
What characteristics of a person denote their identity? Examine how professional writers and

other creatives can use this information to communicate in ways that resonate with particular

audiences.

Why are we who we are? Unlike the more individualistic, yet equally universal question of “who am

I?”, this is a question that scholars, philosophers, and university students alike have been eager to

theorise on and offer answers to over the years. “I think therefore I am” was Descartes’s position

(1998). A simple, catch all earworm in philosophy that has stood the test of time. However, when

trying to ascertain what it is about people that make them who they are, it’s not enough. It’s not

enough to simply know that we exist, that doesn’t explain why one might have a preferred side of

the bed, or whether a man wears boxers or briefs. Kagge expanded on this, by saying “I feel, and

then I think, therefore I am. Because, in addition to our habits, which of course impose multiple

restraints, we are guided and driven by our feelings.” (2012).  This interpretation is closer to my own,

as it pays reverence to both emotional response and personal action in the building of who we are.

However, it still feels lacking in the necessary acknowledgement of other factors. There are countless

factors that affect who we are, or indeed “who we are becoming” (Aristotle, 1953). There are

physical factors, things like race, gender, age, or body type, as well as environmental factors, things

like where you live, the school you go to and how you’re raised. To some, these factors may be

enough to determine identity, but I argue that it is experience that makes us who we are.

To me, the physical and environmental aspects of our life mean nothing without interacting with the

world, people, and situations around us. Rather these factors inform our experience, which in itself

becomes the defining element in how we think, feel, and act going forward. Heidegger’s position was

similar, saying “human apprehension comes through experience of the world, rather than abstract

reflection on the world.” (1927). And what I believe he’s accurately representing is that we’re not

really who we are until we’ve experienced the world. I also believe that writers, artists, and creatives

of all kinds use Heidegger’s theory, whether aware of it or not, by attempting to create things that

connect to audiences through shared experience.

For some businesses, focus groups, and bigots, physical attributes are enough to denote who

someone is. While we may not agree with their oversimplifications, it’s still worthwhile to consider

that position. It’s easy to observe in most playgrounds “After the age of three, girls and boys tend to

play separately rather than together” (Edwards, Knoche, Kumuru, 2001). Similarly, you can observe

that various ethnic groups in the western world often live in urban or suburban clusters. To some

people, this could be enough to determine what they are trying to sell to who, or who’s opinions are

vital in a development phase, or even how they discriminate against their fellow man.

For example, take the Pepsi campaign featuring Kylie Jenner facing off against riot Police, considered

by many a ploy to capitalise on the Black Lives Matter movement and appeal to young people and

people of colour. However, while one can make some assumptions about people based on these

physical traits, they’re still just aspects that influence their individual experience. This is why the

aforementioned ad campaign went down in flames, considered condescending and insensitive, as it

only accounted for the superficial traits of its audience. Every person in the world experiences an

innumerable variety of things on any given day, and while we can know that their physical traits will

shape those experiences, they can’t truly define who people are.

We are all familiar with the phrase “a product of their environment”. Often used in reference to

sporting legends or serial killers, but in a sense it’s true of all of us. Acknowledging the influence of

how our parents raised us and paying reverence to the residual isms we pick up in our hometowns is

key when determining how our identities form. In Maidenhead, people generally vote Conservative.



In Los Angeles people overwhelmingly vote Democrat. With this information, you can of course make

educated guesses about the kinds of people you might meet in either place, but similarly to physical

attributes, it’s only another factor that influences a person’s experience. It’s easy to make

assumptions about someone based on where they come from, and the reputation of the area, but

people are unpredictable, and that should be encouraged. Marilynne Robinson says “It is very much

in the gift of the community to enrich individual lives, and it is in the gift of any individual to enlarge

and enrich community.” (2012) What I believe she is saying here is that the support of increased

individuality is in fact what makes communities stronger, and similarly, contribution to community

helps to deepen individual experience. With this I also inferred that she supports my belief that

where you come from does not define who you are, as if it did, you would have little to contribute to

the community as an individual.

Now of course, there are likelihoods in behaviour that you can extrapolate from people’s

environments and indeed vice versa. Such as, in the case of child abuse, it’s widely agreed upon that

“Having been a victim was a strong predictor of becoming a perpetrator” (M Glasser, 2001). But not

all victims of abuse become abusers because it’s not those environmental factors that make people

who they are, it’s how those factors influence and shape their individual experience that builds their

identity.

Just look at Malala. Living in Taliban-occupied Northern Pakistan, born to a strict Muslim family, she

could have very easily become another oppressed woman. Rather, she became one of the most

prominent feminist activists in modern history. In collaboration with Christina Lamb, her experience

was written into the international best-seller I Am Malala. The existence and success of this book

further illustrates the point of how environmental factors are not definitive, as while it is largely

banned in her native Pakistan, the book was read by and resonated with millions of women and men

the world over. Her experiences allowed her to impact people who she would have never normally

interacted with.

