
On watching my children 
listening to 

music while doing their hom
ework

Keith Kahn-Harris

One of the unexpected pleasures of 
parenthood for me has been watching 
my children doing their homework. 
That’s partly through relief that they are 
doing it at all, but it’s also because I love 
to see them focusing, earnestly, on one 
thing. At the same time, part of them is 
elsewheelsewhere. Both my kids (a boy of 15 and 
a girl of 12) are nearly always plugged 
into their phones while working. 

In those moments of contemplating my 
children, I am invariably brought back to 
my own youth, my own after-school 
labour. Music was part of my homework 
time too. Yet amidst the identiöcation, 
there is also a sense of difference. I 
wonder, what sounds are they paying 
atattention to? What sounds distract them, 
and what sounds do they ignore?

In the post-war period, popular music 
became inextricably linked with 
questions about generational difference. 
In recent decades though, the close 
association of popular music and ‘youth’ 
has increasingly been challenged in 
popular music studies, in part because of 
incincreasing attention to aging fans and 
musicians. 
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In most (but by no means all) societies 
in the world today, we can choose 
between favourite genres, favourite 
songs and favourite artists. Of course, 
societies may differ in how 
constrained this choice might be, and 
certainly they differ in how far taste is 
conneconnected to distinctions in status and 
power. But there is usually more than 
one form of music available. Music is 
never ‘just music’; it is always 
generically qualiöed, atomised into 
artists, styles and works.

While music has never been 
homogeneous, the musical choices 
available to, say, a Mesopotamian 
farmer 4000 years ago or a French 
peasant in the Middle Ages would 
have been highly limited. A gap 
between the music available to elites 
andand non-elites may be common to 
many societies in history where such 
elites have existed. Even in some 
egalitarian, non-agrarian societies, 
specialists in music-making also exist, 
and different sorts of music may be 
played at different occasions. Yet in 
wwestern modernity the process of 
differentiation between musical 
genres has proceeded at increasing 
speed, as has the use of music to 
articulate an increasingly complex 
range of differences and bolster both 
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doesn’t necessarily follow that 
ubiquity is produced intentionally. 
Loud songs from a next-door party 
bleeding through the wall or heavy 
bass thumping from a passing car do 
not necessarily invade our sonic space 
as the result of a deliberate decision to 
dodo so (although music can also be 
used intentionally to annoy). 
Conversely, we shouldn’t assume that 
unintentionally ubiquitous music is 
always unwanted. It is perfectly 
possible for someone sitting near a 
boombox on the beach to be happy to 
bebe subjected to its sounds if the 
playlist is a congenial one. 

More often though, music becomes 
ubiquitous as a result of deliberate, 
carefully thought-through choices. 
Shops and restaurants may deliberate 
carefully to select a musical ‘policy’ in 
order to create a certain ambience 
that may facilitate consumers opening 
theirtheir wallets more freely. Factories 
have, for decades, used music to 
ensure workers are more contented 
and more productive. Oppressive 
regimes may also use ubiquitous 
musics to cow the populace, to batter 
them down with propaganda (North 
KoKorea, for example, makes use of 
public PA systems that surround 
workers with ‘uplifting’ sounds).



Those who programme ubiquitous 
music are rarely interested in its 
impact outside the setting in which it 
is to be heard. Yet the choices they 
make can have far-reaching aesthetic 
consequences. Ubiquitous musics can 
be reframed as a kind of sonic buffet, a 
smosmorgasbord of sounds. They offer up 
multiple possibilities for aesthetic 
experience, some of which can 
subvert the intentions of those who 
design them. It is through ubiquitous 
musics that a range of genres are 
presented to us, as a kind of showcase 
ththat can be developed by the listener 
into taste. 

There is a delicious irony in the music 
of no choice being central to the 
cultivation of musical taste. My own 
musical biography bears witness to 
this. As a boy I remember the thrill of 
hearing Jilted John’s eponymous 
novelty hit in a local Turkish 
restaurestaurant. As a teenager I remember 
the life-changing excitement of being 
exposed to Metallica’s ‘Master of the 
Puppets’ in a West End store. And I 
remember the prejudices engrained in 
me by the music I had no choice but to 
listen to: my assumption, unknowingly 
culticultivated in British Chinese 
restaurants, that Chinese pop music is 
nothing more than a dull succession of 
ballads took years to unlearn.



mine from 1995, an album that he 
‘discovered’ independently of me!  But 
maybe they are missing something too: 
a muscle that has never been fully 
formed, a capacity for sonic endurance 
that they have never developed.

