image. He
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found two categories, social roles and personality traits, which indicated that social roles
have an impact on an individual’s self-image. While the older literature presents this form of
identity as stable, more recent research supports the idea of fluid identities (Morris, 2013).
This concept of fluidity can be recognised as context contingency (Condor, 1996; Reicher,
2004) and forms a central tenet of the modern understanding of identity. This concept builds
the foundations for the epistemological understanding that identity is subjective, stating that
an individual’s identity depends on the context in which it is being expressed. It is
observable, for example, that a child alters their behaviour when with a teacher as opposed
to being with their peers. This context-contingent change in their behaviour is associated
with the concept of salience within identity (Morris, 2013; Rubin & Hewstone, 1998).
Salience expresses the likelihood that a given identity is appropriate for the current social
situation and is observable in both self and social identities. Typically, identity characteristics
are seen as fluid, but some may be regarded as a ‘master status’ (Hogg et al, 1995), capable
of being both a demographic and a subjective experience. For example, race can be seen as
a master status as it has a visual element that, for most, is unchangeable. Racial
identification has been shown to be more salient in the black community than in other racial
groups (Aspinall & Song, 2013). However, this research also showed that singular racial

affiliation is weakening in young minority people in the UK.

These considerations form the foundations of my approach to the question of the
interactions between music and identity. Context contingency and salience indicate that any
perceived identity consists of multiple identities that fluidly interact with one another based
on the situation’s context. The proposed existence of self and social identities or the
interpersonal and intergroup continuum adds a further layer of complexity. | will explore

some of the differences between self and social identity in the following sections.
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2.2.2 - The Social Identity Approach: A Framework for Group and Music
Dynamics

The Social Identity Approach (SIA) (Reicher, Spears, & Haslam, 2010) is a term
covering Social Identity Theory (SIT) and Self-Categorisation Theory (SCT) (Tajfel, 1978a;
1978b; 1978c; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; 1986; Turner, 1975; 1996; 2010; Turner et al., 1987).
This section will explore SIA in detail and its utility in understanding music’s effect on identity
formation. SIA was selected as the central theory due to its explanatory power in
considering the effect of group dynamics on an individual’s behaviour. It provides a valuable
tool to capture how rules and norms derived from musical choices can impact an individual.
Firstly, | will discuss my initial understanding of SIT and how | understood it to apply to the
situation. Then, | will explore the difficulties | faced in applying SIT to real-life experiences. |
then re-evaluate my understanding of SIT and SCT. Finally, | review current studies
concerning the Social Identity Approach and Music and how they may inform my own study.
Music’s ability to form and represent groups and define periods in history (Roy & Dowd,

2010; Volgsten, 2014), validates its use as a lens to observe group dynamics.

2.2.2.1 - Social Identity Theory (SIT): Origins and Foundations

Social Identity Theory (SIT) provides a framework for understanding how individuals’
group memberships shape their sense of self, influence behaviour, and contribute to
intergroup dynamics. According to Hogg, Abrams, and Brewer (2017), the role of self is
central in shaping group processes and intergroup relations. Within the UK Black youth
culture, music genres such as grime and drill provide not only a means of self-expression but

also a vehicle for negotiating group identities. These genres allow individuals to form in-
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group connections while distinguishing themselves from other groups, fostering both

personal and collective identities.

Henri Tajfel’s experiences during the Second World War, particularly his reflections on
prejudice and the Holocaust, provided the foundation for the development of Social Identity
Theory (SIT) (Tajfel, 1974a; 1978). Tajfel’s early insights were driven by his recognition that
group identity can profoundly influence individual outcomes, prompting him to investigate
the psychological processes underpinning intergroup dynamics. Tajfel believed the current
group identity models were insufficient to clarify how discrimination could occur in minimal
conditions (Brown, 2020a). SIT emerged in response to earlier theories, such as Rokeach’s
(1960) belief congruence model and Campbell’s (1965) intergroup goal conflict model, which
posited that intergroup discrimination required substantial differences in beliefs or
competition for resources. In contrast, Tajfel sought to determine the minimal conditions
necessary to trigger group-based discrimination, resulting in his landmark Minimal Group
Paradigm (MGP) experiments (Billig &Tajfel, 1973; Tajfel, 1970; Tajfel & Billig 1974; Tajfel,

Billig, Bundy & Flament, 1971).

