‘My Life Would Suck Without You’: Music in Young Adult Literature and Culture

Teenagers are voracious consumers of music. They use it to regulate and alter their moods, establish and consolidate both core and tribal identities, celebrate the joys of embodiment, mourn relational losses, generate courage for new endeavors, affirm their values and beliefs, and worship their gods. The study of why and how music can accomplish all of these things has been taken up by neuroscientists such as Daniel J. Levitin and psychologists such as Anthony Storr, while sociologists like Dan Laughey and psychoanalytic thinkers such as jan jagodzinski have focused more closely on the specific role music plays in young adult culture. Oddly, literature for young adults has rarely taken notice of the importance and ubiquity of music in the everyday life of teens, focusing instead on the other two pillars of the teen rebellion triumvirate of sex, drugs, and rock ‘n’ roll. Recently, though, YA authors, many of them musicians themselves, have begun to write books that acknowledge the centrality of music in teen culture.  This paper will lay the theoretical groundwork for an interdisciplinary study of music in young adult literature and culture and explore the ways music is used in books such as Frank Portman’s King Dork, Robin Benway’s Audrey, Wait, and Sarra Manning’s Guitar Girl, among others. It will also include an appendix, prepared as a handout for participants, of English-language YA books that focus on music. 