II noticed this recently at a Bat Mitzvah 
party we attended as a family. There 
was a disco, with a playlist of pop hits 
from the current Top 40. Despite having 
plenty of friends at the party, and 
despite enjoying dancing, my daughter 
stood stock-still in the centre of the 
dandance øoor with a peeved expression 
on her face. Part of this, no doubt, was 
due to an early blooming of the 
arrogance of the adolescent 
subculturalist – nothing new there – 
but there was also an air of 
bewilderment: she doesn’t usually have 
tto endure pop tunes at all. My daughter 
has grown up in a world in which 
unchosen exposure to music is a much 
less common experience than it was for 
earlier generations. She has not learned 
how to live with this experience, much 
less to appreciate its elusive pleasures.
Like my children today, I too listened to 
music while completing school work. It 
was only during my A-level and then 
undergraduate work that I lost the 
habit. As work became more 
intellectually involving and the stakes 
of success or failure became higher, so I 



felt I needed to dedicate my full 
attention to it. I listened while I worked 
at a time when my record/tape/CD 
collection was small. BBC Radio One 
was my station of choice (not that 
there was a great deal of choice in the 
1980s) and, during homework-time, it 
pumpedpumped out solidly mainstream fare. 
This was perfect music to work to. 
Some songs I enjoyed, some I hated, 
but most I was indifferent to. In this 
way, music zoned in and out of 
attention, rarely pulling me away from 
my work for more than 3-4 minutes at 
aa time. The volume of my stereo (I 
didn’t listen through earphones) was 
set at precisely the right level for this 
liminal point between attention and 
distraction – loud enough to listen 
properly when I wanted, soft enough 
to öt in with the background 
soundscapesoundscape of my house and the 
scratching of my pen.

My children don’t listen to the radio 
while they work. Over the last couple 
of years, they have built up substantial 
Spotify playlists and it is these that 
dominate their homework time. For 
my son, it’s a list dominated by 
Swedish power metallers Sabbaton, 
thethe Viking metal band Amon Amarth, 
some Iron Maiden and a sprinkling of 
death metal. For my daughter, Scottish 
pirate metallers Alestorm and Finnish 
folk metal dominate, leavened by a

pinch of Metallica. I’m sure any parent 
would agree that this is a laudable 
musical diet for the modern 
adolescent, but it’s also a pretty 
narrow one. Spotify’s algorithms 
mean that their tastes are becoming 
ever-more focused and streamlined. 
LikeLike Sabbaton? Try Powerwolf. Like 
Powerwolf? Try Battlebeast. 

As the algorithm marches my children 
towards a perfected telos of taste, an 
ur-playlist that encapsulates 
everything that they could ever 
possibly like, so they are released from 
the chore of having to zone out and 
tolerate the musically unlovable. 
WhenWhen their music accompanies their 
homework, how do they achieve that 
liminal state of simultaneous 
(non)distraction/(non)attention that 
allowed me to reconcile my own 
listening with work? 

Well, maybe they don’t. Maybe 
listening to music they love while 
doing homework is impairing their 
academic learning. Alternatively, 
maybe their ability to create a more 
perfect sonic bubble for themselves is 
changing what it means for them to 
‘l‘love’ music. When the music that I 
loved appeared as an occasional 
nugget in a morass of mediocre 
sounds, it might have created an 
intensity that my children’s generation 
will never know. That they listen to
 



own chosen sonic environments, 
without the stoic ability to ‘listen 
through’ unwanted music, will be able 
to hear things that my own generation 
can’t. Unchosen ubiquitous music and 
ubiquitous sound – whether welcome 
or unwelcome – may in the future 
commandcommand attention in a way it didn’t 
before. That attention could be the 
basis for new debates and fresh 
perspectives on a perennial question: 
what do we want the world to sound 
like? 
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