The MGP demonstrated that even arbitrary group assignments, such as preferences
for abstract paintings or the random flip of a coin, could elicit strong ingroup favouritism
(Tajfel et al., 1971). Participants, despite having no prior contact with their group members
and no personal stake in the outcomes, consistently allocated more rewards to their
ingroup, even at the cost of maximising overall rewards. This finding challenged prior
assumptions, indicating that group discrimination could emerge solely from categorisation,

without significant differences between groups.
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2.2.2.2 - Theoretical Developments: A Continuum of Identity

Tajfel proposed that identity exists on a continuum, ranging from interpersonal to
intergroup interactions, marking a significant departure from the prevailing, static models of
identity in the 1970s (Condor, 1996). He posited that individuals rarely interact purely on an
interpersonal basis; instead, group identity frequently informs their behaviour. This flexibility
in identity is central to SIT, which suggests that social categorisation alone is sufficient to
evoke ingroup-outgroup distinctions, even under minimal conditions. Tajfel’s broader
objective was to demonstrate that social categorisation plays a pivotal role in shaping not

only intergroup relations but also self-perception.

Of the seven core tenets of SIT, as summarised by Trepte and Loy (2017), the ones
which seem to have the most explanatory power of my data are self-categorisation, social
comparison, the drive for positive distinctiveness, and the feedback loop between social
identity and self-esteem. These tenets underscore how individuals derive self-esteem from

their group membership, seeking to enhance their group’s status in relation to outgroups.

2.2.2.3 - Self-Categorisation Theory (SCT) and Prototypes

Following Tajfel’s work, John Turner developed Self-Categorisation Theory (SCT) to
further explore the cognitive processes involved in identity formation (Turner et al., 1987).
Whereas SIT focuses on intergroup dynamics, SCT provides greater emphasis on the
intragroup processes, detailing how individuals categorise themselves at various levels of
abstraction: human identity (superordinate), social identity (intermediate), and personal
identity (subordinate). This multilevel model stands in contrast to Tajfel’s single-continuum
approach, suggesting that multiple identities can coexist, becoming salient depending on

contextual factors such as perceiver readiness and fit (Oakes, 1987; Turner et al., 1994).
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The meta-contrast ratio quantifies the categorisation process, wherein individuals
assess the comparative and normative fit of their characteristics within different social
groups. Those individuals who align most closely with the prototypical traits of a group are
afforded greater influence within that group, as the prototype encapsulates the group’s
central norms and values. This notion of prototypicality differs from stereotypes, which are
often oversimplified, homogenised representations of group traits (Beeghly, 2015).
Prototypical behaviour is seen as a positive within the social framework of the ingroup

(Hogg, Hardie, & Reynolds, 1995).

In contrast, a stereotype serves as a cognitive shortcut and is an oversimplification of
the generalised attributes associated with the group (Beeghly, 2015). In common parlance,
stereotyping can often create negative connotations by homogenising and prescribing
gualities not representative of the individual group members. However, stereotyping is seen
by the social sciences as a necessary function to facilitate a cognitive understanding of the

social world (McFarlane, 2014).

Self-stereotyping occurs when individuals internalise group-based stereotypes, often
shaped by socio-economic and cultural pressures. While some studies suggest that minority
groups are more likely to self-stereotype due to lower social status and strong in-group
identification (Simon & Hamilton, 1994; Spears, Doosje, & Ellemers, 1997), others indicate
that individuals within these groups may resist negative stereotypes, especially when their
personal achievements challenge societal expectations (Sinclair, Hardin, & Lowery, 2006).
This dynamic reveals that identity is both a site of stereotype reinforcement and a space for
resistance, where strengthening positive group connections can help counteract limiting

stereotypes and support self-determined identity expression. Research suggests that social
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context significantly influences self-stereotyping, with minority group members more likely
to adopt stereotypes associated with their in-group identity (Simon & Hamilton, 1994). For
instance, the drill rapper introduced at the beginning of this thesis exemplifies how minority
status, combined with high visibility and group status within urban music, can intensify self-
stereotyping. His choice of a chicken shop over a Michelin-starred restaurant reflects a self-
perception shaped by cultural stereotypes, highlighting the interplay between minority
group identity and the reinforcement of stereotypes within specific social and cultural

settings.

