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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Why We Need Critical Music
Industry Studies

David Arditi and Ryan Nolan

In 2022, the International Federation of Phonographic Industries (IFPI)
reported US$25 billion of revenue for recorded music! alongside US$132.6
billion in live performance revenue in the year prior to the pandemic.?
Furthermore, global music publishing is projected to surge over the next
decade.® Music is a big business. But as a business, it also exploits. Most record-
ing artists never receive money from their recordings, tours regularly lose
money for artists, and racism and patriarchy perpetuate systems of domination
on those musicians. At the same time, music industry studies programs train
students to go work in the music business with the express goal of getting
students jobs in the industry. To do so, they teach students how the business
works and how to fit themselves in it. The Handbook of Critical Music Industry
Studies aims to fill this gap by providing students with the means to think about

LTFPI, “Global Music Report 2022 - State of the Industry.”

2Brooks, “Live Music Biz Generated $132.6B in Economic Activity in 2019, Study Finds.”

3Precision Reports 2022, “The global Music Publishing market size will reach USD 9420.3
million in 2028, growing at a CAGR of 6.3% over the analysis period.” http://www.precisionre-
ports.co/global-music-publishing-market-19886103.
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2 D.ARDITI AND R. NOLAN

how the performance, recording, distribution, and publishing of music could
be if we do things differently.

This handbook marks an important step in the development of Music
Industry Studies as a field of study, bringing together industry professionals
and academics from a diverse set of disciplinary perspectives. As Music Industry
Studies explodes with new and growing departments worldwide, it is time to
revisit the field as an academic mode of inquiry. Too often, faculty in these
programs of study emphasize getting students jobs and hiring faculty with “real
world experience.” As such, the field diverges from other scholarly projects
(especially those with “studies” in their title). These programs tend to resemble
trade schools that emphasize working within the system at the expense of re-
envisioning the system. By narrowly focusing on getting students jobs, these
programs end up re-enforcing structures of domination within the music busi-
ness. In this book, we bring together scholars from various disciplines to inter-
vene in the field and provide teachers with a text to teach music industry
students the problems, potential, and promises of performing music.

The status quo in the music industry has gone on too long. People crave a
more equitable music performance and recording system. The industry exudes
patriarchy, white supremacy, cultural imperialism, ableism, and worker exploi-
tation. In the context of gendered (e.g., #MeToo and #TimesUp) and racial-
ized (e.g., Black Lives Matter) inequity, rampant precarity and casualization,
and modes of musical dissemination that are changing faster than policymakers
and regulatory bodies can keep up with, the timing for assembling such an
interdisciplinary collection could not be more appropriate. Nowhere is this
more visible than the Grammy Awards in the United States. It seems like every
year the Grammys foment conflict about the music industry: from the Grammy’s
perennial failure to award Black musicians® to former president of the Recording
Academy, Neil Portnow’s quip that “women need to step up” in response to
criticisms over the Academy’s inability to award female artists.> The problems
in the music industry stem from systemic failures of people within the industry
to think about systems of power.

Essays in this handbook tackle power structures at their root in the music
industry and the academic study of the field. The way to fix power imbalances
in the music industry begins with teachers willing to emphasize these prob-
lems, so the next leaders in popular music do not make the same mistakes.

Music As A COMMODITY

When we talk about a music industry, a key implication is that music is a com-
modity. With regard to rock music, Simon Frith states, “industrialization of
music cannot be understood as something which happens o music, since it

*Alcorn, “The Grammys Rarely Award Chart-Topping Black Artists with Top Honors, New
Study Finds | CNN Business.”
® Angermiller, “Grammys So Male?”
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describes a process in which music itself is made.”® Popular music is always
already a commodity as an industrial product. We can expect that from a rock
scholar, of course. But it is also the industry’s own view. In The Music Business
Contract Library, Greg Forest writes, “It may be a cruel way to view the music
industry but that song, that performance, that work of art is a commodity... If
you are a performing artist, you are the product being marketed. If you are a
songwriter, the song is the commodity.”” Musicians, recordings, and composi-
tions are all commodities. A commodity is anything that satisfies human needs
that someone obtains through exchange. By emphasizing monetary exchange,
the recorded music commodity places the interest of people with spending
power over those without money.

Why does it matter if music is a commodity? When monetary exchange is
emphasized, it means that those people with money have an outsized say in
determining what gets produced. The problem is that this model of exchange
reproduces systems of inequality by amplifying the demands of wealthy white
cisgender males. Culture is the process through which people make symbolic
meaning out of everyday things. But when culture is produced as a commodity,
it means that those with money and power in society have greater power in
producing cultural meaning.

Commodified music means that what sells counts more than what people
listen to. This was the case with physical media. Take hip-hop for example.
Hip-hop started long before it was recorded. While Sugarhill Gang’s “Rapper’s
Delight” is credited as the first recorded rap song to be played on the radio in
1979, but we celebrate 1973 as the founding of hip-hop. That means hip-hop
music circulated for at least six years without any commercial interest; it was
not a commodity. Fast forward to 1991, the year Billboard implemented
SoundScan. In this year, the recording industry recognized that far more hip-
hop albums sold than previously imagined. However, they also found that the
money to be made was by selling hip-hop albums to white kids in suburbia
because they had expendable cash to spend on music.® Since rap music circu-
lated the hip-hop community via mixtapes,” the uncommodified form played
backseat to the commodity. As we moved into streaming, the industry put a
premium on counting paid streams over ad-supported streams. We could take
a longer view of the commodification of music as Jacques Attali does in Nozse:
The Political Economy of Music'® and see that the process is a very recent
phenomenon.

Music as a commodity also assumes that music creators only work in the
interest of making money. Former Recording Academy president, Neil
Portnow, made this point at the 2015 Grammys by claiming, “What if we’re all

¢Frith, “The Industrialization of Music,” 231.

7Forest, The Music Business Contract Library, ix—x.

8Watkins, Hip Hop Matters: Politics, Pop Culture, and the Struggle for the Soul of o Movement.

?Harrison, “‘Cheaper than a CD, plus We Really Mean It”: Bay Area Underground Hip Hop
Tapes as Subcultural Artifacts.”

19 Attali, Nodse: The Political Economy of Music.
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watching the Grammys a few years from now and there’s no Best New Artist
award because there aren’t enough talented artists and songwriters who are
actually able to make a living from their craft?”!! Portnow and others made this
point to say platforms underpay recording artists. They called this the “value
gap”—i.e., the gap between what artists make on some platforms versus what
they make on other platforms.!?> The Recording Academy, IFPI, and the
Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA) unironically employ this
term even though value gap is a phrase used by Karl Marx to identify the rate
of exploitation—i.e., the gap between the value created by workers and the
amount they are paid. Marx aside, Portnow’s logic assumes that songwriters
and performers only exist in a world where they must make money from their
craft. In fact, most performers make very little money, if any, from writing and
performing music.!?

Furthermore, music has only been associated with money for a very brief
period of time. Arguably, the first time European musicians made money to
perform was in the Middle Ages with music patronage systems where the aris-
tocracy paid musicians to hold residencies in their courts. In the Enlightenment
period this resulted in such famous classical composers as Mozart, Bach, and
Beethoven. These composers had their craft supported through the feudal sys-
tem. These were servants who assured the power of the court.!* Patrons sup-
ported music (and the arts more generally) for two reasons. First, they allowed
composers to write songs for street musicians (or jesters) to go out and play for
the populace. This insured jesters played music that worked for the aristocracy
instead of against it.!® Second, composers provided music for the court itself.
Having talented composers creating entertainment for the aristocracy was an
exercise in power itself.

Things changed in the nineteenth century as the burgeoning bourgeoisie
attempted to demonstrate their power through orchestra performances.
Concert halls and opera houses became sites of power for the bourgeoisie
because the high price of admittance gave these sites exclusivity. In the HBO
television show The Gilded Age this becomes apparent as the bourgeoisie of
New York City compete over the representational politics of having the best
box seats at an opera house. The entire second season of the show revolves
around a rift between new money and old money having access to the best
boxes at the New York Metropolitan Opera. The size of orchestras, usually 100
members, required expensive ticket prices to pay performers. Being able to
afford tickets to concerts creates power for those who can afford it over those
who cannot pay for admission. In those nineteenth-century orchestras, musi-
cians commanded decent pay. This remains the case today as the oboe player

"Flanagan, “Grammys 2015.”

12Blake, “Services like YouTube Largely Blamed for the Music ‘value Gap’ in New Report.”
13 Osborne, ““I Am a One in Ten’: Success Ratios in the Recording Industry.”

14 Attali, Noise: The Political Economy of Music.

15 Attali.
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for the Boston Symphony Orchestra recently reported earning $200,000
per year.!¢

However, when recording industry professionals discuss the need to pay
popular musicians, they don’t have such labor relations in mind as orchestral
musicians. The proposition that musicians should be paid stems not from the
fundamental idea that they should be paid a wage, but rather their pay should
arise directly from the value of what they produce. This is an absurd idea, but
it is where copyright enters the conversation. Copyright encapsulates the con-
cept that ideas have value. These ideas have values that exist outside a physical
thing (i.e., vinyl record, compact disc, etc.). In terms of music, this means the
concept of a song is copyrighted. The copyright of a song or piece of music is
most clearly represented by the musical score or sheet music. Notation repre-
sents music without sound. The second copyright is associated with a specific
performance of a song—this would be the sound one hears and could be live
or recorded sound. In both cases, the artist isn’t paid for the work they put into
the song (i.e. a wage for producing it), but on the usage of their work. David
Arditi wrestles with this idea in Chap. 6 on the details of a record contract. If
we look at the emergence of copyright, it becomes clear why this was not about
paying anyone for their work.

While we tend to think about the constantly changing recorded commodity
as the primary commodity of music, a longer history shows recorded music
hasn’t been the main commodity. The first real music commodity was the
music score. There is still a significant market for sheet music. This is most vis-
ible in school bands from elementary through university. Purchasing music
becomes a significant portion of a school’s music budget. Copying sheet music
would be the most budget friendly response, but it is discouraged through
rhetoric about piracy. Not being able to copy and share sheet music is the result
of the ideas behind the Statute of Anne—i.e., publishers need to be paid. In
order to regulate the performance of songs, publishers demand royalties for
every copy of sheet music.

Even though gramophone records became commercially available in the
1880s, recordings did not become the dominant music commodity until the
1940s. In 1920, the first commercial radio stations brought music to a wide
range of audiences and for the next 20 years, radio performances were the
dominant music commodities. The dominance of radio made it the primary
stakeholder in copyright negotiations.!” As a result, radio ensured recording
artists do not receive performance royalties for terrestrial radio in the United
States, unlike in other countries. Before the popularization of records, the pri-
mary performance of music on radio was through live performance. Radio
stations didn’t want to pay a new royalty to record labels to play their music.
Since record labels wanted radio stations to play records on air, they were will-
ing to negotiate with radio stations.

1eEdgers, “The Star Flutist Was Paid $70,000 Less than the Oboe Player. So She Sued.”
7 Litman, Digital Copyright.
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With increased gramophone penetration, cheaper records, and higher fidel-
ity records, recordings became the primary music commodity. In 1952, the
Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA) was founded to create
standards for the production of records. With standardization and consecra-
tion, the consumption of records exploded. The advent of rock and roll further
popularized the recorded commodity. Now we think of recorded music as the
primary commodity of music and record labels have developed ways to get
consumers to consistently spend more on recorded music. Each new mediation
from 78 rpm records to stereo 33 records, 8-track cassettes to mp3s provided
new opportunities for record labels to profit from their catalogs. A catalog is
any recording older than 18 months. At each moment, consumers repurchased
music they already owned to be able to listen to it in a new format—this is
known as the album replacement cycle.'® The result is a windfall of profits for
major record labels and publishers every time a new media format is developed.

But with digital mediation, the rules changed again. Suddenly people could
distribute music for free over the Internet. Record labels worried that this
would not only provide new music to listeners, but also they would lose the
ability to profit from the album replacement cycle. They developed the piracy
panic narrative to scare the public into changing their behaviors. Since digital
companies were new to the copyright negotiation table, they lacked power to
negotiate effectively. Record labels forced digital distributors to play by their
rules. Eventually, they landed on a goldmine with Apple’s iTunes.? Some leg-
acy acts, especially The Beatles, withheld their music from iTunes creating a
frenzy for their catalog when they finally released it?>—a technique mastered by
others, such as Taylor Swift, during the streaming era.?! And with streaming,
the commodity has changed again. Now the commodity is the service and we
subscribe to streaming services to obtain access. We pay these fees even to listen
to music we own in other formats.

Napster demonstrated that music could be distributed among friends and
fans for free, but this irritated copyright holders. Digital music showed that
music could be de-commodified, but the music industry changed the rules to
support their profits. We don’t have a robust peer-to-peer internet service
where music is distributed for free because music industry stakeholders would
rather we pay for music. They do so under the rhetoric of paying artists,?* but
the industry is rarely concerned with actually paying musicians. These are the
legacies of thinking about music as a commodity without paying the workers.
The logic of these legacies is the product of how we train future music industry
workers.

18 Arditi, iTake-Over.

9 Arditi, “iTunes.”

20Bruno, “Beatles Catalog Finally Coming to iTunes, Apple Announces.”

21 Grady, “Taylor Swift Puts All Her Music Back on Streaming, Continues to Be a PR Genius.”
22 Arditi, “Downloading Is Killing Music”; Arditi, i7ake-Over.



1 INTRODUCTION: WHY WE NEED CRITICAL MUSIC INDUSTRY STUDIES 7

Waat CouLp Music INDUSTRY STUDIES BE?

Ideally, universities are transformative places. Students learn about the way the
world works: the good and the bad. The goal of education is not to maintain
the status quo, but rather to change the world. At their best, academic disci-
plines teach students the contradictions of the world and the problems with
their own field. At their worst, academic disciplines teach students to maintain
the status quo. Criticism is improvement. Our goal in this volume is to push
music industry studies students, faculty, and practitioners to transform the
music industry.

The neoliberal university emphasizes getting students jobs. This demand is
placed on universities from governments and politicians who desire to change
the direction of workforces. For instance, the push for STEM (science, tech-
nology, engineering, and math) fields in the United States is associated with a
desire to bring good jobs to the United States. What is often missed in this
discussion is the push to increase supply of graduates in these fields to lower
wages (wages are the price of the labor commodity). More degrees in com-
puter science means more computer scientists looking for work, which leads to
lower wages. Businesses want cheaper labor, so they push for more graduates
in these fields.

Students come to university with different intentions than politicians. At
working-class regional universities in the United States, first-generation non-
traditional college students seek out majors they feel will get them a job. These
fields are often professional degrees where earning a degree means working in
a specific field. Nursing students major in nursing because they want to be
nurses. The same is true for social work, criminal justice, and education.
Students in professional fields have direct career goals and they see a material
connection between their major and a future career. At more prestigious public
universities, students want to find themselves. And at elite private schools,
many students want to run the world. Social class is a predictor of these senti-
ments, but it changes the educational mission of universities.

Parents want to see a return on investment for their child’s education. This
return on investment may be in the form of majoring in a STEM field or a
professional degree program. But it may also include fields like business man-
agement as most parents can see that their children would receive an education
and become the manager of a business (no matter the fact that any number of
majors could lead to business management). The degrees that seem less tan-
gible are in the arts, humanities, social sciences, and even the hard sciences
(e.g., biology). I hear the questions and derision all the time: “What do you do
with a sociology degree:” “Don’t artists end up struggling in poverty?”
“English degrees are fine if you want to be a teacher, but what else can you do?”
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The answer is that they will be the next leaders in the world. Thinkers from
Plato?® to Thomas Jefferson and W.E.B. Du Bois?** to Antonio Gramsci?® con-
tend that to be the next leaders of the world, people need to be educated.
Education is an important part of citizenship in a democracy.?® When we look
at the leaders of democracies, they primarily study the behavioral and social
sciences and humanities (see the US House of Representatives where most of
the congresspersons major in the social sciences).?” In order for a democracy to
function, a government requires an educated citizenry with a broad liberal arts
education.

In the liberal arts, faculty don’t usually think so much about the connection
between fields of study and jobs. And this is a shortcoming of many faculty in
the liberal arts. Universities change, society changes, and students change.
Faculty need to change the way they think about the role of an education, but
to do so, they must not lose their own critical edge.

Music Industry Studies is a unique discipline for two reasons. First, it is one
of the only specialty “industry studies” geared toward placing graduates in a
specific industry. We don’t talk about auto industry studies or fossil fuel indus-
try studies for students hoping to work at Ford or Exxon, respectively. These
students get either a business management degree or degrees in mining and
mineral engineering or mechanical engineering. Second, music industry studies
programs usually fall within music departments where most faculty have no
experience studying the field. A majority of music faculty come from classical
instrument backgrounds in performance, composition, musicology, and educa-
tion. As a result, they largely look to practitioners to teach classes who may or
may not have a terminal degree. These two features of music industry studies
degrees create a further distinction from many degrees in the liberal arts tradi-
tion. They become professional oriented degrees resistant to critical approaches
to the industry.

A music industry studies degree often places students as workers looking to
find jobs. As such, these programs are highly effective. Placement rates are high
for graduates in music industry studies programs, especially in music cities. But
what are these students missing? They miss the broad education required in a
democracy, yes, but more importantly, their degrees prepare them for business
as usual—a perspective the contributions collected in this Handbook seek to
critique, stretch, and challenge from a number of perspectives.

23 Plato, The Republic.

24Bois, The Souls of Black Folk.

% Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci.

26 Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into o Category of
Bourgeois Society, Baker, Media Concentration and Democracy: Why Ownership Matters, Dahl,
Democracy and Its Critics, James, “Every Cook Can Govern: A Study of Democracy in Ancient
Greece - Its Meaning for Today.”

27Nietzel, “The College Profile Of The New Members In The 117th Congress.”
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NAVIGATING THE HANDBOOK

It will always be difficult to pin down and categorize contributions as diverse as
those presented in this Handbook in a neat and orderly manner. Indeed, the
critical project itself presents a challenge to notions of rationalization.
Nevertheless, we have organized the book in four parts. Chapters 2, 3,4, 5, 6,
7,8,9,10, and 11 constitute Part 1, Music, Labor, and Exploitation. This sec-
tion focuses on some perennial problems of music industry studies, including
record contracts, intellectual property, the labor of live music, gender inequal-
ity, as well as the mounting crisis of musicians’ mental health. Part 2, Music and
Technology: From Radio to Algorithmic Gatekeepers, is comprised of Chaps.
12, 13, 14, 15, 16, and 17. Here, topics range from the data- and metrics-
driven logic of digital technologies to the lasting utility of genre in an era
defined by algorithmic categorization, while also raising critical questions
about the performative effects of things like radio programming and the his-
tory of surveillance in the music industry. In Part 3, Cultural Production and
Consumption, which runs from Chaps. 17, 18,19, 20, 21, 22,23, 24, 25, and
26, questions turn to the industrial and organizational dimensions of specific
music cultures and genres such as dance music, hip-hop, and K-Pop. It also
takes some deep dives into areas of the music industry typically discussed in
operational terms, such as the role of music PR and the emerging phenomena
of music back catalogs as an asset class. Finally, Chaps. 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32,
33, 34, 35 make up Part 4, Alternatives through Cultural Policy. In this sec-
tion, authors engage with a range of issues spanning cultural policy across sev-
eral national contexts, comment on the development of political campaigns
while highlighting their significance for the broader industry, highlight the
critical function of music education, and generally imagine how the music busi-
ness might be imagined otherwise.

Part 1 Music, Labor and Exploitation

Lydia Warren (Chap. 2) examines the disconnect between tourist expectations
and the reality of Beale Street in Memphis, Tennessee, known as the Official
Home of the Blues. Warren recounts her initial surprise upon discovering that
the music played there did not align with her preconceived notions of blues,
but rather encompassed a mix of genres catering to tourist tastes. Critiques of
Beale as inauthentic or commercialized overlook the working conditions of
musicians and their choices. Warren shifts the focus away from debates on
authenticity, delving into the tension between touristic expectations and the
lived experiences of Beale Street musicians. She highlights the significant yet
overlooked aspects of blues tropes and the tip culture prevalent on Beale Street,
proposing solutions for a more equitable future in tourism-based music
economies.

Richard Osborne (Chap. 3) addresses copyright in sound recordings, com-
monly referred to as “master rights.” The first section examines the evolution
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of devices recognized as containing the master recording and subsequently
protected by copyright law, from disc and cylinder masters to digital masters.
The chapter then explores legislation surrounding master recordings, which
has historically favored record companies in terms of ownership. However,
there’s been a notable shift toward artists claiming these rights, leading to eco-
nomic benefits through increased control.

In their chapter, Chris Anderton and James Hannam (Chap. 4) provide an
overview of the music industry’s transformation from the early 2000s to the
present. They explore the impact of unauthorized file-sharing on recorded
music revenues, the subsequent rise of digital streaming, and the challenges
faced by artists in securing a fair share of this growth. Legislative responses and
stakeholder advocacy are discussed, shedding light on the complexities of rev-
enue systems and debates around equitable remuneration for performers.

David Cashman (Chap. 5) focuses on musicians working within the cruise
ship industry. The abundance of music on cruise ships translates into employ-
ment opportunities for musicians, attracting individuals dedicated to honing
their craft. The chapter explores the reality of this career path, highlighting the
allure of making music on the open seas juxtaposed with the challenges and
potential disillusionment musicians may face. Cashman argues that cruise musi-
cians, often skilled professionals, find themselves caught in an industry that
seeks to diminish their skills. The chapter examines the phenomenon of deskill-
ing within the music industry and the choices musicians face between unpre-
dictable opportunities on land and the cruise ship circuit.

Lifting the veil on the often-overlooked power dynamics inherent in record
contracts within the music industry, David Arditi (Chap. 6) argues that con-
tracts serve as tools for exploiting musicians, contrary to the commonly por-
trayed image in music industry textbooks. Arditi begins by examining the role
of copyright in the commodification of culture and then explores how record-
ing artists are effectively workers who face exploitation by record labels. This
chapter explains the mechanisms of advances and recoupment that further
exploit recording artists and highlights the ideology surrounding getting
signed as a social construct that convinces musicians to sign unfavorable con-
tracts, concluding with a discussion of the worsening conditions for musicians
as major labels adopt 360 record deals.

Clare K. Duffin (Chap. 7) explores the challenges faced by women in the
music industry, particularly regarding motherhood and career participation.
Drawing from personal experiences and interviews with female independent
musicians, Duffin discusses how societal norms and caregiving responsibilities
intersect with industry demands, affecting women’s representation and cre-
ative opportunities. She introduces the concept of “gender gapping” to address
disparities in participation and pay, emphasizing the need for equitable
solutions.

George Musgrave (Chap. 8) addresses the dual phenomenon of the increas-
ing popularity of music industry courses in higher education and the poor
mental health outcomes for individuals pursuing careers in the music industry.
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Recognizing the discrepancy between the glamorous perception of the indus-
try and the darker realities of financial precarity, inequalities, abuses of power,
and discrimination, the chapter explores the psychological and affective experi-
ences of those entering the music industry. Musgrave emphasizes the need for
music business educators to consider the affective dimension of music educa-
tion, especially in light of the challenges and potential distress that individuals
may face in the industry.

In Athena Elafros and Christopher Churchill’s contribution (Chap. 9), the
authors redefine “care work” within the music industry, encompassing various
invisible labor types crucial for sustaining cultural production. They argue that
the often unseen efforts by unwaged support networks form the intellectual
foundation of cultural fields. Two case studies—one involving interviews with
music-makers in the greater Toronto area and another exploring archival
research on Albert Camus—illustrate the different scales of cultural produc-
tion. The chapter proposes a theoretical reframing, highlighting the multifac-
eted nature of invisible labor, including reproduction, emotions, organization,
and invisibility, asserting that all cultural production fields inherently involve
elements of cultural maintenance.

Adam Zendel (Chap. 10) examines how corporations in the music industry
are gaining power while workers are losing it, particularly due to the exploita-
tion by streaming platforms and technology companies. He draws parallels to
historical labor movements and advocates for present-day recording artists to
organize and reclaim control over their labor. The chapter discusses the decline
of unions like the American Federation of Musicians and the challenges posed
by royalty-free library music used by streaming platforms like Spotify.

Christopher Woods and Jack Davis (Chap. 11) critically analyze the effects
of algorithmic intermediation on DIY musicianship within the popular music
industries. They explore how digital platforms, once seen as democratizing,
have evolved into powerful agents serving commercial interests. Their chapter
traces this transformation from the Californian Ideology to the present, high-
lighting the ideological influence of digital platforms on cultural development.
They discuss the rise of digital burnout among musicians and propose potential
avenues for resistance and subversion to foster “free spaces” for DIY musician-
ship in the digital age.

Part 2 Music and Technology: From Radio to Algovithmic Gatekeepers

Ravi Krishnaswami (Chap. 12) traces the evolution of advertising music over
the past 30 years, delineating three distinct eras: the “jingle” era fading in the
late 1980s to early 1990s, the professionalized “underscore” era dominating
the mid- to late 1990s and early 2000s, and the “licensing” era from the early
2000s to the present. Each era is characterized by a dominant technique—
jingle-writing, underscoring, or licensing—that influences production practices
and aesthetics. Krishnaswami employs the history of the Association of Music
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Producers, the industry’s trade organization, to provide insights into this
dynamic intersection of music and advertising production.

Ingrid M. Tolstad (Chap. 13) delves into the evolving role of data and met-
rics in the music industry, focusing on its impact on decision-making, strategic
planning, and power dynamics within music organizations. Drawing on inter-
views, observations, and industry conferences, Tolstad highlights the shift
toward data-driven approaches and the widening scope of competencies
required for music professionals. Using the Norwegian music industry as a case
study, Tolstad examines how early adoption of streaming services has shaped
industry practices and competitive dynamics, shedding light on the implica-
tions for organizational structures and power relations.

Examining the complexities of genre categorization within the popular
music sector, Simon Poole (Chap. 14) emphasizes the ongoing tension between
conformity and resistance among industry stakeholders. Tracing the history of
genre classification and its contemporary challenges, Poole examines the shift
in ownership of naming conventions from journalists to streaming services,
resulting in an overwhelming abundance of genre categories. He critically eval-
uates the impact of relentless additions to genre categories on music marketing,
fandom, and creative processes, prompting reflection on the continued utility
of genre classification in the contemporary music industry.

Matthew David (Chap. 15) calls attention to the relationship between live
music performance and recorded music within labor and capital frameworks.
He argues that live performance represents living labor, while recorded music
becomes capital, termed “dead labor.” David discusses how online sharing net-
works disrupted traditional record label models, benefiting artists by redirect-
ing investment toward live performances. Despite attempts to revive recorded
works, the COVID-19 pandemic underscored live music’s enduring signifi-
cance to the industry. David warns against prioritizing recorded music over live
performance, emphasizing the latter’s intrinsic value post-pandemic.

Amy Coddington (Chap. 16) explores the impact of commercial radio pro-
gramming on listeners’ perceptions of race in the United States since the medi-
um’s inception in the 1920s. The chapter considers how radio shapes
understandings of racial identity. Coddington begins by examining racial por-
trayals during the network era, highlighting the influence of programs derived
from blackface minstrel shows in defining a sonic Black /white binary. Moving
to the second half of the twentieth century, the chapter analyzes technological
and industrial changes leading to formatted broadcasting. Coddington argues
that this format structure contributes to the production and reproduction of
racial identity by connecting musical styles and artists to racially defined audi-
ences, showcasing how race becomes a defining quality in the operation of the
music industries.

In the final chapter of the section, Eric Drott (Chap. 17) draws out the his-
torical context and recent developments of surveillance in the music industry,
particularly focusing on the shift brought about by digitization. Acknowledging
the ongoing debate around tech companies engaging in widespread
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surveillance, Drott places this trend within a broader historical framework, not-
ing that corporate surveillance is not entirely unprecedented. The chapter con-
tends that the scale of data collection in the present era represents both a
quantitative and qualitative shift. Drott highlights the music industry as an
early adopter of digitization and a pioneer in monitoring the circulation and
use of intellectual property online. The chapter provides an overview of the
longer history of surveillance in the music industry, with a focus on the United
States and western Europe where dominant forms of copyright enforcement
originated. It also explores how online platforms exploit user-listening patterns
for surveillance purposes.

Part 3 Cultural Production and Consumption

Gyu Tag Lee (Chap. 18) addresses the industrial and musical dimensions of the
K-Pop industry, shedding light on its distinctive features that have propelled its
popularity not only in East Asia but also globally. Emphasizing the unique
characteristics of K-Pop, Lee highlights its evolution since the late 1990s and
its recent surge in international recognition. Unlike conventional music indus-
tries, K-Pop is marked by a specific genre blending electronic dance music,
hip-hop, and R'n'B, performed by idols managed by entertainment agencies.
The chapter aims to unravel the intricacies of the K-Pop industry, showcasing
its deviation from traditional norms in popular music studies and offering
insights into its global appeal.

In the contemporary digital age of dance music culture, the role of authen-
ticity has become a crucial aspect for DJs, clubs, and clubbers. Danielle
Antoinette Hidalgo (Chap. 19) explores the intricate dynamics of building an
online presence, emphasizing the necessity for DJs to navigate this digital ter-
rain, engaging in what she terms “authenticity maneuvering.” Hidalgo sheds
light on how whiteness and masculinity function within the dance music scene,
challenging oppressive tactics used by harassers and predators. The chapter
contributes tools for understanding and disrupting problematic interactions
and cultural patterns, offering insights into ongoing discussions in dance music,
including gender and sexual harassment, celebrity DJ culture, racialization,
and racism.

Anthony Kwame Harrison (Chap. 20) discusses the emergence and evolu-
tion of underground hip-hop, marking a moment in hip-hop’s history when it
sought to return to its imagined roots as a culturally centered and community-
grounded artistic movement. Harrison traces the roots of hip-hop, which orig-
inated as a local New York City phenomenon in working-class Black and Brown
neighborhoods before its mainstream success. Focusing on the mid- to late
1990s, he explores the development of underground hip-hop through local,
translocal, and virtual music scenes, considering the social spaces where musi-
cians, fans, and stakeholders shaped its distinct identity.

Ellis Jones and Bethany Klein (Chap. 21) introduce the historical and evolv-
ing landscape of music PR, emphasizing its role in shaping the meaning of
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popular music texts and constructing narratives that influence audience percep-
tion. The chapter highlights the diversity in the structure and culture of music
PR over time, examining the various job titles and distinctions between in-
house and independent PR firms. Despite variations, music PR generally oper-
ates behind the scenes, aiming to create indirect effects through cultural
intermediaries rather than directly appealing to the public. Jones and Klein
explore the hidden nature of music PR work and discuss the challenges in
understanding its realities, drawing attention to the social and cultural implica-
tions of this hidden labor on musical diversity, artists’ careers, and critical theo-
rization of the popular music industries.

In his contribution, Jabari M. Evans (Chap. 22) underscores the significance
of YouTube for Black youth in America, particularly within the context of the
Drill rap subgenre. YouTube serves as a dynamic “third space” for Black youth
to express themselves authentically and share narratives beyond the gaze of
dominant cultures. The chapter delves into the emergence of Drill rap, its
impact on the global music scene, and the role of social media, especially
YouTube, in amplifying the genre. It highlights how Drillers utilize digital
spaces to build reputations for toughness and street credibility, ultimately shap-
ing the global subgenre of gangsta rap.

Steve Collins and Sarah Keith (Chap. 23) examine a trend in major interna-
tional news outlets around 2020, where articles covered the sale of music art-
ists’ back catalogs to investment and publishing companies. The authors
explore the public’s interest in these transactions, driven partly by the substan-
tial sums involved, and the counterpoint it provides to critiques of the
streaming-dominated music industry. They delve into how artists, often well-
known or legacy figures, might be reaping significant windfalls from these cata-
log sales, raising questions about the balance in the music industry. The authors
explore the speculative nature of catalog value, the maturation of the streaming
ecosystem, and the complexities of music royalties in the current landscape,
suggesting that buyers see more value in catalogs than artists.

The concept of “selling out” has been a significant aspect of popular music
culture since the 1960s, marking the tension between artistic expression and
commercial interests. Bethany Klein (Chap. 24) examines the decline of the
phrase selling out in the 2000s, attributing it to the growth of promotional
culture and its impact on musicians, their strategies, and the overall music lis-
tening experience. The chapter conducts a post-mortem examination of selling
out, exploring business practices related to musicians’ revenue streams, con-
tracts, and promotion. Klein contends that the absence of the selling out dis-
course is a loss to discussions about the influence of commerce on culture,
emphasizing the continuing significance of the art versus commerce debate in
popular music.

Mike D’Errico (Chap. 25) addresses the dynamics of race and class in the
history of rap music, particularly concerning young artists of color navigating
the early stages of their careers. Grounded in the historical context of the
American music industry and its ties to post-reconstruction-era racism, the
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chapter explores how rap music reflects and grapples with this troubled legacy.
D’Errico examines the perpetuation of common stereotypes of blackness by
record label executives and the pressure felt by young artists to conform to
these stereotypes for career advancement. Drawing on ethnographic work with
student musicians, the chapter highlights insights from interviews and collab-
orative creative endeavors with student artists. D’Errico argues that construct-
ing character archetypes through storytelling, marketing, and branding offers
emerging rappers a platform to challenge problematic racial stereotypes in the
industry.

Veronica Skrimsjo (Chap. 26) addresses the music consumption landscape,
contrasting streaming’s ascent with vinyl’s revival. It scrutinizes industry narra-
tives, revenue shifts, and the delicate balance between consumer preferences
and industry strategies, particularly evident in Record Store Day dynamics.
Skrimsjo concludes that, despite initial concerns, revenue patterns challenge
notions of industry collapse, while the vinyl revival’s consumer-led action poses
both challenges and opportunities for the record industry.

Finally, Matthew Flynn (Chap. 27) explores the complexities of systemic
racism within the UK music industry, using the Liverpool City Region as a case
study. Despite symbolic representations of Black British culture, the chapter
highlights the day-to-day reality of discrimination faced by Black musicians and
industry professionals. The chapter explores historical contexts, demographic
characteristics, experiences of discrimination, and challenges in accessing indus-
try infrastructures. It also provides recommendations for addressing these chal-
lenges, emphasizing the need for improved representation and opportunities
for the Black music community in Liverpool to foster a more inclusive and
diverse music sector.

Part 4 Alternatives Through Cultuval Policy

Metka Potocnik and Vick Bain (Chap. 28) discuss the UK Parliamentary
Women and Equalities Committee’s 2022 inquiry on “Misogyny in Music,”
addressing gendered hardships faced by women and gender-diverse artists in
the industry. They clarify the distinction between misogyny and sexism, empha-
sizing misogyny as the enforcement mechanism of sexism, perpetuating the
debasing and controlling of women. The chapter explores dimensions of
misogyny, including distrust and devaluation of women, linking it to hyper-
masculinity, sexual entitlement, revenge, violent beliefs, and physical aggression.

Drawing attention to the peculiarities of independent popular music artists
engaging in action culturelle projects alongside their creative endeavors, Jacopo
Costa (Chap. 29) discusses the clash between artistic and professional values
within the French cultural ecosystem, shedding light on the impact of cultural
policies and the intermittence du spectacle regime. Costa provides key concepts
from the French music industry and outlines the development of values within
this context, supported by examples of action culturelle projects. Drawing on
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sociology, cultural studies, and cultural policy research, he ofters a critical inter-
pretation of the cultural and professional values at play.

Sam Whiting (Chap. 30) examines the demand for a minimum pay rate for
musicians in Australia’s live music industry. Despite initial support, resistance
emerges from smaller venues and stakeholders, reflecting broader tensions sur-
rounding the value of cultural labor. Whiting explores various facets of this
debate, including musicians’ bargaining power, governmental intervention,
and international policy comparisons. Advocating for a political economy
approach, the chapter proposes practical policy recommendations for ensuring
fair compensation, envisioning a future where all artists receive adequate pay-
ment for their contributions.

Ryan Nolan (Chap. 31) explores how the music industry actors are address-
ing climate change, drawing out some examples of initiatives from both indus-
try and artist-led projects. Nolan emphasizes the need for scholars, students,
and industry professionals to engage with this issue with as much force as other
pressing concerns. The chapter begins by highlighting activism within the
music community and then discusses several academic perspectives on climate
change’s impact on live music and recording practices. Nolan also proposes
some practical ideas for addressing climate change within the context of critical
music industry studies. Overall, the chapter aims to introduce efforts to tackle
climate change in the music industry and suggests ways for us all to contribute
to this important conversation.

Helen Elizabeth Davies (Chap. 32) explores gender-related experiences and
challenges in Popular Music Higher Education and the UK music industry.
Focusing on graduates from the Liverpool Institute for Performing Arts, the
chapter argues for recognizing and addressing gender issues in both higher
education and the music industry. Davies draws on interviews with graduates
with music or performing arts management degrees, discussing their gender-
related experiences during undergraduate studies and in the industry. The
chapter concludes by exploring potential solutions to the identified gender
challenges.

Toby Bennett (Chap. 33) challenges the notion of a singular “music indus-
try,” advocating instead for a nuanced understanding that acknowledges plu-
rality. It critiques the dominance of a single narrative and explores influential
calls for a more diverse perspective. The chapter argues for retaining the term
“music industry” to capture both symbolic and material aspects, offering
insights into professional communities and value chains. Ultimately, Bennett
suggests that embracing both plurality and unity can provide critical insights
into the complexity and potential of the music industry.

Centered around their shared experiences teaching at the University of
Westminster, London, Sally Anne Gross and Toby Bennett (Chap. 34) share a
fascinating critical conversation. Their music industry program, designed as a
hub for professional training, critical thinking, and inclusivity, faces challenges
and opportunities in the ever-evolving landscape of popular music higher edu-
cation. The chapter delves into practical initiatives, classroom pedagogy, and
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the program’s role in professionalizing the workforce. It reflects on the impli-
cations of preparing students for an uncertain labor market and considers the
shifting relations between academia, industry, and government policy. Overall,
Gross and Bennett ignite a broader conversation on the practical use of the
university to foster critical thinking and empower music professionals to drive
change in a dynamic world.