Writers, artists, musicians, and all varieties of creative people are constantly trying to connect with

an audience. While the more superficial aspects that denote identity can be and are used in some

cases when targeting an audience, creative art generally resonates better when it aligns with the

audience’s experience, or opens their eyes to new ones, which is what I believe most creatives aspire

towards. There are films, books and TV series that are seen by many as “essential” consumption for

certain age groups and varying demographics. The ability to capture the imagination of the audience

in these cases comes from an understanding of and an empathy towards the experience of these

groups.

Why is it that teenage boys often feel a deep connection with The Catcher in the Rye? Is it because

every 16-year-old boy has spent a turbulent weekend in New York drinking and being assaulted by

pimps? No. It’s because with that book J.D. Sallinger managed to tap into the angst and the easily

frustrated thought processes that he undoubtedly had experience with during his teenage years. By

doing this, he created a piece of fiction that encapsulates an almost universal facet of the teenage

male experience, making it something that millions of young men and women have connected with

over the years.

On the other end of the spectrum, it’s equally important to look at the overtly mainstream, such as

big budget, studio driven films. Consider the filmography of Dwayne The Rock Johnson. Whether he’s

playing a secret agent, climbing a burning skyscraper, or saving his family from a landscape shattering

earthquake, his films make a lot of profit. In 2018 he was “simply the world’s biggest movie star”

(Peter Bradshaw, 2018), commanding the highest salary in the industry and being in many of the



highest grossing films. Regardless of the fact that basically no one in any of the audiences of his films

can relate to what his characters are doing, and in spite of the fact that professional film critics are

rare to praise his vehicles, there’s something about them that gets people coming back for more. I

would argue that the studios, directors, writers, and even The Rock himself understand their target

audience, by empathising with the mundanity of the average life and the need for escapism. They’ve

connected with a widely shared facet of experience to create something with a massive spread of

appeal, especially with the general, and perhaps slightly less discerning, public.

Experience also plays into the music industry. Music is unique, as it is in my mind the most universal

artform, as well as the most divisive and personal. Music can be created and published with very

little means, especially since the rise of the internet. Songs, EPs, and albums are often created

without committee, rather as truly personal expression of feeling from artists. So, are musicians

looking to connect with experience in the same way as the creators of narratives? Well, when looking

at genre, you can argue that they are.

Take Pop-Punk for example. A mostly American genre that has been beloved by teenagers the world

over. Bands like Blink-182 and Sum 41 make music that connects with a largely white, suburban

audience because it captures aspects of their experience. Brooke Bajgrowicz illustrated this, saying of

the genre “I was one of the kids who found solace in this type of music. It was the friend when I had

none, the outlet for intense emotions I didn't know what to do with, and the one thing I could count

on to verbalize exactly what I was feeling.” (2020). Heartbreak, embarrassment, and skateboarding

are the kinds of formative teenage experiences that these bands tap into when writing their music,

which is why it connects so deeply for people of a certain age and disposition.

However, there is music that transcends the barriers of audience experience, and I’d argue the genre

that does this the most is Hip-Hop. Rap is a black art form that arose as a manifestation of the black

American experience, and in the 1990s, the phenomenon known as Gangster Rap came to be. Artists

like N.W.A, Biggie Smalls and Tupac changed the industry forever by rapping about the harsh realities

of living in the Ghettos of the East and West Coast. Their songs talk of gun crime, robberies,

prostitution, and police brutality, something that connected with black audiences in the ghettos as it

felt like an honest reflection of their reality. It begs the question, what is it that makes rap so popular

across the board? Unlike Pop-Punk, in which the target audience makes up most of the audience,

Gangster Rap and the evolutions that came from it go beyond the margins of its intended audience.

The same suburban white kids who loved Sum 41 at 15 will often end up listening to Big L by the age

of 17, as at least was the case for me. Is it because people like me can truly relate to the kinds of

things described in these songs? No. I would argue that the widespread appeal of Hip Hop comes

from people seeking to enrich their own experience, whether in an educational way, or in a sense as

tourists of pain.

William Wamsatt takes issue with the popularity of the genre, stating "I'm horrified by the aspect of

the white hip-hop thing where you can be a white hard-core underground hip-hop kid in, say,

Minnesota and not know a single black person,"(1994), clearly frustrated by the audience’s lack of

relation to the source material. On the other hand, hip hop historian Bakari Kitwana options that,

“Hip hop, more than anything else, has prepared our youth to confront not only race, but some of

the crises facing the nation's young people” (2002). I would agree with the latter opinion, and I

believe that listening to hip hop can be a part of what educates people like me about aspects of the

black experience, and similarly it can offer people like me a chance to hypothesise about what life

would be like in a world we will never truly understand. Even if it isn’t authentic to our lives, knowing

how authentic it is to some is more than enough. While the music isn’t targeted at me and doesn’t in



any way play on my personal experience, beyond the rhythms, cadences, and economy of words, it’s

the window into the experience of others that keeps me interested.

There is no correct answer to the titled question, only theories to be optioned and conclusions to be

made. I feel that the way we experience life is what informs and in turn denotes our identities. What

we look like, where we’re from, and how we think and feel all influence our experience, but it’s with

experience that we truly become who we are. It’s unavoidable. Creatives draw on their own

experiences and the experiences of others to create content, and it’s being authentic to these

experiences that forges a real connection with audiences.
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