2.2.2.4 - Emotion and Social Identity: A Neglected Dimension

One significant critique of SIT is its comparative neglect of emotion in explaining
intergroup behaviour, particularly given its roots in understanding the atrocities of the
Second World War (Brown, 2020b). However, as discussed in the previous section, music is
also well-known for its emotive qualities. The link between music and emotion is well-
represented, yet the current form of the seven tenets of SIT contains little mention of
emotion’s importance (Manstead, 2018, cited in Brown, 2020b). While the theory accounts
for how individuals strive to maintain positive self-esteem through group affiliation, it does
not sufficiently address the emotional responses that accompany intergroup conflicts. Brown
(2020b) laments this omission, arguing that group-based emotional reactions often drive the

most severe manifestations of prejudice and discrimination.

Intergroup Emotion Theory (IET: Mackie et al., 2008) has emerged as a
complementary framework, suggesting that individuals experience emotions based on their
group identity rather than their personal identity in situations where social identity is salient.

The intensity of the emotional response is proportional to the number of individuals sharing

40



that group identity. For instance, in the context of the Black Lives Matter protests, it could be
argued that group-based anger and fear served as powerful motivators for collective action,
as individuals emotionally identified with the shared experience of systemic racial

oppression.

2.2.2.5 - Age and Identity: The Role of Music in Youth Identity Formation

The relationship between age and social identity represents another area where SIT’s
explanatory scope may be limited. A substantial amount of literature explores age through
the lens of the SIA approach (Edwards & Harwood, 2003; Harwood, 1999; Barker, 2012). In
particular, they concentrate on ageism and age-based decision-making (Trepte, 2013). ‘Age
identity’ explores the impact of age as an identity characteristic on group formation. Since
this thesis focuses on one age group with no comparable groups, there is little ability to
apply the age identity literature to this study’s data. Research consistently indicates that
music plays a crucial role in shaping the social identities of younger individuals (Shepherd &
Sigg, 2015), who consume music at significantly higher rates than older generations (Statista,
2022). Music provides both a medium for self-expression and a means of aligning with the
norms and values of specific social groups. However, while studies confirm that music is
important for youth identity, the lack of comparative research across age groups leaves open

the question of whether music holds similar significance for older individuals.

So while age is recognised as an identity variable in SIA literature, there is minimal
reflection on whether particular age groups engage differently with group identities (Tarrant,
North, & Hargreaves, 2002). Harwood’s (1999) research on media consumption suggests
that age identification influences preferences for media content, with individuals favouring

representations that reflect their own age group. This idea was also supported by
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Valkenburg and Piotrowski (2017), who found that young people prefer media idols that are
relatable to them. Nevertheless, the relationship between self-esteem, age identity, and
media preferences remains weak. Kroger (2006) highlights that adolescence and young
adulthood are critical phases in identity development, during which individuals actively seek
out media, including music, as a means of shaping and expressing their evolving identities.
Like emotion, further research is required to fully integrate age dynamics into the social

identity framework.

2.2.2.6 - SIT as an Ontological Framework

Although SIT has been highly influential, its application has shifted from being a
testable hypothesis to serving as an ontological framework across diverse fields (Brown,
2020b; Budford, 2012; Jacobson, 1979; Palmer et al, 2013). Researchers now utilise its
foundational principles to explore phenomena ranging from political behaviour to consumer
identity (Burford, 2012; Huddy, 2001; Lam et al, 2010). Brown critiques this transition,
suggesting that while SIT offers valuable retrospective explanations, its predictive power is
limited. This has led some, including Turner, to refine the theory through the development
of SCT, which provides a more detailed understanding of the categorisation processes

involved in social identity (See section 2.2.2.3).