To close the book, David Hesmondhalgh and Hyojung Sun (Chap. 35)
analyze a significant shift in the perception and treatment of musicians’ pay and
working conditions, challenging the long-standing romanticized notion of the
“autonomous artist.” Historically, the financial struggles of musicians were
often overlooked, and the image of the suffering artist was perpetuated.
However, recent years have witnessed a transformation in public awareness,
marked by the crisis in the recording industry and the rise of the gig economy.
The authors discuss how musicians, once viewed as privileged or different from
other workers, are now recognized as facing precarious conditions, prompting
activism and public discourse on social justice issues.
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Music, Labor and Exploitation
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CHAPTER 2

Tips, Tourists, and Musical Labor on Beale
Street

Lydia Warren

WHAT Is BEALE STREET?

I became a full-time musician in 2001 when I graduated high school. My pri-
mary musical interest was blues, and in 2011, after a decade of shows through-
out my home base of New England, as well as national and international tours,
I began going to Beale Street regularly. Beale is a two-block entertainment
district in Memphis, Tennessee, that is known as the Official Home of the
Blues. It is a brick pedestrian-only street filled with old buildings, bright neon
signs advertising cold beer, and bars and restaurants with live bands. My initial
experience on Beale was similar to that of many musicians, scholars, and jour-
nalists: because Beale is marketed as the Official Home of the Blues, I expected
to hear a certain canon of blues songs played by musicians who conformed to
my definition of a bluesman. Instead, the majority of the music I heard the first
several times there was more like wedding music—the greatest hits of pop,
rock, R&B, the occasional present-day top-40 song, and some blues songs,
mostly ones covered by classic rock artists. I was also surprised by the musi-
cians’ solicitations for tips in the tip bucket on every stage. It didn’t feel like the
special blues-only enclave I expected.

Because of the disappointment some people feel when they discover that
Beale does not meet their preconceived ideas about blues, folks often dismiss
venues and musicians as bad or, more often than not, inauthentic. This is
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evident in conversations with blues fans and in reviews of and articles about
Beale. Music journalist Robert Gordon (2013) tells readers of the Guardian to
“[s]kip the tourist clubs on Beale Street and go find Memphis’ authentic music
joints.” Journalist Amanda Petrusich (2010) goes further and describes Beale
as “big and stupid,” despite the fact that the entertainment district is only two
blocks long (26). She is horrified by a Beale Street pianist playing “Marc Cohn’s
atrocious ‘Walking in Memphis.”” Sociologist Wanda Rushing (2009) notes
(and seems to agree) that critics call Beale “just another theme park in a land-
scape of consumption” and “Disneyfied” (124). She herself critiques the rede-
velopment of downtown Memphis as creating a “controlled, policed, and
Disneyfied environment” based on fabricated authenticity, then quotes a
Chicago Sun-Times reporter who calls Beale “a blues Disneyland that offers few
authentic experiences” with bands who “couldn’t get work in Chicago”
(Rushing 2009, 145). Their critiques obscure any analysis of the working con-
ditions of Beale Street musicians or the reasons why musicians may choose to
play non-blues songs.!

As I read more about Beale and eventually began playing there myself, I
wanted to understand Beale not for what I thought it should be, but for what
it is. Sidestepping debates about authenticity, I focused instead on the tension
between touristic expectations of Beale and the lived experience of working at
Beale’s venues. I found that our collective preconceived ideas about blues and
the ubiquitous tip bucket are the most important yet least analyzed aspects of
the street. Beale Street musicians are caught between the need to make money
from performing and the commonly held belief that blues is played for cathar-
sis, not financial gain. This chapter explores blues tropes and Beale Street tips,
analyzes their intersecting impact on musicians, and offers solutions for a more
equitable future on Beale and in other tourism-based music economies.

WHAT WAS BEALE STREET?

In the 2010s I worked my way through several degrees while still touring, visit-
ing Beale, and making friends with Memphis musicians. I researched Beale for
class and conference papers and advocacy work. My research included archival
digging, years of conversations, and performing on Beale Street. In this chap-
ter, to maintain the safety of the musicians I spoke to and performed with, I
generally do not quote or mention them by name.

As I researched, I slowly pieced together Beale’s history: in the mid-1800s
Beale and the surrounding area developed into a Black neighborhood. Because
blues is popular music created by Black musicians, Beale was historically a blues
hotspot, with luminaries like W.C. Handy and B.B. King having ties there. But
it was never an all-blues street; music from Beale’s churches, touring vaudeville
performers, local jazz bands, and other sounds mingled in the neighborhood.

!For more complete analyses on authenticity, race, and gender in blues, see Grazian (2005),
Filene (2000), Miller (2010), and McGinley (2014).
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It was during its 1966 designation by the National Park Service as a National
Historical District that Beale was codified as a blues monolith. The marketing
and expectation that authentic Beale is a blues-only enclave is not, and has
never been, based in reality.

City-led efforts to use federal urban renewal funding to revitalize Beale
started in the 1960s. Aside from a few shops, Beale Street and the neighbor-
hood around it was effectively closed during the 1970s as the city contracted
with a string of companies who failed to renovate the dilapidated buildings.
Memphis blues could not thrive on Beale, but it continued in lounges and
clubs in other historically Black Memphis neighborhoods like Orange Mound.?
White city leaders continually ignored the needs of Black Beale Street residents
and plans created by Black Memphians. Eventually, the city bought most of the
buildings on Beale, evicted residents, and razed many businesses and homes,
decimating any chance of a neighborhood revitalization. The city left standing
a handful of the buildings in the small National Park Service-designated Historic
District section of Beale and selected a developer to focus on creating a tourist
area there. In the 1980s, Beale reopened as a blues-based attraction.?

Today, Beale is marketed by the city with its monolithic Home of the Blues
moniker and Historic District status. The main attraction is the live music fea-
tured inside the clubs and on outdoor stages. While the city still owns many of
the buildings, the venues and stages are run by a handful of for-profit corpora-
tions who rent the buildings and hire house bands, or bands who play multiple
sets per week at one or more venues. The venues are not responsible for or
incentivized by the city or National Park Service to maintain or foster a specific
regional or historical musical legacy. City-led marketing and federal recogni-
tion do not provide and have never provided local, state, or federal funding to
preserve the blues tradition on Beale. Venues are, of course, concerned with
making money, which they do by making sure they are appealing to tourists.

Today, the bands on Beale consist of musicians who are primarily men, and
slightly more than half are Black. In conversation, Black and non-Black musi-
cians on Beale express the significance of the Black history embedded in the
street as well as the importance of preserving local music history by covering
songs the way older Beale musicians did and shouting out the names of their
biggest influences, like 1980s and 1990s Beale Street musicians Uncle Ben and
James Govan. While the music community honors the Black roots of Memphis
blues on Beale daily, this can be easily missed. The street is adorned with his-
torical markers about Ida B. Wells and W.C Handy, but that history seems
distant and disconnected from the music and the venues on Beale today. For
tourists, the local legacy of Black music and history are overshadowed by
expectations based on blues tropes.

2To hear Memphis blues from this era, see Highwater Records releases.
3For the pre-urban renewal history of Beale, see Lauterbach (2015) and for the urban renewal
history of Beale, see Doyle (20006).
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EXPECTATIONS

What tourists, scholars, and journalists expect from Beale, and what I also
expected from Beale my first time there, is largely based on our collective
understanding of the bluesman trope and the dominant blues canon. Research
by English literature scholar Kimberly Mack (2020) reveals the bluesman as an
enduring literary figure and pop culture trope. Mack does not describe a per-
son, but instead explains the indicators one might use to assess whether a musi-
cian is in congruence with the bluesman myth:

A guitarist playing a song that has a blues form, while wearing a fedora, a dark
suit, and sunglasses, will invoke the image of a black, male American blues figure
in the minds of many blues fans and critics. Outlaw behaviors (drinking, fighting,
sexual promiscuity, lawlessness, a wandering spirit, Godlessness, and transgres-
sions of gender and racial boundaries) and the use of old and worn instruments
and low fidelity amplification do the same mythical work. (14)

These visual and sonic blues signifiers are ubiquitous in lyrics, movies, TV
shows, and in artwork inside Beale’s venues. Tourists arrive on Beale with dif-
ferent levels of understanding about blues, but all are at least somewhat familiar
with the bluesman trope.

Mack asserts that white blues writers in the 1940s and beyond took as fact
the subversive and lawless embellishments blues musicians inserted into their
songs and autobiographical tales, but that this was not the intention of the
genre’s creators. This disconnect created a body of blues revivalist literature in
which white blues revivalists turned myths and embellishments into historical
facts. Combined with racial stereotyping, these misunderstandings and miscon-
ceptions about blues permeated the dominant narrative and the tropes under-
stood to be associated with the genre. We expect authentic blues musicians to
visually and sonically adhere to the archetype, live a blues life, and remain
ignorant of or eschew newer sounds and music technology.

The blues revivals of the 1960s and 1980s contributed to this mythos.
Historian Grace Hale (2011) argues that the idea of blues as the authentic folk
music of Black southern men was embraced by middle class white music fans in
the 1960s who understood folk and blues fandom and performance as a way to
reject commercialism and modernity.* Because of this, we think of blues as a
noncommercial genre despite its popularity within the commercial recording
industry and a genre played not for money, but for emotional catharsis.

As the blues revival of the 1960s went electric, white blues and rock bands
rose to fame covering blues songs by Black artists. In that same decade some
Black electric blues musicians became less popular with Black audiences and
rebranded themselves to appeal to white audiences by strategically foreground-
ing their rural roots. For instance, Chess Records released a series of albums

*Marybeth Hamilton (2007), Benjamin Filene (2000), Karl Hagstrom-Miller (2010), and Paige
McGinley (2014) further analyze this history.
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called “The Real Folk Blues” and “More Real Folk Blues” in the mid-1960s to
reintroduce Muddy Waters, John Lee Hooker, Howlin’ Wolf, and other Black
electric blues musicians as the folk blues ancestors of the revivalists. The popu-
lar blues-rock band the Animals covered John Lee Hooker’s “Boom Boom”
and “Dimples”; Eric Clapton’s group Cream covered Howlin> Wolf’s
“Spoonful,” and Muddy Waters’ “Rollin’ and Tumblin’.” On Beale, tourists
are more likely to expect songs popularized by white rock bands than older
Memphis blues, like W.C. Handy, or newer blues-influenced artists with
Memphis ties, like Eric Gales.

Sociologist Zandria Robinson (2014) states that in the 1960s and 1970s a
“rising white ‘silent majority” shifted their regional strategy away from virulent
racism to a relatively benign imagery designed to maintain white privilege and
preserve the Old South.” The South was reconceived as “a repository for real
American values, touting the dignity of the working people” (47—48). In this
shift, the bluesman trope lived on as an ostensibly uncomplicated rural south-
ern trope of servitude®. In the 1980s there was another blues revival but the
myth and the canon remained the same, further entrenched in our collective
consciousness by movies like Crossroads (1986) and the Blues Brothers (1980).
It was during this 1980s revival revitalized Beale Street opened as a tourist
attraction.

There are blues traditions that stray from the dominant trope and canon,
many of which are on display on Beale daily, but most tourists and blues fans
are unfamiliar with these and do not understand them as blues. For example,
Paige McGinley (2014) notes how theatricality and women performers were
written out of the dominant narrative by white writers who favored serious and
emotional bluesmen, and David Whiteis and Denise LaSalle (2013) analyze
how some Black blues artists are considered by white audiences outside of the
genre for their embrace of entrepreneurship and new technology. The legibility
of blues musicians on Beale depends on their adherence to the blues canon, the
embodiment of the appropriate visual and sonic aesthetics, the appearance of
living a blues lifestyle, and performing for catharsis and not financial gain. This
trope obscures many things on Beale, but most importantly it renders invisible
the weight and impact of the tip bucket.®

5Karen Cox (2013) uses the term “tropes of servitude” to show the insidiousness of southern
advertising and tourism tropes like Aunt Jemima. Cox also provides more historical background
for the ways in which the south has been marketed to all of America.

¢Jennifer Ryan argues for the “reconsideration of [Beale Street] musicians as working profes-
sionals, an idea at odds with the expectations of the mythical bluesman” (Ryan 475). Her objective
is to refute the “pervasive nature of authenticity discourses and their incompatibility with an under-
standing of music as labor,” and to show instead that blues musicians are professionals by virtue of
their middle-class lifestyles that Beale, with its steady, good paying gigs, affords them (474-475).
Ryan also states that tourist venues on Beale bring “much-needed money into the black commu-
nity” because they provide a space for musicians to sell their recorded music, and adds that “cri-
tiques around the commodification of the blues and other music for tourists completely disregard
this necessity for musicians to make a living from playing music” (496). While some of these points
are valid, Ryan omits any consideration of the tip bucket. I know no musicians who have a decent
middle-class lifestyle from gigging on Beale, and would not consider a largely tips-based economy
to be a boon to any community.
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Trirs

Beale is not the only area marketed as a genre-specific street where musicians
get tips. The French Quarter in New Orleans is known for jazz and Nashville’s
Broadway is associated with country. Unlike Memphis, these areas have venues
dedicated to presenting the traditional music that tourists expect. On Beale,
and throughout Memphis, there is no equivalent of the Preservation Hall jazz
band’s nightly French Quarter shows or Lower Broadway’s traditional county
bands at Robert’s Western World. Because there is no all-blues venue, many
tourists leave Memphis thinking there is no blues tradition left in the city. In
reality, there is no venue that hires bands to play only blues. The tradition of
blues cannot sustain itself without funding, so on Beale the preservation of
blues is outsourced via tips to tourists with a generally superficial understand-
ing of the genre.

Beale is a collection of for-profit venues as it has always been, and musicians
are paid, in full or in part, by tips. But many people do not understand tipping.
Tipping is an informal, often unspoken social institution, and people have to
know how to do it. While many Americans know the standard 20% tip for wait-
staff, there is no norm for tipping bands, and venues do not educate tourists
about it. Furthermore, many audience members, especially those who paid a
cover charge, sometimes to enter both Beale Street and the venue, have no idea
what musicians are paid and that some depend on tips. Researchers Michael
Lynn and Jeffery Graves (1996) highlight that regular customers tip better
than infrequent ones, but on Beale, there are few regulars because the neigh-
borhood was decimated to create a tourist zone. Income on Beale depends on
the audiences’ understanding and willingness to tip, and the tipped workers’
ability to deduce what the audience will pay for.

Tirs AND THE CONTROL OF REPERTOIRE

Research on tipping servers in restaurants makes plain the issues in tips-based
economies in general. Economists Orn B. Bodvarsson and William Gibson
(1997) state that historically tipping is linked to payment for prompt or good
service, whether paid before as insurance or paid after as a reward. Bodvarsson
and Gibson argue that tipping functions as a way to impart the “illusion of
control” to consumers, and to separate the server from the restaurant, so the
server “is not simply an agent of the restaurateur, but is, to some extent, a sepa-
rate entrepreneur.” This gives consumers “part of the responsibility for com-
pensating workers” and the restaurant “outsources part of its supervisory
work” to consumers. Tipped employees are responsible for meeting the
demands of each consumer to earn their compensation as well as the demands
of management (189). In America, tips were not customary until race-based
discrimination during and after Reconstruction effectively created a large ser-
vant class of formerly enslaved African Americans (Azar 2004 ).
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Beale’s tips-based economy is particularly egregious given its history as a
former Black neighborhood that was decimated by white city leaders to make
a tourist zone based on the legacy Black music. This tourist zone should ben-
efit Black Memphians most of all, but the majority of jobs on Beale (both music
and restaurant service) are tips-based, and venues are white-owned, making
Beale’s Black musicians beholden to white bosses and tourists with white-
imagined ideas about blues (Neely 2016).

Because of the Home of the Blues marketing campaigns and the Historic
District designation, Beale appears to be a cohesive unit, as evidenced by the
“Disney” insults quoted earlier. Tourists do not realize that the musicians func-
tion as a “separate entity” whom they are expected to reward, because tourists
often pay a cover charge to enter the venue (and, during peak season, a charge
to enter the street). In my observations, it is often the tourists with the least
interest in blues, and the least investment in Beale as a blues enclave, who are
the most comfortable tipping. The result is that tips and requests are for the
most well-known blues songs and popular songs from other genres. Hearing
these songs irks tourists who expect an all-blues, or special Memphis blues,
street. But most musicians on Beale are not tipped enough to play Memphis
blues or blues deep cuts all night. It is irresponsible for writers denigrating
Beale for not living up to a real or imagined ideal to not include the ways in
which the tips-based economy and touristic tropes shape the sound of Beale. It
is the system, not the musicians, that should be denigrated. The musicians are
real people, not theme park actors, working within an impossible system of
tropes and tips.

WORKING ON BEALE

From 2018-2020, my regular weekend afternoon performances at two of the
landmark clubs paid a $100 guarantee per musician plus tips, and another land-
mark club paid $60-70 per musician plus tips for weekend and weekday night-
time performances. At another long-established venue I regularly played, the
band received 10% of the bar’s earnings plus the tips in our bucket (split 4 to 6
ways depending on the band size) for afternoon and nighttime weekend and
weekday gigs. This is significantly lower than gigs I played off Beale in other
parts of Memphis and in other parts of the country and world: $100 per person
is the bare minimum pay I would have considered agreeing to at blues venues
from 2001 until my Beale Street days began in 2018. Tips on Beale per person
could be anywhere from $5 to $100, making the range of nightly income any-
where from $30 to $300 (although it was usually closer to $75 per night
for me).”

“Memphis musician Robert “Nighthawk” Tooms described similar payment in an editorial
(2010). Jennifer Ryan (2011) provided pay information that I could not substantiate but skewed
on the high side of what I describe. One venue pays musicians individually, but by and large venues
pay the bandleader.
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There are no job interviews for Beale Street musicians. Generally, a
bandleader develops a relationship with a venue manager or booking agent
based on their reputation and agrees to perform for a set fee or percentage per
gig, then the bandleader hires sidemen to round out the band. Since Beale is
world-famous, bandleaders must maintain a good reputation and be easy to
work with, lest they risk being replaced. Bands rarely rehearse, because that
requires a rehearsal space and payment for the sidemen by the bandleader.
Sidemen are expected to know the blues canon, popular music, the bandlead-
er’s original songs or favorite repertoire, and have the skills to learn requests or
the bandleader’s whims on-the-job without the expense of rehearsing and
without written music, which is seldom used in the genre.

Beale gigs have idiosyncrasies that make them more challenging than non-
Beale gigs. Gigs are usually four hours long, which is at least an hour longer
than most of the blues gigs I have played elsewhere. During my first year on
Beale, I learned that some gigs are seasonal—landmark venues may start up or
stop a gig depending on the anticipated crowds. House bands get bumped by
venues with no compensation for (or inclusion in) street-wide events like the
International Blues Challenge. Musicians playing at the tips-heavy venues may
struggle to save up or plan for large (but necessary) purchases, like new ampli-
fiers, guitars, drums, or basses. Some venues still allow smoking indoors, which
is an obvious health hazard, and none of the venues offer health insurance, paid
time off, sick leave, or other benefits to musicians. During my time on Beale I
was told several stories by older musicians about them getting banned from
playing on Beale for trying to unionize in the 1990s.

The unreliability of gigs and pay makes for a challenging workplace, and my
observations are backed up by other sources as well. In 2013, Christian
Brothers University Professor Leigh Johnson and student filmmaker Sophie
Osella interviewed longtime house band musicians to show the working-class
side of Beale Street. Their mini-documentary called Working in Memphis—a
play on the famous Marc Cohn song—shows that many musicians do not have
desirable gigs on Beale: the musicians they interviewed frequently play doubles
during peak season (two gigs in one day), many play over 300 dates per year,
and, as the narrator of the film states, “very few musicians make barely enough
money from the clubs to pay their bills. But for the vast majority of them, the
difference between making it and being broke depends on what they collect
every night in that two to four gallon-sized piece of plastic—the tip bucket.”
This statement is backed up by footage of musicians Ms. Nickki, Patrick Dodd,
and other (now former) house band musicians who explain that they work, in
whole or in part, for tips on Beale, and the payout is not always appreciable.
This is similar to what I observed on Beale from 2018-2020, and what Robert
Tooms observed (2010).

One extreme example of the tenuous nature of Beale Street house band
work was narrated by former Beale Street and greater Memphis musician Ms.
Zeno. In an interview with the Memphis Blues Society in 2019, Ms. Zeno told
interviewer Mark Caldwell (2019) that she was fired from her B.B. King’s
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house band gig without warning or reason in the late 1990s. Soon after, while
leading a house band at another venue on Beale, her pay was reduced from a
nightly guaranteed amount to a percentage of the bar sales instead. She lost her
home and car as a result of this.

Generally, a house band’s bandleader is the only person regularly dealing
with a venue’s booking agent and management. This makes sidemen in the
house band vulnerable to the whims of the club and the bandleader: sidemen
have no recourse if they are underpaid, harassed, or fired unjustly. But tips-
based wages, whether coupled with a steady, decent wage or not, can create a
host of issues for the bandleaders on Beale. The lack of a consistent pay amount
and the ebb and flow of the tourist season makes it hard for bandleaders with
tips-heavy gigs to secure committed musicians for their house bands. As such,
bandleaders at the lower paying venues have a difficult time hiring reliable
musicians who show up on time, in tune, sober enough to play, and with decent
gear. Sideman who “no-show” at the last minute and band member substitu-
tions and replacements are not uncommon, and this limits the music the
bandleader can ask the band to play. These challenges do facilitate fun collabo-
rations and learning, but they can also create sloppy sets and difficult perfor-
mances in which musicians do not perform their best. Tourists who think Beale
is a blues Disneyland, implying a regulated and controlled workforce with
hourly wages and instructions, have no idea that the guitarist or drummer on
stage may have never played with the band before and, perhaps, does not know
if they will earn enough to pay for their parking or not. I myself was called up
from the audience to play a set with a band with whom I had never played
when their regular guitarist could not be located mid-gig. Who knows what
tourists thought as I struggled to hear what key the bassist was in!

Unlike in New Orleans, there is almost no way to circumvent the venues in
Memphis. According to musicians like Sean “Bad” Apple musicians could once
make hundreds of dollars in tips per night busking on Beale in the summer.
Busking usually brings to mind solo artists or acoustic duos, but in the early
2000s solo performers and full bands performed on the less-crowded east end
of Beale. Apple said the tradition of busking on Beale was drastically reduced
by managerial regulations in the early 2000s, because street musicians take
crowds away from venues.

In addition to being denigrated by writers and disappointed tourists, Beale
Street musicians are not considered stakeholders in improvement plans or
safety concerns. A 2011 city-commissioned report titled “A Framework for the
Future of Beale”® states “what is now offered in Beale Street’s clubs may be
crowd-pleasing, but it is rarely the ‘real thing’” and the report suggests the

8In 2009, then-Mayor of Memphis A.C. Wharton commissioned a report to assess the ways in
which the city and merchants could improve Beale Street. The report was intended to help steer
Beale after the entertainment district’s longtime manager, John Elkington, retired. The report was
completed in 2011 but was not released to reporters and city council members until March of
2013 due to ongoing litigation.
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creation of a place where visitors can experience “authentic blues” (37). The
authors of the report sought input from Beale’s venue owners, city council
members, and marketing and hospitality professionals, along with several musi-
cians who do not play on Beale. No effort was made to determine why musi-
cians play what they play, what the “real thing” on Beale means, or what type
of venue or payment structure would support the “real thing” on Beale.? A
security report (Ashwin 2018) similarly focused on the needs and concerns of
business owners and tourists, but not musicians.

CONCLUSION

The bluesman trope and marketing creates the expectation of Beale as a blues-
only street where musicians carry on a legible slice of the tradition in perpetuity
and for their own emotional catharsis, ready and waiting for tourists. The real-
ity is that tips and requests are the major source of support for the blues tradi-
tion on Beale. Because asking for tips is antithetical to the bluesman mythos,
and there is no standard around tipping musicians, this creates confusion for
many tourists. The lack of monetary support for the blues tradition from city,
state, and federal organizations, and the lack of a dedicated blues venue, means
musicians must depend on and adhere to the whims of all tipping tourists. The
workplace conditions on Beale are rendered invisible by touristic expectations
and disappointment. Musicians deserve much better than this.

The first step in improving Beale is not opining that there should be more
blues, or starting a non-profit to distribute money to musicians, or telling
musicians to unionize or quit their jobs, it is to ask musicians what they want.
During my time on Beale, I learned that parking was a huge expense for some
musicians, and I worked with the Downtown Memphis Commission to start a
low-cost musicians parking program. Other initiatives, like musician loading
zones, were halted by the pandemic, but could be restarted with research and
time. Musicians need a safe forum where they can vocalize their workplace and
artistic concerns without fear of retribution. They do not need another group
of people telling them what they should do.

The second step is forging advocacy pathways. The city and the state of
Tennessee benefit from Beale Street being the Home of the Blues, but musi-
cians have little say in how the street is structured, marketed, or run. Musicians
must be able to communicate directly with leaders in city council, quasi-gov-
ernmental organizations like the Downtown Memphis Commission, the police,
the Merchants Association, and other groups who make decisions about and
for Beale. Creating pathways of communication would enable musicians or a
musician representative to advocate for improvements on behalf of the Beale
Street community. With a safe forum and an advocacy pathway, musicians can

9While there have been several cultural event and museum spaces on Beale, they have never been
sustainably funded by the city or by Beale Street Management.
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begin to be treated with dignity and respect and have their wants, needs, and
grievances taken seriously. They are, after all, the reason people come to Beale.

Another necessary step is education for tourists, but also for scholars, writ-
ers, and blues fans. In the absence of venues paying higher wages and removing
the tip bucket (a change some musicians do not want and venues have no obli-
gation to do), tourists should be educated on how Beale works. Tipping is not
antithetical to the blues tradition, it is (for better or worse) part of it, and tour-
ists can be given information about how to tip and why tipping matters—and
tourists should be told that they can simply tip the band and say “play your
favorite Memphis blues song” if they want to support the local tradition.

Another form of education that is needed is the broadening of the blues
trope on and off Beale. Blues is so much more than a set of songs covered in
the 1960s or a fedora-clad guitarist. Oral history initiatives and lecture-
performances in which Beale Street musicians are paid well and respected as
experts, historical walking tours that showcase the harms of urban renewal, and
zines about the musicians on Beale could be made available. Reporters and
academics could move past the binary of in/authentic and go beyond focusing
on a pop song ruining the blues facade, and they could instead ask a Beale
Street musician what blues means to them and how the Beale Street blues tra-
dition is passed on.

When a tourist flies to Memphis, books a hotel, takes an Uber to Beale,
enters a club, pays a cover charge, and buys a drink, they may spend $1000 and
not one cent has gone to support the blues tradition on Beale. If nothing else,
responsible tourists must tip the band and learn about musicians as people, as
workers, as valid bearers of tradition, and as human beings up against decades
of tropes, unfair labor practices, and innumerable invisible constraints. It is
only through collective understanding and lifting up the voices of workers that
systems can be improved.
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CHAPTER 3

Masters and Slaves: Black Artists
and the Ownership of Sound Recording
Copyright

Richard Osborne

There are two main forms of copyright in a recorded piece of music: the copy-
right in the musical work (the song or composition) and the copyright in the
sound recording (‘the fixation of a sounds of a performance or of other sounds”)
(WPPT 1996: art. 2). They differ in two fundamental ways. First, the original
owners of the copyright in a musical work are its creators: the composers of the
music. In contrast, it has been rare for sound recording copyright to be owned
on creative grounds. Rather than being controlled by recording artists or stu-
dio personnel, it has more commonly been claimed by record companies. The
second difference is that the copyright in musical works is ‘formalist’ in nature
(Barron 2004: 193). A musical work does not need to be copied exactly for it
to be plagiarized; the distinct expressivity of the composition is also protected,
hence the large number of disputes that call on musicologists to discern whether
compositional styles are alike. In contrast, sound recordings are protected in a
‘physicalist” manner (Barron 2004: 193). There is leeway to mimic the perfor-
mative styles and production techniques that are embedded in a recording.
This copyright can only be infringed if you copy the recording itself. Given the
nature of this protection, there is a need to identify the moment at which a
recording becomes ‘fixed” and can serve as the basis for subsequent copies.
This “first fixation’ determines the owner of the copyright. It can also set the
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duration of the copyright term. It is known as the master recording; hence
sound recording copyright has been referred to as the ‘master rights’.

This chapter is about these rights. Its first section explores the successive
types of master protected by copyright law: disc and cylinder masters, tape
masters, digital masters. The following section looks at the legislation that
addresses these fixations: sound recording copyright has repeatedly been ori-
ented so record companies are granted control. The chapter then documents a
response to this situation: despite the criteria of sound recording laws it has
become increasingly common for artists to claim these rights. This section
looks at the rise of artist ownership and the economic benefits that can be
gained from having control. The final section addresses the symbolic value of
ownership. It focuses on performers of colour, looking at how they have uti-
lized this copyright to highlight inequities. Black artists have reversed the lan-
guage of master rights to portray themselves as having been the recording
industry’s slaves.

MASTERS

When sound recording was developed at the cusp of the nineteenth and twenti-
eth centuries, the term ‘master’ referred to the recordings that initiated the
reproduction process. During this period, there were no editing functions;
instead, the live performances of musicians were etched directly onto blank discs
or cylinders. It was from these recordings that subsequent copies were made.
Over time, this process was refined and with this there has been an evolution in
what constitutes the duplicative master. The first citation for ‘master record’ in
the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) comes from 1904, relating the ‘original
disc (or cylinder) with grooves cut by a stylus during recording’ (OED 2023).
The OED nevertheless views this usage as ‘obsolete’ (OED 2023). More com-
monly, this term has referred to the second step in the process, defined as ‘a disc
with ridges in place of grooves that is made from the plating of an electroplated
original and is used as a stamper or (more usually) to make a “mother™’.

The original disc recording has not been ‘fixed’. Rather, it is an imperma-
nent lacquer that degrades after a few plays. This lacquer is coated with silver,
put in a plating tank and plated with nickel to make the ‘master’ that initiates
the duplication process. Originally, these masters were used to stamp out
records, but by the early 1900s further stages of manufacture had been intro-
duced to help prolong their life. This expanded process has entailed electro-
forming matrix records onto the nickel masters, which are removed by use of a
separating agent. Nickel stampers are then grown onto these matrix discs.
These stampers are the final copies from which duplicates are pressed (Osborne
2012: 69). J. E. E. Dennis has noted there are ‘thus four stages, blank, master,
matrix and stamper, though all of them are often loosely referred to by any one
of these names’ (1947: 17). To complicate matters further, there are other
names by which these items are known. The etched grooves of blanks and
matrices are referred to as ‘positives’; the reverse, ridged grooves of masters
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and stampers are ‘negatives’ (Harris 2015). Masters, matrices and stampers
have also been described as ‘fathers’, ‘mothers’ and ‘sons’ (Bartmanski and
Woodward 2015: 79).

Stampers wear out. Consequently, if a recording is successful, there is a need
to return to the matrices and /or metal master discs and re-instigate the repro-
duction process. Metal masters have therefore been preserved by record com-
panies and pressing plants as the source material for reproduction. These
masters provided the basis of ownership in early sound recording copyright
legislation. Britain first granted rights to recordings in the Copyright Act 1911,
which concentrates ownership on ‘the original plate’ from which copies are
‘derived” (CA 1911: §19(1)). The subsequent UK Copyright Act of 1956
relates ownership to the production of the ‘first record embodying the record-
ing’ (CA 1956: §12(8)). Attempting to harmonize international law on this
topic, the Rome Convention of 1961 locates ownership in the person or legal
entity responsible for the first fixation (1961: art. 3(c)).

By 1961, there was another way recordings could be fixed. Disc masters had
been accompanied by tape masters. The roots of tape recording go back to
1898, when Valdemar Poulsen introduced the magnetic recorder. However, it
took until the mid-twentieth century for its capabilities to be realized. Tape
recording was introduced to American recording studios in 1947. The earliest
machines could record one ‘track’ of recording information only but by 1954
two-track machines had been introduced, thus facilitating overdubbing and
editing processes. Tape recording added a further stage to the duplicative pro-
cess. Studio personnel could create a final mix of the recorded work. This mix
was referred to as the ‘master tape’ and before long it was this master, rather
than the disc master, that represented the first ‘fixation’. This made sense on
two grounds. On the one hand, the tape master represented the first point at
which a recording was finalized. On the other hand, the master disc was no
longer the only template from which copies of a recording could be made. This
is because vinyl manufacture was being accompanied by other recording for-
mats, including compact cassettes, eight-track cartridges and eventually com-
pact discs.

The tape master therefore became the focus of copyright ownership. This
manoeuvre was accomplished within the terms of contemporary laws and trea-
ties. The UK Copyright Act of 1956 could encompass disc masters and tape
masters in its definition of recordings as ‘the aggregate of the sounds embodied
in, and capable of being reproduced by means of, a record of any description’
(CA 1956: §12(9)). The Rome Convention had sufficient latitude to address
both sources with its reference to the ‘fixation of sounds’ (1961: art. 3(b)).
When the US introduced master rights in 1972, its legislation similarly
described sound recordings as ‘the fixation of a series of musical, spoken, or
other sounds’ (Public Law 92-140 1971: 2).

In 1996, the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) published
the WIPO Performances and Phonograms Treaty (WPPT), which sought to
coalesce international laws in respect of sound recording copyright. It follows
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previous agreements in awarding ownership to the person or legal entity behind
the first fixation (WPPT 1996: art. 2(d)). In formulating this Treaty, WIPO
acknowledged that the identification of the first fixation had changed over
time, transitioning from ‘analog phonograms’ to ‘multi-track analog record-
ing’ (WIPO 1993: §20). There was also the ‘spectacular development’ of digi-
tal technology, which the WPPT was created to address (WIPO 1993: §20). In
addition to revolutionizing musical distribution from physical formats to
downloads and streams, this technological transformation shifted recording
practice from analogue consoles and tape machines to digital workstations.
This leads us to the latest revolution in use of the term ‘master’ and the owner-
ship of sound recording copyright. The first fixation is now commonly a digital
master recording.

Recorp CoMrANY OWNERSHIP

In respect of the object of sound recording copyright, we witness apparent con-
sistency. Ownership has centred on the master recording, yet the master has
transitioned from discs to tapes to digital files. When it comes to the subject of
ownership, we witness a different phenomenon. The designated owner has
changed over time and has varied by territory but these differences mask an
ongoing tradition. Legislators have provided various ways for record compa-
nies to assume control.

It remains unusual for copyright laws to regard businesses as authors, yet
there is a simple reason why this practice emerged. There would have been no
sound recording copyright unless record companies had pursued it. This copy-
right was originally demanded on compensatory grounds. The ‘mechanical’
right was introduced into legislation in the early 1900s, meaning that record
companies, having operated in a copyright-free environment, now had to pay
for their use of musical works. In return, record companies requested a copy-
right of their own (Osborne 2023: 36—44).

Having been granted the resultant master rights, record companies have
been reluctant to let them go. Securing and maintaining them have not been
straightforward, however. There are two main issues. First, it has traditionally
been the imperative of copyright laws to preserve ownership for the creators of
artistic works. Consequently, it has only been possible to grant ownership to
record companies by introducing new conceptions of creativity or by reform-
ing intellectual property laws. Second, the role of record companies has
changed over time. As a result, copyright laws have been amended to reflect
their transformed working practices.

The issue of creativity has been dealt with in accordance with national laws.
There are two main methods of protection: the authors’ rights system, which
prevails in countries with civil law traditions, including the majority of conti-
nental Europe and South America; and the copyright system, which is predomi-
nant in common law countries, such as the UK and the US. Reflecting its
name, the author’s rights system is focused on the rights of creators. Hence,
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when Germany created the world’s first sound recording copyright legislation
in 1910, it could only do so by granting ownership to the principal artistic
authors of recordings: the performers. The imperative to grant control to
record companies was nevertheless satisfied through case law, which deter-
mined that these rights would be transferred to record companies by implied
assignment (Ringer [1957] 1961: 40). Some countries with common law were
meanwhile facilitating a quicker route. The UK Copyright Act of 1911 recog-
nized recordings as creative works, yet it granted authorship directly to the
‘owner’ of the ‘original plate’; which the Act acknowledged could be a ‘body
corporate’ (CA 1911: §19(1)).

Record manufacturers in civil law countries eventually turned against the
German method. They witnessed its potential to grant recording artists with
‘far-reaching’ powers and fretted that assignment from them was not happen-
ing ‘as a matter of course’ (Ulmer and von Rauscher 1989: 434). Therefore, as
a means of granting ownership of master rights to record companies without
breaking with the creative impulse of civil law, an alternative methodology was
developed. The rights of the authors of literary, musical and artistic works
would continue to be recognized under authors’ rights. The rights in sound
recordings would meanwhile be regarded as one of the neighbouring rights.
These rights grant protection to works that are allied to the subject matter of
authors’ rights but are not viewed as having the same ‘human genius’ (Porter
1991: 1). Rather than protecting ‘intellectual creation’, it is ‘industrial” and
‘technical’ factors that are borne in mind (de Sanctis and de Sanctis 1989:
461). The neighbouring rights method of protecting sound recordings was
first adopted by Austria in 1936 and then by Italy in 1941. Germany converted
to this system in 1965. It also influenced British law. The UK Copyright Act of
1956 did not recognize the artistry in sound recordings. It instead regarded
them as ‘ancillary’ and held that they ‘approximate more closely to industrial
products than to original literary or musical works’ (Gregory Committee 1952:
§88, §181). Copyright was awarded to the ‘maker’ of the sound recording, but
not on creative grounds.

The US provided a further means of awarding ownership to record compa-
nies. In this country, tape recording had a key influence on legislation. It was
the development of home tape recording devices, such as the compact cassette
and eight-track cartridge, that prompted the introduction of federal sound
recording legislation in 1972. Until this point, US record companies had
secured their interests in sound recordings via the laws of unfair competition
and common law copyright.! They also used the Pushman Doctrine to identify
themselves as the owners of the rights. This doctrine holds that ownership of
common law copyright is coincidental with physical ownership of the original
artistic work. When it came to sound recordings, this meant that the rights

'"There is a difference between ‘common law’, which is used in reference to a body of law that is
developed through the precedents set down in legal cases, and ‘common law copyright’, which is
a system of copyright that exists in the absence of statutory laws.
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would be owned by record companies in most cases. These laws were neverthe-
less ineffective against the increase in unauthorized manufacture occasioned by
home taping. Hence, record companies pressed for and secured federal
protection.

