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MUSICAL IDENTITY OF PATIENTS 
WITH MULTIPLE SCLEROSIS 

Shirlene Vianna Moreira1, Cecília Cavalieri França2,  
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Abstract – Musical autobiographies consist of a powerful therapeutic tool by which individuals define 
themselves. The use of this technique may help (re)construction personal identities and improve quality 
of life of patients with multiple sclerosis (MS). Eight adult patients on treatment at CIEM Multiple Sclerosis 
Investigation Center after selecting 10 to 15 pieces of music most significant in their lives were interviewed. 
The data collected were classified according to Even Rudd categories, which reveal how a person expresses 
his personal, social, temporal and transpersonal identities. We observed that recall of musical history makes 
MS patients get better perception both of their feelings and body awareness, as well as provide them with an 
alternative way to express themselves, activate and contextualize affective memories, and achieving a sense 
of life continuity in spite of the disease.
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Identidade musical em pacientes com esclerose múltipla

Resumo – Autobiografias musicais constituem um recurso terapêutico pelo qual indivíduos definem a si 
mesmos, auxiliando a (re)construção da identidade e contribuindo para a melhora da qualidade de vida de 
portadores de esclerose múltipla (EM). Oito pacientes adultos sob acompanhamento no Centro de Investigação 
em esclerose múltipla (CIEM) da UFMG, selecionaram entre 10 e 15 músicas significativas em sua vida, a 
respeito das quais discorreram em entrevista aberta. Os dados foram analisados qualitativamente segundo 
categorias criadas por Even Rudd, que visam revelar como o indivíduo expressa suas identidades pessoal, social, 
temporal e transpessoal. Submetidos a tratamento quantitativo, os dados demonstraram que, através da sua 
história musical, os pacientes aumentaram a percepção dos sentimentos e sensações corporais, expressaram-
se de maneiras alternativas e ativaram memórias afetivas, contextualizando-as e adquirindo um senso de 
continuidade da vida. 
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Multiple sclerosis (MS) is the most common chronic 
disabling disease of the central nervous system in young 
adults. It is primarily characterized by multicentric in-
flammation and demyelination, but the role of axonal 
injury and gliosis increases as the disease evolves1. Emo-
tional changes related to MS may encompass a wide va-
riety of phenomena, including anxiety, grief, depression, 
emotional lability, and euphoria. Like the physical symp-
toms of MS, these changes may disrupt everyday activi-
ties and compromise quality of life2. The way each individ-
ual emotionally responds to the changes due to MS leads 
to fundamental changes in his “self” and “identity”3. Cog-
nitive and physical changes alter the way a person per-
ceives himself or herself and how he or she evolves un-

derstands and interacts with the physical and social envi-
ronment. Chronic diseases, such as MS, may lead to bio-
graphical rupture in patients’ life with impact on the phys-
ical, socio-economic and temporal spheres4. 

The concept of identity in contemporary theory em-
phasizes the experiences lived by individuals5. Personal 
identity is perceived in a dynamic vision of the self in op-
position to a relative immutability. Identity is continuous-
ly formed and transformed, and it is defined historically 
and not biologically4. Therefore, identity is continuous-
ly reconstructed, analyzed and “renegotiated”, according 
to experiences in a social context6. The autobiographical 
narratives through music permit memories of significant 
events, anxieties, fears and doubts that frequently come 
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along with the disease and perceived in a non-threaten-
ing environment. Music works therefore, as patients bank 
of memory. To study identity means to investigate the 
ways individuals use to present themselves discursively. 
The process of identity construction is dynamic and may 
vary according to the phase of a person’s life. Since music 
is part of our everyday lives, it may structure and anchor 
a number of different situations when it is used as a raw 
material in the process of identity construction7. 

The aim of the study was to describe the process of iden-
tity of patients with MS, at a given moment of their lives, 
through analysis of their musical autobiography report.

METHOD
Patients from CIEM Multiple Sclerosis Investigation Center, 

Federal University of Minas Gerais, Belo Horizonte, Brazil, ful-
filling criteria for MS according to McDonald et al.8 criteria were 
randomly selected following approval of the study by the Eth-
ical Committee on Research of the Federal University of Minas 
Gerais. All MS patients were enrolled between June 2006 and 
December 2006 and signed a Free Consent Agreement Form. Ex-
clusion criteria consisted of evidence of severe comorbidities 
such as conditions causing respiratory or cardiac insufficiency 
or psychiatric and cognitive disorders.

The clinical course of the disease was classified according 
Lublin et al.9 criteria and patients’ disability scores were assessed 
by the Kurtzke’s Expanded Disability Status Scale (EDSS)10. 

Procedure
The patients were submitted to a music therapy question-

naire, comprising their epidemiologic and musical data11. They 
selected 10 to 15 pieces of music most significant in their lives 
and were then submitted to an open interview, during which they 
described their experiences and preferences. The collected data 

were classified according to Rudd’s categories7, which reveal how 
the person expresses his personal, social, temporal and transper-
sonal identities: (1) personal identity, which is related to individ-
ual and personal aspects; (2) social identity which refers to inter-
personal aspects of identity; (3) temporal identity which refers to 
the geographic space and time the person feels connected to; (4) 
transpersonal identity which is related to musical experiences that 
are beyond language producing altered states of consciousness.

Statistical analysis
The analysis of the results was focused on studies of per-

sonal discourse connected to musical identity. It was carried 
out through the technique of content analysis12 using the cate-
gories of identity as described by Rudd7. The characterization in 
categories was interpreted according to socialcultural aspects 
of the patients. After data analysis, the results of the most rel-
evant categories of the study of musical identity were present-
ed to every interviewed patient.