Despite these critiques, SIT’s flexibility remains one of its strengths, enabling it to be
adapted to a wide range of contexts. Its capacity to explain group dynamics in fields as
varied as music subcultures, political movements, and organisational behaviour ensures its

continued relevance, even as scholars seek to address its theoretical gaps.
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2.2.3 - Navigating ldentity: Strategies within Marginalised Music Communities

Music not only serves as a tool for group identification but also plays a significant
role in individual self-esteem. Studies have shown that music can positively influence self-
esteem, enhancing personal well-being and self-worth (Lawendowski & Bieleninik, 2017).
This is particularly important for young people, who often turn to music to navigate their
personal identity and find validation within their peer groups. North and Hargreaves (2008)
highlight the deep psychological connection between music and social behaviour, suggesting
that music not only reflects group identities but also actively influences them through media
and social interactions. This is particularly relevant in understanding how urban music
genres like grime and drill foster a sense of belonging and community among Black British

youth.

Identity Management Strategies (IMS), rooted in Social Identity Theory (SIT), provide
a framework for understanding how members of marginalised groups, use behavioural and
cognitive tactics at both individual and group levels to create and maintain a positive social
identity (Blanz et al, 1998). Tajfel’s SIT emphasises how group membership influences self-
esteem, and in the case of Black British urban music, this can manifest in the desire to uplift
one's group status through creative expression. The development of IMS expands on SIT by
identifying strategies that groups use to assert positive distinctiveness, despite societal

marginalisation (Blanz et al, 1998).

As documented by White (2020), for many individuals within Black British urban
communities, particularly those engaged with hip-hop, grime, and drill, music becomes a
tool for reclaiming power, altering perceptions of identity, and seeking upward mobility

(White, 2020). The following IMS approaches highlight how group members actively manage
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their identity within a broader socio-political context characterised by systemic inequality,
stereotypes, and social exclusion. The six strategies | consider are individual mobility and
assimilation; social competition; re-evaluation of comparison dimensions; recategorization
strategies; temporal comparison; and comparison with standards. This next section

describes the different approaches and how they could be applied to the urban music scene.

1. Individual Mobility and Assimilation

Individual mobility, as proposed by Taylor and Mckirnan (1984), suggests that
individuals may attempt to distance themselves from stigmatised group identities if they
perceive opportunities for movement. However, for members of the Black British
community, changing racial identity is not possible. Instead, individuals may express this
cognitive distancing by altering their narratives, such as by embracing aspirational lyrics

about economic success and social status (Wilbekin, 2020).

Assimilation describes how marginalised individuals might seek to blend with higher-
status groups (Abrams & Hogg, 1988; Hornsey & Hogg, 2000; Moghaddam et al, 1987). In UK
urban music, this may involve adopting mainstream aesthetics or genres that align with
wider cultural norms. However, this can often be seen as a compromise between staying
true to road identity and achieving broader acceptance (Hornsey & Hogg, 2000). The
crossover success of UK grime artists, for instance, demonstrates how some musicians
maintain a connection to their cultural roots while also achieving mainstream success, a

balance between assimilation and preservation of cultural authenticity.

2. Social Competition
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A key strategy for groups unable to achieve individual mobility or assimilation is
social competition. In the context of Black British urban music, this can be seen in collective
resistance movements such as the Black Lives Matter (BLM) protests, where music became a
tool for amplifying the demands of the Black community (Scott, 2020; Mozie, 2022). Social
competition involves using music to change public perceptions, with artists often addressing
the struggles of Black communities, challenging stereotypes, and demanding social justice

through their work (Scheepers & Ellemers, 2019).

Realistic competition also plays a role, particularly in the competition for resources
and visibility in the urban music scene. For instance, in areas affected by postcode wars,
competition over territories and markets (e.g., drug trade) mirrors realistic competition for
scarce resources (Mummendey et al., 1999). The conflict between UK drill music factions is
often a reflection of these deeper socio-economic battles, with music serving as both a

battleground and a means of asserting dominance (Hall et al., 2022).

3. Re-evaluation of comparison dimensions

Within the UK Black urban music scene, new comparison dimension strategies are
often employed to reshape the parameters by which groups are judged. For example, Black
musicians might reframe the narrative around financial success by emphasising solidarity,
community strength, or authenticity over wealth (Bridson et al, 2017). In doing so, they
create alternative standards of success that are more accessible to those within their

community, thereby enhancing group self-esteem (Hogg, 2000).