Meanwhile, the development of studio tape recording affected the designa-
tion of ownership. Most other industrialized countries had created their sound
recording laws prior to the artistic transformations occasioned by tape record-
ing. They were formulated when the primary intention of studio work was to
capture live performances as faithfully as possible. Tape enabled the art of
recording to develop. Recordings could be spliced, layered and reversed, as
well as augmented with effects. With these developments, there was a new urge
to award copyright on creative rather than industrial grounds, and to accord
ownership to studio personnel as well as to performers. The development of
this artistry is reflected in the 1972 US legislation, which grants ownership to
recording artists for performances that are ‘captured’ and to studio producers
and engineers for the capture of these performances, including processing,
editing and compiling them into ‘aggregation[s] of sounds’ (SJC 1971: 5).
American record companies have nevertheless gained control of the master
rights. They have used the ‘work made for hire’ criteria of US legislation to
claim ownership on the basis they employ or commission recording artists and
studio personnel to make the recordings (Copyright Act 1976: §101). This is
the one exception in US law that enables copyright to be owned by ‘the
employer or other person for whom the work was prepared’, rather than the
creative authors (Copyright Act 1976: §201(b)).

Tape recording prompted legislative updates elsewhere. Until the mid-
twentieth century, most record companies were integrated: they recorded their
artists in-house and manufactured their own recordings. The industrial nature
of record making was reflected in legislation, as witnessed by the copyright laws
formulated in Austria, Italy and the UK, which all granted ownership to the
manufacturers of discs (Copyright Law 1936: art. 76(1); Legge 1941: §78; CA
1956: §12(4)). These designations could not preserve the interests of all record
companies. Studio tape recording fostered compartmentalization: some com-
panies pulled out of manufacture to concentrate on the recording and market-
ing aspects of the business. The ‘maker’ and ‘manufacturer’ criteria of legislation
problematized their control of copyright, providing the possibility that owner-
ship could be given to the pressing plants they hired to manufacture their
recordings. Consequently, different terminology was developed to classify the
owner of sound recording copyright.

The Rome Convention awards ownership to the ‘producer of phonograms’,
defined as ‘the person who, or legal entity which, first fixed the sounds of a
performance or other sounds’ (1961: art. 3(c)). The WPPT also awards owner-
ship to ‘producers of phonograms’, but makes it clearer that this term is not
being utilized in reference to studio work or to the manufacturers of record-
ings. It instead refers to ‘the person, or the legal entity, who or which takes the
initiative and has the responsibility for the first fixation of the sounds of a
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performance or other sounds” (WPPT 1996: art. 2(d)). Ownership resides with
the organizers and financers of recording sessions. The term ‘producer’ then
made its way into many national laws, including an update to the UK’s current
legislation, the Copyright Designs and Patent Act 1988 (CDPA 1988: §9(2)
(aa)). When WIPO was formulating the WPPT it was not interested in locating
any creative criteria for ownership of the master rights. It instead said its ‘pur-
pose” was ‘to have the producer of the sound recording to be the person or
legal entity in whom or in which the protection vests’ (1992: 39).

ARTIST OWNERSHIP

Although legislation throughout the world has been structured so record com-
panies can have ownership of sound recording copyright, it has still been pos-
sible for recording artists to gain control. To do so, they have cast themselves
as businesses or entrepreneurs, attaining ownership as the organizational pro-
ducers of recordings, the owners of record labels or the employers of other
creators.’

For many years, only a minority of artists had the authority and financial
acumen to attain these positions. In the US, a few performers managed to
obtain their master rights prior to the development of federal copyright law.
The first to do so was Ray Charles, who contracted with ABC-Paramount
Records in 1959 as a ‘producer of his own records’ rather than as an artist, and
utilized this status to demand ownership of his recordings (Lydon 2004: 167,
168). In the following year Frank Sinatra gained ownership of his master rights
by setting up his own label, Reprise Records. Sam Cooke pursued a different
route, securing an agreement with RCA Victor in 1963 whereby they licensed
recordings from his production company for a limited number of years.
Contemporaneously, one British artist achieved similar results. In the same year
as Cooke’s deal, Dave Clark of the Dave Clark Five became the first unsigned
artist in the UK to secure ownership of sound recording copyright. As the
independent producer of his recordings, he established licensing deals with
Columbia in Britain and Epic in the US. By the 1970s, a few more artists were
gaining control. Led Zeppelin, the Rolling Stones, Van Morrison and Paul
McCartney were among those who set up production companies or record
labels and licensed their work to larger record companies. This position never-
theless remained the preserve of an elite. It was only in the 1990s that
artist-ownership of master rights became a wider concern. In this period Prince
initiated a well-publicized battle for ownership and eventually gained some
independence from record company control. Other superstar artists, including

2In the US, recording artists have the possibility of claiming the copyright on creative grounds.
They have rarely done so, however, instead preferring to cast themselves as employers and claim
the copyright under work made for hire rules. It has been suggested that they prefer this methodol-
ogy because a creative copyright would pluralize claims to ownership, with studio producers, engi-
neers and session musicians all having the possibility of demanding their shares (HJC 2000: 129).
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Metallica, Motley Criie, REM, Bruce Springsteen, Janet Jackson and Dr Dre,
also secured their master rights.

The current century has witnessed greater transformation. Digital recording
has enabled artists to make recordings in their own homes; digital distribution
has meant they can release these recordings without the help of record labels.
This has engendered a vast number of DIY artists, each of whom can be classi-
fied as master rights owners, whether via the ‘producer’ criteria of the WPPT
or the work made for hire rules of US law. The digital environment has also
prompted alternatives to the traditional record label model. Services companies
offer deals through which they licence the use of rights, rather than seek out-
right transfer. In response, record labels have become more competitive. It is
now possible for newly signed artists to place limits around the period of copy-
right transfer. For superstar artists, this level of independence is almost de
rigueur. Speaking in 2018, a source at a leading company admitted that ‘the
idea of a major [owning| a modern star’s rights in perpetuity is pretty much
dead’ (Ingham 2018). There are various means by which these artists are
obtaining their rights. Some have set up their own companies and entered into
licensing agreements with major labels: Drake (in 2009), Beyoncé (in 2011),
Kanye West (in 2016), Rihanna (in 2016) and Taylor Swift (in 2019) have all
taken this path. Star performers are not always partnering with traditional
record companies, however. Roc Nation, a record label set up by Jay-Z in
2009, works with the live entertainment company, Live Nation. Other artists
are partnering with online services. In 2016, Frank Ocean set up his own label,
Boys Don’t Cry, which is distributed by Apple Music. Chance the Rapper has
remained independent of record company involvement, but granted Apple
exclusive streaming rights for his 2016 album Coloring Book.

There are economic reasons why recording artists have fought against the
tendencies of copyright laws and sought the rights in their recordings. In sig-
nalling record companies as owners, the legislation has provided these busi-
nesses with control of copyright for extensive periods. The Copyright Act of
1911 set the UK term for sound recording copyright at ‘fifty years from the
making of the original plate’ (CA 1911: §19(1)). This was expanded in 2013,
after a European Union Directive set the term for all member states at seventy
years from the sound recording’s publication or communication to the public
(EC 2011: art 1(2)(a)). The US set its term at seventy-five years in the
Copyright Act of 1976. Work made for hire protection was then expanded to
ninety-five years in 1998 (Copyright Act 1976: §302(c)). Unless artists can
terminate the corporate control of their rights (as is possible in US law, except
for works made for hire) or negotiate for shorter periods of record company
ownership, their recordings will be bound by their contractual agreements
throughout these long periods.

The consequences have increased over time. In the early years of sound
recording, most artists did not have royalty contracts. They received lump-sum
payments for their studio work and thus had little direct financial interest in the
success of their recordings. It was only in the mid-twentieth century that
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royalty contracts became common and the fortunes of artists were tied to
record sales. This has presented them with problems in respect of long-term
agreements. If their record company owns the master rights, the royalty rates
for any records made under their deals can remain in place for the full duration
of copyright terms. This is the case even when artists have fulfilled their options
to release a certain number of records or have been dropped from record com-
pany rosters. It can be punitive in situations where records perform well but
royalty rates were negotiated when artists were unknown and their chances of
success uncertain. Artists can feel further penalized when a change in formats
results in lower costs for their record companies (as has been the case with the
transfer from physical sales to digital distribution), yet long-standing royalty
rates remain in place. Although there are opportunities to renegotiate record-
ing agreements, the changes achieved are generally limited in scope and secured
on a quid pro quo basis (Osborne and Sun 2023).

Recording artists can also regard it as legally just that they should have own-
ership of rights. During the 1960s and 1970s, a contractual system was intro-
duced whereby they receive advance payments from their record companies
but their royalties will be used to recoup these advances until they have been
paid off. There are usually two types of advances to be repaid: personal advances
cover the artists’ living costs; recording advances are for studio budgets. This
creates separate issues. On the one hand, given that royalty rates can be low and
advances high, many artists fail to recoup and therefore remain permanently in
debt to their record companies. On the other hand, if they do manage to
recoup it means they have paid the costs of recording, yet they do not gain
control of their work. Record contracts rarely allow for this outcome, even in
countries that grant ownership of sound recording copyright to the financers
of recordings. In response, recording artists have employed an analogy, com-
plaining that record companies will own their houses even though their mort-
gages have been repaid (HJC 2000: 169, 269; The Disrupters 2016; Love
2000; Napier-Bell 2014: 262).

SLAVES

Economic benefits provide only one part of this story. There are also symbolic
reasons why artists have sought ownership of master rights. As well as demon-
strating business acumen, it represents a triumph against corporate oppression.
One notable factor about this subject is its importance to artists of colour.
Black musicians were pioneers in gaining copyright; they have been vocal in
speaking out against record company ownership; and they are at the forefront
of the current movement towards autonomy. They have made personal gains
from having control of master rights, but there is also a wider sense of address-
ing racial injustices. Some black artists have been exploited in their recording
deals. This was most apparent in the early and mid-twentieth century but it has
not been eradicated, as evidenced by the actions of record companies such as
BMG, which has recently pledged to ‘review all historic contracts’ of artists of
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colour to address ‘inequities or anomalies’ (Ingham 2020). Black artists have
also suffered from legislative biases. The copyright in musical compositions, for
example, has been oriented towards aspects of music that can be captured in
written form (such as melody and harmony), and neglectful of elements that
are emphasized in some genres of black music (such as timbre and groove).
Sound recording copyright has enabled black artists to counteract these ten-
dencies. Rather than favouring one style of music over another, it is available to
anyone who can claim ownership on business grounds. It also provides a plat-
form for highlighting racial injustices.

In making their cases for control, black musicians have utilized the terminol-
ogy of recording agreements and copyright laws and turned it against their
contractual partners. Prince was a pioneer in this respect. In 1993, he said it
was ‘completely abhorrent’ that his record company Warner Bros. owned his
recordings even though he had paid off his advances (Newman 2016). In rais-
ing his complaints, he used a different analogy to mortgage repayments. Prince
said his contractual terms rendered him a ‘slave’ and noted, ‘If you don’t own
your masters, your masters own you’ (Newman 2016; Sutcliffe 2016: 63). In
response, a member of staff at Warner stated, ‘It felt like getting punched in the
solar plexus ... Especially all the racial connotations’ (Newman 2016). Warner
Bros. nevertheless kept hold of the recordings made under the terms of the
deal. It was only on leaving the label in 1996 that Prince was able to release an
album on his own label and maintain control of the master rights. He called it
Emancipation.

By the end of the century, other performers had joined Prince to make simi-
lar claims. This included some white artists. Courtney Love compared record
company control of copyright to ‘sharecropping’ (Love 2000). Tom Waits
described it as a ‘plantation system’ (D’Alton 2012: 81). It also included the
African American rapper Chuck D. After exiting his original recording contract
in the late 1990s, he said he felt ‘like a black man in 1866, trying to figure out
what the fuck I do with my freedom’ (Gross 2000). Prince’s analogy has been
picked up on by contemporary artists of colour. Jay-Z has celebrated his
copyright-owning status in rhyme. His recording ‘We Made It’ declares, ‘Hop
off the slave ship ... I own my own masters’.? The British rapper Little Simz has
a services deal. In her track ‘Angel’ she states, ‘I refuse to be on a slave ship.
Give me all my masters’.* Ray Charles’s pioneering recording agreement has
been evoked with reference to the same terms. Susaye Greene of his backing
singers the Raelettes recalled, ‘He was the first artist to own his own masters.
You are free when you own your own music; if you don’t, then you’re some-
body’s slave’ (Soul America 2020).

Black artists have been aware of their status as role models. On winning
Britain’s Mercury Music Prize for his 2016 album Konnichiwa, Skepta said it
was his mission to encourage young artists of colour to ‘get out of” traditional

3Jay Electronica ft. Jay-Z, ‘We Made It (Freestyle)’, written by Thedford, Carter and Rowe.
4Little Simz, ‘Angel’, written by Nikolic, Cover and Ajikawo.
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deals, because ‘DIY is the future’ (Ellis-Peterson 2016). Speaking similarly of
his own independent status, Chance the Rapper noted, ‘I have to show a bunch
of kids that they could do that shit’ (Joe Budden 2018). Some distributors have
tapped into these ideals. Sam Winwood of AWAL utilized Prince’s terminology
when advocating his services company, informing artists, ‘you can be masters
of your own destiny, you don’t need to give away your rights’ (The Disrupters
2016). The master-slave analogy has also been highlighted by Pharrell Williams.
Having signed a deal with Sony Music in 2014 that accorded him ownership of
his recording rights, he advocated that all artists should be in his position, ‘oth-
erwise you’re just working for someone else. It’s really weird: They own the
fields where you and God have laid the seeds; you do the harvesting, but they
have the ownership’ (Halperin and Helligar 2020).

Williams also argued that the language of recording contracts should be
reformed, suggesting that labels ‘Start with the terminology - like “master”
and “slave”. Master being the main recording and the slave being all the copies
made’ (Halperin and Helligar 2020). He has not been alone in highlighting
this industrial terminology. In his guidebook Al You Need to Know About the
Music Business, Donald Passman stated that the term ‘master recording’ is
derived from the ‘controlling entity’ from which copies are made, and that ‘the
machines making the copies are slaves - master/slave; get it?” (2009: 67).
Hayleigh Bosher’s Copyright in the Music Industry points out, ‘This terminol-
ogy has discriminatory roots, which should not be tolerated. If your contract
uses offensive wording, you can, and more importantly should, ask them to
change it’ (2021: 34). This course of action has been endorsed by music indus-
try lawyer Dina LaPolt, who stated that ‘master’ is a ‘point-blank racist term
that must be removed from our industry’s vocabulary’ (LaPolt 2022).

Yet Williams, Passman, Bosher and LaPolt are not wholly correct. They are
referring to the ‘controlling’ use of the term master, which the OED defines as
‘a system in which one component controls the behaviour of one or more
other components’. The controller is the ‘master’; the components are the
‘slaves’. Ron Eglash has traced the earliest such use of these terms to 1904, the
same year as the OED’s original citation for master recording. However, rather
than describing record production, this example refers the design of a sidereal
clock (Eglash 2007: 361). The ‘controlling’ use of ‘master/slave’ terminology
has become common in electronics and computing, and it has been used in
reference to the linked machines of tape cassette and compact disc duplication.
This is not, however, the source of the term ‘master rights’. The record con-
tract use of this term is derived from the tape and digital masters of recording
studios, and before that from the disc masters of record production. This pro-
duction process has been gendered in its use of the terms ‘fathers’, ‘mothers’
and ‘sons’, but there is no evidence of matrices or stampers being referred to as
‘slaves’. Rather than being coupled with servitude in this manner, the term
‘master recording’ has been used in the sense of ‘principal’ or ‘main’.

All uses of the term ‘master’ are nevertheless loaded. According to the OED,
the oldest sense of the word relates to ‘A man having control or authority’, the
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earliest citation for which comes from the year 1000 (OED 2023). This is fol-
lowed by ‘master’ used in reference to ‘One who employs another in his ser-
vice: correlative with servant, man’, with a first citation from 1362 (OED
2023). These instances of the term are the source of its use as a synonym for
‘controlling’, ‘principal’ and ‘main’. The word ‘master’ has also become more
fraught with time. Following the murder of African American George Floyd by
a police officer in May 2020, and the subsequent protests led by the Black Lives
Matter movement, there has been increased sensitivity in the music industry
regarding the use of racial idioms. Some white artists, including the Black
Madonna, Joey Negro and Lady Antebellum, have changed their stage names.
The word ‘urban’ has been removed from record company parlance and
Grammy Award categorizations. Acting in a similar manner, Passman has
expunged the master-slave analogy from recent editions of his guidebook. He
stated it was ‘inappropriate in the 21* century’ and apologized for previously
having ‘been tone deaf’ (Halperin and Helligar 2020). These developments
also underpin the reaction of Sony Music to Pharrell Williams’s proposal about
contractual terms. Julie Swidler, a general counsel and executive vice president
at the label, stated that ‘We never realized [the word ‘master’] could be oftfen-
sive, but if it bothers one person, we’re taking it out’ (Halperin and Helligar
2020). She confirmed that Sony had ‘put an action plan into effect’ and were
looking through ‘thousands of contracts, some going back 100 years’ (Halperin
and Helligar 2020). LaPolt has meanwhile insisted that all her clients—which
include the Universal and Warner Music Groups in addition to Sony—refrain
from using the term ‘master’ in their recording contracts (LaPolt 2022).

CONCLUSION

There are two ways of looking at these developments. For those who believe
that creators should have greater control of copyright, there are causes for
optimism. It has been argued that copyright operates in the interests of ‘big
corporations’ rather than its ‘supposed beneficiaries’, the authors of creative
works (Toynbee 2004: 124). Yet there is evidence of sound recording copy-
right representing the opposite case. Despite having legislative criteria that sup-
ports corporate control, it has been possible for recording artists to gain
ownership. The master rights counter some other tendencies as well. Music
copyright has an alleged racial bias. Legislation for musical works embraces the
melodic and harmonic aspects of notation but is not ‘well suited to the protec-
tion of Afro-American musicians’ improvisational art or rhythmic skills® (Frith
1988: 63). However, when it comes to sound recording copyright, it is black
artists who have been at the forefront in claiming control. They have in addi-
tion prompted record companies to reform their contracts with a degree of
sensitivity.

It is also possible to have a pessimistic outlook. The major record companies
are only updating their contracts in relation to the language they employ. These
companies and most independent labels still have a desire to retain ownership
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of copyright. This quest gains legislative support. Although some artists have
managed to gain control of these rights, the terminology of copyright laws
remains intact. As long as ownership of sound recording copyright is oriented
towards ‘producers’ and ‘employers’, many recordings of value will continue to
be owned by record companies. It is also possible to view the campaign to
reform contractual terminology as being counter-productive. If we supress use
of the term ‘master’, we supress an opportunity to point out that record com-
panies have treated their artists like slaves.
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CHAPTER 4

Pressing Reset: Reimagining Performer
and Songwriter Revenues in the Contemporary
Music Industry

Chris Anderton and James Hannam

In the early 2000s, falling revenues from recorded music focused attention on
preventing and litigating against unauthorized file-sharing. Such digital piracy
was blamed by music industry trade bodies for the downturn in physical record
sales, which saw global recorded music revenue fall from US$ 22.1 billion in
2001 to US$ 13.1 billion in 2014 (IFPI 2023: 11). Artists were enrolled in
campaigns to inform the public of the loss of revenue caused by piracy, yet little
was changed in terms of their contractual relations with their recording and
publishing companies. Since 2014, revenues from digital streaming have grown
markedly—from US$ 1.8 billion in 2014 to US$ 17.5 billion in 2022—while
revenue from physical sales, downloads and performance rights have remained
fairly static, leading to total global revenues from recorded music in 2022 of
US$ 26.2 billion in 2022 (IFP1 2023: 11).

Following the loss of income from live performance during the Coronavirus
pandemic of 2020-2021, recording artists and songwriters have grown increas-
ingly vocal in demanding that this return to growth in the recorded music sec-
tor should be passed on to them. This is due in part to the way the streaming
economy has been constructed, and in part due to copyright laws and record-
ing contract terms that do not necessarily reflect changes in the market.
Furthermore, there are numerous online sources which compare per-stream
rates for the different streaming platforms even though such calculations are
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highly misleading (Hesmondhalgh 2021: 3599). Such click-bait stories focus
attention on the role of the streaming services, rather than on the deals and
structures that record companies have negotiated with them, or on the pro rata
(rather than per stream) accounting practices that are common to the sector.
We will return to these deals and practices later in the chapter.

Since the late 2010s, legislators, companies and artists have sought to
address the changes and imbalances wrought by the shift to streaming. For
example, the 2018 Music Modernization Act (MMA) in the US introduced
(among other things) a mechanical licensing system for digital services so that
songwriters/publishers could be paid more effectively. The 2019 Directive on
Copyright in the Digital Single Market in the European Union (EU Copyright
Directive) laid the groundwork for addressing issues related to the licensing of
user-generated content, while in the UK| a government committee (via the
Department for Culture, Media and Sport) published the 2021 Economics of
Streaming report, which called for a ‘complete reset’ of the streaming market
(DCMS 2021: 25). Although no immediate legislative action was called for by
the report, new committees were subsequently convened by the UK govern-
ment to investigate the issues that the report had raised, such as performers’
equitable remuneration on digital streams, and transparency and data issues in
the streaming market.!

During this same time frame, we also saw the different stakeholder groups—
representing songwriters /publishers, recording companies, performing artists,
copyright collection agencies and streaming platforms—advocating for differ-
ent kinds of changes that could be beneficial to them. For instance, performers
and songwriters seek a more lucrative share of streaming revenues in compen-
sation for their creative labour. Yet, if they are paid more, other rightsholders
will have to take less, which puts pressure on the ‘corporate quest for profits
[that] drives streaming culture’ (Arditi 2021: 14). The question is, therefore,
whether further legislative action is required to make changes happen (as seen
through the MMA in the US, or via the EU Copyright Directive), or whether
the threat of such action drives innovation and change by the corporate stake-
holders involved, in an effort to reinforce their existing positions in the music
business ecology.

In this chapter we explore a number of issues related to the current stream-
ing economy. First, we explain how streaming revenue is typically calculated
and distributed on a pro rata basis, and consider both the variations to the
model that have been proposed, and some of the alternatives that have been
suggested. The systems involved are highly complex, while the licensing deals
made between the major streaming services and record companies are subject
to non-disclosure agreements that prevent artists and their representatives
from gaining a true picture of how their revenues are calculated (DCMS 2021;

'The UK government would appear hesitant to act while it waits to see how changes in the
European Union progress following the translation of the EU Copyright Directive into the
national laws of each member state.
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CMA 2022). The discussion will, therefore, necessarily be of a general nature,
yet it allows us to raise some of the key issues which face the stakeholders
involved. Second, we examine the arguments for and against the introduction
of performers’ equitable remuneration (ER) on digital streaming: a public per-
formance right that is typically sidetracked by the current system by classifying
the licensing of the audio content of recorded music as a ‘making available’
right rather than as a public performance right (Bosher 2022; Osborne 2022).
As a result, revenue that could have been paid directly to the performing artist
(as it is in the UK when music is played on broadcast radio) may instead be paid
to those who own or control the recorded music copyright. Finally, we analyse
issues related to data management and the copyright collection agencies includ-
ing the so-called black boxes of unallocated revenue that exist because data is
missing or inaccurate (Ivors Academy 2021).

THE STREAMING ECcoONOMY

Interactive music streaming services (those that allow users to choose what will
play next) such as Spotity, Apple Music, YouTube Music, Tidal and Tencent,
typically make use of pro rata revenue models (also referred to as streamshare).
The essential workings of the pro rata model will be discussed in detail below
in terms of how streaming revenues are calculated and distributed in relation to
master recording rights and to music publishing rights. We will then discuss the
changes that were proposed in the fall of 2023 by the streaming companies
Deezer and Spotify—changes that have the effect of redistributing income
away from those artists whose total stream counts are low: those artists who
Chris Anderson (2006) refers to as forming the ‘long tail’ of streaming.
Following this we will examine some of the alternative models that have been
proposed for distributing streaming revenue.

Pro Rata Revenue Models

Under the pro rata system, the total number of plays of a recording on a given
platform in each accounting month is divided by the total number of plays of
all recordings in that month, then multiplied by the total revenue received by
the platform in that month. Under such a model, the amount of revenue gen-
erated for a recording is therefore dependent on how many times it was
streamed, the total number of streams on the platform, and the total revenue
received that month. Those recordings that receive the most plays will receive
the greatest share—a ‘winner-takes-all” market (Hesmondhalgh 2021: 3602).

2 A pro rata model is also typically employed by copyright collection agencies (such as PRS for
Music in the UK and ASCAP and BMI in the US) when allocating revenues for the public perfor-
mance of songs in shops, bars and restaurants. This is because the agencies charge those outlets set
fees and detailed records of the songs played in them are not submitted. As the allocation is based
on market share, the major publishers benefit the most from this arrangement.
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This is a relatively efficient way of distributing revenues, but does mean that the
subscription fee of each and every user is pooled together rather than it being
applied to the specific recordings that each user actually listened to (hence less
equitable) (Page and Safir 2018).

To complicate matters further, the calculations are also made by use type
(ad-funded, standard subscription, family plan etc.) and territory. This means
that performers whose works are principally streamed by users on Spotify’s ad-
funded tier will receive considerably less revenue than if they had been streamed
by users paying the standard subscription fee. As Tidal and Apple Music do not
have an ad-funded tier, these platforms typically score more highly on the per-
stream comparison sites noted ecarlier.? Territory is also important, given that
the same streaming service is offered at very different price points around the
world, and will be subject to currency fluctuations and locally set copyright
licensing rules. For instance, at the time of writing, a monthly subscription to
Spotity India costs the equivalent of US$ 1.56 per month in comparison to
US$ 10.99 per month in the US. A lower subscription rate means a lower
ARPU (average revenue per user) which is one reason why streaming sites are
seeking to expand their territorial coverage: it is one of the few ways to stimu-
late further growth in a market that is beginning to reach saturation point in
the US and Europe.

The monthly revenue generated and distributed by a streaming platform is
split between a number of key rightsholders. According to Juri Muikku (2017:
4; see also Songtrust 2019; Cooke 2020), the platform will typically retain
30-35% to cover its running costs, while 55-60% will be paid directly to the
recorded music license holder (or their distributor intermediary). The remain-
ing 10-15% will be claimed by the songwriting license holder via a copyright
collection agency. The differential split between the recording and the compo-
sition has been criticized for giving songwriters a poor share in relation to their
creative labour, and Merck Mercuriadis, founder of song management com-
pany Hipgnosis argues that this is in part due to ‘the three biggest publishing
companies [...] not advocating for songwriters, because they’re owned by the
three biggest recorded music companies in the world’ (quoted in Paine 2021a).
The historically higher investments made by record companies in developing
talent and releasing/marketing products have in the past been a justification
for seeking a greater share of revenue than the publishers, though this argu-
ment has weakened in recent years as physical manufacture, marketing and
distribution have reduced in importance, and more artists are seeking label
service deals rather than full recording contracts, or are self-releasing their work.

Terje Colbjornsen (2021) suggests that the network power (Castells 2011,
2013) the record companies enjoyed when the streaming platforms were first
launched aided in the persistence of this asymmetrical revenue share. This is

31t is worth noting that both the Official Chart Company in the UK and Billboard’s Hot 100
and Hot 200 charts in the US also treat ad-funded and subscription plays differently, with a greater
weighting given to subscription plays.
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because the platforms needed access to the audio content provided by the
record companies in order to operate, while the record companies were free to
demand whatever rates and terms they could achieve in a free market (Gilbertson
2020; Hesmondhalgh 2021). In comparison, music publishers were con-
strained by compulsory mechanical license rates set by regulatory bodies such
as the Copyright Royalty Board (CRB) in the USA, and because Spotify and
other platforms chose to launch without properly obtaining mechanical licenses
(Paine 2021b; Cohen 2023). It is unlikely that the major record companies will
voluntarily reduce their revenue percentage in order that more can be paid to
publishers and songwriters, though regulatory pressures are having an effect in
this area. For instance, the rates payable for mechanical licensing in the USA
were raised by the CRB in 2018 and are likely to be raised again for the next
rate period of 2023-2027 (Cohen 2023). If the percentage payable to record
companies is not reduced, the platforms will need to find another way to fund
the increase.

Record companies license entire catalogues of music to streaming platforms
in single deals, while the streaming data provided by the platform is used by the
labels to determine the share due to each of their performers. That share is then
subject to the royalty terms of artists’ specific recording contracts, including
the repayment of any advances received. If the advances are unrecouped, the
performer will receive no revenue. If the performer has an older recording
contract that does not reflect the existence of digital services, the royalty pay-
able on their streaming income will be treated as if it was a physical product.
This has been criticized by performers and their representatives who argue that
as the music is licensed to the streaming platforms it should be treated as such,
with the revenue split 50:50. Needless to say, the record companies do not see
it this way. But under pressure from trade bodies that represent signed artists,
many have now amended their contracts to include a minimum digital stream-
ing royalty of 25% (Osborne 2022: 186) or, under a variety of different terms,
have agreed to pass digital royalties directly to heritage artists rather than
charge them against their unrecouped advances (Cooke 2023a).*

The bargaining power of the major record labels and of Merlin (which is the
digital rights partner for many independent labels and distributors) means that
licensing deals have been made with streaming platforms that provide more
generous terms than if the pro rata system was implemented strictly across a
platform as a whole. These deals are subject to non-disclosure agreements
(NDAs) but details of a 2011 Sony licensing agreement with Spotify suggested
that the record company profited from high advance payments and minimum
rates that could result in the company receiving more than its actual share of
streaming revenue (see Singleton 2015; Dimont 2018: 690-691). It is likely

*In some cases, artists have engaged in legal disputes to raise their digital royalty rates, including
Kieran Hebden (Four Tet) whose label Domino Records eventually agreed to raise and backdate
his streaming royalties from 18 to 50% (Cooke 2022).
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that similar deals were brokered by the other major record labels, thus reducing
the revenue available to be distributed to other rightsholders.

Music publishers also license entire catalogues of music to the streaming
platforms, but as individual songwriters may be represented by different pub-
lishers, the publisher may only own a part share in the revenue generated for a
song. The lack of an authoritative database of songwriter and publisher credits
means that the platform is unaware of the songwriting shares involved and the
publishers who represent each songwriter. This is the case both for the publish-
ing license (payable because a stream is counted as a public performance) and
the mechanical royalty (payable because an interactive service is deemed to be
reproducing—making a copy of—the underlying composition each time a user
requests to stream a song). To overcome this issue, monthly data sets are pro-
duced by the streaming platform and sent to the publishers and copyright col-
lection agencies with which the platform has licenses. Those publishers and
agencies then cross-reference that data against their own databases prior to
submitting an invoice for the revenue due to them for the compositional shares
of songs they own or control. This is a slow and inefficient system prone to
numerous data issues—errors, omissions, double-counting, plagiarism cases,
unlicensed use of samples and so on (MMF 2019: 15-16).

Streaming services have regularly been criticized by artists and industry rep-
resentatives for paying too little to rightsholders. In a pro rata system this is
always likely to be the way. For instance, Spotify notes that in 2022, 1060 art-
ists generated over US$1 million each, while 10,000 artists generated in excess
of US$100,000, and 57,000 artists generated at least US$10,000. However,
Spotify estimates that there are around 200,000 ‘professional or professionally
aspiring’ artists on the platform (a distinction we will return to shortly), repre-
senting around 95% of the total royalty pool in 2022 (Spotify 2023a); hence
nearly two-thirds are generating less than US$10,000 per annum. If the artist
is signed to a record company and has outstanding contractual advances, it is
unlikely that they will receive this revenue in any case. Spotify reports that the
number of artists achieving the levels noted above are increasing year on year,
yet pressures are continuing to build on the streaming companies to change
how they calculate and distribute their revenues. The following subsections
explore developments in this area.

Pro Rata Models (with a Twist)

In late 2023, the French streaming company Deezer worked with Universal
Music Group (UMG) to propose and launch its ‘artist-centric’ model. Under
this system, the ‘lean forward’ or ‘active engagement’ behaviours of users who
choose specific tracks to play leads to a ‘double boost’ in the royalties earned
for those particular tracks. This works to reinforce the idea that interactive
streaming is not comparable to traditional broadcast radio, hence seeks to push
back against legislative efforts to impose the sort of compulsory licensing mod-
els that already exist for broadcast radio in preference of the current status quo
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(lucrative licensing negotiations conducted with NDAs). Furthermore, Deezer
has introduced a two-tier arrangement which adds a further ‘double boost’ for
musicians which they term ‘professional artists’: ‘those who have a minimum
of 1,000 streams per month by a minimum of 500 unique listeners’ (UMG
2023). User-chosen tracks by professional artists will therefore earn four times
more than those of artists who are not classed as ‘professional’. Indeed, the
latter are referred to as ‘hobbyists’ even though they might regularly achieve
over 1000 streams per month but do not meet the minimum unique listener
requirement. As all royalties are paid from the same revenue pot, this will mean
that, in order to pay the boosted rates for ‘professional’ artists, the ‘hobbyist’
artists will earn less—what Mark Mulligan (2023a) has referred to as a ‘reverse-
Robin Hood’ situation. In all other respects it remains a pro rata form of dis-
tribution, but with the added twist that some tracks will be weighted more
favourably than others.

Late 2023 also saw an announcement from Spotify that introduced ‘track
monetization eligibility” (Spotify 2023b). Under Spotify’s model, a track will
need to achieve 1000 plays a year for it to receive a payment. If the track does
not reach this threshold, the revenue it has generated will be returned to the
overall royalty pool where it will be paid out on a pro rata basis to those tracks
which did achieve an eligible stream count. In essence, the eligibility criteria
defines what Spotify sees as ‘professional’ artists, creating a similar two-tier
system to that of Deezer (though without the minimum unique listener
requirement). ° Spotify estimates that around US$40 million per annum will be
redistributed by this change, yet this represents a tiny fraction of the US$40
billion royalty pool currently generated by the company (Spotify 2023a). We
would agree with Mark Mulligan (2023Db) that it might be better to siphon this
revenue into a development fund for artists rather than to redistribute it pro
rata to artists that meet the minimum threshold requirements.

As part of these changes, both Deezer and Spotify promise to crack down on
streaming fraud and to demonetize ‘non-artist noise audio’ (such as whale
song, white noise, rain drops, bird song and so on) (Spotity 2023b; UMG
2023). The aim of such changes is to tackle what Spotify refers to as ‘drains on
the royalty pool’ (Spotify 2023b), hence boosting the amount of revenue avail-
able to be shared pro rata amongst ‘professional’ artists. Deezer have also
referred to a ‘stricter provider policy to ensure quality’. While this is written in
reference to ‘non-artist noise content’ it could point to a policy that prevents
artists from uploading their music should it fail to meet the platform’s expecta-
tions regarding quality (however that may be defined). In a marketplace where,
as noted earlier, over 120,000 tracks are uploaded per day to streaming ser-
vices, it may be an attractive proposition to reduce the number of tracks avail-
able, since a larger number of tracks potentially dilutes the amount of revenue
available in relation to each individual track. To this end, it is possible that a

5 Analysis by Music Business Worldwide suggests that of the 8 million performing artists on
Spotify, around 78% have a monthly audience of fewer than 50 people (Ingham 2022b).
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streaming company might begin to remove tracks that fail to reach a minimum
number of plays, potentially making it even harder for artists in the ‘long tail’
(Anderson 2006). Furthermore, they might also put barriers in place for
accepting new artists.

Alternative Streaming Revenue Models

A variety of alternatives to the pro rata models discussed above have been pro-
posed (see IMPALA 2021, 2023; AIM 2021), including Mark Mulligan’s
(2023c) suggestion that data currently collected by streaming sites about user
behaviour could be used to offer higher payments for ‘lean forward’ behaviours
such as actively searching for and listening to a song (or adding it to a personal
playlist) and a lower payment for passive uses such as listening to curated or
algorithmic playlists. This is now a part of the Deezer model noted above,
though as Mulligan points out, this could work against the higher streaming
performers since they are more likely to be featured on popular playlists. In the
remainder of this section we will focus on the so-called user-centric and fan-
centric models.

The user-centric model is a per-subscriber model in which the subscription
fee paid by an individual is applied directly to those songs they actually listened
to. This is seen as a fairer way to distribute the revenue received from subscrib-
ers, and was championed for several years by Deezer, though never imple-
mented. Studies conducted into the model suggest that it would be by no
means beneficial for all artists (see, e.g. Pedersen 2014; Muikku 2017; CNM/
Deloitte 2021; Meyn et al. 2023). For instance, for individual performers to
benefit the most, they must ensure that their fans consistently stream their
music rather than that of other performers, so that they gain the greatest share
of each listeners’ subscription. Hence, while this model may be favourable for
niche market performers that attract highly engaged super-fans (in comparison
to the pro rata model), it would inevitably reduce the revenue of others.
Furthermore, it may also be detrimental to specific genres in certain territories;
for instance, Meyn et al. (2023) found that hip hop would be adversely affected
in Germany.

SoundCloud’s ‘Fan-powered Royalties’ (or fan-centric) model was launched
in 2021 and was limited to around 100,000 performers who had full owner-
ship of their own copyrights, thus creating a two-tier revenue system—one for
those who are part of the scheme, and one for the rest of the platform. A rev-
enue pool is derived from subscriptions and advertising income, and this reve-
nue is then distributed on the basis of a performer’s share of overall listening
time (pro rata temporis) on the platform in any given month. This is in contrast
to the pro rata model noted above where each track is counted as one play, no
matter how long that track might be. A study by MiDIA Research suggested
that more than 60% of artists with 100,000 fans earned more than they would
have done under a straight pro rata system (Cirisano et al. 2022), but this also
means that slightly under 40% did not. Nevertheless, Warner Music Group
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signed a licensing agreement with SoundCloud in 2022 to test the model,
though it is rumoured that Warner’s deal included a minimum guarantee
(Ingham 2022a).