In order to compare the proportions of each group, con-
fidence intervals of 95% were set for these proportions. In or-
der to correlate the frequency of each instance with the whole 
group, the Chi-square test of Pearson was used. Fisher’s exact 
test was used for comparisons between low frequency groups. 
Windows EPI-INFO was used for statistical analysis and the 5% 
level of significance was adopted. 

RESULTS
The sample consisted of eight patients (five men and 

three women) with ages ranging from 22 to 58 years (mean 
44 years). Six patients had relapsing-remitting MS, one had 
primary-progressive MS, and one had secondary-progres-
sive MS. Patients’ EDSS scores ranged from 0 to 5.0 (mean 
2.0±1.8) disease duration varied from 2 to 34 years (mean 
14.5 years±12.6). 

Table 1. Comparison between the incidences (in percentage) in each category of musical identity of 
the patients with multiple sclerosis.

Patients Categories

Personal Social Temporal Transpersonal

1 30 (0.13)* 30 (0.49)* 40 (0.22)* 0 (0.99)**

2 38 (0.78)* 31 (0.55)* 27 (0.63)* 4 (0.42)**

3 41 (0.69)* 17 (0.12)* 39 (0.19)* 3 (0.64)**

4 17 (0.01)* 30 (0.59)* 53 (0.01)* 0 (0.58)**

5 53 (0.11)* 22 (0.64)* 22 (0.2)* 2 (0.99)**

6 32 (0.22)* 53 (<0.01)* 15 (0.02)* 0 (0.99)**

7 47 (0.38)* 21 (0.47)* 32 (0.98)* 0 (0.6)**

8 64 (0.01)* 5 (<0.01)* 23 (0.28)* 8 (0.06)**

Overall 41 25 31 2

The results are presented in percentage. *Results of p value (in parentheses) from Chi-square test of Pearson; 
**Results from Fisher’s test. Note: The p value accepted for detecting differences was p≤0.05.
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Analysis showed that there was a higher frequency 
of the category personal, suggesting that individual as-
pects, such as, emotional consciousness, body conscious-
ness, first relations, among others, were clearly reported 
as patients’ memories (Table 1). Confidence intervals anal-
ysis shows that there is significant difference between the 
category transpersonal and the others (Table 2; Figure).

DISCUSSION

This is a pilot study with a small number of patients re-
cruited from a single MS Center. In spite of that, to the best 
of our knowledge, it is the first study to investigate musi-
cal identity in MS patients. It analyzed neither the musical 
structure nor the lyrics of the songs chosen by the pa-
tients. It focused on the discourse of patients about their 
personal history rather than the evaluation of the thera-
peutic effects of listening to the songs from their musical 
autobiographies. However, significant changes in patients’ 
mood could be easily observed following the interview. 

At present time no standard scale to evaluate the iden-
tity of the subject or its changes is available. Therefore, we 
used a qualitative methodology, which has proven to be 
quite productive in the construction of meanings, values 
and life histories7. Methodology and approach were quite 
consistent in the study. We recommend further research 
to study the effect of musics on the quality of life and 
patients’ mood with MS submitted to music-therapeutic 
interventions. 

The study revealed that musics can assist patients to 
rescue their identity. Feelings and musical preferences do 
not change in the course of the disease. Music autobiogra-
phy recall may activate affective memories, increase feel-
ing perceptions and body sensation, increase understand-
ing of the self and arise emotional consciousness. It can 
help individuals to express themselves in different ways, 
contextualize time and place of past events in individual’s 
remembrances, provide perception of a continuity of life 
and relevance of social relations and cultural influences.

Musics can have a supportive role in relation to the 
history of the individual, working as an anchor at moments 

when it is difficult to express feelings through words. In 
this context, the therapist, based on the history of the 
patient musical life, can make possible new arrangements 
for the self. The role of musical culture in personal iden-
tity is of utmost importance for the music-therapist con-
cerns. The patients’ musical histories presented in their 
autobiographies might contain relevant issues related to 
their identities13.

By speaking human beings assert their own identities 
and the subjective beings they wish to be, making them-
selves effective as subjects. Past conditionings open new 
windows for the present and future, and subjective beings 
are strongly influenced by a network of relationships in-
serted within a specific social and cultural context4.

This is quite evident in the musical autobiographies 
of people affected by MS. Emotional consciousness was 
reported by patients in the personal category. These emo-
tional exercises can help patients to clarify the emotions, 
better understand the world around them and, conse-
quently, understand themselves. 

In the category social, the data showed that the songs 
helped the patients to remember the importance of the 
relationship with others in the course of their lives. As 
we live in a social world most of the time music is shared 
by others. Social relationships are of vital importance for 
one’s quality of life. 

As the category temporal is concerned, musical expe-
riences brought important remembrances of life events. 
The remembrance of a time lived or a historical period 
was emphasized. These events are fixed in the memory, 
making possible the coherence and continuity of life. 

The present study suggests that music therapy can be 
considered as a potential integrative treatment strategy 
for patients with MS. There are two main reasons for that. 
First, because it improves communicative performance 

Table 2. Description of incidences in each category of musical 
identity in patients with multiple sclerosis.

Categories Incidence (%) CI 95%

Personal 152 (41) [36%; 45%]

Social 94 (25) [21%; 30%]

Temporal 116 (31) [27%; 36%]

Transpersonal 07 (2) [1%; 4%]

Total 369 (100)

CI, confidence intervals.

Figure. Confidence Intervals for the proportions in each category of 
patients
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and promotes presentation of the self. Second, because 
it may provide patients with a chronic and degenerative 
disease such as MS with strategies to face the condition 
with an identity beyond that imposed by the charac-
teristics of a chronic disabling disease14. Through music 
MS patients may write their autobiography bringing to 
light experiences from different times in the course of  
their lives. 
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