Re-evaluation of comparison dimensions similarly allows groups to reinterpret
societal judgments. For instance, as Kehinde Andrews (2018) argues the negative

stereotypes around urban music’s association with violence may be reframed as a reflection
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of the community’s broader struggles with systemic racism, allowing artists to assert a moral

high ground and redefine their role within society.

4. Recategorisation Strategies

Black British urban music potentially engages in recategorisation by redefining group
boundaries. Subordinate recategorisation is evident in the way different sub-genres (e.g.,
grime, drill, hip-hop) compete for recognition and legitimacy, sometimes fragmenting into
smaller communities that vie for cultural relevance and power (Crisp et al., 2006). These
subcultures within urban music create micro-identities that afford participants a sense of
belonging and status within a smaller context, even if the larger societal structures remain

unchanged.

Conversely, superordinate recategorisation may also be observed when musicians
from diverse backgrounds come together to challenge common societal outgroups. For
example, collaborations between artists of different Black genres form alliances that
collectively compete against the marginalisation of Black voices in mainstream media. This is
in keeping with the findings of Jung et al’s (2019) study on the impact of recategorisation on

the entitativity of the group.

5. Temporal Comparisons and Future Aspirations

Temporal comparison offers another strategy for identity management within the
Black British music scene. Artists may look to a past period of higher status, such as the civil
rights era, for inspiration, aligning their music with historical struggles for justice and
empowerment. Conversely, temporal comparisons into the future are also evident, where

musicians envision their success and influence expanding beyond the confines of their
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current environment. This aspirational narrative is a hallmark of genres like drill and grime,
where young artists often depict themselves as rising from hardship to prominence (Fatsis,

2021).

6. Standards for Self-Evaluation

Finally, comparison with standards sees Black British urban music artists shifting
away from competing with societal norms and instead focusing on measuring their worth
against internal standards. By embracing their own cultural norms and values—such as
authenticity, lyrical integrity, and community loyalty—musicians may avoid mainstream

comparison and instead judge themselves by the ethos of their genre.

These Identity Management Strategies are centred on positive distinctiveness, the
idea that individuals/groups will seek to maintain a positive esteem. It is this drive that Blanz
et al describe as the primary motivator for IMS. The MGPs presented group dynamics in a
restrictive laboratory-based setting, where individual/group mobility was impossible. IMS
provides a more realistic description of potential social responses in complex real-life
settings. Due to the low status of the cohort being studied in this thesis, there is potential for
several of the processes to be observed. Due to music’s ability to transmit norms and values,

it may potentially play an important role in facilitating these strategies.

2.2.4 - Music and Identity: Insights from the Social Identity Approach

The Social Identity Approach forms the theoretical basis for this thesis. There are
several studies on the relationship between SIA and music. This section examines three
guantitative studies that explore the relationship between Social Identity Theory and music.

The studies in question are Tekman and Hortagsu's study (2002); Lonsdale's (2021); Clark &
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Lonsdale's (2023). These studies have found a relationship between music, social identity
and self-esteem and justify pursuing this topic in more depth through a qualitative study. For
clarity, | describe each study before reflecting on their application to this thesis. Tekman and
Hortagsu’s study (2002) explored the relationship between musical preferences and social
identity, examining six music genres: Arabesk, classical, pop, rap, rock, and Turkish folk
music. The study found that musical preferences are linked to specific social traits, with
genres like Arabesk associated with negative social connotations, while classical music was

seen as sophisticated due to its Western and polyphonic origins.

Tekman and Hortagsu’s work builds on the findings of North and Hargreaves (North,
Hargreaves, & O'Neill, 2000; Tarrant, North, and Hargreaves, 2000; Tarrant, North, and
Hargreaves, 2001), showing that genre preferences are influenced by social and cultural
perceptions. Fans of particular genres rate those genres as closer to their ideal social
identity, suggesting that the choice of music reflects more than mere aesthetic preference
but is also tied to social categorisation. However, the study did not explore whether
individuals were active followers of a genre, which might have yielded more insight into
group identification processes. This study laid the groundwork for further exploration of how
SIT’s processes apply to music preferences, confirming that social and historical contexts
shape group identity in music. Lonsdale’s (2021) study investigated SIT’s hypothesis that
ingroup favouritism arises from the need for a positive social identity, exploring the
relationship between music preferences and self-esteem. Participants rated eight different
genres and completed self-esteem measures. Consistent with SIT, participants rated fans of
their favourite genre more positively than fans of their least preferred genre. Unlike previous
studies, Lonsdale’s research demonstrated a link between individual self-esteem and group