Each model has winners and losers in terms of the revenue that the different
rightsholders can derive, but it would seem that the current dominance of the
pro rata system is weakening and that a range of different models is emerging.
This will likely make it even harder for songwriters, performers and their repre-
sentatives to work out whether they are being paid the correct revenue for the
digital exploitation of their copyrights. In any case, given the fractional nature
of the streaming revenue payments generated for the vast majority of non-
mainstream songs, niche songwriters and performers must continue to focus
on other sources of revenue. In addition, they need to cross-market any atten-
tion and engagement received from the platforms into potentially more lucra-
tive opportunities such as live performance, merchandise sales, crowd-funding
and micro-patronage.

PERFORMER EQUITABLE REMUNERATION

In this section, we discuss another area of recent interest for both the music
industry and policymakers: performer equitable remuneration (ER). This term
refers to a public performance royalty that is equally shared between perform-
ers and their record labels (Osborne 2017: 574). Such royalties are separate to
any recording contract between the performing artist and rightsholder (Cooke
2020; DCMS 2023), as they are typically paid by copyright collection societies
such as PPL (UK) and SoundExchange (US). There are significant interna-
tional differences regarding the implementation of ER. For example, it is not
paid to performers in the US on television and radio broadcasts, as only song-
writers receive a performance royalty. However, it is paid to performers on
strecaming audio services, when these are collected by SoundExchange.® 7
Elsewhere in the world, this arrangement is typically reversed. For instance, in
the UK, ER is payable on TV and radio broadcasts, but 7ot on streaming.
However, while it is generally agreed that the process of streaming exploits
both the performance and mechanical elements of copyright in audio record-
ings, the license agreements made between record companies and streaming
services rely on what is known as the ‘making available’ right (Cooke 2021;
Bosher 2022; Osborne 2022). Under copyright law in the UK, US and Europe,
this ‘making available’ right applies for on-demand digital transmissions where
users select songs and listen to them whenever they wish (Bosher 2020). It is
therefore applicable for streaming services such as Spotify and Apple Music,

¢Cooke (2023Db) has reported that Universal Music Group has recently bypassed SoundExchange
for royalties from the Pandora streaming service. Instead, it has started paying artists directly, at a
different rate.

7This is because the US chose not to ratify the 1961 Rome Convention (related to traditional
broadcasting), but did pass the 1995 Digital Performance Right in Sound Recordings Act (related
to digital audio transmissions).
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but not for ‘passive’ services such as Pandora, or for traditional radio broad-
casting, where ‘the end-user has no say on what is played next or when’ (Pryor
and Breen 2021).

One of the difficulties of applying the ‘making available’ right to on-demand
streaming is that music consumption behaviour on a site such as Spotify may be
classified as either ‘lean-forward’ or ‘lean-back’. ‘Lean-forward’ listeners tend
to be highly engaged and therefore more likely to actively select music.
Conversely, ‘lean-back’; or ‘passive’ subscribers may rely more on streaming
service algorithms and curated playlists. Nevertheless, under current UK legis-
lation, for example, whenever an end-user controls their listening (even with
random playlists via a ‘lean-back’ approach), the revenue will not be subject to
ER (Pryor and Breen 2021). Instead, all of the streaming revenue related to
the performance of the audio recording will be forwarded to the rightsholder
of that recording (typically a record company), where it will be dealt with
under the terms of the performer’s recording contract (Pryor and Breen 2021;
Cooke 2021). This has the ultimate effect of reducing the royalty payments
available to the performer (Towse 2020: 1474).

This has understandably generated consternation within the performer
community, exemplified by the 2020 launch of the #BrokenRecord campaign
in the UK by musician Tom Gray (now a board member of both PRS for Music
and the Ivors Academy). The campaign set out to address what Gray describes
as ‘market failure in the digital music streaming business’, with the main
requests to policymakers being to (a) enhance transparency, (b) reconsider
competition within the music streaming sector and (¢) insist on fairer royalty
payments for musicians (Gray 2020). The campaign has been supported by
prominent artists such as Paul McCartney, Chris Martin and Noel Gallagher,
although it received a mixed response from industry organizations.

For example, The Musicians’ Union expressed its support for ER on stream-
ing, arguing that it would establish a ‘new and guaranteed income stream for
all performers’ (quoted in Cooke 2021). A more cautious response came from
the Music Manager’s Forum (MMF) and the Featured Artists’ Coalition (FAC)
who made a joint submission to the Economics of Streaming enquiry in the UK|
noting their acknowledgement of ER as an option if labels do not address the
current inequities in artists’ streaming payments (Cooke 2021). The two orga-
nizations raised concerns about the efficiency of international collection and
distribution of ER payments, arguing that any implementation should not gen-
erate further administrative deductions in royalties. A concern was also raised
regarding ER’s suitability for the variety of release methods now available to
artists (such as partnerships with managers, distributors and label services com-
panies). However, the two trade bodies acknowledged that many managers
and artists would support the establishment of ER for streaming, potentially
due to a lack of trust in record companies to amend outdated contracts. If
those older contracts were reformed, say the groups, the requirement for ER
would be reduced (Cooke 2021).
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As would be expected, most record companies oppose the introduction of
ER, particularly if it would result in the 50,/50 split currently established for
performance royalties for audio recordings seen in traditional broadcasting in
the UK and Europe (Cooke 2021). Furthermore, the independent label trade
body IMPALA has argued that ER would potentially damage both labels’
investment in artists and the prospects of self-releasing DIY artists. Ultimately,
such outcomes could potentially damage the diversity of the music industry
(Dredge 2022a). The trade body has since expressed a preference for the sys-
tem adopted in France where minimum streaming royalties have been set with-
out the implementation of ER (Dredge 2022b).

Pryor and Breen (2021) note similarly that the adoption of ER would be
potentially complicated to achieve in practice, suggesting that it raises difficult
questions around the status of the ‘making available’ right (and its relationship
to existing rights). They also question (a) how royalties would be allocated
across such rights, (b) how ER would apply to different types of streams and
(c) which organizations would be responsible for collection and payment.
Furthermore, Osborne (2017: 586-587) notes that if ER were to be imple-
mented for recordings, it may stimulate historical fears from songwriters that
they may lose out to performers in future, given that the current streaming
royalty splits already tend to favour record companies over publishers (Cooke
2020). Furthermore, the economist Will Page (formerly of Spotify and PRS for
Music) has highlighted a number of potential unintended outcomes that could
arise in relation to some versions of ER, with different winners and losers in
each permutation. Potential downsides include increased administration costs,
international licensing disruption, additional audits, changes to artist contracts
and the possibility of rate setting by Copyright Tribunals (Page, 2023).

There appears to be little political appetite to address the situation in the
UK. For instance, a Private Members’ Bill which proposed reforms on ER was
tabled by Kevin Brennan MP, but did not progress through parliament (CMA
2022: 43). However, nine other countries (including Belgium and Germany)
have now introduced legislation regarding ER for performers’ music streams
(DCMS 2023: 9; see also Bosher 2020). Furthermore, Spotify’s recent threat
to withdraw from the Uruguayan market also related to the country’s recent
legislative change to ER royalty payments for streams. To resolve the issue, the
Uruguayan government has proposed that rightsholders (i.e. record compa-
nies) should be responsible for ensuring that ER royalties are paid, rather than
streaming services (Cooke 2023c¢).

With such differing national approaches, a global solution to please all stake-
holders appears almost impossible to achieve. However, record companies
could play an important role in addressing the issue. If contracts were amended
over time, then performers could be better rewarded (e.g. by paying a propor-
tion of streaming income directly to artists, or further increasing the digital
royalty rate). Such voluntary moves would avoid a controlling ‘top-down’
solution from national governments, while also enhancing the reputation of
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record companies amongst the artist community, music fans and
policymakers.

UNCLAIMED AND UNALLOCATED PUBLISHING ROYALTIES

In this section, we analyse issues related to data management and the so-called
black boxes of unallocated copyright revenue related primarily to songwriting
and publishing (Ivors Academy 2021). To provide clarity on this under-
researched aspect of the music industry, we must first distinguish between two
terms that are often used interchangeably but have distinct meanings. Firstly,
unclaimed royalties (sometimes referred to as unmatched royalties) are those
whereby the songwriter or publisher cannot be located on a database. This
could be due to a lack of registration, incorrect registration or a data matching
error. Unsigned songwriters are more likely to ‘lose’ royalties in this manner,
due to the lack of publishing company representation to seek payments, or
simply because they are not a member of a copyright collection agency.®

Secondly, after a certain time period (dependent on each copyright collec-
tion agency’s regulations), these unclaimed royalties are reclassified as unallo-
cated royalties, and are then typically distributed to publishers on a pro rata
basis, depending on rightsholders’ market share. Thus, unsigned songwriters’
unallocated royalties will often be distributed to publishers that were not
involved in the creative or administrative process.

It is difficult to assess the value of unclaimed and unallocated revenues sit-
ting in the ‘black box” accounts of the copyright collection agencies, because
the available studies have based their research on a variety of methodologies
and on different territories. As a consequence, broad estimates range from
hundreds of millions of dollars (Christman 2019; Ivors Academy 2021) to
several billion (Sevillano quoted in DCMS 2021: 51). Nevertheless, it is clear
that there is a significant amount of revenue that is failing to be passed on to
songwriters and their publishers. Signed or otherwise, songwriters and their
teams should therefore ensure that they are at the very least registered with the
relevant copyright collection agencies in their country of origin, and that their
songs are promptly registered with the correct data. It is important to note in
this respect that while the ‘black box’ royalties are classed as unclaimed, it is
possible for songwriters or their representatives to retrospectively claim them,
but not once they become classed as unallocated.’

In the US, the 2018 Music Modernization Act led to the formation of the
Mechanical Licensing Collective (MLC), which launched in 2021. Since that

8Different terms are used in different territories. A Collective Management Organization
(CMO), such as GEMA in Germany or SACEM in France, collects both performance royalties and
mechanical royalties, while a Performing Rights Organization (PRO) only collects performance
royalties (for instance, PRS for Music in the UK, or ASCAP, BMI and others in the US), while
mechanical royalties are collected by a separate organization (such as The Harry Fox Agency, MLC
and others in the US, or the MCPS in the UK).

?For instance, PRS for Music in the UK allows its members to make queries via an online portal.
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time it has identified over US$200 million in unclaimed royalties from an initial
pool of US$427 million (Robinson 2023 )—a sum that includes historic unpaid
royalties received from music streaming services such as Spotify and Apple
Music.!® However, the CEO of the MLC, Kris Ahrend, notes that the organi-
zation may sometimes be unable to make a payment because even though a
previously unclaimed song may have been successfully matched, not all song-
writers involved may have claimed their shares (quoted in Robinson 2023).
This suggests another area of complexity, in that many co-written songs may be
subject to incorrect and missing data, thus causing delays until all the data has
been verified, including songwriter percentages for their contributions on indi-
vidual tracks. Ahrend also notes that unallocated royalties will be distributed on
a pro rata market share basis—an approach that may ultimately benefit larger
publishing companies, though any songwriter who collects from the MLC will
be eligible to receive a percentage share related to their songs (Ahrend quoted
in Robinson 2023).

Zachary Shufro (2021: 15-18) makes several proposals regarding the pro
rata market share distribution system for unallocated royalties. His first relates
to equal distribution. In this system, each music publishing company would
receive the same share of unallocated royalties (accounting for the likelihood
that many unmatched songs will be written by songwriters who are not regis-
tered with a major publishing company). His second is to remove the major
publishers entirely from the distribution of unallocated royalties, arguing that
this would help smaller publishers and songwriters to build market share.
Although these creative suggestions highlight potential routes forward, neither
proposal is likely to be implemented due to the lobbying power of the major
publishers (and their strong links to national copyright collection agencies).

METADATA

Another commonly used term in discussions of unallocated royalties is meta-
data. This term refers to three separate strands of information that should be
provided with each digital music file: descriptive metadata (track title, number,
genre etc.), ownership metadata (creators, corporate partners, contract terms)
and recommendation metadata (tags which are applied and amended by
streaming services) (Noble quoted in DCMS 2021: 49-50). Clearly, the pres-
ence of incorrect or absent metadata is likely to result in songwriters losing
both credit and payment for their music. This is exacerbated by the lack of a
single worldwide database of songwriter and publisher credits that could allow
seamless matching of data across different territories and copyright collection
agencies (Elshan et al. 2021: 5529)."

10As part of this process (as enshrined in the 2018 Music Modernization Act) the streaming
companies can no longer be sued by rightsholders for unclaimed royalties.

'Tn 2014, a proposed Global Repertoire Database project was abandoned after five years of
development, yet smaller scale regional projects have moved forward, including ICE Services,
which provides a copyright administration hub for several CMOs in Europe, and a proposed data-
base to be compiled by the Mechanical Licensing Collective in the US.
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Despite the lack of a central global database, unique identifiers have been
developed, such as the International Standard Musical Work Code (ISWC, to
identify a song and its composers) and International Standard Recording Code
(ISRC, to identify a recording and its performers). Of the two, it is the ISRC
that predominates in the streaming sector since the music files are delivered to
the services by record companies and distributors rather than by publishers.
Streaming services are therefore largely unaware of the songwriter and pub-
lisher information, leading to inefficiencies, additional processing fees and sig-
nificant delays in these rightsholders receiving payment (Coldrick 2022), as
well as the issue of unclaimed and unallocated royalties noted above.

In order to enhance the flow of royalties to both artists and organizations,
music industry trade bodies have made several proposals. In the UK, the MMF
suggests three key steps to address the situation. These are: (1) to create a pub-
lic database for ISWC codes; (2) to connect these ISWC codes to the relevant
recordings’ ISRC codes and (3) to encourage publishers and CMOs to provide
real-time data feeds with ISWC codes and other metadata for songs in which
they have a stake (Coldrick 2022). Also in the UK, the Ivors Academy (2021)
suggests that addressing the problem is a major opportunity, achievable
through a combination of new technology and education programs. A success-
ful result would mean that both songwriters and publishers would be paid cor-
rectly, and it could reduce administration costs for record labels, distributors
and CMOs.

The UK government has also examined issues related to metadata, with the
Economics of Streaming report making three key recommendations (DCMS
2021: 51-52): (1) obliging record companies to provide song data when
licensing a recording to streaming services; (2) to establish a minimum data
standard and (3) to end the pro rata distribution of unallocated royalties—
instead insisting that CMOs reinvest in artistic talent and /or develop potential
solutions to royalty distribution challenges. The report also recommended a
government-commissioned audit of current unclaimed royalties to assess what
may be possible to allocate, and suggested that consideration should be given
to the creation of a database of musical works with appropriate registration
opportunities for songwriters and rightsholders. Moving forward, the provi-
sion of accurate metadata for newly released songs could be relatively straight-
forward should all record labels and distributors ensure that ISWC codes are
included alongside ISRC codes.!? However, there are still multiple millions of
historic tracks that will lack this data, and knowledge of the role and impor-
tance of ISWC code needs to be more broadly known among the songwriting
community. One solution might be for distributors to insist on the inclusion of
an ISWC code before distribution can proceed.

2 Following modernization of systems run by CISAC (the collective body for copyright collec-
tion agencies which issues ISWCs), national collection agencies are now working on projects to
more eftectively link ISWC and ISRC codes together. A good example is PRS for Music’s Nexus
programme (PRS for Music 2023).



4 PRESSING RESET: REIMAGINING PERFORMER AND SONGWRITER REVENUES... 63

The UK Intellectual Property Office has also issued a report highlighting
the unfair distribution of unallocated royalties, and at the time of writing is
coordinating an industry working group to advise on transparency and data
issues (IPO 2023). This pressure from the UK government has led to an
industry-wide voluntary agreement signed by music business trade bodies and
copyright collection agencies regarding music streaming metadata, committing
to progressively enhance metadata through the introduction of key perfor-
mance indicators and core data requirements for new recordings (IPO 2023).

CONCLUSION

This chapter has explored how the music streaming companies generate and
distribute their revenues to rightsholders using pro rata models that serve to
favour those artists (and record labels) who regularly achieve higher levels of
streaming. The changes proposed by Deezer and Spotify further reinforce this,
and it is likely that in the coming years there will be further developments
across the sector to introduce different criteria and tiers that will make it even
harder for artists and their representatives to understand exactly how and why
their revenue has been calculated, since the different platforms will begin to
operate on divergent rules. Niche artists and labels who are able to cultivate a
loyal fanbase may be better advised to service those fans in other, more directly
interactive ways, such as a bespoke website, a presence on a platform such as
Bandcamp, Patreon or Discord, or through live performance, with streaming
acting primarily as a marketing tool.

We have also discussed how artists who are reliant on streaming as a source
of revenue seek changes to the treatment of equitable remuneration in order to
directly receive part of their master recording revenues without it being used to
repay their contractual advances. Furthermore, we have argued that artists and
industry organizations will continue to push for more streamlined, accurate
and enhanced data management in order to speed up payments and
reduce errors.

The current copyright system is highly complex, based as it is on a network
of legislation and regulation enacted differently by each sovereign nation, and
managed by a variety of different organizations depending on the type of copy-
right being collected and distributed. If the music sector were to start from
scratch on a system for collecting copyright, there is no way that it would look
like it does now, yet the challenge for the music industries moving forward is
to try to find a fairer, more efficient and less error-prone system that deals with
the complexities. The network power of the record companies predominates,
yet we have seen that performers and songwriters (and their associated repre-
sentatives) are slowly seeking to adjust the system and are gaining some ground.
However, as demonstrated by the deals brokered between Deezer and UMG,
and between Warner Music and SoundCloud, the major record companies are
continually seeking to bolster their position. The future is likely to see the vari-
ous rightsholder organizations lobbying governments to act in their favour,
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and unless legislation or regulations are forthcoming, it is unlikely that the
status quo will change unless there are benefits or trade-offs available to the
record labels (such as seen in Spotify’s two-tier approach). Technological and
data solutions that enhance the efficiency and speed of copyright collection and
distribution seem the target of most interest for songwriters, as improvements
here could reduce the size of the ‘black boxes’ held by CMOs and speed up
payment of royalties. Furthermore, any changes aimed at improving the terms
of recording contracts for performers would be most welcome, such as higher
digital royalty rates, revenues not being applied solely to outstanding advances
(a nod to the issue of ER) and clauses that allow reversion of copyright rather
than the rights being held in perpetuity by the record companies.
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CHAPTER 5

Beyond the Sea: The Labour of Cruise Ship
Musicians

David Cashman

If you are among the hundreds of thousands who have embarked on a cruise
vacation, you are likely aware of how integral music is to the cruise experience.
Even if you haven’t personally experienced it, you’ve probably heard about it.
It feels like every time you turn a corner on a cruise ship, you encounter a
singer/pianist belting out Elton John hits, a string trio performing classical
music favourites, or a jazz band churning out a version of “Honeysuckle Rose.”
The abundance of music can be overwhelming.

This musical abundance translates into employment opportunities for musi-
cians. Every year, thousands of music school graduates and disillusioned instru-
mental teachers imagine the seemingly carefree life of making music on the
open seas and enjoying an ongoing holiday—beaches combined with bossa
novas and bandmates if you will. Musicians—at least the musicians attracted to
cruise employment—tend to be driven and dedicated to honing their craft and
are likely to be enticed by the prospect of doing what they love full-time. The
idea of doing it on a ship in exotic locations is a bonus. In reality, the experi-
ence may not always meet their expectations, with some leaving after a contract
or two and others getting stuck in this career path for years, watching their
land-based work opportunities fade and the time between contracts depleting
their savings. Nevertheless, musicians continue to return to cruise ship gigs.
Working musicians face a choice: engage with this significant source of employ-
ment and create daily music alongside fellow professionals, or remain on land,
balancing performance opportunities with the mundanity of everyday life.
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This chapter delves into the world of musicians working on cruise ships. As
this chapter will argue, cruise musicians are skilled professionals in an industry
that seeks to diminish their skills. Scholars like Arditi (2014, 2021), Miller
(2008), and Bennett (2020) have explored the processes of deskilling within
the music industry. Many musicians, often journeyman musicians with signifi-
cant talent and capability but who are not star performers, find themselves
caught in the cruise ship circuit. I worked on nine ships with six lines between
2004 and 2008, and have interviewed hundreds of musicians, guest entertain-
ers, cruise directors, and shoreside executives to inform my research. With
musicking on land becoming increasingly unpredictable and inequitable, sea-
borne music-making may seem an attractive alternative. However, things do
not always work out as planned. As one musician said:

Too many of us believe in some mythical, perfect gig out there that simply doesn’t
exist, and consequently, we get dark about whatever job we’re currently on.
Normally we’d walk away from the gig at the end of the night, get up the next
morning, and go on to the next thing; but on the ship you do it day after day after
day. There is no home to go to; you live there. You constantly put up with the
petty rules and regulations of a wannabe navy that has little (other than the cor-
porate office) to keep it in check. It’s a dictatorship, and what the officers say
goes. Combine that with the sheer boredom and monotony that occurs when you
don’t go out of your way to mix it up, and things get dark fast. (Cruise Ship
Musician, Personal Interview)

Thus, musicians are caught between working on land, with higher living
costs, fewer gigs, and often teaching lessons to make up the shortfall, and
working at sea. Working in the cruise industry, with all its problems, caters to
musicians’ key drive—to make music at an extremely high level with a group of
equally talented peers.

It is difficult to ignore the cruise ships as a musician because it remains a
monumentally successtul industry. Before COVID, the cruise industry was
worth US$40 billion (Dias and Lopes 2020) per year. Although the pandemic
temporarily halted these substantial earnings, the industry appears to be
rebounding. In 2023, it is expected to reach new heights, as estimated by
Statistica (2023). Notably, Carnival Corporation alone generated an impressive
US$6 billion in revenue during the third quarter of 2023 (McGillivray 2023).
The industry’s vitality is further underscored by the launch of four new ships in
2023, including the Norwegian Viva, Carnival Jubilee, Celebrity Ascent, and
Virgin Cruises’ Brilliant Lady, with five more slated for 2024, including Royal
Caribbean’s colossal Icon of the Seas, set to become the largest ship in the world.
Cruise tourism stands as a giant within the broader tourism sector.

This chapter seeks to explore the complex and often challenging world of
musicians working on cruise ships, critically examining the dichotomy between
the idyllic perception of performing on the high seas and the stark realities of
the job. Central to the discussion is the industry’s tendency to diminish the



5 BEYOND THE SEA: THE LABOUR OF CRUISE SHIP MUSICIANS 71

perceived value of these skilled artists, highlighting issues of control, deskilling,
and the impact of technological and global economic shifts. Integral to this
examination is the application of Harry Braverman’s Labor Process Theory,
which provides a framework for understanding the dynamics of skill degrada-
tion and control in the workplace. The theory’s relevance is underscored as the
chapter delves into how the cruise industry’s practices reflect a broader trend
of devaluing skilled labour, transforming musicians from artists into inter-
changeable parts of a larger entertainment machine. This theoretical lens is
significant in dissecting the nuanced struggles of musicians who navigate the
balance between maintaining artistic integrity and adapting to the commercial
demands of the cruise ship environment.

TuaE CRUISE SHIP INDUSTRY AND ENTERTAINMENT

The partnership between the cruise industry and musicians has a rich and
enduring history. As early as the 1880s, specialist musicians were a fixture
aboard North German Lloyd ships, with other cruise lines swiftly following
suit, particularly those offering extended voyages, such as P&O, Castle Line,
Cunard, and White Star (Cashman 2014). The collaboration between musi-
cians and cruise lines was exemplified when the first voyage of Carnival Cruise
Lines started with the MV Mardi Gras grounded in Miami Harbour in 1972.
In response, management opened the bar and put the musicians to work.
Cruise ships have traversed the seas for the past half-century to the strains of
musicians delivering (usually) exceptional live performances. Clearly, this sym-
biotic relationship benefits both parties. Musicians enjoy traveling, receiving
compensation for their talents, and collaborating with other highly skilled
musicians and vocalists. Meanwhile, cruise lines maintain access to an enter-
tainment form they can adapt for their own purposes.

Musicians onboard ships provide a diverse array of musical experiences to
engage passengers. Musicians perform background music around the ship,
provide the focus of the evening’s theatrical entertainment, portray local cul-
ture through shows involving local musicians or the Caribbean band, enhance
the social status of the ship through classical performances, engage guests in an
immersive experience as piano entertainers, and sooth troubled and uncom-
fortable guests through representations of a broad Western culture. The the-
atre performance is typically the focal point of an evening aboard a cruise ship.
These shows fall into two categories. The first is the production shows featur-
ing dancers, singers, and traditionally, the musicians of the showband, and
themed around concepts such as “music of the fifties,” “music of Broadway,”
or “Motown.” Alternatively, the evening show may showcase a guest enter-
tainer, such as a singer, multi-instrumentalist, comedian, juggler, or magician,
specially brought onboard to perform their act. High-level sight-reading and
improvisation are necessary for musicians undertaking this, who are employed
as “showband musicians.” Musicians also engage with passengers throughout
the ship, offering classical music with the classical ensemble, daytime poolside
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performances with the party band or Caribbean band, evening performances
with the party band or themed bands, cocktail piano sets, and more. Their
performance quality is regularly evaluated through passenger feedback on each
cruise and is collectively scrutinised at the end of each cruise in an entertain-
ment department meeting. Continued bad reviews can, at best, result in a “do
not rehire” evaluation at the end of a contract or, at the worst, result in a mid-
contract firing.

Contracts for musicians typically span four to six months. During this time,
musicians are counted as staff members, a category between crew (at the bot-
tom) and officers (at the top). As such, they are granted certain privileges, such
as being in guest areas, dining and drinking at certain bars, and so forth,
according to the line. They are expected to interact positively with guests, offi-
cers, and crew. Shorter and longer term contracts are rare, but not unheard of.
I did a nine-month contract onboard the Cunard QE2 to experience a world
cruise. I also did a three-week contract when a musician was fired. Musicians
typically find employment through agencies such as Proship or the Suman
agency, who take a percentage of their salary.

Music on cruise ships, much like many aspects of the cruise experience, can
be described as a hyperreality. Umberto Eco’s (1986) concept of hyperreality
refers to the phenomenon where the “completely real” becomes indistinguish-
able from the “completely fake.” In essence, it involves presenting a falsechood
as reality and often as an enhancement of reality. The concept is deeply rooted
in semiotics, emphasising the manipulation of signs and symbols to blur the
boundaries between reality and simulation. Several scholars have written on
cruise ship entertainment as hyperreality (Kuhalnek 2012; Cashman and
Hayward 2020) and cruise ships generally (Weaver 2019; Williams 2012;
Rankin and Collins 2017) as hyperreality and simulation. This deliberate blur-
ring of lines is particularly evident in the context of cruise ships, especially when
it comes to music. There are four main reasons that music exists within the
cruise experience.

Firstly, shipboard music represents a broadly Western culture to provide
reassurance of safety and familiarity to the predominantly Western guests of
major cruise lines. The music performed onboard is typically non-threatening
popular music of former decades. A production show will be about Motown,
or eighties music, or musical theatre, but not about hip hop or Taylor Swift,
which may offend or confront guests. Such music reassures guests that they are
not actually in different and potentially dangerous locations, but in a familiar
and safe Western location. The music cultures visited are rarely portrayed, and
many guests opt to remain within the confines of the cruise ship’s tourist bub-
ble, hesitating to encounter unfamiliar situations beyond the safety of the ves-
sel’s steel walls. When a specific culture is referenced within the ship’s tourist
bubble, it is presented in a non-threatening fashion, such a smiling Caribbean
band playing Arrow, or the jazz band playing “Istanbul (Not Constantinople)”
the day before the ship visits Turkey. Most guests who leave the ship do so on
curated tours (which may involve local musical performances). For travellers
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hesitant to engage with local cultures, the presence of Western music offers a
sign of security and familiarity.

Secondly, shipboard music is employed to convey a sense of high social sta-
tus. This is evident in the attire musicians are often required to wear, which
typically includes tuxedos, evening dresses, or, on casual night suits and ties.
The musical instruments used are beautiful and meticulously maintained.
Classical musicians play accessible music such as the Pachabel Canon or
Liebestraum No. 3, reinforcing the notion that passengers, despite engaging in
an extremely affordable activity, are partaking in an experience associated with
class and affluence.

Thirdly, music serves as a commodified representation of the history of pas-
senger shipping, incorporating older musical styles such as jazz and extravagant
production shows. The music heard on a cruise ship in the early twenty-first
century resembles that portrayed in the 1957 film An Affair to Remember.
Cruise ships frequently feature classical trios, paying homage to earlier musi-
cians like those onboard the RMS Titanic (Cashman 2014). Through this
approach, cruise ships enhance the perceived value of their offerings by infus-
ing them with historical elements.

Fourthly, musical performance offers a curated and readily accessible por-
trayal of the ‘exotic’. According to Hung and Petrick (2011), one of the pri-
mary motivations for individuals to embark on cruises is to immerse themselves
in an “exotic vacation experience” while actually remaining in the cultural and
physical safety of the cruise ship bubble. Cruise companies occasionally feature
local musicians who perform traditional music on board the cruise ships, often
referred to as “local shows.” Moreover, cruise ports frequently host local musi-
cal performances in proximity to the ships. As noted, musical performances
may take place on mediated local tours. Through these musical presentations,
the local communities’ music culture is portrayed within the safety and security
of the tourist environment while simultaneously providing passengers with an
‘exotic’ cultural experience.

In addition to these tasks, music plays a crucial role in engaging guests while
on the ship. Most cruise line revenue is generated onboard the ship, particu-
larly on the profitable “sea days” when ships do not make landfall or by retain-
ing guests onboard even when the ship is in port. Some guests enter the ship
in on embarkation day and leave the ship on disembarkation day, and never set
foot on land. By offering guests entertainment, guests can be encouraged to
stay onboard, or return early from outings in port. Further, ships control
movement around the ship by music (Cashman 2016). If a cruise director
wants people poolside, at lunchtime consuming alcohol, they put the Caribbean
or party band there. If they want passengers in the stern-facing bar at 3 p.m.,
again consuming, they put a cocktail pianist there. By retaining guests onboard
and managing their movement, ships are made more profitable.

Increasingly, however, cruise lines question whether these highly skilled and
sometimes difficult musicians are necessary to achieve these goals. Local shows
and dockside performances do not utilise shipboard musicians at all. The
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creation of portrayals related to passenger shipping heritage and high social
status can largely be accomplished without musicians’ musical involvement,
requiring them as actors, not musicians. Potentially they could be achieved by
people pretending to play instruments while recordings play. While the first
objective, creating signifiers of security and safety, does require musicians to
make music, it can be achieved with less highly skilled musicians, potentially
resulting in cost savings and fewer demands on resources.

Cruise ships are already known to pay musicians from the global south less
than musicians from the global north. Several senior informants in my research
have told me that they perceive such musicians to be less troublesome than
musicians from Western countries. However, such musicians, talented as they
are (Ng 2005), may rarely be formally trained and may struggle with sight-
reading, a necessary skill for employment in the showband tasks. However, for
the former, many ships now use backing tracks instead of live musicians, reduc-
ing the need for highly skilled sight-reading musicians. Guest entertainers, on
the other hand, are increasingly expected to provide their own backing tracks
for shows, meaning shipboard musicians are not required to perform for them.
While some ships, especially those that are larger or more prestigious, continue
to retain highly skilled musicians, some are disappearing on smaller ships.

MUSICIANS AS SKILLED WORKERS

Musicians are skilled labour. It takes many years of study and practice, whether
at tertiary institutions or not, to gain the requisite reading and improvisatory
skills to successfully undertake employment as a cruise ship musician. However,
from the cruise industry’s perspective, it is much preferable to treat musicians
as unskilled labour in order to pay them less and make them work longer hours
in worse conditions. Cruise musicians resent this and are vocal about it, leading
to tensions and poor relations between musicians and management. Musicians
are often regarded as confrontational, lazy, and entitled. Other staff, such as
waiters, bar staff, and Steiner employees (hairdressers, beauty consultants, and
massage staff), work many hours a day and rarely get off in port. On the other
side, musicians regard management, both onboard and shoreside, as a strict
hierarchy—nearly a paramilitary structure—that disrespects musicians (and
other staft) and actively works to lower the standards of the job. There is some
truth in this idea.

Harry Braverman’s (1974) labour process theory holds significant relevance
in the context of musicians working on cruise ships, especially when examining
issues of control and deskilling. Labour control, as defined by Braverman,
encompasses the mechanisms through which employers assert authority over
their employees. Cruise ship musicians, necessarily skilled professionals and art-
ists, find themselves subject to rigorous control measures while on board. Some
of this control aligns with the demands of their profession and mirrors what
one would expect in a land-based setting. This includes punctuality, maintain-
ing a professional appearance, and responding to line managers such as cruise
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directors and bandmasters. However, there are additional layers of control spe-
cific to the cruise ship environment. Some of these directives, such as ensuring
the safety of all crew members during emergencies, are reasonable and custom-
ary. However, musicians must also adhere to various other rules and policies
governing their work. From the cruise line’s perspective, these controls serve
to uphold a consistent brand image. Nevertheless, for musicians, the contrast
between the privileges officers enjoy and the scrutiny they often face can be
quite challenging. Musicians may face more severe consequences for guest
complaints, experience restrictions on where they can go aboard the ships
(especially following the COVID-19 pandemic), and be subject to processes
such as written warnings and sign-oft evaluations that could impact their future
employability with the cruise line.

Cruise lines have a long history of attempting to deskill musicians, aiming to
simplify tasks to justify lower wages and to make musicians more interchange-
able. One example of this is the use of “sweeteners” (recorded tracks used in
performances). In many onboard performances, especially during production
shows, larger bands’ recorded performances enhance the live music. Individual
instruments are tracked, and musicians who may not meet the desired standard
can be replaced by these recordings. Some musicians have voiced concerns,
sometimes corroborated by technical staff, that their live performance is entirely
replaced by recorded tracks, reducing them to the role of mere “instrument
holders.” Cruise lines argue that this practice is essential for quality control,
ensuring that a subpar musician does not compromise the overall performance.
However, it also diminishes the need for highly skilled musicians capable of
reading music, making them more easily replaceable.

Furthermore, some cruise operators have eliminated live bands entirely on
smaller vessels, relying solely on tracked performances for production shows
and requiring guest entertainers to provide their own backing tracks. Arrangers
(musicians who take a popular music song and write it for a specific ensemble)
have also suffered. It is important for live musicians to be able to quickly create
professional music very quickly, and arrangements are integral to this.
Increasingly, it is challenging for arrangers of music to justify their arrange-
ments, which can be costly. This is particularly the case when guest entertainers
or cruise lines can access cheap or free (though less competently arranged)
arrangements. Using lower quality arrangements increases the work of
musicians.

By simplifying the tasks to the point where a wide range of musicians can
perform them, cruise lines can argue that the job does not require specialised
training or unique artistic abilities, potentially categorising it as a less skilled
position, even though performing music inherently demands skill. This trend
towards deskillification threatens job security for musicians and makes it chal-
lenging for them to negotiate better terms or wages in the industry.

Musicians do not take these developments lightly, and their response can be
understood through Braverman’s (1974) concepts of worker resistance and
consent. One of my contracts involved significant disputes by musicians (who
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were particularly dedicated to achieving a professional product) and officers
(who were unused to having vocal and organised musicians aboard). We tried
to resist some of the more onerous conditions and contempt by some of the
officers. They in their part, fired a guitarist for being late on the day he was
signing off, and made him pay his own way home when the ticket had already
been booked. Over multiple contracts, musicians may become increasingly dis-
enchanted, a phenomenon sometimes referred to as going “dark.” This process
often stems from this resistance to deskilling and the stringent labour control
measures (such as the above firing, breath testing of musicians while never
breath testing officers, written warnings) imposed on them in the cruise indus-
try. The contract described was some of the best music I made on cruise ships,
but it was also very dark. Not all ships are like this.

The COVID-19 pandemic had a significant impact on the cruise industry
and its musicians. Many musicians chose to leave the cruise industry during this
period, viewing it as an opportunity to transition back to performing gigs and
teaching on land. This shift landwards reflects their resistance to the challeng-
ing conditions and evolving dynamics within the cruise industry, as well as their
desire to regain more control over their careers and artistic pursuits.

CONTROLLING MUSICIANS

At its core, the relationship between musicians and management is one charac-
terised by control. Management endeavours to exert control over various
aspects of musician’s professional and personal lives, including control over
their repertoire, performance, leisure activities, mobility, and social interaction.
The ship’s quasi-paramilitary structure influences this dynamic, which leads to
tensions between musicians and management. Musicians often harbour resent-
ment towards this level of control and employ various strategies to challenge or
circumvent it, such as minor rule-breaking, passive resistance, or creative rule
interpretation.

For instance, I once encountered a situation where the band was required to
wear heavy, stifling white jackets during a production show. These jackets were
particularly uncomfortable under the heat of traditional stage lighting. Because
they were bulky and stiff (to maximise their usable lifespan) they hindered our
movement and performance, particularly that of the drummer. Some musicians
in the band chose to defy this mandate and refused to wear the jackets onstage.
The production company and head office insisted on compliance, leading to a
standoft. The staft captain, responsible for ship discipline, intervened by threat-
ening to terminate the contracts of those who refused to wear the jackets.
Termination typically entails covering the cost of one’s own return flight home,
a significant financial burden. Faced with this ultimatum, the musicians reluc-
tantly agreed to wear the jackets, although it left a lingering dissatisfaction
among the band members. Notably, one musician chose to resign from the
ship shortly afterwards. Because he did this the day after receiving his pay but
claiming to have spent his money, he effectively forced the cruise line to cover



5 BEYOND THE SEA: THE LABOUR OF CRUISE SHIP MUSICIANS 77

the cost of his flight home to comply with local laws. This incident underscored
the strained relationship between management and musicians on that particu-
lar ship and serves as a testament to the control dynamics at play.

Despite such instances of resistance, management seldom concedes to the
demands or preferences of musicians. They rely on various tactics, including
issuing written warnings, providing unfavourable sign-off reports, threatening
termination, and requiring musicians to bear the expense of their return flights
to impose their authority. While there are occasional reports of talented musi-
cians being dismissed for serious offences, like drug or alcohol abuse, only to
secure positions on ships with different cruise lines quickly, most musicians are
acutely aware of their limited influence over their shipboard careers. As a result,
they often find themselves compelled to adhere to the rules and regulations
enforced by management, even if they feel disproportionately scrutinised com-
pared to other ship staff.