identification with music genres.
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The study introduced new measures for collective self-esteem, distinguishing
between membership esteem (how well individuals perceive themselves as group members),
private collective self-esteem (how happy they are to be represented by their genre), and
public collective self-esteem (how they think others perceive their genre). The findings
reinforced that ingroup bias is tied to how positively individuals perceive their identity as
part of a group, rather than general self-worth. However, the study highlighted limitations in
focusing solely on intergroup comparison, noting that intragroup dynamics also play a role in
self-esteem, which SIT traditionally underplays. This distinction calls for future research to

examine both intergroup and intragroup processes in the context of music.

Clark and Lonsdale’s (2023) study built on previous research by focusing on collective
self-esteem and its relationship to music preferences. They discuss Roe's (1995) Theory of
media delinquency as an explanation. Roe found that adolescents who performed badly at
school were more likely to listen to heavy metal. He concludes this may cause low self-

esteem which will see them seek an alternative identity to the mainstream/academic one.

While Lonsdale’s earlier work established a link between self-esteem and music
preferences, this study acknowledged the inconsistency in the literature, where previous
research found no relationship between self-esteem and music preferences (Bodner &
Bensimon, 2015; Schwartz & Fouts, 2003; Zillmann et al., 1995). Clark and Lonsdale found
that collective self-esteem was a significant predictor of music preferences, particularly

among younger listeners.

Genres like hip-hop, rap, and R&B were found to be positively related to membership
self-esteem, suggesting that these genres are integrated into youth culture, providing social

benefits to those who identify with them. This insight is particularly relevant to Black British
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urban music, where genres like grime and drill offer avenues for social expression and group
solidarity. Interestingly, while these genres are culturally relevant and often alternative, their
association with collective self-esteem suggests that identification with them reflects

broader cultural trends among younger audiences.

Branscombe et al (2002) constructed a study to examine the joint effects of
intergroup and intragroup processes on reward allocation. Their study showed that both
types of evaluative comparison affected reward allocations. This suggests that the study of
self-esteem needs to look at personal and collective self-esteem with reflection on the

intergroup and intragroup perspectives.

Clark and Lonsdale’s findings indicate that music genres provide more than
entertainment; they offer frameworks for social identity formation, particularly for groups
marginalised in mainstream society. However, the study acknowledges the need for further
investigation into how self-esteem and group identity function across different social
contexts and age groups. The role of collective self-esteem in shaping musical preferences
opens the door for deeper inquiry into the cultural and social significance of music in

identity formation.

2.2.4.1 - Self-Esteem and Social Identity: Ongoing Debates

SIA’s Self-Esteem Hypothesis (Martiny & Rubin, 2016; Rubin & Hewstone, 1998)
posits that individuals seek to enhance self-esteem through positive group identification, but
the evidence remains mixed. Studies like those of Clark and Lonsdale (2023) and Tekman and
Hortagsu (2002) show some relationship between music preferences and self-esteem, but
the correlation is not consistently strong across all demographics or music genres. Much of

the variation may be attributed to the different ways in which self-esteem is measured. For
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instance, Shepherd and Sigg’s (2015) study found no significant association between self-
esteem and music preferences, highlighting the challenges of applying SIT’s traditional

frameworks to specific cultural phenomena.

Tajfel’s original formulation of SIT emphasised intergroup discrimination as a primary
driver for enhancing group identity and self-esteem. However, these studies demonstrate
that music genres often function less as antagonistic group markers and more as social
identity markers within ingroup dynamics. Membership in a music group does not always
result in intergroup conflict but can instead reinforce a sense of belonging through shared

values and cultural norms.

2.2.4.2 - Implications for Black British Urban Music

In the context of Black British urban music, genres like grime and drill embody more
than just musical tastes; they represent social identity markers that challenge mainstream
perceptions. The negative portrayal of these genres by the media as representative of
marginalised communities only serves to heighten their cu