Technological Detevminism

“Technological Determinism” is a theory that posits technological develop-
ment as the primary cause of societal changes. In the context of the cruise
industry, this viewpoint suggests that advancements in technology largely dic-
tate organisational and operational strategies, impacting the roles and skills of
onboard musicians. This perspective, predominantly held by cruise line man-
agement, views the adoption of technology as a strategic imperative driven by
cost-efficiency and standardisation goals. Consequently, this leads to the
“deskilling” of the workforce, a concept central to Harry Braverman’s (1974)
theory, where technological and organisational changes within capitalist societ-
ies simplify and standardise tasks, reducing the need for specialised skills.

In cruise music, this manifests as a shift towards technological solutions over
live performances. For instance, the increasing use of backing tracks and pre-
recorded music reduces the demand for skilled musicians capable of sight-
reading and live accompaniment. These changes are often unilaterally
implemented by cruise line management, who assume a surplus of willing
musicians, thereby perpetuating the notion of musicians as easily replaceable.

However, critics argue that technology has the potential to enhance job
roles or that workers can actively resist or influence the use of technology to
their advantage. For instance, in the cruise industry, musicians could leverage
technology to create more sophisticated and engaging performances. This
could include using digital audio workstations (DAWs) for composing unique
arrangements or incorporating electronic instruments to expand their reper-
toire and adapt to diverse entertainment needs on the ship. Moreover, musi-
cians can also resist the negative impacts of technology. An example of this
might be forming collaborations to produce live shows that blend traditional
musicianship with technological elements, thus showcasing a unique value that
cannot be replicated by pre-recorded tracks alone. Another form of resistance
could involve advocating for the importance of live music in enhancing
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passenger experience, potentially influencing cruise line policies to maintain or
even increase the presence of live musicians onboard.

Unfortunately, for musicians in the cruise industry, such options are limited.
Cruise lines, operating within an aspirational and regimented environment,
rarely engage onboard musicians in decision-making regarding their product.
Musicians are typically informed of new show requirements, working hours,
and the elimination of specific instrumental positions, such as the second saxo-
phonist or trombonist chair. Cruise lines often assume that there is an abun-
dant pool of musicians willing to join their ships, perpetuating the perception
that musicians are easily replaceable in this industry.

Globalisation and Cruise Ships

Globalisation refers to the process of interaction and integration among peo-
ple, companies, and governments worldwide, often characterised by the
exchange of goods, services, information, and cultural practices. In the context
of the cruise industry, globalisation is particularly relevant as it has led to an
international division of labour, issues of outsourcing, offshoring, and the stan-
dardisation of work processes across borders. This trend significantly affects
how cruise lines operate, making them exemplary cases of globalisation
in action.

Cruise ships, operating globally, exemplify this by employing a “flag of con-
venience” system. Under this system, a ship is registered in a country that may
not be the jurisdiction of the parent company allowing the ship to be governed
by the laws of the flag country. Carnival Cruise Lines, for example, typically
register their ships in Panama and The Bahamas. Royal Caribbean uses The
Bahamas and Liberia, and Princess uses Bermuda. Terry (2017) notes that a
ship registered in the United States must employ US crew and officers and be
paid US wages; however, a ship flagged in a low-wage country allows cruise
lines to employ staff from various countries and pay them lower wages than
would be required under more stringent labour laws.

This global approach has complex issues for onboard musicians. Traditionally
among the higher-paid members of the crew, their wages and working condi-
tions are influenced by global practices. Musicians carn between US$1500 and
$3500 per month (which includes room and board). But this is subject to
change with the evolving global labour market and post-COVID dynamics.
Despite the post-COVID scarcity of musicians willing to work on cruise ships,
there has been no significant increase in wages, reflecting the broader trend of
stagnant wages in globalised industries.

The impact of globalisation extends beyond wages and working conditions.
Scholars like Edwards (2011) and Burawoy (1990) note that workers in a glo-
balised context are not merely passive recipients of managerial control. They
can actively resist or negotiate work conditions through unionisation, work-to-
rule strategies, or developing informal norms and practices to challenge author-
ity. However, for cruise musicians, often employed under flags of convenience
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from low-wage countries, such resistance is challenging. Their unique position
as global employees complicates efforts to unionise or collectively negotiate
better terms. In some cases, musicians might adopt subtle forms of resistance,
like minimalistic performances, but such actions often go unnoticed by those
outside the profession. With most cruise ships being inherently non-union and
with the threat of termination for minor infractions, the capacity for musicians
to assert their rights and improve their working conditions remains limited in
the face of globalised labour practices.

The impact of globalisation extends beyond wages and working conditions.
Some scholars (Edwards 2011; Burawoy 1990) have asserted that workers in a
globalised context are not just passive recipients of managerial control. They
can actively resist or negotiate work conditions through unionisation, work-to-
rule strategies, or developing informal norms and practices that challenge man-
agerial authority. Unfortunately, this is difficult for cruise musicians, given their
status as global employees on a ship flagged in low-wage countries. In some
cases, musicians do adopt a “work-to-rule” process by unenthusiastically play-
ing what is on the page producing a less enthusiastic performance; however,
few people outside the musicians notice this resistance. With the exception of
officers, cruise ships are inherently non-union ships where musicians can be
terminated at whim and made to pay their passage home for small infractions.
The capacity for musicians to improve their working conditions remains lim-
ited in the face of globalised labour practices.

CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE IMPLICATIONS

Given this chapter and its argument, the reader—perhaps a musician consider-
ing undertaking a contract themselves—might be justified in asking whether
musicians should even consider this line of employment. I would encourage
them to do so, but to do it advisedly, with their eyes open. In my four years of
cruise line work as a showband pianist, I had extraordinary adventures, saw
parts of the world I never thought to see, and made music alongside some of
the most exceptionally talented musicians I have worked with. It was enor-
mously satisfying. With musicians on ships becoming somewhat rarer, an aspir-
ing musician should consider taking such an opportunity if it comes along.
Creating complex music every night forces a musician to work on their tech-
nique, audience engagement, and sight-reading skills. It makes you a better
musician. However, such aspiring performers should also be aware of the dif-
ficulties and hazards of cruise employment.

Cruise lines, often interested in only the bottom line, who would—if you
will excuse the expression—throw musicians overboard, would be wise to
reconsider their employment strategy. Treating musicians as expendable, imag-
ining an eternal conga line of musicians desperate to play on a ship, and employ-
ing mediocre and low-skilled musicians will ensure a consistently mediocre
musical product. Signifiers of class and sophistication and of the heritage of
passenger shipping are a very thin veneer without musical skills to back it up.
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Musicians who cannot play well enough to respond to onboard demands will
hamstring the entertainment department’s capacity to respond to unusual situ-
ations. (I remember being in a theatre full of angry guests waiting to get off the
ship when we were late docking, going on stage and playing a cocktail set, and
feeling the anger subside.) At the time of writing, cruise lines are struggling to
fill their bands. They should consider the implications of this as they move
forward. Reliable and talented musicians treated poorly will simply refuse to
undertake cruise industry work.

Moving beyond simply talking about cruise ships, musicians based on land
also suffer from this process of deskilling. The preponderance of amateur musi-
cians willing to make music for small fees or for beer money causes venues to
become addicted to employing cheap, amateur musicians rather than more
expensive and more highly skilled musicians. Within Australia, clubs—once the
employers of large shows—increasingly rely on MIDI-based duos and eschew
larger, more expensive performances, or offer the managers of these shows only
door deals. This attitude makes it harder for musicians. I earned $150 for gigs
in the 1980s—which was my rent for the week. Sadly, I still get offered this fee
now, which I politely decline. The Media, Entertainment and Arts Alliance in
Australia has been campaigning for a few years for a minimum fee of $250 for
a gig, which it has achieved in many parts of Australia. However, $250 is still a
relatively small amount considering the skills and time it takes to become
professional.

There is an abundance of musicians eager to create music, but the opportu-
nities for them to perform can be limited. These musicians span a broad spec-
trum of skill levels, ranging from highly talented professionals to those who
may only know a few chords on a guitar. The innate human desire to make
music makes it a natural and widespread aspiration. The industrial imperative
to seek less expensive and less skilled musicians is a common trend in many
areas of the creative and allied industries. However, it becomes especially appar-
ent in the cruise industry. Through a deliberate process of deskilling musicians
seeking to gain ever-more profitability, cruise lines have fewer experienced
musicians seeking employment, and those who do often stay in the industry for
less time. This is regrettable because making music on cruise ships has the
capacity to be extraordinary.
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CHAPTER 6

Record Contracts: Recording Artists, Work,
and Exploitation

David Ardit:

At first glance a record contract is a very simple thing: an agreement between
two entities that is enforceable by law. As with any contract, the parties are
considered to be equal. Generally, the equal parties exchange something (a
good, money, service, etc.) for something else (a good, money, service, etc.).
In a record contract, a record label agrees to provide resources such as an
advance and access to the label’s marketing and distribution offices to a record-
ing artist in exchange for the artist to record a set number of songs (i.c., sides).
The artist generally agrees to give up ownership of their master copyrights for
royalties on the future sale of their recordings. The advance that the label pro-
vides must be paid back through their royalties. Increasingly these simple deals
require artists to give up more to sign a contract—in so-called 360 deals. But
on a deeper level, record contracts embody a whole series of historic power
relations that open musicians up to exploitation.

Record contracts act as the lifeblood of the contemporary recording indus-
try because they represent so much more than a contract between two entities.
Everyone, from fans to aspiring musicians, views record contracts as a sign of
making it as a musician—a phenomenon I call the ideology of getting signed.!
But there is a faulty link between being heard on the radio or seen on television
and being wealthy. I’'ve had countless conversations with research subjects,
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friends, and family about how they know a recording artist is rich because of
their ubiquity. Unfortunately, even some of the biggest stars end up bankrupt.?
Jacob Slichter, drummer for the pop-rock group Semisonic, presents his real-
ization that the band wouldn’t make money even with perennial bar favorite
“Closing Time” in his book, So You Wanna Be a Rock & Roll Star.? For
instance, as Semisonic made radio appearances, Slichter became aware that the
band’s advance was funding lavish catering spreads from which the band would
eat an apple. In other words, the band was spending thousands of dollars for a
couple of apples, and they would have to pay for this on their portion of record
sales. The reality is most recording artists never recoup their advances, often
due to circumstances completely out of their control.*

While record contracts appear as the ticket for musicians to fame and for-
tune, they create the circumstances that make most signed artists toil in obscu-
rity and poverty. Record contracts enable the commodification of music and
exploitation of musicians. This chapter proceeds by first looking at copyright to
demonstrate the role of intellectual property in the commodification of cul-
ture. From this perspective, I do not aim to explain the minutia of copyright
law, but rather to examine the ways record labels use copyrights to exploit
musicians. Second, I explain why recording artists are in fact workers who are
exploited by record labels. Third, I discuss how advances and recoupment
work to exploit recording artists. Then, I present the ideology of getting signed
as the major social construction that convinces musicians to sign record con-
tracts. In the conclusion, I show that as time progresses, things in the record-
ing industry get worse as major labels adopt 360 record deals.

COPYRIGHT

Copyright developed alongside capitalism as a way to extract value from cre-
ative workers. The Statute of Anne was enacted by the British Parliament in
1709 as the first copyright legislation, which provided stationers (i.e., publish-
ing houses) the exclusive right to print works by authors in perpetuity.® Authors
wrote and earned a living before the Statute of Anne, but the new copyright
legislation placed their labor under the social relations of production—the
organization of society under which people meet their needs. Copyright
enabled capitalism, the current social relations of production, for the creative
arts. Capitalism is the endless accumulation of capital in a system where work-
ers work for a wage. Capital is not equivalent to money, but rather the con-
gealed form of labor embodied in money and goods. When money sits idly, it
is not capital because it must always be deployed to make more capital. Stated

2Colliver, “The Dark Tale of TLC Going Bankrupt in the *90s.”

3Slichter, So You Wanna Be a Rock & Roll Star: How I Machine-Gunned a Roomful of Record
Executives and Other True Tales from a Drummer’s Life.

+Wilonsky, “The Million-Dollar Record”; Osborne, “‘I Am a One in Ten’: Success Ratios in the
Recording Industry.”

5Klein, Moss, and Edwards, Understanding Copyright, 14.
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simply: workers make commodities to be sold for more value than it takes to
produce them thereby creating capital. Copyright allows for the commodifica-
tion of music. Record contracts facilitate the exchange of copyrights to turn
musical ideas into exchangeable commodities.

However, this chapter isn’t about the nuances of copyright law, but rather,
how intellectual property creates inequities and exploitation in the music
industry. While copyright is important for understanding music, it is not my
place here to describe the intricacies of copyright law. There are several books
I would recommend to better understand copyright: Aram Sinnreich’s The
Essential Guide to Intellectual Property,® Bethany Klein, Giles Moss, and Lee
Edwards’ Understanding Copyright, Jessica Litman’s Digital Copyright?
Richard Osborne’s Owning the Masters,” and Matthew Stahl’s Unfree Masters.'
These books!! differ from other books about copyright in Music Industry
Studies and Law!? because they do not tell readers how to negotiate the legal
morass that is copyright law, but rather they explain how copyright developed
and how it is deployed by record labels.

Instead, I think it is important to highlight that there is no philosophical
ideal underlying copyright. Rather, the law was created by negotiations of pow-
erful stakeholders. Jessica Litman demonstrates copyright law is the product of
multiparty negotiations among those industries that historically have had a
stake in copyright legislation. “Congress got into the habit of revising copy-
right law by encouraging representatives of the industries affected by copyright
to hash out among themselves what changes needed to be made and then pres-
ent Congress with the text of appropriate legislation.”'* Whereas policy schol-
ars often discuss the involvement of lobbyists in the writing of legislation,
Litman points to a much deeper involvement whereby the US Congress allows
some affected industries to negotiate and write the law. In the process, impor-
tant stakeholders are excluded from the negotiations. These laws are then
internationalized through the World Trade Organization’s (WTO) Trade
Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPs). Exploring the history

¢Sinnreich, The Essentinl Guide to Intellectual Property.

7Klein, Moss, and Edwards, Understanding Copyright.

8 Litman, Digital Copyright.

? Osborne, Owning the Masters.
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Property Rights, Hesmondhalgh, The Cultural Industries; Mosco, The Political Ecomomy of
Communication; Burkart and McCourt, Digital Music Wars, Coombe, The Cultural Life of
Intellectual Properties: Authorship, Appropriation, and the Law.

2 Forest, The Music Business Contract Library, Baskerville, Music Business Handbook & Career
Guide; Hull, Hutchison, and Strasser, The Music Business and Recording Industry: Delivering Music
in the 21st Century, Gordon, The Future of the Music Business.

BLitman, Digital Copyright, 23.
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of copyright explains how the establishment of copyright lends itself to the
exclusion of important stakeholders.

Copyright developed in western society as a publishing right. Book publish-
ers wanted to ensure that when they printed books, another publisher wouldn’t
come along and print the same book without paying the author. In fact, this
was a tension between nineteenth-century British and American publishers.
Without international copyright regulation, American book publishers would
reprint books by British authors at a much cheaper cost because they didn’t pay
the authors.'* Writing a book or composing a song is similar because they are
ideas and it doesn’t take much money to produce ideas. For publishers to
extract value, they needed to construct walls around ideas and protect their
investments. That is what copyright is: a mechanism to extract value from ideas.
As such, it is useful to think of copyright as a property enclosure.’ Private
property was constructed by the state through a series of enclosures. The pro-
cess through which the state created intellectual property follows a similar
path.'® Copyright industries use copyright to extract value from workers who
otherwise wouldn’t need an industry to create and share their ideas. Record
contracts facilitate the exchange of copyrights so record labels can profit from
the recording, performance, and distribution of music from their recording
artists.

LABOR AND MUSIC

All economic value is created by labor.!” Workers transform material into a
commodity. In the process, workers are paid less than the value they create.
The rate of value they are underpaid is known as the rate of exploitation. Labor
itself is a commodity. As a commodity, labor’s price (i.e., wage) depends on
supply and demand and the amount of work that goes into creating it. We call
the work that goes into creating value for labor, skill, which is reflected by the
training, education, and practice associated with the work done. This is the
Labor Theory of Value—an economic theory that posits all value is created by
labor. Musicians are the primary labor in the music industry. Without musi-
cians working, instruments would sit idly with no means to produce music.
Musicians develop a skill through untold hours of practice and performance
experience, which they sell to labels, promoters, and venues in the form of
recordings, copyrights, and performances. However, the rhetoric of musicians
signed to record contracts as “artists” conceals this reality.

We’re told that there are some innate characteristics that go into the creative
process of making music, which cannot be actualized through “work” in the
conventional sense. By positioning the musician as an artist, we assume

4 Griswold, “American Character and the American Novel.”

15 Andrews, The Cultural Production of Intellectual Property Rights.
16 Arditi, Gerting Signed.

7 Marx, Capital.
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musicians maintain some degree of artistic autonomy in the creative process.!
Autonomy is the ability for someone to make and execute their own decisions.
The rhetoric about the autonomous artist could not be further from reality as
any number of social forces act upon musicians to limit their autonomy. Sarah
Bareilles” hit “Love Song” highlights the way record labels begged her to be
herself but ultimately dictated the music she should produce.’ “Love Song”
demonstrates that we can’t buy the rhetoric about artistic autonomy and
instead we must delve deeper into the conditions under which musicians pro-
duce music. By looking at the material relations of production, I show how
value is created in the recording industry, which relates to my main argument
by demonstrating the layers of economic value creation that are present in the
production of music.

Musician labor has been obscured as artistic since westerners began thinking
of music production as an artisanal craft. The romanticization of the musician
as an autonomous worker helps support the system of copyrights by solidifying
the artistic nature of musicians’ work and obscuring the fact that it is labor. In
Bootlegging,*® Lee Marshall shows that the nineteenth-century Romantic Era
created our present day understanding of both the autonomous musician and
the need to close access to music by using copyrights to protect the product of
their labor. “If Romanticism is understood to have emerged as a result of the
changing material circumstances of artists themselves, one of the most signifi-
cant of the changes was the possibility of them being the owners of cultural
property through copyright.”?! By this rationale, musicians were said to be in
control of their means of production because they controlled their copyrights.
However, copyrights end up undercutting their autonomy by allowing musi-
cians to trade their copyrights thereby subjecting them to the pressures of
record labels. When a musician signs a record contract, they give up artistic
autonomy because record labels make demands of recording artists. Therefore,
musicians trade autonomy for access to the means of production—the machin-
ery and resources to produce commodities.

Part of what allows music fans to fetishize their favorite musicians as artists
instead of as workers is the inability of (non-music playing) fans to reproduce
their favorite music; this tends to mystify the labor involved in the music pro-
duction process. Since most music fans don’t understand the work that goes
into creating music, musicking?? remains hidden. However, there are a number
of musicians in the broader music industry who never claim artistic autonomy

18 Examples of this perspective include Richard Florida’s Rise of the Creative Class (2004 ), Joli
Jensen’s Is Art Good for Us? (2002), and Elijah Wald’s Escaping the Delta (2004). Additionally,
Simon Frith describes in Performing Rites that the whole system of rock criticism is designed to
reinforce this idea of an autonomous creative musician as an artist (1996).

1 Bareilles, Love Song.

20 Marshall, Bootlegging.

2! Marshall, 54.

22Small, Musicking.
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from studio session musicians?® to cruise musicians,?* these musicians never
claim they need independence to create music. Other explicitly creative
musicians such as jingle musicians®® work under very specific creative demands
that require them to be creative without romanticizing the idea of the creative
process. Writing and performing music is a skill no different from any other
creative practice.

If instead we think about the skill musicians develop to play music, we see
that it is no different than the skill needed to do any other form of labor. The
time that it takes for musicians to learn to play is embedded in the value of the
music that they produce. We think of musicians as highly skilled at performing
music. The labor theory of value demonstrates that the value of an individual
worker includes the cost to reproduce their labor. The value of a musician’s
labor stems from two aspects of the reproduction of their labor. First, there is
the cost to meet the worker’s material needs (i.e., food, clothes, and shelter) so
that she /he can labor again the next day.? For musicians, this cost in labor has
to be relatively high because their working day tends to be very short—a studio
drummer may earn $200 per hour, but only receive payment for a few hours in
any given week. Second, there is the cost to reproduce the worker in the sense
of what it costs to train a new worker.?” Since musicians perform a highly spe-
cialized skill, new workers need to have years of practice and training to replace
old workers. This includes time spent practicing individually and collectively
and usually years of performance for little to no pay. Therefore, a musician’s
wages include the cost of their training and the cost for them to meet their
basic needs.

Musician labor provides a novel case to explore the labor theory of value;
since the means of production is so low for musicians (primarily, the cost of
instruments), there is always-already no need for capital in the process.
However, the means of production in the contemporary recording industry is
far beyond the musical instruments owned by musicians. Recording musicians
need access to studios, recording technology, distribution, and marketing.
Copyright was created by the state as a property enclosure that enabled the
ownership and commodification of music.?® After the enclosure of music, pub-
lishers used copyright to reproduce music in the form of sheet music and later
recordings. Capital was required to print music on the printing press and later
record, mix, master, manufacture, and distribute the recorded commodity. For
musicians to gain access to these new means of production, musicians began to
trade their copyrights, through record contracts, in exchange for access to label
resources.

2 Faulkner, Hollywood Studio Musicians; Siciliano, Creative Control.
24 Cashman and Hayward, Cruisicology.

%5 Taylor, The Sounds of Capitalism.

26 Marx, Capital, chap. 23.

27 Marx, chap. 23.

28 Arditi, Getting Signed.



6 RECORD CONTRACTS: RECORDING ARTISTS, WORK, AND EXPLOITATION 89

In other words, record contracts enable the social relations of production in
the recording industry. When musicians become recording artists, they
exchange the copyrights to their music for a cash advance to record an album,
along with the marketing capabilities of record labels. Musicians become work-
ers instead of autonomous artisans when they sign contracts. However, the
record contract differs from most other forms of labor contracts in that the
recording artist remains a separate entity as a subcontractor with the label.
While these contracts stipulate that the artists will produce a specific number of
sides (songs) and albums, the labels are not required to record future albums if
they do not recoup the original advance. Since recording artists rarely recoup
their advances (discussed below), they rarely earn money from the sale of their
albums. Furthermore, it is difficult for artists to get out of their contracts and
sign new contracts with other record labels if their label refuses to allow them
to record another album; Prince infamously changed his name to a symbol in
order to produce music outside of his contract. By signing record contracts,
musicians participate in a capitalist mode of production because contracts reas-
sign property rights for immediate material needs at the expense of long-term
material interests.

ADVANCES AND RECOUPMENT

When a musician signs a record contract, they receive an advance. For some
artists this feels like a massive payday, but they are more akin to loans. An
advance is a lump sum of cash in advance of sales. This money must be paid
back on the record contract signee’s portion of royalties. Advances differ from
loans because they do not need to be paid back in full and there is no interest.
While advances feel like a payday, they enable a system of dependency that
resembles that of a sharecropper.?’ It looks like a sharecropper because the art-
ist makes a bargain where they accept cash for long-term dependency from
which they cannot release themselves. For most musicians, it is only after they
sign their contracts and receive their advance that they realize they will never
recoup their advance to make money.

Recoupment is the process through which record labels collect the money
they advanced to a record artist. As part of the contract, recording artists agree
to pay back their advances through a royalty from the sale of their music. Most
recording artists earn 9-12% on the sale of their music, but some established
artists can receive up to 20%—of course, these are very rare cases. The reason
artists concern themselves with recoupment is they do not receive royalties on
the sale of their music until after they recoup their advances. Furthermore,
labels do not need to record additional music for an artist if they do not recoup
first. If an artist does not recoup, a label can decide to record another album
and issue another advance, but they can roll the remainder of the unrecouped
advance into the amount that needs to be recouped under a new advance.

» Love, “Courtney Love Does the Math.”
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In theory, recording artists can spend their advance however they want to
spend it, but in reality, the record label has most control over the spending.
Many artists do not even realize how the advance is spent.*® Quite clearly, they
pay for studio time with their advance, but every bit of marketing from the
label also draws from the advance. Recording artists often walk away with a
$20,000 stipend from a $500,000 advance meaning the artist receives $20,000
to live off for a year. If the recording artist is a five-piece band, then each band
member pockets $4000. In other words, the wage they earn from recording an
album is below poverty level.

Record contracts ensure recording artists do not make money from their
labor. Take this typical scenario based on CD sales to simplify the complexity
of strecaming. If a recording artist reccives a $500,000 advance, it is ncarly
impossible for the artist to make money except for the small stipend they may
take. A typical recording artist can count on a 10% royalty. At the height of CD
sales, the average CD sold for $15. The share of the sales kept by the retailer
was roughly $5. This leaves $10 as the portion on which contracts base royal-
ties. An artist with a 10% royalty will earn a $1 royalty from the sale of every
CD. The label has a roughly equivalent 10% royalty on the sale of every CD,
too. In this simplified scenario, a recording artist would have to sell 500,000
albums to recoup their advance. The Recording Industry Association of
America (RIAA) certifies an album gold with 500,000 sales in the United
States.?! In other words, an artist has to have a certified Gold Record to recoup
their advance. Not only are Gold Records rare, but the average new artist sells
about 250,000 album units.3?

Again, unlike a loan, when a recording artist doesn’t recoup their advance,
they don’t have to pay back the label. When a label decides to record another
album, they can do so by rolling the unrecouped funds from the first advance
into the second advance. The practical result is that if an artist has $250,000 in
unrecouped funds from their first album and they receive $500,000 to record
their second album, they must recoup $750,000 on the sale of the second
album (aided by any additional sales from the first album). In the above sce-
nario a $750,000 recoupment would require the sale of 750,000 album units
on the part of the recording artist. However, at $250,000, the label broke even
on the first album, which means the label will again break even at $250,000,
but the artist will have to sell an additional 450,000 units to recoup their
advances.

Probably the most important point here is that record labels recoup the
advance long before recording artists. To continue with the same scenario, a
low royalty rate for the label would be 10% of sales. If we assume a 10% royalty

308Slichter, So You Wanna Be a Rock & Roll Star: How I Machine-Gunned o Roomful of Record
Executives and Other True Tales from a Drummer’s Life; Wilonsky, “The Million-Dollar Record.”

31Osborne, “The Gold Disc: One Million Pop Fans Can’t Be Wrong.”

32Hull, Hutchison, and Strasser, The Music Business and Recording Industry: Delivering Music in
the 21st Century, 203.
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for the label, they break even at 250,000 units. Why? Because until the record-
ing artist recoups their advance, the label collects its royalties plus the artist’s
royalties. For a $500,000 advance at the 10% royalty rate, the label recoups the
advance at 250,000 album units ($250,000 + $250,000 = $500,000). While
the artist is still recouping their advance, the label earns both royalties for the
next 250,000 units. So if an artist is lucky enough to have a Gold Record, the
record label profits $500,000 while the recording artist earns no money.

Now let us imagine a five-piece band that earns a Gold Record; yes, they
recoup their advance, but to what end? If they sold exactly 500,000 units, they
recoup their advance and walk away empty handed. However, if they sell
550,000 units, the band earns $50,000 from their royalties. Divided five ways,
this Gold Record ecarns cach band member $10,000, below the poverty rate,
while the label ecarns $550,000 in profit. Recall that exploitation is the rate at
which a worker is underpaid for their labor. In this Gold Record scenario, the
rate of exploitation for the recording artist is $550,000 or $110,000 per band
member. Why are musicians willing to subject themselves to this exploitation?

IDEOLOGY OF GETTING SIGNED

Throughout my career, first as a musician, then as a music industry researcher,
I’ve always been dumbfounded by the pervasiveness of record contracts based
on how widely apparent it is that they exploit musicians. This led me to a proj-
ect with a research question that stated: why do musicians sign record con-
tracts? As I interviewed musicians, their families, record label executives, live
music personnel, fans, and everyone in between, the answer became obvious,
so I shifted my research. To explain the phenomenon, I developed the term
“ideology of getting signed.” As a result, I shifted the research question: How
does the ideology of getting signed operate in society?

Ideology is an upside-down vision of the world that presents the ruling
class’ ideas as if they are the lived reality of everyone’s daily lives. These ideas
seem natural and we readily accept them even when we think the world oper-
ates differently. In Getting Signed, 1 define the ideology of getting signed as “a
social phenomenon that exists outside individuals and persists across time.”??
The ideology of getting signed is an ideology because it presents an upside-
down picture of reality: that is, signing a record contract marks a step into fame
and wealth. Musicians believe it, but so do family, friends, and fans. The
remarkable point in my research was the pressure from family to encourage
musicians to sign a record contract.

Musicians do receive benefits from signing a contract: validation, partying,
etc. These benefits hold true despite the lack of monetary gain. Signing a
record contract with a major label means the artist will go on tour. During a
tour, recording artists get to party like a rock star. Yes, they may not make
money, but they have tour support and the advance to support their basic

3 Arditi, Getting Signed, 4.
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needs and party every night. One recording artist I spoke with never left her
state before signing a record contract. Following her signing a contract, this
recording artist was placed as an opening artist for a major act. The tour allowed
her to see much of the United States and Europe over the course of a year. For
many musicians I interviewed, signing a record contract signified that being a
musician wasn’t just a hobby, but a career.

However, careers require a wage. When people produce commodities, they
deserve to be paid. Musicians live in an ideological world where they believe
they have autonomy on these contracts and that autonomy requires austerity.

ConcrusioN: THE 360 DeAL MAKES IT WORSE

The ideology of getting signed continues unabated. In my research, non-
musicians often say, “No one needs a record contract anymore, they can just
get discovered on the Internet.” This is true, but the implication of “discov-
ered” is to be discovered by record labels. In my research, I’ve also found that
digital platforms act as gatckeepers in ways record stores never could.®*
Essentially, the only way to manage a successful music career is through record
contracts. Most musicians will end up with no income from signing the con-
tracts, and only a small percentage will become huge stars.

During the height of the file-sharing era, record labels complained they had
no way to recoup the advances from the sale of recordings alone. In iTake-
Over,3® T argue the issue wasn’t that labels suffered revenue losses from file-
sharing, but rather labels used it as an opportunity to change the balance of
power in the music industry. Labels claimed they couldn’t make money in the
2000s and needed to change if anyone wanted new music in the future. As a
result, they pushed multi-rights deals, or 360 deals to generate more revenue
and profits from recording artists.

These deals are known as 360 deals because they cover 360 degrees of rev-
enue generated around artists. Labels argued that since they developed their
artists, they were entitled to all the revenue they generate. A 360 deal covers
recording rights, publishing rights, touring, merchandise, and name, image,
and likeness. The position labels maintained was that their recording artists
wouldn’t have as many people at shows or buying merchandise if it wasn’t for
the label’s investment. Furthermore, label executives claimed most recording
artists wouldn’t be successful in television, film, and advertising if it wasn’t for
the promotional capacity offered by the label.

Another interesting element to this is the fact the RIAA produces reports
about the revenue for record labels, but at no point did they take into account
revenue sources from 360 deals. Before the iTunes era where downloads domi-
nated revenue streams, the RIAA produced label revenue by equating ship-
ments with sales. A shipment is the number of physical albums shipped to

3 Arditi, “iTunes”; Arditi, “Digital Subscriptions.”
3 Arditi, iTake-Over.



6 RECORD CONTRACTS: RECORDING ARTISTS, WORK, AND EXPLOITATION 93

record stores. When record stores don’t sell albums, they ship them back to the
labels. The RIAA reports these shipments as sales. As distribution channels
became faster and more precise in the early 2000s, this led to a merger between
actual sales and shipments, which only accelerated with the popularity of
iTunes.?¢

Now with streaming, the 360 deal becomes the labels’ selling point for the
ideology of getting signed. A small number of artists go viral on social media
or SoundCloud. When an artist goes viral or finds fan support through
SoundCloud or Bandcamp, they don’t need a label at all. But labels have no
way to profit from independent artists. Lil Nas X went viral using Twitter, and
listeners found his music on Spotify. He signed a multi-million-dollar record
contract with Columbia, which was likely a recoupable 360 deal. And not every
musician who puts their music on social media attracts the attention Lil Nas X
received. Becoming an influencer on social media is its own form of the ideol-
ogy of getting signed, but I digress.

Creating an equitable system in the music industry where artists earn a wage
for the value they produce is necessary. Many musicians do not want to see
themselves as workers, but the music industry will not treat musicians with
dignity until musicians recognize themselves as workers. Once they move
beyond the ideology of getting signed and see themselves as wage workers,
they can begin to grow solidarity. Labor solidarity is the key to equity, then
musicians can work together to earn the wages they deserve.
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CHAPTER 7

Mothering: The Epicentre of Gender Gapping?

Clare K. Duffin

Not only do women dominate employment in the care sector, they also provide
the most unpaid work at home [...] Much of women’s unpaid work time is spent
on child care. (OECD 2020, p. 4)

INTRODUCTION

The idea of working in any capacity within the music industry may be associ-
ated with flights of fancy: excitement; being creative — and to an extent, being
free of everyday norms ‘as one avoids the predictability of routine work” (Everts
etal. 2022, p. 99). However, I think it is fair to say that domestic responsibili-
ties of the home, and that of ‘care’, specifically ‘childcare’, appear somewhat at
odds with what is arguably understood as ‘working in the music industry’. The
romanticised notion of the artist may be likened to a person in deep, consid-
ered creative thought ‘in a room of one’s own’, as Virginia Woolf (1929) so
aptly put it. However, the truths of contemporary work for women in the
music industry lie far from romantic ‘ideals’ and where, unfortunately, the gen-
der gap is ‘improving at a very minimal rate, if at all’, (Hooper 2019, p. 137)
A more authentic portrayal would frame a woman littered with complex
decisions to make and ‘plates’ to spin; lyrics to write on the drive to school
pickup; and importantly, a constraint on her time that is socially prescribed,
quite unlike her male counterparts. For self-employed mothers in the UK, the
current system of Maternity Allowance adds further weight to an already chal-
lenging industry for women, where it ‘places the entire burden of childcare
onto the mother and offers no financial support for self-employed fathers or
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same-sex partners wanting to share some or all of the childcare’ (UK Music
2019). The imbalance is real.

When I was a child, I often wondered what it would be like to tour the
world as a performing artist: selling records and spending countless hours writ-
ing and recording albums. However, as I grew older, I realised that I had to
make choices about my life and what I aspired to be that were not exactly in
keeping with my understanding of the Western social norms around raising a
family. Terribly, I felt a great sinking in my heart when I thought about the idea
of being a mother: my positionality as a woman in society became more accen-
tuated, more so than my identity as a musician or artist. My biological clock
was ticking louder and louder, like a ringing in my ears, calling upon me to
question whether mothering and motherhood was to become a fundamental
part of me. At that point, in my early 30s, I was also aware that the ageing
woman is thus not the same as the ageing man (Gardner and Jennings 2012)
and that women have a limited shelf life (Reddington 2007, p. 185) where
women’s temporality coexists with socially prescribed expectations of giving
their time to unpaid (child)care.

When 1 finally made the choice to become a mother, my reckoning with
time (to actively write and perform music) became partitioned. On one side of
the partition was my artist self and on the other, my mothering self. The two
can, at times, operate in tandem. However, in my case and that of many of my
research participants, there appeared to be a hierarchy. Mothering first; partici-
pation in music practice, or ‘musicking’ (Small 1998), second.

It was in fact this realisation of motherhood versus musicking—and cer-
tainly, the writing and performing of music more specifically—that led me to
investigate mothering as a core facet of women’s limited participation in the
music industry. I have spoken to many women in my research—mainly female
independent music artists (FIMAs!) based in Scotland—about their relation-
ship with songwriting practice; with live performance; their ability to carve out
income from music-making at all—and more generally, about their day-to-day
lives. What challenges did they face? How did they make everything work har-
moniously with caring responsibilities? Did becoming a mother specifically
limit their capacity to be present in their music practice?

One artist I interviewed in my research was Scottish independent music art-
ist/singer-songwriter, Becci Wallace. Wallace provided key and valuable insights
pertinent to mothering and musicking that I found both relatable and insight-
ful. Thus, I begin the chapter by providing a short excerpt of Wallace’s inter-
view material and use Wallace as a case study throughout. I do this to illustrate
two things. Firstly, I demonstrate mothering and its relationship to music
industry participation is fraught with challenges for women and raises ques-
tions on equitable opportunities (UK Music 2019; Doolittle 2021; Strong
et al. 2023). Here, mothering is considered as the arguable epicentre of

'FIMAs (female independent music artists) in this study comprised female musicians operating
as freelance musicians, who also created original music within some or all of their music practice.
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recurring gaps or ‘gender gapping’ in music participatory practice. The acces-
sibility and facilitation of songwriting, recording and touring is the main focus
of ‘participation’ here. More broadly, during this chapter I draw from the case
study of Becci Wallace’s experiences as well as my own experiences to argue
that the lack of support for maternity leave and socially prescribed notions of
unpaid care appear central to the prolonged issue of women being poorly rep-
resented in the music industry. I highlight the connections between the gender
representation gap, the gender pay gap and gap(s) in creative practice and how
these gaps compound women’s marginalisation in the music industry.

Within the gender gapping framework, I will also discuss the concept of
liminal spaces and the potential for liminal spaces to foster creativity in song-
writing; how liminality as ‘gap’ may be considered more favourably in women’s
participation in the music industry.

Case Study: Becci Wallace

Singer-songwriter, Becci Wallace (also known as ‘Rebecca Wallace’ - pictured
in Fig. 7.1) balances a multitude of music activities. She is a songwriter, a per-
forming artist (of her own original music works), a community music practitio-
ner and an academic. She has two young children and juggles the work of
co-ordinating the creative endeavours of those enrolled in her entrepreneurial
enterprise, ‘SongSeeds’, as well as continuing her own PhD work on hip-hop
pedagogies (Fig. 7.1).

Consider just a few of the umbrella terms that describe Wallace’s work, such
as (1) songwriting and performance, (ii) music academic work and (iii) external
(or unfunded within the realms of academic, to make a distinction) entrepre-
neurial work. Each could be considered as having the potential to present
themselves as opportunity costs in relation to mothering—predominantly, if
and where said ‘costs’ pertain to compromising the access—or use of—one’s
time to support ‘your’ child. Furthermore, the many micro-decisions around
an independent female music artist’s time in itself—particularly when transi-
tioning between ‘portfolio career’ roles—can also reduce capacity to immerse
oneself fully in music creativity.

In moments of the ‘mother-juggle dilemma’ within her portfolio career,
Wallace periodically shares these occurrences on her social media pages, often
ending the post with the hashtag ‘#MAWLIFE’ (‘Maw’ being a Scottish col-
loquial term for ‘mother’). Ultimately, Wallace uses this Scottish concept to
convey the messy undercurrent of motherhood.

Whilst moving between her portfolio career roles on a weekly basis, Wallace
also cares for her two young children and shares this responsibility with her
husband. Wallace is the only vehicle driver in the family and so this comes at
times with the additional responsibility to ferry her children to various clubs
and activities less accessible via public transport. She must manage her time
effectively to ensure all areas of her professional practice and homelife are bal-
anced. One might argue that the parameters within which Wallace would have
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Fig. 7.1 Singer-
songwriter, Becci Wallace.
Photo credit: Martin
Windebank

time to write music are stricter than they might otherwise be without caring
responsibilities. Wallace elaborates on this by saying:

Me, personally, my music making wouldn’t actually start today until the family
day has finished, or my work day has finished, so it might be eight o’clock this
evening I might go, once the kids are in bed, open up my computer and maybe
start to mix some tracks or do anything I can which doesn’t involve loud, vocal
recording or anything like that within my house.

That’s a normal day, so normally really the function of mothering comes com-
pletely and utterly first obviously, and then obviously my job, and I’m lucky
enough to have a job, and most of my jobs have elements of music in them, so in
that way I’'m kind of maintaining my thirst for creating music even though it’s not
necessarily benefiting my singer/songwriter career at that point, although it’s
given me lots of writing fodder.

What we see here is a dilemma that Wallace faces, but one that is also faced
by many others in a similar situation (Duffin 2023). As previously mentioned,
there is the ‘spinning of plates’ that is characteristic of female independent
music artists (FIMAs) with respect to their portfolio careers. It is made more
challenging when the proverbial plate spinning includes parenting.
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‘MuULTI-ROLING’ AND THE PORTFOLIO CAREER

I use the term ‘multi-roling’ to describe the wearing of different ‘hats’ that my
research participants alluded to when applying their time to different types of
music jobs. The shifting between roles and ‘self-managing’ in this context
brought challenges to participants, especially when the ‘creative’ and ‘free-
lancer’ elements intersected with mothering. Indeed, there are sociocultural
expectations laden with systemic pressures that result in women assuming more
of the responsibilities of childcare that, over time, grind against the music
industry world (Strong et al. 2023). Thus, a mother’s ability to participate to
her fullest potential in the music industry is, by comparison to males, more
limited.

Wallace draws attention to such limitations whilst also alluding to her sense
of artistic self. She describes how opportunities were not presented to her as
they once were before she became a mother:

when I first became a mother - this was a massive culture shock. I had never ques-
tioned my validity as an artist or even as a cultural participant. I don’t think I had
even questioned what it meant to be a woman in music as I was always very
focused and strong minded and often in a leadership role. But when I first had my
children, it felt like the rug was pulled from under me and I started to realise that
a lot of the networks I had created were not accessible to me.

Many of the female participants in my research experienced periods of low
self-confidence and this was linked to participants’ perceptions of reduced time
to engage in deliberate (music) practice (Duffin 2023). If self-confidence is the
belief that one has the internal resources, particularly abilities, to achieve suc-
cess (Vealey et al. 2018) it can be argued that the time spent in a given role to
enhance those abilities may align with personal belief in individual abilities to
pursue that skill. Subsequently, this may improve self-confidence. Indeed, ele-
ments of this ‘culture shock’, as Wallace puts it, was experienced by the major-
ity of my study participants (Duffin 2023). All mothers with an active music
practice prior to motherhood presented dichotomic experiences after having
children with respect to their music practices.

DEFINING MOTHERING

To illustrate the key points and often juxtaposing forces between mothering
and music practice, the term ‘mothering’ needs to be examined more closely.
To mother is to care. To mother is to put others before yourself. Glenn (1994)
suggests that mothering ‘takes place in social contexts that include unequal
power relations between men and women’, often where mothering ‘cannot
escape an arena of political struggle’ (p. 17). Furthermore, mothering is known
to pose ‘some degree of the significance of the body in maternal activity’
(Lintott and Sander-Staudt 2012, p. 23).
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It is commonplace for mothers to put the needs of their children before the
needs of themselves. Of course, this too can be said of fathers. Nonetheless,
there is evidence to suggest that mothers take on more of the childcare by
comparison (Zhou 2017; Strong et al. 2023). Furthermore, there is a tension
between selflessness that exists in caregiving and, arguably, the ‘selfish’ roman-
tic ideas of creativity, where ‘in addition to possessing talent [...] one must be
willing to work sometimes to the exclusion of everything else’ (Weisberg
1993, p. 24).

Cyril Connelly (1973) also alludes to this with his notion of ‘pram in the
corner as enemy’, often used to highlight the difficulties in practical terms to
enable creative practice. Connelly also uses the separation of standards between
artist and non-artist in the pursuit of the so-called perfection of the art and
draws a clear line between the four suggested artistic roles and that of ‘Fighter’
and ‘Helper’ (ibid., p. 42). Notions of both roles in a sense appear in contrast
to portrayals of mothers of Western society (Shelton and Johnson 2006; Rich
1986) where ‘fighter’ and ‘helper’ have a close relationship to socially pre-
scribed notions of domesticated support and care roles often assumed by
women (Zhou 2017). We see aspects of the tension between ‘creative artist’
versus ‘mother’ in Wallace’s practice too, where she states:

I never understood what the gender gap was until I had my kids. Then it became
clear that mothers are very much othered in some of the more formative or com-
petitive parts of the industry [...] the challenge is maintenance- where I have
learned how to face these challenges and act upon them in a way which allows me
to be a mother and an artist- for the most part on my own terms. I have had to
do it myself. I have created my own projects and developed a network based on
my interests where I have the reins.

The opposition of creativity in music to that of the intersection between
‘mother’ and ‘woman’ thus presents a forced gap in creative practice: one of
three gaps I identify within what I call the ‘gender gapping’ model.

EMERGENCE OF ‘GENDER GAPPING’

Fundamentally, the term ‘gender gapping’ emerged during my research as I
considered the working practices of female music creators based in Scotland. I
found myself using the term ‘gender gapping’ to describe the recurrence of a
series of gaps or interruptions that appeared to limit the women’s participation
in musicking—and where ‘mothering’ was most prevalent in producing
these gaps.

Whilst mothering can be defined by the act of the caregiving, it is also syn-
onymous with ‘a role>—a role that makes a notable contribution to female
identity. Dibben (2002) denotes that ‘women’s biological role as mothers
makes them inherently more caring’ (Dibben 2002, pp. 117-118). In other
words, a woman’s ability to bear children is linked with the idea that it is in



7 MOTHERING: THE EPICENTRE OF GENDER GAPPING> 103

women’s nature to undertake the innately selfless act of care. Of course, care,
caregiving and mothering are not always the same and play out differently
depending on the context. Davidson and Stache (2023) state that ‘notions of
care help to explain ideas of choice and/or obligation in caregiving’ (p. 184)
and where, ‘caring about leads to caring for in unpaid caregiving’ (ibid.). For
the purpose of this chapter, the terms surrounding care obligations can be
linked to gender roles and where women specifically might or should apply
one’s time. Fundamentally, gendered time in this sense underlines the idea that
woman’s time is ‘not her own’: ‘that [women] are not in control of it, or that
it first and foremost should be used in the service of others’ (Youngs 2007,
p. 118).

Thus, there is a parallel of sorts when both mothering and caregiving are
aligned with the notion of devoting time to another human being. In the con-
text of music-making, it can be argued that a woman’s time must be ‘reclaimed’
to produce original music works that is for herself. Here, we disconnect the act
of music-making and artistic identity from the act of being at ‘the service of
others’ (ibid.). For it can also be argued that aspects of creative practice require
one to look inwardly upon the self - one that is more so akin to Virginia Woolf’s
idea of having a ‘room of one’s own’. My research with FIMAs in Scotland
revealed that this is problematic and presents a particular challenge to women
around the allocation and dedication of their time. The outcome of this
dilemma for the majority of the participants was that they also experienced
‘misfitting’—a feeling of being out of place, disconnected to networks and
uncomfortable in collaborative work environments—as a result of ‘diluted’
practice time, both in the studio and with respect to songwriting which subse-
quently incurred penalties on their self-confidence (Duffin 2023).

Furthermore, I found this ‘time quandary’ affected how women see them-
selves professionally. For what we spend time doing often bears close relation to
what we consider ourselves to be. Ericsson et al. (1993) highlights, that the
quantity of the application of that time is important to skills acquisition. Time
spent on the acquisition of that skill may also build confidence in the ‘sense of
self>—our or self-concept (Branden 1985, 1987) pertinent to that skill or skills
being built. Thus, if one’s perception of the economy of time is insufficient to
acquiring that skill or skills, can there be negative consequences that impact
upon that person’s confidence in enacting that skill? With regard to musical
self-concept more specifically, this is ‘based on self-awareness, related to self-
perception, leading to self-description, and influencing thinking, feeling, moti-
vation, expression, and action’ (Spychiger 2017, p. 267). For example, the
time applied to activities that are aligned to the overall makeup of what is
understood to be a ‘music artist’ should be therefore significant in aiding the
musical artist identify with that role.

In more practical terms, Davies (1990), Doolittle (2021) and Zhou (2017)
have also drawn attention to the difficulties experienced by women straddling
both unpaid childcare within the home and that of paid work, which is com-
pounded when there is the additional task to ‘seek opportunities’ (Kirzner
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1999) and to maintain good business relationships for independent practitio-
ners (Boissevain 1974).

We therefore see women struggle to balance the needs of mothering and
being a freelancer compounded within the freelance zone. It is still further
compounded by the idea of stretching themselves and their time when transi-
tioning between a variety of other music-based roles—often doing so to prop
up their income. Whilst it can be the case that the time spent in the roles that
make up the music ‘portfolio career’ (Collinson Scott and Scott 2017, p. 195)
can add positively to the ‘deliberate practice’ element of skills acquisition
(Ericsson et al. 1993), another reality for women music makers is that there is
also a possibility to attenuate Ericsson et al.’s (1993) notion of the time spent
on practice—such as the idea of spending extensive hours practising a musical
instrument. This is especially significant if we consider that ‘many characteris-
tics once believed to reflect innate talent are actually the result of intense prac-
tice (emphasis added)’ (ibid., p. 363).

The moving between music-based roles as part of the portfolio career packs
a range of music skills together, without necessarily revealing absolute dedica-
tion to one of them at one time. For example, those managing a music portfo-
lio career may have one day’s time allocated to operating in community music
practice as a tutor, to have the next day focusing more directly on guitar prac-
tice, then to go back to writing lyrics in the making of one’s own original music
works for an EP or album release. Contemporary independent music artists
must encompass all of these skills to survive (Hracs 2016). Thus, when moth-
ering is also taken into consideration, the points of access where women in the
music industry can truly participate become more challenging and fundamen-
tally limited.

Therefore, within the gender gapping conceptual framework shown in
Fig. 7.2 below, I have positioned mothering as front and centre of three types
of gender gap (Duffin 2023, pp. 270-271). I used this model to discuss the
limited participation of, mainly, female independent music artists (FIMAs) in
Scotland. The methodology I used was predominantly that of constructivist
grounded theory (Charmaz 2014, 2016) and it comprised interview data, par-
ticipant observations of live performances (both studio rehearsals and staged
performances) and one autoethnographic account of a songwriting retreat.
Figure 7.3 further illustrates the ‘relationship between mothering and the pro-
ducer-creator? dual roles assumed by women’ and ‘where both bear relation to
their perception of the time to engage in creative work, specifically music work
(Duffin 2023, p. 225).

2The term ‘producer-creator’ in this context refers to an individual that makes or contributes to
the making of original music works.
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Gaps

Gaps —

Gaps <7

Fig. 7.2 Gender Gapping Conceptual Framework (Dutfin 2023, p. 224)

Di1scussioN ON GENDER (GAPPING

What I will present next is a short discussion on each of the gaps presented in
Fig. 7.2, above, followed by a case study example pertinent to the mothering
music maker. I do so to illustrate further the key points on mothering and free-
lance music practice.

We know of the gender pay gap, which is ‘the difference between the median
hourly earnings of men and of women, as a percentage of men’s earnings’
(Francis-Devine and Brione 2024, p. 7). In UK music industry terms, the latest
reports show only one organisation with a 0% gender pay gap: PPL PRS.?

But what is at the heart of the gender pay gap and other gender-based gaps
in music? Patriarchy, white supremacy and, broadly, a music industry designed

3PPL PRS Ltd was set up in 2018 to streamline the licensing of music when it is used in public
premises such as bars, restaurants, shops and offices, as well as music venues and festivals. Prior to
this, businesses and organisations had to obtain separate music licences from PPL and PRS for
Music. “TheMusicLicence’ covers the rights administered by both organisations, streamlines the
process of obtaining a music licence. Source: https://www.musicweek.com/publishing/read /
helen-sachdev-appointed-chair-of-ppl-prs /085875.


https://www.musicweek.com/publishing/read/helen-sachdev-appointed-chair-of-ppl-prs/085875
https://www.musicweek.com/publishing/read/helen-sachdev-appointed-chair-of-ppl-prs/085875
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Fig. 7.3  Mother +
Producer-Creator Impact:

Mothering and Producer-
Creator roles feed into the Producer-
creative work, where time Creator

and creative flow’ also
impact creative work

(Duffin 2023, p. 225) Time +
Flow

Creative
Work

by white males within a society built upon a foundation of inequities, which
should present no drastic surprise to our ‘still poor’ gender balance in the UK
and beyond. Within the proposed gender gapping framework, the gender pay
gap is intrinsically linked to two other notable gaps: the gender representation
gap and the creative practice gap.

In July 2015, in response to a political manifesto made by the Conservative
Party, the UK Government Equalities and Human Rights Commission
(Responsible for enforcing the Equality Act 2010) rolled out a consultation
entitled ‘Closing the Gender Pay Gap’ (Equalities and Human Rights
Commission 2015) proposing large organisations be more transparent on
reporting their gender pay gap. The consultation sought views on ‘transpar-
ency proposals and broader questions about girls’ aspirations, women return-
ing to work and older working women’ (ibid.). What followed was a UK
government reporting policy that calls for organisations with over 250 employ-
ees to report annually on employee pay and their gender pay gap, which, stra-
tegically is being used by the UK government as an attempt to close the gender
pay gap.

In the music industry, however, the key problem in attempting to utilise
such reporting as a means to reduce the gender pay gap is that a high number
of people work for themselves (DCMS 2022). Nonetheless, the fact that large
music organisations are reporting this data has drawn attention to an important
connection between the gender pay gap and the gender representation gap.
Both the Institute for Fiscal Studies, Women and Men at Work report (Andrew
et al. 2021) and the Misogyny in Music report (Women and Equalities
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Committee 2024) produced findings that point towards breaks in a woman’s
career for childbirth and motherhood as being a ‘child penalty’.

The significance of the gender pay gap within the gender gapping frame-
work is that, with respect to the gender representation gap and gaps in creative
practice as a result of maternity leave, there is a common denominator: ‘moth-
ering’. ‘Mothering’, ‘being a mother’ and ‘motherhood’ involve the applica-
tion of a woman’s time to unpaid work. In 2021, the Women and Men at Work
report (Andrew et al. 2021) determined mothering as a key factor in the gen-
der pay gap problem (Andrew et al. 2021), also stating;:

Gender differences in the sharing of unpaid work — including the sharing of child-
care, other care work, and housework — shape much of the unequal outcomes we
see in the labour market; a deeply uneven division of unpaid work makes it hard
to achieve equal outcomes in paid work. (ibid., p. 3)

The gender pay gap and the gap in time required to rear and care for chil-
dren are intrinsically linked. What is more, when women take time away from
the music industry to engage in mothering, women can also experience reduced
self-confidence (Duffin 2023). This ‘confidence gap’ is arguably a product of
the previous ‘gap in time’ or ‘time away’ from the fast-paced music industry.

Interruptions to creative mindset puncture creative flow (see also
Csikszentmihalyi 2008, 2013) and produce limiting factors on women’s par-
ticipation in music-making. Lisa Baraitser (2009) defines such interruptions
within the context of maternal experiences: ‘to perform a stop in this flow, to
punctuate the flow thereby creating a ‘between’ or ‘among’ in an otherwise
undifferentiated continuum’ (p. 58).

In my research on mothering and freelance music-making in Scotland
(Duffin 2023), the theme of sacred spaces also emerged. Sacred spaces in this
context can be defined as quality time used in mental or physical environments
away from mothering duties which is used to focus on creative practice.
Fundamentally, sacred spaces relate to the creative, mental, and liminal spaces
that participants identified as being ‘crucial’ with respect to enabling creative
music practice. Here, liminality can be construed as a gap or space between one
situation and the next. Participants in my study (Duffin 2023) referred to the
positive creative effects and perceived ‘freedom” when being in transit alone—
by train, car and walking—as a means to tap into their creative mindset. This
was liberating for participants.

Participants claimed to favour liminal spaces, or ‘sacred spaces’, to help
them focus on melody creation and producing song lyrics. Thus, whilst liminal-
ity may also assume some negative connotations in between the social roles or
identities that are symptomatic of precarious labour (Ibarra and Obodaru
2016, p. 47), there is the more positive aspect of liminal space as a means to
enable a point of access to creative participation for marginalised music-making
mothers.
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IDENTITIES AND SENSE OF SELF

Women in the music industry feel a sense of belonging to their practice-based
music communities. Here, I discuss what contributes to women’s sense of self
and their professional creative identity. Baraitser (2009) describes mothering in
terms of the ‘profound changes it seems to prompt in identity, relationship and
sense of self” (Baraitser 2009, p. i). The idea of ‘sense of self’, or ‘self-concept’
here can be aligned with a definition from Branden who describes it as ‘who
and what we consciously and subconsciously think we are’ (Branden 1987,
p. 11). Arguably then: ‘mothering practices impinge upon masculine con-
structs of artistic identity” (Duffin 2023, p. 78) through homosocial behav-
iours and practices. The sociocultural backdrop of the music industry is
exclusionary in that it does not clearly make space for mothers. Where mother-
ing becomes a part of a woman’s self-concept and the mothering part of her is
not welcome, she is thus arguably unable to present the fullness of her identity
as an artist. Sense of self can be disrupted in such a way that results in a lack of
or reduced confidence in oneself if the individual cannot achieve a sense of
belonging to the external environment. There is a disconnect and thus a pro-
spective dissonance between the individual and the field.

Gender gapping comprises three main gaps that limit women’s participation
in the music industry. First, the gender pay gap; second, the gender representa-
tion gap—in terms of the representation of men versus women; and third, the
gap in creative practice when time is taken out to care for and rear children.

Gar 1—THE GENDER PAy Gar

As previously stated, ‘the gender pay gap is generally defined as the difference
between the median hourly earnings of men and of women, as a percentage of
men’s earnings’ (Francis-Devine and Brione 2024, p. 7). Indeed, ‘women’s
absence from the labor market after childbirth often results in a motherhood
wage penalty’ (Gumy et al. 2022, p. 346). Research from PiPA’s Balancing Act
Report (2019) found that 43% of those surveyed had since left the creative
industry and identified caring responsibilities as the main contributing factor
for leaving their careers (PiPA 2019).

Jack Blundell’s (2021) analysis of the gender pay gap policy* highlights that
the narrowing of the gender pay gap is ‘primarily driven by a fall in male wages’
(p- 4) and not ‘by a change in the composition of the workforce’ (ibid., p. 1).
Fundamentally, this policy focuses on ‘organisations’ and as such, bears little
relevance to the freelance market of which thousands of creative industry work-
ers regularly engage. Nonetheless, the gender pay gap and reporting thereof is
important to consider within the context of the broader gender inequality

4This policy is mentioned earlier in the chapter under the Institute of Fiscal Studies (IFS) analy-
sis and consultation paper from the UK Equalities Committee. In all documentation it is referred
to as a ‘UK reporting policy’ introduced in 2017, requiring organisations with over 250 employees
to present data on male and female pay.
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headlines. For, it nevertheless underscores a continuation of pay power strug-
gles between males and females in organisations that are in the spotlight and,
in that spotlight, will appear as the mediated role models for our next genera-
tion. What does this inspire—or not inspire—in a prospective workforce? We
must ponder the implications of role modelling. What are the implications of
the gender pay gap and poor representation of women in higher earning roles?
Figures published in April for the sixth year running show Universal Music
UK, Sony Music UK, Warner Music UK, PRS For Music and AEG with an
average pay gap of more than 20% (Paine 2023). What remains unclear, per-
haps due to portfolio career mobility and difficulties in monitoring workers in
the same way as reviewing payroll data, is the real picture of the gender pay gap
for freelancers.

Questions are repeatedly posed on the causes of the gender pay gap. With a
specific focus on UK music organisations such as PPL, PRS-MCPS Alliance,
Live Nation, let us first consider the environment. Economically, factors such
as COVID-19 drew emphasis towards the heightening of the domestication of
women in the home and to that of care, where women were assuming the role
of maintaining the home and caring for their children. Victoria Armstrong
(2021) denotes ‘the creative industry are dominated by workers without chil-
dren, as they are more willing to accept poor working conditions involving
long and irregular hours’ (Armstrong 2021, p. 282). Berridge (2022) further
highlights the unfavourable working hours of the creative industry that often
exclude parents and carers. Furthermore, the time taken out to rear and care
for children impacts freelance music pay, thus creating a gender pay gap, in
terms of being physically unable to earn from the live sector. Where maternity
leave is made available from an organisation, the time away can be seen to
interrupt career progression in such a way that it subsequently impacts on pay.
It is here that I draw a clear connection between the gender pay gap and the
gap in representation (‘Gap 2°, discussed next). Fundamentally, where one’s
career is interrupted to undertake the profound role of motherhood, it can
limit the mother’s participation in the music industry. Becci Wallace exhibits
this by referring to the ‘culture shock’ and subsequent realignments required
to continue her music practice.

Maternity leave and the lack of protections granted under UK employment
law to freelancers have been underlined as a key finding in excluding women in
the music industry in the Misogyny in Music report by the Women and
Equalities Committee (2024). Similar postpartum problems experienced by
female musicians are examined in participant cases by Catherine Strong et al.
(2023), they show that irregular, unpredictable, and unsocial hours that map
to the music industry gig economy are responsible for women taking a career
break, but also create barrier to re-establishing and progressing their careers
in music.
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GAP 2—REPRESENTATION

The second gender gap under review here is the gap between male and female
representation in the music industry. The conceptual function of the gender
representation gap (Gap 2) within the gender gapping framework is that, when
placed alongside the gender pay gap (Gap 1) and the creative practice gap (Gap
3)—discussed next—it can be argued that a common thread between all three
is that of ‘mothering’. The notion of ‘the motherhood penalty’ can also be
used to address the connection; where mothers are punished in the workplace
as a result of being removed from paid work to rear and care for their children.
Joeli Brearley (2021) aptly highlights the stark reality of making any attempt to
balance paid work with modern-day motherhood, which she describes as leav-
ing her ‘exhausted, stressed and unkempt’ (ibid., p. 8). The motherhood pen-
alty is also underlined as a ‘barrier’ to women’s representation in the UK music
industry by Vick Bain (2019). A connection is thus made between the gender
pay gap and gender representation gap, where the result of mothering, and
thus not being in the paid workplace to do so, may also adversely impact a
woman’s ability to progress in her career in overall pay terms. The visibility of
women is reduced when, again, time is taken out to care for and rear children.
Whilst childcare is not exclusive to women, it is evident that women remain the
main domestic caregivers (Zhou 2017) which reduces opportunities to partici-
pate in paid work and thus be fairly represented in the music industry. Becci
Wallace exemplifies the representation gap where she remarks on the additional
difficulties she must overcome to make time for her paid work. With regard to
how the paid and unpaid work are balanced, Wallace (2024) states:

I am the only person in my immediate family who drives! This often means cut-
ting my day short to intercept a school run or picking up my elderly parents for
emergency hospital visits etc- I spend about 2 hours a day (minimum) in my car
with the various duties (all unpaid) that go with my life. However, I value this
alone time and often use it to listen back to music or write lyrics- always
multitasking.

To draw further attention to the gender representation gap, a report from
Cooper et al. (2017) underlines that ‘women represent only one-fifth of song-
writers and composers registered with the Australian Performing Rights
Association, despite making up 45 percent of qualified musicians and half of
those studying music’. Similarly, in a UK study, Vick Bain’s work on The Gender
Gap: Counting the Music Industry (2019) report gained a great deal of press
attention in 2019 and continues to be a source of quantifying the stark differ-
ences in gender representation in the UK music industry, quoted in a variety of
industry, parliamentary and academic papers. This report from Bain (ibid.)
shows women representing only 19.69% of record label artist rosters (p. 13)
and 14.18% of published songwriters and composers (p. 11). In the US, the
USC Annenberg Inclusion Initiative has produced a number of reports that
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echo a similar picture of poor representation of women across the music indus-
try. Four of these reports, Inclusion in the Recording Studio (Smith et al., 2019,
2021; Hernandez et al. 2022) analyse popular songs from the Billboard Hot
100 Year-End Chart and consider demographics from Grammy nominees. The
findings show very little shift in women’s representation over the last five years.
The role of the music producer continuing to score poorly year on year in the
Annenberg Reports (ibid.) in particular.

Findings from my own research (Duffin 2023) point to the motherhood
penalty, also highlighted in Bain’s (2019), in that interruptions to one’s career
to engage in mothering costs women in terms of career progression and in tak-
ing up opportunities that would be reflected in their earnings. Adding to the
gender representation gap, as also found in my research, is the almost immov-
able ‘boys club’ gatekeeper issues which add further limitations to women’s
participation in the music industry, arguably considered as a ‘systematic favour-
ing of men artists and creative workers’ (Miller 2016, p. 120).

Thus, it is perhaps reasonably straightforward to see how ‘mothering’ can
connect the gender pay gap and the gender representation gap, whereby mater-
nity leave, paid or unpaid, is a key factor in removing women for periods of
time from their music practice.

GAP 3—CREATIVE PRACTICE GAP

Next the gap in creative practice assumes another element of limiting women’s
participation in music. This gap is considered specific to music artists where my
research found that interruptions caused or linked to ‘mothering’ to locate
time for creative practice—involving writing lyrics, developing melody and
accessing studio rehearsal time to prepare for a live performance—reduced par-
ticipants’ confidence in their ability to conduct these key activities. As discussed
earlier in this chapter, focused time on developing one’s musical skill may serve
to impinge on notions of one’s identity. Thus, when there are repeated inter-
ruptions to a woman’s creative practice that are rooted in socially prescribed
ideas of mothering, there are compounding limitations to music-making moth-
ers’ time to immerse themselves in the art of making. Spelman (1988) states
that ‘as long as it is only women who mother, in the social context in which
they do, these differences in women and men will continue to exist [...] the
institution of mothering has to change’ (p. 84).

What is more is that these interruptions, or the creative practice gap,
impacted negatively on women’s earning power. Without the dedicated time to
create, music-making mothers felt unable to pursue opportunities such as paid
live performance work and devote ‘sufficient time’ to write, record and engage
in the demands of online promotional campaigns of self-released music.

Participants also highlighted that when returning to their creative practice
after having children, they felt like a misfit (Fig. 7.4). The below diagram is a
representation of the ‘misfitting’ experienced by FIMA mothers:
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As stated, the gap in creative practice also limited the development of skills
acquisition whereby Ericsson et al.’s (1993) notion of deliberate practice is less
likely to be accessible due to the socially prescribed responsibilities of mother-
ing and certainly, the physical application of the female body that comes with
childbirth. Thus, mothering can serve to marginalise and therefore limit the
application of one’s time to a separate endeavour. As Sarah Ruddick states:

When mothering is constructed as work rather than as an identity, or a fixed bio-
logical or legal relationship, people can be seen to mother with a different expense
of time at different periods in their lives. (Ruddick 1995, p. xi)

WHAT Is THE ‘OrPORTUNITY COST’ FOR MOTHERING
Music ARTISTS?

In economic terms, ‘opportunity cost’ is ‘where time and other resources are
being spent producing one thing, they are not available for use in producing
another (Towse 2010, p. 7). Let us return to the idea of the mother-artist role
hierarchy, where the artist may be attending their child’s sports day instead of,
for example, playing a music festival. Time is being applied or given to one
event and where this directly conflicts with another, the time is therefore ‘not
available’ (ibid.). To illustrate this point further, Becci Wallace’s experiences
highlight opportunity cost in relation to the creative practice gap. Wallace
states ‘you decide how much of yourself you are willing to give based on a
calculation that it will be beneficial for your career or your reach’; adding ‘my
own schedule doesn’t always fit with events or opportunities that might arise’
(Wallace 2024).

Fundamentally, music-making mothers spending less time on their creative
practice were shown to lack confidence in their own artistic identity. Thus, we
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might further argue that there is a relationship between the spending (or cost)
of the application of time, particularly on creative skills acquisition, and the
impact this has on one’s confidence and sense of self in the artist-based role. As
Auslander (20006) highlights, musicians ‘perform first and foremost not music,
but their own identities as musicians’ (Auslander 2006, p. 102). In this sense,
therefore, it could be argued that the time assigned to the building of that
identity holds significance. For Becci Wallace, time is distributed with careful
consideration and near militant planning to ensure all activities are executed
sufficiently. Nevertheless, there remains to be costs along the way. Wallace
must make decisions regularly that weigh the complexities of achieving results,
producing outputs and meeting deadlines in her music portfolio career with
the care of her children. Whilst she shares this caregiving with her husband, it
is apparent that mothering poses challenges regardless. Not least with the
notion of ‘thinking of everything’, where it has been highlighted that mothers
often assume the boundaryless and constant ‘mental load” (Dean et al. 2022,
p. 13) of the domestic care.

CONCLUSION

The presentation of the gender gapping conceptual framework has illustrated
the following. Firstly, that there are three key connected gaps that show moth-
ering as being key to women’s limited participation in the music industry.
When women take career gaps encountered due to maternity leave, this creates
barriers to pay progression (gender pay gap) and inflates the gender representa-
tion gap. Furthermore, both gaps create particular access issues for musicians
and artists having equitable access to creative space and time (creative practice
gap) to enhance their skillset and musical repertoire. Whilst the model focuses
predominantly on the music-making mothers, the framework may also be
applied to make sense of women’s limited participation in other roles within
the music industry more broadly, but where the creative practice gap may be
more suitably termed to align with the ‘main’ sector the professional oper-
ates within.

In the assumed and socially prescribed notions of mothering, challenges will
remain higher for women until societal structures themselves undergo mean-
ingful change. Whilst more research has been undertaken in this field in recent
years to improve the working practices of women in the music industry, there
remains more work to be done. Indeed, a higher level of recognition from poli-
cymakers, supported by governments, is key. What is required is a clear action
plan on tackling precarious self-employment, with a specific focus on mother-
ing. Fundamentally, if the music industry adapted so drastically to improve
working conditions for mothers, perhaps only then will mothering refrain from
being the epicentre of gender gapping.
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CHAPTER 8

Out of the Frying Pan and Into the Fire: Music
Education, Mental Health, and Our Students’
Futures

George Musgrave

INTRODUCTION

Courses of varying descriptions which centralise the study of what is colloqui-
ally referred to as ‘the music industry’ in the United Kingdom have never been
more popular, and various studies over the past twenty years have charted the
growth of these degree programmes within tertiary education (Jones 2002;
Cloonan and Hulstedt 2013; Bennett 2015). However, alongside this boom
have been those asking critical questions about what these courses ought to be
teaching, how they should be teaching it (Tribe and Kemp 1999; Cloonan and
Williamson 2018) and what kind of labour market they are meaningfully pre-
paring students to enter (Jones 2017). These questions have taken a variety of
forms, but recently there has been a heightened interest in what role mental
health education and emotional preparedness should play in courses of this kind.

This concern has grown in urgency in the context of emerging literature
which has demonstrated the prevalence of mental health conditions, such as
anxiety and depression amongst both musicians (Kegelaers et al. 2021;
Musgrave et al. 2023; Vaag et al. 2016) and the wider music industry work-
force (Bergson et al. 2023; Eynde et al. 2016; Gross and Musgrave 2020), and
suggestions that the psychosocial features of the music industry workplace
might engender specific risk factors. For example, research has shown that
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musicians’ precarious portfolio careers can lead to feelings of anxiety (Berg
etal. 2022), that musical work can negatively impact on relationships with fam-
ily, friends and others (Vaag et al. 2014; Musgrave 2023a), that lifestyles relat-
ing to international touring can be harmful with high levels of suicidality
(Newman et al. 2022), that gender inequality, sexism and misogyny can create
a working environment typified by abuse (Conor et al. 2015), and that racism,
bullying and other forms of discrimination are experienced by minority groups
working in the music industry (BLiM 2021; Jones and Manoussaki 2022). In
this context, a recent large study by the European Commission makes an
explicit recommendation that ‘every music school curriculum should include a
substantial and compulsory component on physical and mental wellbeing risks
and prevention’ (Vermeersch et al. 2023: 11). However, what should this
‘component’ look like?

This chapter responds directly to the above proposal of the European
Commission. In doing so, I will offer some introductory personal reflections
on the form this kind of education might take. These considerations have
emerged in response to the development of my research agenda into mental
health amongst career musicians rooted in their working conditions, and my
role as a music educator. That is, over recent years I have come increasingly to
wonder how I could or should possibly prepare the young people in my lecture
theatres for the realities of the work they aspire to go on to do which might
often be exploitative and even damaging which my own research had shown?
This experience has left me wondering whether upon graduation a metaphori-
cal form of the Roman tradition of damnatio ad bestins—Dbeing fed to the lions
in the Coliseum—is taking place; in other words, that music business graduates
in HE are moving from the frying pan into the fire, that is, moving from one
intense, stressful and pressurised environment (studying in higher education)
into an employment context which might be, in its worst incarnation, harm-
ful.! Thus, a consideration of the place of mental health and well-being within
music education will be presented, with a particular focus on the challenges
and opportunities for curriculum design. In doing so, I hope to encourage
reflection amongst programme convenors and module leaders within HE set-
tings who seek to prepare graduates for work in the creative industries—prin-
cipally music, but also other precarious fields within the creative arts—regarding
the content and construction of their learning environments. I do not do this
here with all of the answers by any means, but hopefully by beginning conver-
sations which at least ask the right kinds of questions.

' A similar analogy is made in the work of Kaleriska-Rodzaj (2020: 88) who suggests that music
education has an obligation to not ‘throw young musicians in at the deep end’.
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THE Music INpDusTRY, HIGHER EDUCATION, AND THE ROLE
OF MENTAL HEALTH EDUCATION

Studying what is often called ‘the music industry’ (see Sterne (2014) for a
problematisation of this term) has expanded greatly in tertiary education in the
United Kingdom over the previous decades. At undergraduate level examples
include courses entitled BA Music Business, offered at institutions including
London Metropolitan University, University of Gloucestershire, BIMM
Institute, Buckinghamshire New University, and Birmingham City University
(amongst others), and BA Modern Music Industries offered at the University
of Sunderland. At postgraduate level examples include the MA in Music
Business Management offered at the University of Westminster—a course I was
Deputy Programme Director of between 2018 and 2023—the MA in Music
Industry Management oftered at the University of West London, or the MA in
Music Business offered at Nottingham Trent University. Many of these courses
are explicitly vocationally orientated (Bennett 2015); that is, they may well
adopt a scholarly orientation, but they are also keen to stress their connection
to ‘the industry’ and have music industry employment at the centre of their
remit (or at least, their desired remit). Courses of this kind concerning the
study of the popular music industries in the UK tend to predominate in institu-
tions which were granted their university status following the Further and
Higher Education Act (1992). Prior to this, these new universities (often
referred to as Post-92 Universities) were Polytechnics, that is, places of learn-
ing which focused on professional vocational degrees, and which within the
ecology of HE in the UK are afforded, generally, lower status than those in, for
example, the Russell Group of ‘research-intensive’ institutions, and certainly
lower than the elite institutions of the Universities of Oxford or Cambridge
(collectively referred to as Oxbridge). Thus, the studying of the music business
within university contexts as it exists today comes out of a long tradition of
professionally oriented education within these kinds of institutions.

It is worth briefly contextualising courses of this kind, what their ambitions
are, who the students are, and what they want. Helpfully, Fruzsina Morcz
(2021)—a former student of the MA Music Business Management at the
University of Westminster—has published a rare contribution on this topic
drawing on her experiences of the course. Morcz suggests that courses such as
these act, for students, as routes into an opaque world of music industry work
where students value ‘networks, industry knowledge, and music business
teacher-practitioners’ (p. 19). Her work suggests that students attend courses
such as these, principally, to make connections with other professionals, learn
‘industry relevant knowledge’ (ibid.), and secure jobs, as opposed to the acqui-
sition of theoretical insights. Put simply, the students are there for careers in
‘the music industry’ whether in the UK or around the world. Indeed, I would
often joke to the students that our MA acted as a form of institutionalised
nepotism given the preponderance of incredible guest speakers who would visit
each week—and whom I had personal access to given my former career as a
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rapper signed to Sony—and with whom I would encourage the students to
network (a reframing of the idea by Harte et al. (2019) of ‘the university as
intermediary for the creative economy’). Morcz thus characterises this kind of
education for students as ‘a path to their dveams’ (p. 18, emphasis added), and
that in this sense ‘the pressure on, and responsibility of, music business course
designers and educators is huge’ (p. 19).

This comment regarding students’ ‘dreams’ is insightful. Young people who
study the popular music industries and want to work ‘in music’ are engaged in
acts of dreaming (Arditi 2020); dreaming of entering a world they see as glam-
orous, exciting, vibrant and creative, offering them the chance to work with the
music they love. They are dreaming of perhaps getting to travel around the
world attending festivals and press events and sold-out concerts, filming music
videos, working on chart-topping campaigns, and holding lengthy brunch
meetings next to rooftop swimming pools in Soho House or sitting in mixing
sessions in Abbey Road Studios. However, those of us who are both educators
and who know this world from within as practitioners® arc aware of two things.
Firstly, we know that only a few of our students will ever do the kind of work
that they dream of.®> However, we also know that this dream is, like all dreams,
often not what it seems.

What do I mean by this? Work in the music industries has been characterised
by Hesmondhalgh and Baker (2010) as a ‘complicated version of freedom’,
wherein the kind of flexible, self-actualising, artistic work our students aspire to
is often also characterised by a darker side: of financial precarity, inequalities
(Brook et al. 2020), abuses of power and discrimination—characteristics which
have engendered an increasing interest in what ‘good work’ should look like
for creative workers (Carey et al. 2023). Research from around the world has
highlighted high incidences of anxiety, depression and other mental health
challenges amongst this workforce (see Musgrave 2023Db, for a collection of
many of these studies). Both music creators and the wider music industry
workforce have been evidenced as struggling in this respect. Amongst musi-
cians, rates of mental ill health have been found to be either be at least elevated
(Loveday et al. 2023) and by other measures estimated to be higher than the
general population (Kegelaers et al. 2022) in countries including the United
Kingdom (Gross and Musgrave 2016) and Norway (Vaag et al. 2016), with
subjective well-being seen to be lower amongst Danish music creators com-
pared to the wider Danish population too (Musgrave et al. 2023).

Beyond the musicians, the wider music industry workforce has been seen to
be suffering too, suggesting there may be something distinct about the work-
ing conditions within the sector (as opposed to, say, a personality orientation

2From approximately 2008 to 2016, I was working as a musician called Context, and was signed
to Sony Music Publishing.

3This potential disjuncture between the high numbers of students and relatively low number of
available positions leads Brown (2007: 46) to ask whether or not continuing to admit large cohorts

» >

represents ‘a fundamental “dishonesty” °.
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or disposition of the musicians). For example, work by Newman et al. (2022)
on professionals working in the international touring sector found high levels
of clinical depression, stress, anxiety, burnout and elevated levels of suicidality
amongst this occupational group. Research by Eynde et al. (2016) also found
high levels of depression amongst this sector of the workforce. Likewise, live
crew, those working in audio production, publishers and mangers have been
seen, as a group, to suffer from alarming levels of self-reported anxiety (65.95%)
and self-reported depression (63.1%) (Gross and Musgrave 2020: 34-35). This
is a very real affective dimension to the work our students dream of.

These two concurrent phenomena—the popularity of music industries
courses in HE and the poor mental health outcomes for those who pursue
music as a career (both as musicians and those working in the industry too)—
present a challenge for music business educators: how can we prepare our stu-
dents to enter a working environment typified by emotional challenges and
potentially even distress, and indeed, do we have a responsibility to do so? In
other words, should there be an affective dimension to music education? The
specific nature of ‘graduate transitions’ in music education is an area of increas-
ing interest, particularly amongst a group of Australian academics who have
done much to develop this agenda (see Bennett et al. 2018; Ghazali and
Bennett 2017). The work of Nicole Canham (2021a, 2021b), to take a specific
example, advances the idea that music education should embed forms of career
counselling rooted in ‘new narratives’ informed by constructivist approaches
from vocational psychology and narrative therapy. Pedagogically centralising
themes including identity, meaning, success and other subjectivities related to
career musicianship might, suggests Canham, facilitate healthier and more
compassionate forms of musical career development for graduates beyond
competitive mentalities rooted in ideas of ‘sink or swim’ or the ‘toolkits’ of
music entrepreneurship which are now commonplace in both classical conser-
vatoire settings (de Reizabal and Gémez 2020) and within Higher Popular
Music Education (HPME) (Hughes et al. 2016). One element, at least, of this
ambition of Canham’s, is to try and confront the mental health toll faced by
career musicians. In a similar vein, Bartleet et al. (2019: 289) cite ‘mental and
physical health and wellbeing’ as one of five key areas for contemporary music
education; areas which ‘have major implications for how higher education cur-
ricula prepares students for these realities’.

With refence to health and well-being, what are these ‘implications’, and
how can we, or should we, best prepare our students? Whilst this agenda is rela-
tively well-developed within classical music settings (Matei and Phillips 2023)—
perhaps owing to a longer history focusing on musicians’ ‘health’ more broadly
rooted in the well-evidenced musculoskeletal challenges faced by classical
musicians (e.g. Zaza and Farewell 1997; Zaza et al. 1998)—popular music is
still some way behind. Therefore, below I will sketch out three tenets of mental
health education which might form part of music industry curricula. The first
of these relates to the content and how students might be exposed to the latest
evidence in this area, and indeed the opportunities for exciting interdisciplinary
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curriculum development offered by this subject. Secondly, I will critically reflect
on the concept of resilience in the context of how educators might move on
from showinyg students the latest evidence to then preparing them for what they
may face. Finally, I will consider a profound tension in this area related to the
concepts of expectation management and hope; that is, how can we as educa-
tors negotiate the need to let our students dream and dream big, and nurture
and encourage their dreams, whilst simultaneously acknowledging that for
some their dream may turn into a nightmare?

CURRICULUM-BASED SOLUTIONS AND CHALLENGES

Context and Content

The clearest starting point when considering how music educators might best
prepare students for the potential emotional challenges rooted in the nature of
their future working lives is by featuring health and well-being within the music
curriculum. As Jepson (2019: 152) notes: ‘I see music business degrees and
courses, but where is the mental health and wellbeing module?’ This critique is
relevant but perhaps, now, five years on, only partially fair, as increasingly mod-
ules such as these are beginning to emerge. Considering where discussions of
health and well-being should fall within curriculum design will depend on the
construction of individual courses, modules and the level of study. We can find
examples of health and well-being at postgraduate level in the UK as being the
focus of an overall music degree programme, for example, MA Music and
Wellbeing (University of Leeds), embedded throughout a degree programme—
particularly those in fields of performance science which has tended to empha-
sise classical as opposed to popular music, although this is changing slowly—for
example, MSc in Performing Arts Medicine (University College London), as
stand-alone modules, for example, MSc Performance Science (Royal College
of Music), or within modules where these debates come to the fore, for exam-
ple, when I ran the Entreprenecurship module on the MA Music Business
Management (University of Westminster). The level of focus is dependent on
the orientation of the particular degree programme, and based on my initial
observations of the sector in the United Kingdom at least, there is still limited
engagement with this topic at undergraduate level. However, drawing on the
emergent literature cited in the introduction, and in agreement with the
European Commission, it would seem that not at least acknowledging the
potential for music careers to contain emotional challenges and stressors vis-a-
vis well-being and discussing these with students would represent a significant
oversight in curriculum design akin to training electricians without confronting
questions of health and safety. Perhaps a more salient question is not whether
questions concerning mental health and well-being should form part of music,
butinstead sow that education should be delivered and what form it should take.

How health and well-being is delivered in the context of music education
matters. In the first instance, it is key to acknowledge that complex questions
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around mental health and well-being necessitate appropriate framing to stu-
dents. Many of us are music or creative industries educators, perhaps with sub-
ject specialisms, and not mental health professionals, psychologists, nor
clinicians, and therefore making this clear up-front to students, and concluding
sessions by appropriately signposting professional services either within the
host institution or outside represents good practice. In my own pedagogy, I
seek to enrich sessions on this topic by inviting in therapists, charitable organ-
isations or other third sector professionals to deliver guest talks in order to
provide their expertise alongside my own sessions, and indeed I am continuing
this work in my role at Goldsmiths, University of London.

The highly interdisciplinary nature of this subject represents a fruitful
opportunity for those constructing courses or modules to engage with subject
experts from across their institution to facilitate interdisciplinary dialogue and
even co-teaching where at all possible—although, as work by Gantogtokh and
Quinlan (2017) highlights drawing on their experiences of interdisciplinary
postgraduate curriculum design, this is not without challenges. However, there
are a number of classes on this topic which as music educators we might think
about delivering to students and the links these subjects might have with other
areas of interdisciplinary expertise. Topics of interest which can work in a range
of music education programmes, all underpinned by scholarship, might include:
the impacts of business decision-making on well-being by those in the wider
music ecosphere, for example, managers or record labels, perhaps using the
prism of Corporate Social Responsibility (Chaparro and Musgrave 2021),
which might connect well with colleagues working in law departments, for
example. Another example might include reflections with students on the
impact of musical work on family, friends and other close relationships (Vaag
etal. 2014) and the contributions which might be made by relationship experts
perhaps working in therapeutic or counselling programs. A final example might
be challenging discussions around suicide and suicide prevention given that
musicians are consistently identified as one of the most at-risk occupations for
suicide in studies from around the world including the United States (Stack
1996, 1997, 2009; Sussell et al., 2023), England (Windsor-Shellard and
Gunnell 2019) and Australia (Andersen et al. 2010), a phenomenon seen to be
tragically prevalent amongst K Pop artists in Korea too (Saeji et al. 2018). A
topic of this sensitivity would doubtless require careful collaboration alongside,
perhaps, suicide specialists or those from departments (such as psychology or
healthcare departments) who have clinical expertise in this important area, and
might engage students in topics such as identifying risk and gatekeeper training
(Isaac et al. 2009).

A number of high-profile music case studies might act as suitable framing
mechanisms for these discussions or even the basis of in-class debates, for
example, questions around well-being and duty of care drawing on the tragic
losses of Amy Winehouse (Lindvall 2011) or Avicii (Musgrave 2022), or the
challenges and loneliness of touring using the example of Adele (Bletchly
2015) and work by Diana Kenny et al. (2012). Indeed, highly engaging
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documentaries about many of these heartbreaking stories exist which might
engage students prior to in-class discussions and debates. Case studies such as
these are, of course, real people whose lives and circumstances we often know
about only through media representations, and thus certainly any reference to
them must be done respectfully and with care. However, the emerging body of
academic literature on this subject, combined with real-life case studies to bring
these challenging topics to life represent, to me at least, exciting areas of cur-
riculum design where student debate might be facilitated to ensure active
learning.*

Resilience?

Teaching this subject area is, however, not without challenges. For example, a
key tension I have encountered in my own teaching on this subject is that
between structure and agency, that is, how do we explain the structural realities
of emotional challenges to our students, but not engender feelings of defeat or
even nihilism in the face of such apparently overwhelming workplace stressors?
That is, how can we practically equip students with tools to confront the work-
place they might enter when they graduate which may well provide them with
wonderful careers filled with joy and satisfaction, but which, as suggested may
well be highly precarious in varying ways rendering them vulnerable and, at
times, struggling emotionally.

Teaching resilience to this environment of precarity and affective vulnerabil-
ity—understood as ‘the capacity to adapt to abrupt change and shock’
(Newsinger and Serafini 2019), or positive adaptation in the face of adversity—
is a popular approach to combat these potential feelings in musicians (see
Kegelaers et al. 2021, for example). An interesting related approach has been
to adapt models of training and preparedness from elite sport and translate
these into musical settings (Williamon and Philippe 2020). Focus on ‘resil-
ience’ has risen to prominence in recent years with it being employed amongst
athletes (Schinke et al. 2004 ), maltreated children (Lowenthal 2001) and stu-
dents to improve their employability (Field 2019). Certainly, equipping music
students with the tools to manage the emotional challenges they may experi-
ence in their careers is crucial, and encouraging them to reflect upon and
develop forms of resilience may well form part of that process in lessons which
might critically reflect on definitions of resilience, explore psychological
approaches to the development of resilience—such as work on growth mind-
sets for musicians (O’Neill 2011) —and encouraging students to seek to
develop their own levels of resilience. Newsinger and Serafini (2019: 14) sug-
gest that resilience is ‘an essential psychological asset for the artist’, a notion

*A helpful paper by Keller et al. (2001) offers some thoughts around how educators might man-
age in-class debates.
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supported by Latekefu et al. (2013: 65) who argue that creative and perform-
ing arts graduates need to be ‘particularly resilient professionals’.

However, individual psychological resilience is an enormous conceptual
problem and must be approached with pedagogical caution. In many respects,
the challenges seen when considering how to embed mental health and well-
being within the music curriculum via concepts like resilience, encapsulates the
duality around how we prepare music graduates—and indeed graduates enter-
ing the creative industries more generally—to enter the precarious working
environments they will doubtless encounter.

On the one hand, we need to demonstrate empirically what the working
environment of the music industries looks like, that is, poor mental health out-
comes as well as (and related to) sexism (Bennett 2018), racism (Edwards
2013: 253), and wider inequality. On the other hand, we need to equip stu-
dents with the tools to manage and cope in this environment—perhaps via
things such as developing resilience—but do so in such a way that we don’t
individualise a collective problem. Indeed, Neocleous (2013) suggests resilience
might sound like empowerment, but in fact what it masks is the fact that it
requires us to accept structures as they are and better adapt to them, and,
therefore, it is a process of accommodation and amelioration, leading ulti-
mately to what Mark Fisher described as a privatisation of anxiety. As educa-
tors, therefore, we need to achieve three things simultaneously in teaching on
this subject. We need to (i) highlight the emotional challenges of musical career
development, (ii) equip students with tools to manage and work through these
tensions, whilst simultaneously (iii) framing these challenges as necessitating
collective social action (see McRobbie 2011). This might include the develop-
ment of supportive communities of practice (Bain and McLean 2013) or estab-
lishing/joining peer support groups, or political mobilisation for wider
structural reform of exploitative working practices or contractual arrangements,
rather than individual coping strategies alone. This has direct impacts on con-
siderations relating to equality and diversity too. As one of our former students
Estée Blu (2022) has argued so powerfully, colourism in music industry work-
ing practices often discriminates amongst Black women engendering feelings
of burnout. In this context, as Sims-Schouten and Gilbert (2022) convincingly
suggest, should we teach those who are subject to racism strategies of resilience
or resistance? This tension between structure and agency is, it strikes me, one
of the tightropes of teaching and managing graduate transitions into the cre-
ative industries, and is not one I have—if frank—fully worked out the
answer too.

Hope versus Expectation Management

I would additionally argue that this tightrope is particularly difficult when dis-
cussing health and well-being amongst music students in particular given that
musical careers are reliant on a climate of belief and positivity (Deresiewicz
2020; Musgrave et al. 2024). As has been noted: ‘The language of the music
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industry is one of dreams; dreams, self-belief and hard work’ (Gross and
Musgrave 2020: 118, emphasis added). Indeed, work by Dumbreck and
McPherson (2016) highlighted how crucial many working in the music indus-
tries understand ‘self-belief” to be. Likewise, Hallam et al. (2016) have demon-
strated the key role played by self-belief and feelings of self-efficacy in the
emergence of ambition for career musicianship. This injunction to believe in
oneself, being outwardly positive and full of confidence, is particularly amelio-
rable to that which Newsinger and Serafini (2019) call ‘narratives of resilience’
which privilege suffering as being part of the process of working in the music
industries—what might be thought of as ‘paying your dues’. This has been
conceptualised as ‘romantic resilience’ (ibid.). Put simply, proposing to stu-
dents that the world they want to enter has the potential to be challenging and
even harmful is unfashionable in a climate of belief.

This centralisation of belief also restricts the extent to which curriculum
design might incorporate elements of expectation management, as many stu-
dents might find this a difficult reality to confront. As noted by our former
student Morcz (2021), these courses are seen by students as a path to their
dreams; how can we tell people to change their dreams, or to dream different
dreams? I recall once giving a talk on musicians’ mental health at a music col-
lege in Belgium and a despondent young person put up their hand at the end
of my talk and said: ‘So, should we all just quit?’ I thought about this question
for a long time afterwards. After all, we want students to dream. Indeed, musi-
cal careers need musicians to dream, and to dream &4ig. One only needs to
watch the recent Kanye West documentary on Netflix entitled ‘jeen-yubs: A
Kanye Trilogy to see the staggering, what may even be thought of as delu-
sional, self-belief on display by the young producer living at home with his
Mother but utterly convinced he would be one of the biggest starts in the
world. And so, a star he became.

That being said, of course, many students will not become Kanye West, and
indeed many may struggle to ever monetise their musical practice even in a
relatively small-scale way as many of them might dream. Income data by
Hesmondhalgh et al. (2021: 18) in the United Kingdom illustrates only too
starkly that fact when they note: ‘More than a third of musicians (37%) reported
earnings of £5,000 or less from music in 2019 and nearly half (47%) earned less
than £10,000 that year. Given this harsh reality, it is important we embrace
models for musical education vis-a-vis managing the challenges of transition
from education (potentially into work) and beyond as approaches for how we
might facilitate discussions around career planning that are more varied and
encourage students to think about how they might take their love and passion
for music and use it in a range of other fields—advertising, technology, health-
care, branding, fashion, education and more—if their ‘main’ dream does not
materialise.

We have seen instances of this in other ‘high-risk industries’ recently, such as
skills training by the Australian Football League (AFL) to teach transferrable
life skills knowledge which players can use when they no longer play the game
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professionally (although evidence by Agnew et al. (2019) suggests many play-
ers were not able to apply their learning outside of football making the health
and well-being impacts minimal). Similarly, the National Football Association
(NFL) and National Basketball Association (NBA) in America are also seeking
to understand the factors which lead to high levels of bankruptcy amongst
professional sports players post-retirement (Flynn 2014). As evidence from
Agnew et al. (2019) suggests, however, these connections must be made
explicit to students to be impactful. The picture is not easy, but we as educators
must confront the reality of being a musician in 2024 and beyond.

This challenge is particularly acute for those students embarking on music
industry or music business courses who are musicians—even more so than
those who wish to work as professionals in the sector—who come to study to
take their musical career to the perceived next level. Over my eight years as part
of the MA in Music Business Management, I noticed the numbers of musicians
sitting in lecture theatres grow from a small handful when I first began to a
significant percentage of my final cohort. Managing the hopes and expecta-
tions of these students in the face of the empirical evidence regarding both
poor incomes and relatedly poor mental health outcomes requires care. Music
careers are, of course, not only damaging. Musical careers offer many mental
health benefits, for example, confidence-building, camaraderie, self-
actualisation, identity building and beyond. However, at the same time, it has
been suggested that whilst the act of music-making specifically—the artistic
and creative pursuit—can have many health and well-being benefits, the pur-
suit of a musical career has the potential to be emotionally damaging (Bonde
et al. 2018; Gembris 2012; Musgrave 2023b). Indeed, surveys of music cre-
ators which split the sample into those who see music-making as their main
career and those who do not finds the former to have lower levels of well-being
and higher levels of mental ill health than the latter, suggesting the ambition
and career orientation is a significant factor (Loveday et al. 2023; Musgrave
et al. 2023). In this respect, one might suggest that encouraging students to
focus on the joy of their artistry, and by extension rejecting a focus on develop-
ing a career, is a route to improve well-being (an argument made by Trondalen
2013). However, as educators on music business courses, how can we possibly
make this argument to our students? How can we ask them to come and learn
about the music business, and then tell them to reject it? An additional compli-
cating factor is: how we can ask this of them while necessitating that they take
on many thousands—even tens of thousands—of pounds of student loans to
pay for the privilege? This engenders huge existential questions about the value
of courses such as these for musicians assuming this approach is adopted.
Indeed, this is a broader challenge for arts subjects within the neoliberal acad-
emy and is particularly acute at institutes which lack more obviously transfer-
rable historical prestige within the wider labour market. By this I mean that a
music degree from, for example, Oxford or NYU is eminently more transfer-
rable to a range of other sectors than a music business degree from, for exam-
ple, a Post-92 institution in the UK or, for instance, a community college in the
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United States, purely by virtue of the perceived status of Oxbridge or NYU in
the minds of employers (Redmond 2006: 120, cited in Brown 2007). For
graduates which lack this institutionalised cultural capital, the transitions are
likely to be even more challenging.

CONCLUSIONS

This chapter has sought to reflect on the recent suggestion of the European
Commission that ‘every music school curriculum should include a substantial
and compulsory component on physical and mental wellbeing risks and pre-
vention’ (Vermeersch et al. 2023: 11). I entirely agree with this point and
would suggest that health and well-being in music education is crucial to offer
insight and support to broadly defined music students, and should form at least
a small part of all programmes on this subject given the poor mental health and
well-being outcomes amongst both musicians and music industry workers. I
have argued herein that curriculum design on this subject must ensure it fore-
grounds mental health education based on three key principles. The first one is
raising awareness. That is, students need to be provided with the latest empiri-
cal findings in the most engaging way possible to ensure they are aware of the
ways in which musical work might threaten their mental health and well-being
in a variety of intersecting ways so that they might recognise these deleterious
impacts in their own lives and understand that they are endemic and systemic
to musical work. The second feature is articulating strategies and tools for pre-
vention or mitigation. Here, certainly more research is needed about which
practices from other areas of work (e.g. from elite sport or from ongoing work
in conservatoires) might map onto popular music provision, and where it
might not. Whether this is the kind of counselling practices from the work of
Canham, or ideas around growth mindsets, or other forms of mental prepared-
ness, providing students with resources which they might draw upon strikes me
as eminently sensible. However, thirdly, it is also important that these classes
cultivate socio-political practices of change. This final point is key; the music
managers and record executives of the future are in our classrooms, and we
need these to be the graduates who go on to change the working practices
which currently are causing harm to so many. We should be creating leaders of
the future given that the changes needed to improve well-being in this space
are more likely to come from the young people in our lecture halls in their
future careers than they are from us as educators.
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CHAPTER 9

The Care Work of Musical Fields

Athena Elafros and Christopher Churchill

Maintenance is a drag; it takes all the fucking time (lit.)
The mind boggles and chafes at the boredom.

The culture confers lousy status on maintenance jobs =
minimum wages, housewives = no pay.

—Mierle Laderman Ukeles

Music-making is a competitive and collaborative activity. Musical fields are
hierarchically organized spaces where people, groups, and organizations strug-
gle over economic capital (money and assets), social capital (connections), cul-
tural capital (knowledge specific to the field), and symbolic capital (honor and
prestige). Musical artists, paid support personel, unions, and various musical
organizations, are all examples of different positions that can be occupied
within a musical field, and at the same time the distribution of these positions
also structures or shapes the musical field. Yet, this formulation of musical
fields, drawing on the work of Pierre Bourdieu, does not adequately capture
the care work that is vital to the maintenance and success of musical fields (and
all cultural fields more broadly). For example, when preparing for a gig, who
books the practice space? Who rents the needed equipment? Who picks it up?
Who texts or emails everyone about the arrangements? Who orders or makes
food? Though these questions may seem innocuous, we argue that such vital
care work or maintenance is often unequally distributed, rarely acknowledged,
and yet foundational to a// fields of cultural production.

In other words, our chapter seeks to ask, who “maintains” (Ukeles 1969)
fields of musical production and how are such social relations key to
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understanding the field itself? How has “care work” (Miles 2019) been
excluded from our understanding of musical fields and what are the conse-
quences of these exclusions? Drawing upon Angel Love Miles (2019, p. 50),
we define care work as “participating in the social, emotional, intellectual, and
physical labor associated with identifying, requesting, denying, and managing
the people, services, and resources that enable individuals to advance and main-
tain their health, well-being, and overall way of life.” In this chapter, we seek
to examine how different forms of invisible labor (Badger and Himada 2016),
including reproductive (Mies 1986; Ukeles 1969), organizational (Zimmerman
etal. 2002; Worth and Paterson 2020), and emotionallabor (Hochschild 1983;
Chong 2009; Wharton 2009; Alexander 2015; Hartley 2018), are crucial ele-
ments of the “care work” of musical fields, and all cultural fields more broadly
(Bourdieu 1993). We illustrate that the invisible work by unwaged, exploited,
and other support networks of artists and unpaid support personnel is the stra-
tegic and intellectual foundation upon which musical fields are built. This invis-
ible “care work” operates differently depending on an artist’s location within
the field of musical production. The strategies available to artists depend partly
on the care work afforded them.

To make these arguments we focus on a single case study that draws upon
interviews with popular music-makers in the greater Toronto area (GTA) and
offers an example of cultural production from the large-scale field of cultural
production. In doing so, we offer a theoretical reformulation of cultural fields
through the lenses of maintenance /reproduction (Ukeles 1969; Mies 1986),
emotions (Hochschild 1983; Chong 2009; Wharton 2009; Alexander 2015;
Hartley 2018), organization (Zimmerman et al. 2002; Worth and Paterson
2020), and invisibility (Badger and Himada 2016) to highlight how musical
fields, and indeed all fields of cultural production, are also fields of cultural
maintenance.

MAINTENANCE: CULTURAL FIELDS, CARE WORK, AND LLABOR

The Cultuval Production of Fields

For Pierre Bourdieu (1993, 1996), one of the ways we can understand cultural
production is through his concept of the field. The field is a theoretical, heuris-
tic model of a structured space of positions. Positions in a cultural field may be
occupied by a person, groups of people, or organizations. Positions are deter-
mined through struggles over the distribution of resources or capital (eco-
nomic, social, cultural, symbolic, etc.). What field you are a part of and your
position within any field determines the strategies available to you. Strategies
are also shaped by how an artist’s work is situated in its cultural reception—
whether within a more popular or restrictive and consecrated field. As we dem-
onstrate, maintenance, as a set of resources of care available to an artist, also
determines accessible strategies of the music-maker within the musical field.
Strategies are structured by the distribution of invisible social relations that



9 THE CARE WORK OF MUSICAL FIELDS 139

establish, maintain, and shift an individual position. Yet, some types of strate-
gies and some forms of strategic labor are not acknowledged. They are ren-
dered invisible within musical fields. Artists who occupy dominant positions
within musical fields and who possess multiple forms of capital are more likely
to have a broader range of strategies at their disposal and greater networks of
care supporting them. For example, Taylor Swift occupies a dominant position
in the global music industry. She possesses economic, social, cultural, and sym-
bolic capital. Her position is supported by the strategies she can draw from
family, friends, music collaborators, and others, not least of which include
Swifties (her devoted fan base).

Care Work, Maintenance, and Fields

Care work, whether paid or unpaid, is physically and emotionally taxing labor.
It is undervalued and is often performed by women. As Tungohan and Hanley
(2019) illustrate, there is a global “care deficit” due to the lack of institutional
support for widely available and accessible care, as well as insufficient numbers
of paid care workers. As women are globally responsible for most of the paid
and unpaid care work within and outside of the home, this global care crisis is
a gendered issue (Tungohan and Hanley 2019, p. 225). Mierle Laderman
Ukeles, an American performance artist, refers to such care work as “mainte-
nance” (1969) as it is vital to the social reproduction of self, others, and the
larger environment. In her epochal “Manifesto for Maintenance Art 1969!,”
Ukeles divides human labor into two broad categories: development and main-
tenance (Molesworth 2000, p. 78). According to Ukeles, development is asso-
ciated with the avant-garde and “pure individual creation.” But for Ukeles,
there also exists maintenance, including the everyday and denigrated activities
that make development possible (e.g. emotional labor, hosting, uncited or
unacknowledged advising, domestic work) (Molesworth 2000, p. 78). Care
work or maintenance, though not by definition feminine, is nonetheless his-
torically (and continues to be) gendered, raced, and classed labor.

Care work and care networks operate as a web of community (Piepzna-
Samarasinha 2018) and provide strategic resources which are unequally distrib-
uted within all cultural fields. These communities of care determine strategies
and the constraints upon the work of an artist. We argue that “care work” is a
type of strategic labor that has been historically rendered invisible (Badger and
Himada 2016) within most musical fields, and cultural fields more broadly,
even though care networks are an underlying foundation upon which cultural
fields are built. We build upon Miles’ (2019) definition of “care work” to high-
light the reproductive (Mies 1986; Ukeles 1969), organizational (Zimmerman
etal. 2002; Worth and Paterson 2020), and emotionallabor (Hochschild 1983;
Chong 2009; Wharton 2009; Alexander 2015; Hartley 2018) found within a
case study of a popular music field.
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Invisible Forms of Labor: Reproductive, Organizational,
and Emotional

Reproductive (Mies 1986; Ukeles 1969), organizational (Zimmerman et al.
2002; Worth and Paterson 2020), and emotional (Hochschild 1983; Chong
2009; Wharton 2009; Alexander 2015; Hartley 2018) forms of labor are all
examples of what Badger and Himada (2016, n.p.) refer to as “invisible labor.”
These unpaid forms of labor are central elements of care work, and they are
rendered invisible relative to the consecration of the producers themselves.
Artist and editor Gina Badger and writer and curator Nasrin Himada provide
insights about invisible labor in terms of artistic cultural production. They
define invisible labor as “biting one’s tongue. Invisible labor is caring when no
one else does. Invisible labor is taking the time to explain. Invisible labor is
arriving early and prepping the room [...] Invisible labor is remembering.
Invisible labor is reminding. Invisible labor is relating. Invisible labor is meet-
ing expectations. Invisible labor is reading the cues. Invisible labor is transla-
tion. Invisible labor is knowing when not to. Invisible labor is knowing when
you can’t not.”

Invisible labor encompasses, reproductive, organizational, and emotional
forms of labor. Reproductive labor (Mies 1986), also referred to as “mainte-
nance work” (Ukeles 1969), refers to unpaid labor often performed in the
domestic sphere. For Mies (1986), this process of creating distinctions between
paid and unpaid labor has been historically referred to as “housewifeization,”
and involves “the splitting up of the economy and the labor market into a so-
called formal, modern sector, in which mainly men work, and into an informal
sector, where the masses of women work who are not considered to be real
wage-workers, but housewives” (p. 4). Reproductive labor, such as cooking,
cleaning, and raising children, is vital to the social reproduction of humanity,
yet because it is seen as women’s labor it has not been valued as labor or even
recognized as work (Kemp 1994, cited in Miles 2019, p. 56). We argue that
reproductive labor plays a vital role within all fields of cultural production.

Organizational labor refers to the organizational management of the family
household and is a type of invisible labor that has primarily been performed by
women (Zimmerman et al. 2002). “Organizational labor describes the mental
processes of always knowing which tasks must be done and when, managing
the logistics involved, and the effort required in being conscious of, and
responsible for, successfully co-ordinating competing demands—even before
commencing the tasks themselves” (Worth and Paterson 2020, pp. 318-320).
This type of labor involves identifying and completing household tasks, and
some examples include paying bills, booking appointments, picking up dry-
cleaning, remembering birthdays, and so on. We argue that although organiza-
tional labor has been traditionally applied to the domestic sphere, this type of
labor is also foundational to the maintenance of fields of cultural production.
Managing, booking, scheduling, emailing, among other organizational tasks,
are not always paid labor but are necessary labor within cultural fields. Like
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reproductive labor, we argue that organizational labor is vital to all fields of
cultural production.

Emotional labor originally referred to how workers are expected to manage
their feelings in accordance with organizationally defined rules and guidelines
(Wharton 2009; Hochschild 1983). The term has since been expanded upon
to refer to the unpaid invisible work that (usually) women do to keep those
around them comfortable and happy (Hartley 2018). Although Hochschild
defined this term in 1983, as Alexander (2015) illustrates, there exists a much
longer history of gendered “emotion work.” In her analysis of Jean-Jacques
Rousseau’s Emile and The Girl Guides’ Gazette (1922), Alexander showcases
how girls and young women have been educated and indoctrinated to accept
and reproduce the unequal distribution of affective and domestic work along
age, gender, and class lines. These unequal distributions of emotional labor
continue today. As Chong (2009, p. 1) notes, expectations surrounding emo-
tional labor are not evenly distributed as there “are different behavioural expec-
tations depending on who is doing the emotional labor” which is shaped by the
intersections of gender, race, and class (among other variables). An important
illustration of the complex nature of emotional labor is provided by Marlese
Durr and Adia M. Harvey Wingfield, who illustrate how the emotional labor
of Black professional women is a performance at both the institutional level
(which is characterized as aggressive) and “a race-based set of expectations
grounded in survival strategies to cope with challenges they face in environ-
ments that are unwelcoming and possess concrete ceilings across organizations
and occupations” (2011, p. 559).

Drawing upon these artists, scholars, and union workers, we propose a re-
organization of Bourdieu’s notion of cultural production and cultural fields to
include care work and interrelated forms of invisible labor. Invisible care work
can be best defined and illustrated using the interrelated categories of repro-
ductive, organizational, and emotional labor. We argue that care work is vital
to the maintenance of cultural fields. It is foundational to artistic production
and development, as it is to social reproduction more broadly. We also high-
light how care work is not evenly distributed within fields of cultural produc-
tion. As Badger and Himada note, various forms of reproductive, organizational,
and emotional labor, and what they refer to as invisible labor, are invisible to
those who benefit from them. Not seeing these forms of labor comes from
privilege (Badger and Himada 2016). Who performs this labor and whether
this labor is even appreciated and/or acknowledged as labor varies based on
who is doing this labor and for which position within the field.

OUR CASE STUDY WITH MUSIC-MAKERS IN TORONTO

Drawing upon our case study, we illustrate how care work operates in distinct
ways with popular music-makers in Toronto, Canada. This case study reveals
patterns in the overlapping structures of care work fields of cultural produc-
tion. The case study for this chapter is drawn from our joint project entitled
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“Making Art Together: The Importance of Family, Friends, and Significant
Others in the Creation of Books and Music.” We draw upon ten interviews
conducted with music-makers in Toronto between July 22, 2019, to August
22,2019. These interviews were conducted with music-makers who responded
to our calls for participation. Most of the people who answered our call for
participants were involved in various types of music jam sessions. Jam sessions
are communal music-making activities where music-makers come together on
a regular basis to engage in live music with one another. Of the ten interviewes
conducted, six were men and four were women. Ages ranged from nineteen to
eighty-two. Six in-person interviews were conducted along with four phone
interviews. Although there was significant range in occupations, all interview-
ees participated in music-making in addition to their waged labor. Of the ten
people interviewed, three chose to remain anonymous while the remaining
seven selected to use their names.

Name Sex Age Occupation Date of Interview mode
interview
Lynne  Female 73 Retired schoolteacher July 22,2019 Phone
Maxime Male 24 Hasan M.Ed. July 22,2019 In-person (coffee
shop)
Jake Male 82 Retired political science July 23,2019 Phone
professor
Annette Female 58  Clerical worker July 29,2019 In-person (coftee
shop)
Akim Male 19 Former university student July 30,2019 In-person (coffee
shop)
Victor* Male 51 Trades July 30,2019 In-person (bar)
Michelle Female 45 Service industry August 2, In-person (coffee
2019 shop)
Wally* Male 54 Horticulture; trades; formerly August 5, In-person (coffee
unhoused 2019 shop)
Rebecca® Female 46  Mother; former union August 8, Phone
representative 2019
Hartley Male 46 Music teacher August 22, Phone
2019

‘Indicates pseudonym

Interviews were coded using grounded theory methods. Grounded theo-
retical methods consist of a systematic approach for collecting and analyzing
qualitative data to construct theories “grounded” in the data themselves. In
other words, data form the foundation of theory, and the analysis of data gen-
erates the concepts discussed in the analysis (Charmaz 2006, p. 2). Our coding
was guided by an emphasis on the communal aspects of music-making and the
various forms of labor music-makers engage with in their musical practices.
Our research assistant, Monica Lockett, completed an initial round of coding
using NVivo software, and the authors completed subsequent coding by hand.
For the purposes of this chapter, we focused on the codes associated with
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different forms of labor that music-makers engage in within their musical prac-
tices: reproductive, organizational, and emotional.

CARE WORK IN TorONTO: THE (IN)VISIBILITY
OF REPRODUCTIVE, ORGANIZATIONAL, AND EMOTIONAL LLABOR

What types of unpaid labor play a central role within musical fields of cultural
production? In this section, we outline the reproductive, organizational, and
emotional forms of labor that occur within our case study. Although we sepa-
rate these three forms of labor to clarify their obscurity within cultural produc-
tion, there is a great deal of overlap between reproductive, organizational, and
emotional forms of labor.

For all the interview participants from the GTA (Greater Toronto Area),
communal music-making was a form of care work that drew upon reproduc-
tive, organizational, and emotional labor “to advance and maintain their health,
well-being, and overall way of life” (Miles 2019, p. 50). For the music-makers
we spoke to, care work was central to their musical praxis and was vital for cre-
ating and maintaining community. For popular music-makers in the GTA,
communal music-making in jam sessions, in educational settings, and in other
formal and informal groups acted simultaneously as a form of care (e.g. a way
of creating community) and involved a great deal of care (e.g. the invisible
forms of labor associated with these types of communal music sessions).
Communal music-making was a form of care work central to the creation of
community. This form of music-making involved both care for oneself as well
as care for others. Six out of the ten people interviewed highlighted the impor-
tance of music in the creation of community. As Maxime noted,

There’s something about making music all together and especially singing, that’s
more vulnerable, it does bring people closer together and it does, it builds com-
munity. And people feel like a part of something that’s more than just them.

This sentiment was echoed by Annette, “So you have 15 people in a circle mak-
ing music together, that’s community right there. And they would come back
and back again for that feeling of being literally in commune with other peo-
ple.” For Hartley, communal music-making (such as participating in
KlezCanada, and in Zing Zing Zing, which is a Jewish choir) helped him main-
tain connections to his Jewish identity in a non-religious way. And for Victor,
one of the important ways to form community was to allow people with a
variety of skill levels time to participate in the jam session: “But you shouldn’t—
you never—you never push away somebody from playing, always invite them
in, always. You always bring them in.” Similar sentiments regarding creating
open and inclusive settings (regarding level of musical proficiency) were
expressed by Lynne and Annette.

Community building also involved forms of self~care and relational care. For
Akim, Annette, Hartley, and Maxime, there was a therapeutic element involved
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in music-making. As Akim highlighted, “I think the work or the exercise of
making music is going always—the goal is always to make a bridge between
your physical and emotional body, and then the spiritual body. Yes, that’s it.”
In this sense, communal music-making was a form of self-care aimed at viewing
the body in wholistic terms and caring for the whole self. However, there was
also a focus on care for others. As Lynne noted, “So it really is a group effort,
and to me it has to be that way; everybody has to feel that no matter what level
they’re at in their playing or their singing, that they are included. I’'m very
much—my model is inclusive.” The emphasis on self-care and communal care
were encapsulated by Maxime, who noted that:

I think two main things, first would be strengthening relationships, not just
among people in the room, but also just people to people in general, like trying
to be more empathetic, trying to be more empathetic listeners, I think it plays a
big part in that. And just being aware of other people and sort of we’re account-
able to our own wellbeing or to each other’s wellbeing, I mean. So there’s that
relational piece and then there’s also the individual one.

Building community involved a great deal of care work that took the form of
various kinds of reproductive, organizational, and emotional labor that was
often hidden or invisible.

Reproductive labor (Mies 1986), also referred to as maintenance (Ukeles
1969), was a key aspect of building community. Reproductive labor is vital for
the social reproduction of humans but is underappreciated, underpaid, and /or
unpaid. For Ukeles, maintenance is part of the life instinct and focuses on uni-
fication, the perpetuation of the species, survival systems, and equilibrium.
Although maintenance also includes organizational and emotional elements, in
this section we focus on the social elements of maintenance or social reproduc-
tion. This type of labor within jam sessions was primarily done by women, and
these events provided vital social resources for participants. For Jake, the social
elements of jam sessions were fundamental and helped to combat the isolation
and loneliness that sometimes accompanies growing older:

Well friendship is important, particularly as you grow older. No it’s nice to meet
and socialise with nice people, just get together for a couple hours and make some
music and as I said, with Lynne’s group there is a fair amount of socialisation
and talking.

As Jake illustrates, these groups provided extended social networks and friend-
ships for many of the regular members involved. Similarly, as Lynne noted:

I mean, the group goes beyond a group of people playing together. This last
February, one couple in the group, their daughter died, and she was only forty-
two, and this had been going on for a couple of years and we could see where it
was heading.
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For many, these groups resulted in the formation of long-lasting friendships. As
Lynne noted, after the daughter of a couple in Lynne’s group died, the group
raised money for her two teenage daughters to assist them with going to uni-
versity. These types of community-based fundraisers involve a great deal of
reproductive (as well as organizational and emotional labor).

Lynne also provided vital reproductive labor with a friend of hers after her
friend’s mother had died. In the quote below, Lynne notes how she helped her
friend through a difficult time by providing social connection, routine, material
support (through making dinner), and belonging;:

And now it’s my friend, Mary, who comes once a week—she comes on a
Wednesday night—and we have dinner. She may bring dinner or I may make din-
ner, and it worked out, four years ago her mother died—yeah, her mother died—
and she was just a wreck. And I just said, come anyway, we don’t have to play, just
come anyway. And so that’s what we did for about four months until she finally
said, I think I want to play.

Finally, As Jake, a colleague of Lynne’s, noted, the “House Party” group also
plays music at various retirement homes in Windsor and performed a benefit in
Detroit for a senior centre. In all of these examples, the groups provided social
connections and /or material resources, both within the group and sometimes
within the larger community within which they were located. The social repro-
duction elements of these groups cannot be underestimated.

Building community within these various groups also involved various types
of organizational labor. For example, Lynne, Michelle, Annette, and Victor
were heavily involved in organizing and putting together various jams/sessions
in the GTA. This type of labor, like other invisible forms of labor, was predomi-
nantly done by women.

Most of these music-makers we interviewed attended multiple jam sessions
in addition to organizing their own groups or sessions. For example, Lynne
was located in Windsor and was the session leader of “Monday morning music”
(which was a session devoted to Irish medleys and Scottish music, and helping
people learn to play), a Monday night fiddle session (where people learn to play
communally), a Wednesday night harp session (with a partner), and on alter-
nating Thursdays she hosted an evening session called “House Party” at the
local sportsmen’s club or a singing session at her house. Finally, once a month
Lynne went to Detroit for a Ceilidh dancing group. In addition to booking the
spaces for these events, and preparing and cleaning her house and providing
refreshments, she also spent a great deal of time selecting musical pieces
through trial and error for the musical medleys. Similarly, Annette and Victor
were also involved in organizing jam sessions/open mics in Toronto, such as
“Annette’s Jam Session” at the [redacted] Club and another jam session at the
Bloor Bar Café. Michelle also organized a Saturday afternoon jam at the Port
Credit Legion, and she attended some of Annette’s jam sessions. Some of the
work enabling these sessions involved finding spaces for jams, booking spaces
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for jams, advertising and emailing people about the jam sessions, and other
logistics of having a successful recurring event. As Jake, a colleague of
Lynne’s stated:

I mean the key is you really need someone like Lynne who puts the thing together.
These groups just don’t happen, right. There has to be someone who dedicates a
lot of time to making everything work.

Without the organizational labor by Lynne, Michelle, Annette, Victor, and
others, these communal music-making sessions would not happen.

Finally, building community also involved significant emotional labor to
ensure the smooth operation of these musical spaces. Within these communal
music-making spaces, it was primarily women who once again filled this impor-
tant role. As Michelle, Annette, Victor, Lynne, and others noted, it is compli-
cated working with fellow music-makers within social settings. For Michelle,
emotional labor was central to working with other creative artists, such as
herself:

Putting people together it’s a lot of—I would say you have to kid glove artists,
even myself; like I don’t take kindly to being ordered around or anything so I
don’t do that to other people. I think it puts a ... it slams the door in the face of
flow, like so that’s one thing and you try not to do that. Yeah, you try to work
with people’s moods even my own right, I don’t always feel great on a Saturday,
you know, maybe something bad happened the night before and maybe I’'m tired,
maybe I didn’t get any sleep, but you just have to work with whatever energy
that’s there.

Michelle highlights how she must use “kid gloves” with artists and work with
“whatever energy that’s there” to ensure that the session runs smoothly and
flows well. She does this regardless of her own emotional state and /or level of
tiredness in order for the jam session to be successful. Similarly, for Annette,
part of the “bigger work” of jam sessions is to “negotiate the egos” in a way
which maintains an inclusive space. In the quote below, Annette discusses the
challenges of men’s egos and how she aims to create a welcoming environment
even if “someone is getting ugly at me.” For example, Annette recounted the
story of how she told a “bar fly” (who would regularly participate in her jam
sessions) after several songs that he needed to allow someone else to drum. His
response was aggressive and sexist:

“You have to get up. Give him the sticks, come on, [name redacted], I’'m not
going to ask you one more time,” right. And I have to get a little forceful with
him once and a while. And then he starts like, “You, fuck you, you bitch” and
yelling and screaming at me and then the next time he comes in, he apologizes. I
say, “That’s okay”. And that same night, he’s going to yell and scream at me
again. Because stuff like that happens.
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In the above quote, Annette succinctly summarizes the gendered affective real-
ities of being a woman who co-facilitates a weekly jam session. She highlights
managing the emotions of participants while also managing her own emotions.
Such emotional labor within jam sessions was made more challenging due to
the prevalence of alcohol and/or drugs.

For Lynne, she noted that she had several occasions where she had to cor-
rect inappropriate behaviour, and one instance where she had to ask a man who
was trying to take over the group to leave. In these instances, Lynne noted the
following: “there have been a couple of people where I have just had to stand
my ground steady, not react to them, but also show them that it wasn’t going
to be the tail wagging the dog.” Indeed, such displays of masculine aggression
were noted by all the women who organized sessions. However, for a success-
ful jam session, egos need to be left aside. This was noted by most interviewees
and is nicely summarized by Michelle:

And for music in general I find like again the more professional people we play
with the more their ego is, it’s not that they don’t have an ego but it’s the more
their ego is “okay I’'m going to leave that beside the stage I don’t need it right
now” because if you’re not listening to each other and if you’re not letting it flow
then it’s going to suck because the audience sees everything and hears everything
if they’re listening.

To ensure the success of their various jam sessions, many of the women inter-
viewed noted that they had to manage the personalities and egos of those
around them, manage their own emotional responses, as well as work with
people in various states of intoxication.

For the popular music-makers in the GTA, reproductive, organizational,
and emotional labor were instrumental to their own forms of self and relational
care, as well as to the success of the various jam sessions and groups they orga-
nized and participated in. Although primarily gendered labor, with women
doing most of this type of care work, these forms of labor were, nonetheless,
acknowledged and appreciated by many members of these groups. For some of
the interviewees at least, these forms of invisible labor were rendered visible
and indeed crucial for community building.

ArL FieLps orF CuLTURAL PrRODUCTION ARE FIELDS
OF MAINTENANCE

We conclude our chapter by offering three suggestions for future scholarship.
First, how does care work shape musical fields and other fields of cultural pro-
duction? Specifically, how can an emphasis on care work provide new avenues
for research within critical music industry studies? We argue that all fields of
cultural production are also fields of maintenance or care. Without care work,
most cultural fields would not be possible. We believe that reproductive, orga-
nizational, and emotional forms of labor shape cultural fields in distinct ways
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and future work may tease out how care manifests within different cul-
tural fields.

Second, how is care work rendered visible or invisible within musical fields
and other fields of cultural production? We argue that care work and the vari-
ous forms of reproductive, organizational, and emotional labor that are part of
care work, are acknowledged and /or made invisible depending on one’s loca-
tion within the field of cultural production. We suggest that the less conse-
crated and more popular an artist or artistic product, such as in the case study
of music-making in jam sessions, the greater the likelihood that care work is
acknowledged and appreciated, even as this work remains gendered and not
properly compensated. In contrast, we argue that the more consecrated an art-
ist or artistic product, the more that care work is suppressed, denied, and erased
within the field. Are similar patterns found within other cultural fields?

Third, how do reproductive, organizational, and emotional forms of labor
act as unevenly distributed resources within musical fields and cultural fields
more broadly? Who engages in care work? Who benefits? Who is exploited? We
argue that the invisibility of care work is relational to the nature of the field and
positions within it. Within the field of popular music, interviews with popular
music-makers suggest an awareness of care work, even as this acknowledge-
ment is won from constant struggle by women in their supplementary unpaid
labor. Necessary for community, these gendered networks of care play a vital
role within these jam sessions.

Finally, we conclude by noting some of the ambivalences and hidden labor
of care work (Piepzna-Samarasinha 2018; Tungohan and Hanley 2019). Care
work is the gendered labor upon which fields of cultural production are built.
Positions in the field are shaped and determined by care work, even as this care
work is often actively erased or rendered invisible. Care work is both a part of
a network of community resources, and a set of resources exploited for posi-
tions in the field. Care work is simultaneously a network of mutual support
(Piepzna-Samarasinha 2018), activism (Tungohan 2023), and a system of paid
and unpaid, gendered, and hierarchical exploitation (Tungohan and Hanley
2019). Generative and exploitative, it is by considering these ambivalent and
varied forms of invisible care work, often written out the record, that fields of
cultural production are made more legible.
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CHAPTER 10

Solidarity Under Monopoly and Labor
Withdrawal in the Music Industry

Adam Zendel

INTRODUCTION

Music industry corporations have been consolidating for decades, with more
factors of production coming under the control of fewer and larger corpora-
tions. Through consolidation, music companies seek to drive down wages by
wresting control over the labor process. The loss of worker power and rise of
corporate power is most closely observed through the proliferation of stream-
ing platforms which siphon off earnings from the streaming of recorded music
as a form of rent paid from artists to so-called large technology companies
(Prior 2018). Streaming platforms are developing powerful new technologies
and establishing new practices that further erode the earning potential of
recording artists.

The same process of consolidation that have led to so-called Big Three
record labels is shaping the business ecosystem of live music. In live music, a
once vibrant market of competing venues, promoters and booking agents is
disappearing as struggling small and regional businesses are being acquired or
displaced by Live Nation, the now largest music company in the world. While
business power is consolidating, labor power is diffusing. The American
Federation of Musicians (AFM, CFM in Canada), a once powerful music union
in the 1940s is a shell of itself as workers in the music industry—artists,
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technicians, crews, and more—are increasingly disciplined to act entrepreneur-
ially and individually without union representation (Haynes and Marshall
2018; Zendel 2021). These workers are trained to bear financial and physical
risks and to “hustle” for low wages (Zendel 2014). Taken as a whole, corpora-
tions in the music industry are gaining power, while the worker loses power.
There appear to be few paths to resist growing corporate control.

However dire the current state of the industry may be for workers, history
has shown that well-organized musicians can successfully fight against powerful
corporate actors. In the first half of the twentieth century, North American
musicians were organized under the powerful—and at times radical—American
Federation of Musicians. The AFM-led numerous actions in response to the
looming threat of job loss through the emerging use of recording technology.
The AFM believed recording was a labor-breaking technology that was being
used to displace musicians from cinemas, theatres, radio stations, and music
venues. Their actions ranged from basic acts of resistance to more radical ends
including a multi-year strike from recording (Roberts 2014 ). While recording
has since proliferated, the union achieved powerful, long-lasting improvements
to working conditions and compensation for recording artists. Today, the AFM
is a shell of its once radical form; AFM activities are mostly administrative, fol-
lowing a more conservative model of business unionism (Roberts 2014). There
are several ways scholars account for the decline of the AFM. This includes
AFMs reluctance to organize rock and roll musicians until well after the genre
became popular (Roberts 2014). But also, in how recording technology
changes the relationship of the worker to their labor. For example, Arditi
(2014) shows how emerging digital recording technology reduces the need for
musicians in the studio. Taken together, these processes leave many musicians
today without union protection, acting individually against a coordinated car-
tel of capital actors.

Today’s media conglomerates and technology platforms are developing new
ways to avoid paying for music labor by streaming royalty-free library music.
Specifically, Spotify has begun negotiating with artists and labels for preferen-
tial placement in their popular playlists in exchange for lower royalty payouts.
This profit-generating practice is pushed even further, as Spotify has begun
using royalty-free library music to retain more fees that would otherwise go to
royalty-earning musicians. Library music finds its origin in the film industry,
where film studios would create archives of music that could be inserted into a
production, without having to worry about licensing it or having to pay any
residuals to the recording artists. While library music is indeed made by real
musicians, they are typically paid only for the recording session, and not given
any royalty from the use of the recording. When a user listens to royalty-free
music, the platform retains money as profit that would otherwise be passed on
as royalty or residual to labels and artists. In that way, streaming algorithms can
be engineered for profit. By delivering library music via algorithm, platforms
can feed low-cost music to listeners, in effect algorithmically displacing one
group of workers from their property relationship by avoiding royalties while
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expanding the market of those potentially more precarious workers who make
library music.

This chapter is written in three sections. The first section outlines the grow-
ing monopoly power of capital in the music industry. The second section
explores the history of organized labor in the music industry drawing attention
to a few moments in the long struggle of organized musicians against emerging
technology. The third section explores the present-day struggle over automa-
tion through library music suggesting a throughline that links these past strug-
gles to the present. The chapter concludes suggesting the need for organizing
present-day recording artists to wrest back control over the labor process.

Music MoNOPOLY AND THE RISE OF ORGANIZED CAPITAL

Consolidation in music can be traced to the earliest inceptions of music com-
modification. Early music monopolies formed around radio broadcasting.
Companies, such as NBC and CBS, formed national networks over a wide
geography, bringing programming under the roof of a single company. The
monopolization of radio has culminated with Clear Channel (now iHeartRa-
dio), owning more than 1200 radio stations across America crowding out local
competition entirely in some markets. Todd Wirth (2007, p. 147) explains that
“these companies acquired more radio stations in a market in order to spread
their fixed costs over a larger number of revenue-generating stations.” Today,
the most marked area of consolidation is music streaming, triggered largely in
response to the so-called “MP3 crisis” (Leyshon et al. 2005).

The MP3 crisis broadly describes a period around the turn of the new mil-
lennium where online music piracy proliferated. While many scholars contest
the name, suggesting any sort of crisis was manufactured, there is no question
that this period marked an inflection point in the sale and delivery of recorded
music (Arditi 2014; Morris 2015). The MP3 crisis has had three major conse-
quences in the geography of music. First was the loss of small and independent
labels leading to greater disintermediation and job loss (Arditi 2014). While
there have been hundreds of important popular music labels throughout the
twentieth century, by the 2000s there were the so-called “big four” record
labels (Sony, Universal, Warner, and EMI). Sony acquired EMI in 2012, leav-
ing just the “big three.” Through acquisition, large firms can benefit from
economies of scale by eliminating redundancy in the labor force, while growing
their catalogs. Disintermediation, the process by which actors are removed
from the supply chain, “greatly reduces costs for the record label as intermedi-
aries are eliminated from the process; however, musicians and songwriters still
get the same royalty rates as in an intermediated distribution system” (Arditi
2014, p. 15). Disintermediation is a key process in which large capital actors
benefit from consolidation.

Second was the closure of independent record stores that had played pivotal
roles as key nodes in local music scenes (Sinnreich 2013). Independent record
stores would regularly stock and promote the records of local artists. Before
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the MP3 crisis, these stores employed knowledgeable workers, stocked music-
related goods (such as magazines, clothes, and posters), promoted local artists
and sold tickets to a range of concerts. Record stores thus served as key spatial
intermediaries. After the MP3 crisis, these independent stores were either
“bought out by chain retailers or went out of business while trying to compete
with large corporations” (Arditi 2014, p. 109). Corporate-owned record stores
are less likely to offer shelf space to local artists or advertise for local concerts
(Arditi 2014). This means further disintermediation measured in a loss of spe-
cialized local record store employment and the services they provide.

The third result of the crisis was the entrance of new highly capitalized
actors from the technology sector. The MP3 crisis was “resolved” by Apple, a
hitherto then computer manufacturer who created the iTunes store, which sold
$0.99 songs that could be synced to their proprietary iPod devices for mobile
listening. Apple took a 30% cut of each sale, a model that would go on to shape
how digital platforms sell everything from books to mobile apps (Nicas 2020).
Today, digital music has become re-secured as a commodity in the form of
streaming, where some of the largest companies, including Apple, Google, and
Amazon are vying for market share (Srnicek 2017).

These trends toward consolidation across different areas of musical produc-
tion signal a well-organized cadre of businesses gaining control over a market.
Large corporations across music sectors from record labels to streaming plat-
forms have amassed unprecedented control over the music economy. These
actors form what could be best described as big music, a small number of com-
panies which control and profit from nearly every aspect of the music industry.
The result is various forms of monopolistic rents charged on audiences or
smaller music businesses and monopsonist control over workers’ sale of their
labor (Giblin and Doctorow 2023). These changes impact the organization
of labor.

A common path of resistance to increasing business power is through union
organizing. Today, few recording artists are unionized. This is true at all scales
of work from stadium-filling artists to those playing in cafes and bars. However,
as the following section demonstrates, there is a long history of organized labor
in the music industry spanning all activities of musical labor from small clubs to
the largest amphitheaters. The early history of music unions shows how musi-
cians have carried out effective strikes, winning numerous long-lasting gains,
including the framework for many aspects of the contemporary royalty system.
However, these gains are being eroded by powerful technologies designed to
automate aspects of the labor process.

ORGANIZED LABOR IN MUSIC

Using technology to automate labor in the music industry traces back to the
very invention and eventual proliferation of recording technology in the early
twentieth century. Music labor in the first half of the twentieth century was
comparably powerful to capital. The American Federation of Musicians,
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founded in 1896, was a well-organized craft labor union supported in solidarity
by a strong national labor movement which grew to hold what could be easily
considered a monopoly on the sale of music labor. The AFM seeks to represent
“any musician who receives pay for his [sic] musical services” (Milazzo 1995;
afm.org n.d.). Founding president Joseph Weber understood musicians as
workers and the struggles they faced in solidarity with the greater working class
shaping the AFM toward a more open type of industrial union. Weber remarked,

We musicians are employed under the same conditions of any other workers. We
may be artists, but we still work for wages ... [We] are exploited by our employers
in the same manner as any other wage-earners who stand alone. Therefore, we
must organize, cooperate and become active in the economic field like other
workers. (Quoted in Kelley 2002, p. 126)

The AFM follows a closed-shop model: AFM contracted musical venues must
only hire AFM members, following AFM policies, paying AFM wages, and
adhering to AFM working conditions as bargained by a local AFM chapter.
Many of AFM locals were segregated by race (Kelley 2002).

From its founding, the AFM had different bargaining goals than most
unions of the time. Playing music is a relatively safe activity compared to other
skilled trades. As such, the union showed little interest in improving workplace
safety standards. The unique experience of music workers means that “the
main goals of the AFM have only been to secure higher wages and greater
employment opportunities for its members” (Milazzo 1995, p. 559). At its
peak in the 1920s, the AFM had more than 150,000 dues-paying members
(Tschmuck 2017). This peak in membership coincides with the proliferation of
recording technology. The playback of recorded music was tacitly understood
by the union as a labor-breaking technology which would displace musicians
from their places of work. Recorded music was used in place of live performing
musicians in a range of settings, but importantly in cinema and radio stations.
Studying this era of work in the music industry highlights the disruptive force
of new technologies and the powerful response of organized labor.

The first significant use of recorded music was the introduction of sound to
silent cinema. Initially, the growth of cinema meant new employment oppor-
tunities new spaces for the AFM to organize. By 1926 roughly a fifth of the
total AFM membership was employed in these theatres (Kelley 2002). These
theatres were a major source of employment for musicians, both as accompani-
ment to silent films but also for other activities in the venue. While the union
bargained over wages and working conditions in theatres, the aesthetic and
creative aspects of production remained under company control through cue
sheets which outline the songs, effects, and foley music to be played at moments
in a film. These sheets might offer methods, motifs, or melodies to make some-
thing sound “oriental” or make a scene sound more southern for a minstrel
(blackface) performance (Kelley 2002, p. 128). Musicians, however, resisted
these forms of control, often substituting their own selections in place of what
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was on the cue sheet. Creative control over accompaniments was, therefore, an
important terrain of struggle for unionized musicians. Theatre owners and film
studios desired a precise performance, while musicians often decided to play
what they preferred, often to undermine the content of screening. Kelley
(2002) describes how African American bands in Harlem “were notorious for
subverting a film by engaging in playful musical signifying that would have
horrified studio executives” (p. 127). Musicians might play cheerful music dur-
ing a dramatic death scene of a white character using musical cues to under-
mine the emotional weight of the scene. The often not-so-subtle subversion of
meaning was as much an aesthetic struggle as it was a labor struggle.

In the same way factory owners at the time sought to scientifically manage
the labor process, theatre owners, and film studios sought to create a struc-
tured environment by reducing the labor process to mere reproduction of
musical score. A theatre owner’s or film studio’s goals are no different from a
factory owner, where the “conception of productivity involved the reduction
of a man to a factor of production” (Donzelot 1991, p. 269). According to
Donzelot (1991), the scientific management of labor is a double process that
both de-skills the worker while requalifying them as subject of the boss’ author-
ity. In music performance, scientific management can be achieved through
more strict musical performance. Musicians undermine scientific management
through aesthetic acts of resistance. Improvisation or substitution is less an
aesthetic gesture and more as a way of “making out” and “playing all the
angles” (Braverman 1998; Burawoy 1979). These acts of resistance are a novel
form of soldiering that reintroduce skill into a deskilled environment and
empowers musicians in an otherwise disesmpowered position (Burawoy 1979).
Prior to the invention of recording, capital had few options to discipline unruly
workers into compliance. For capital, the ultimate goal is for full automation
negating the need for workers in the first place. This goal would be realized as
recording technology matured.

Recorded sound was first used in the so-called talkies. According to Kraft
(1994) “sound films ‘silenced” musicians as quickly as ‘talkies’ ended the careers
of silent screen stars who spoke poorly” (p. 67). Kraft continues that new
sound amplification technology “enabled theater owners to discharge ‘bit’
musicians in wholesale fashion, a classic case of substituting capital for labor. By
1934, about 20,000 theater musicians, perhaps a quarter to a third of the
nation’s professional instrumentalists, had lost their jobs” (Kraft 1994, p. 67).
Beginning with Warner Brothers’ The Jazz Singer in 1927, unionized musi-
cians were being laid off to be replaced by recorded performances from studio
musicians. According to Kelley (2002), “the emergence of sound film technol-
ogy rendered [direct management of local musicians] obsolete. Now filmmak-
ers and music editors could put their Orientalist fantasies directly onto a
soundtrack without having to worry about the capabilities or dispositions of
local musicians” (p. 129). Installing a sound system in a theatre was often half
the cost of employing an orchestra for a year (Kraft 1994); thus, while the ini-
tial investment of capital was large, the returns on investment to theatre owners
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were immediate (Sklar 2012). The early experiments in recorded sound were
successful at both reducing labor costs and in regaining control over perfor-
mance. Kraft (1994) writes that “substitution of capital for labor is seldom just
a matter of money,” “technology was far more reliable than actors and musi-
cians. Talking movies did not demand higher wages, go on strike, or fail to
show up for work. Nor did they argue over song selection” (p. 79).

The impacts on musicians were felt immediately; more than a third of the-
atre musicians were left jobless by the end of the 1930s (Kraft 1994; Kelley
2002). Recorded music meant cinema owners no longer had to bargain with
the AFM. Sound recording seized the last modicum of aesthetic control from
local musicians shifting the control of film scoring to a studio where it could be
mechanically reproduced (Kelley 2002). Under film studio control, “music
production resembled an assembly line ... studios owned and controlled every-
thing ... control had shifted from the workers in the orchestra pits or on stage
to engineering booths owned and operated by the big studios” (Kelley 2002,
pp- 131-132). Kelley (2002) explains how “the transition to sound rational-
ized film operations” (p. 130). Playback of recorded sound ended the rocky
relationship between the union and cinema owners by altogether eliminating
local performing musicians, displacing live musical labor with recording musi-
cians under more strict studio control.

The rationalization of film operations enabled spatial concentration of film
production to southern California. Recording allowed for more production
operations to be integrated into a mass production system, placing more aspects
of film production under studio control and ownership, including composi-
tion, performance, publishing, archiving, and more. With recording, film stu-
dios quickly became the largest libraries of music. Specifically, creating the
archives of royalty-free library music that could be recorded by mostly uncred-
ited studio musicians and inserted into films without costly licensing or addi-
tional payments to musicians and studio workers. The AFM underestimated
the impact of recording on cinema labor, in a few short years there would be
few if any musicians employed in movie theatres.

Automation on the Radio and the Fight Against Canned Music

Concurrent with the amplification of cinema was the use of recorded materials
on radio. Employment in radio stations was a significant source of work for
union musicians. The first use of recording in radio was to automate the play-
ing of short musical passages, such as jingles, call signs, advertisements, and
musical programs called transcriptions. Prior to recording, any musical passage
or sound effect heard on the radio was likely played live by an AFM-organized
musician. Recording meant a comparably low-skilled disc jockey could repro-
duce the labor of an entire orchestra. So-called canned music was used to
replace live performance. The proliferation of canned music was quick, by the
middle of the 1930s more than half of radio music was pre-recorded, leading
to significant job loss for unionized musicians (Milazzo 1995, p. 539). Radio
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stations deployed this new technology first as a bargaining chip to gain conces-
sions from the AFM. However, quickly this technology was used to end con-
tracting live musical labor altogether. Through recording, radio stations
dispensed with a significant labor cost while establishing new avenues for stan-
dardization and control over the production and labor process.

The use of canned music in radio was met with resistance. The AFM was
able to slow down the spread of canned music through tactical labor with-
drawal. In the 1930s, amongst the most popular radio programs were broad-
casts of live performances. Lines running directly from famous venues to radio
stations would be broadcast in real time across the country. Nationally famous
bands and orchestras were made up of AFM members, playing in AFM-
organized venues, whose performances were being broadcast in AFM-
organized radio stations. The AFM saw an opportunity to picket these remotes
to support local radio stations struggling against canned music across the coun-
try. A potent example of a remote strike was held in the summer of 1940 in St.
Paul, Minnesota. Negotiations stalled between the AFM and the local NBC
affiliate KTSP. The union called on major acts to stop playing for remote
broadcasts (Roberts 2014, p. 29). Jimmy Dorsey’s orchestra, one of the most
popular artists at the time, was “ordered by the union to call off its remote-
control broadcast from a New York hotel a half-hour before the scheduled
broadcast” (“Broadcasters Cancel Music Due to Strike” 1940). This seemingly
small act of solidarity more than 1000 miles away meant that a network of
more than 188 NBC radio stations had to reprogram from a planned live
remote to a local studio production that relied on local talent (New York
Herald, “Strike Cuts Off Name Bands on N.B.C. Circuits” 1940). Roberts
(2014) writes that the union’s “gamble paid off when the strike on remotes
succeeded in squeezing the network and the affiliate. Eventually, NBC per-
suaded its St. Paul affiliate to agree to the union’s demands. All the jobs in the
staff orchestra at KTSP were saved” (Roberts 2014, p. 29). Further remote
strikes were carried out by numerous top artists, including Frankie Masters,
Tommy Dorsey, Will Osborne, Alvino Rey, Gene Krupa, Hal Kemp, Horace
Heidt, Ted Weems, Johnny Messner, Charlie Barnet, Enric Madruiguera, and
Eddy Duchin (Billboard, July 6, 1940). While recording is a powerful labor-
breaking tool, the union developed a comparably powerful tactic relying on
their spatial control and solidaristic relationships which link the most popular
artists to the most marginal.

The success of these remote strikes was short-lived. Recording forced the
union into a concessionary bargaining position in radio stations. Again, as with
the cinema, the AFM underestimated the impact of recording. Radio stations
expanded the use of recorded material in place of live musicians. Across nearly
all musical spaces, the adoption of new sound technology was to cut back on
labor costs (Roberts 2014). After all, records “do not go out on strike or
demand higher wages” (Kelley 2002, p. 130).
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Recording Bans and Labor Withdvaw

Seeing the limited success of the remote strikes the year before, in the summer
of 1942, the union announced that contracts with recording companies would
not be renewed (Countryman 1949, p. 264). On August 1, 1942, AFM musi-
cians stopped recording music (Roberts 2014 ). Known as the recording ban,
this was the most significant labor withdrawal undertaken by the AFM in its
history. Initially, the union made no specific demands to end the strike; rather,
union president James Petrillo’s goal was to have record companies sign a con-
tract of his design (Austin 1978). The record companies responded to the
strike by challenging the legality of the Union’s withdrawal through an injunc-
tion. The record companies’ efforts failed at the Supreme Court who found the
Union’s strike was lawful (Mars 2016; Anderson 2004). Meanwhile record
labels devised ways to continue their sale of recordings uninterrupted. Labels
released previously unreleased material in an effort to outlast the musicians
(Austin 1978). In addition to unreleased music, record companies published
bootleg recordings made in Mexico and music imported from England (Austin
1980). Numerous singers turned to recording with acapella groups, including
Ethel Merman, Dick Haymes, and the Mills Brothers. However, the union
eventually banned these activities (Austin 1978). Overall, the ban did not do
lasting harm to the output of recorded music (Austin 1978). Rather, record
companies were able to clean out their inventory and monetize unre-
leased music.

Despite the flow of material, the strike was eventually settled with the union
emerging as the clear victor. While there were more than 600 record labels
affected by the strike, the primary antagonists to the union were the major
record labels of the time Decca, Columbia, and RCA Victor (Defrancesco
2022). The first of these “majors” to settle was Decca who agreed to pay royal-
ties directly to the union on a per-record-sold basis. This was a profound vic-
tory for the union (Defrancesco 2022). The rest of the majors eventually
settled with the union, agreeing to establish a trust fund seeded and funded
through record royalties to finance-free public concerts. AFM union president
James Petrillo claimed the Music Performance Trust Fund (MPTF) was “the
greatest victory for a labor organization in the history of the labor movement”
(“The AFM-Petrillo ‘Signature’ Statement” 1944). And indeed, the victory for
the union was monumental, not just for the AFM but for the labor movement
as these gains mark one of the first times labor would receive money over and
above the payment for the actual work carried out (Austin 1978).

The recording ban was the AFM at its peak strength. In the decades that
followed the recording ban, the AFM’s role in the working lives of musicians
shifted toward administrative rather than radical ends. Roberts (2014) pin-
points the unions decline to the failure to organize rock and roll musicians. The
AFM saw rock and roll as a fad, assuming this musical trend to be short-lived
(Roberts 2014). In choosing not to organize rock and roll musicians, the AFM
tacitly allowed the establishment of a parallel non-unionized music industry. By
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the time the union organized rock and roll musicians in the late 1960s and
1970s, it was already too late (Roberts 2014). The union spent considerable
energy in the first half of the century to protect jobs from automation; how-
ever, little effort was spent adding new members from emergent forms of pop-
ular music. Meanwhile, capital was unrelenting in its adoption of technology
and further corporate consolidation. The popularity of rock and roll cemented
the coming era of recorded music as non-union. Today, popular music is mostly
recorded in non-union studios, performed in non-union clubs, by non-union
musicians. Businesses are more than happy to negotiate contracts with artists
individually. Rock and roll gave way to the music industry’s largely unorga-
nized workforce today (Roberts 2014, p. 13). Artists today are unorganized,
bargaining individually in the face of unprecedented corporate power.

Discovery MODE, LIBRARY MUSIC, AND THE RACE
TO THE BoTTOM

Returning to the present, the growth of streaming music has made the music
industry bigger than it’s ever been in terms of sales and profit as reported by
industry associations. According to the Record Industry Association of America
(RIAA) (1), year-end report “Recorded music revenues in the U.S. in 2022
continued to grow for the seventh consecutive year. Total revenues grew 6% to
a record high $15.9 billion at estimated retail value” (p. 1). Roughly 84% of
that growth has occurred in streaming. While profitably and growth has
returned to the industry from the lows of the MP3 crisis, little of this is trick-
ling down to artists and workers. Rather, streaming has bottomed out wages
for recording artists. Castle and Feijéo (2021) ask simply, “why does everyone
in the streaming economy seem to be prospering except performers whose
work drives it all?” The primary factors driving inequality between capital and
labor is the royalty model established between record labels and music stream-
ing platforms.

Spotify was born out of the so-called MP3 crisis. Its library at launch con-
tained pirated music downloaded from peer-to-peer networks (Eriksson et al.
2019)! Spotify quickly grew and sought to develop formal licensing agree-
ments with the major record labels. In exchange for licensing, each of the
major labels would receive an equity stake in the young company. Sony Music,
Universal Music Group, Warner Music Group, and EMI music received 6%,
5%, 4%, and 2%, respectively, while Merlin representing independent artists got
a 1% share (Ingham 2019). In exchange for equity and as owners, these labels
established a licensing model to their benefit (Giblin and Doctorow 2023).
While obtuse and byzantine, there are some general and abstract ways to
describe streaming music licensing as it is practiced by Spotify. Generally,
licenses are negotiated between a record label and a platform who will pay a
mechanical royalty to the label for a stream. Mechanical royalties are the most
common type of royalty paid to artists, a term dating back to the mechanical
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reproduction of player piano rolls. Labels are, however, clearly in a conflicted
position as partial owners of the platform and as beneficiaries of royalties. To
maximize their earnings, labels settled on the so-called big pool model to dis-
tribute streaming revenues (Castle and Feijéo 2021). In this model, revenue is
paid to labels based on the total number of plays their catalogue receives as
ratio of total plays on the platform for a given period less fees charged by plat-
form. The label then distributes these monies to artists based on the rates
negotiated in their individual contract. This percentage can be as low as zero
but is rarely higher than 25%. This percentage is individually negotiated, often
well before the internet! Matthew Stahl (2013) and Rebecca Giblin and Corey
Doctorow (1) show how many recording contracts, especially those made with
black artists, were unfairly negotiated and exploitative with unfavorable rates
paid to artists, which continue to the present.

The most common criticism of the big pool model is that it does not mean-
ingfully translate individual users’ listening habits into income for the artists
they listen to. It is a common misconception that by streaming an artist’s music
fans are directing their fees to the artist. Instead, the majority of a user’s
monthly fee goes to the labels which represent the most popular artists on the
platform—whether the listener listened to those artists. Drake, the most popu-
lar artist on Spotify at the time of writing, will receive the largest share of every
user’s fee, regardless of if that user listened to Drake. As a result, “major-label
superstars tend to derive the bulk of the revenue from streaming platforms”
(Castle and Feijoéo 2021, p. 8). Artists at one end of the distribution earn enor-
mous sums of money from streaming, while the long tail of artists earn so little
that they might not even cross the threshold to cover the cost of the check.
Castle and Feijéo (2021) put it bluntly: “This economic imbalance shocks the
conscience however lawful it may appear” (p. 13).

With music companies prioritizing growth in streaming, it is baffling to
explain why the streaming giant Spotify has never turned a profit. Despite
enormous growth in user base since its founding, Spotify consistently operates
at a loss. Sismanis (2023) explains that the “problem with Spotify’s profitability
lies in the very nature of its own business model ... The bulk of Spotify’s cost
of sales consists of royalties paid to artists and record labels, which eats away
most of the company’s top line, leading to very slim gross profits.” Put simply,
Spotify’s barrier to profitability is having to pay artists and labels for their
music. Every dollar sent to an artist is one dollar out of their bottom line.
Spotify’s current approach toward profitability mirrors those of the film stu-
dios, radio stations, and record labels described in previous section: find ways
to reduce labor costs.

Spotify has invested in advanced algorithmic curation technology that drives
listeners to low-cost music. Listening to music through physical media required
time, effort, and money. Prior to online streaming, for many fans to participate
in music consumption, many fans would go to a record store, purchase and
maintain audio equipment, listen to the radio, go to concerts, and so on.
Record labels worked hard to attract audiences to the artists they represent.
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Drawing in audiences in the era of physical media is costly. Radio stations
played a crucial role in curating tastes for listeners. Labels would go so far as to
bribe radio stations, so-called payola, to play certain artists on the air. Payola
was one of the few ways for labels to directly manipulate the market and culti-
vate audiences (Bhattacharjee et al. 2006; Coase 1979). While deemed illegal
by the FCC in 1960, payola practices continue to shape the curation of music
to the present. Record labels understood then what streaming companies are
learning today: controlling the pathways that audiences discover music has
enormous profit potential.

Payola has reached a new height today as algorithmic playlists can feed lis-
teners music according to what is most profitable for the company. Making it
on a popular playlist is today a significant moment in an artist’s career. Ari
Herstand (2019) in a popular guidebook How to Make It in the New Music
Business emphatically suggests it is “now commonplace for independent artists
to be able to quit their day jobs because one of their songs gets included in a
few popular playlists.” While “commonplace” is an exaggeration, Herstand
(2019) highlights how artists and labels struggle to get their music into playl-
ists. Some playlists are human-curated and subject to popular trends, influence,
or old-fashioned payola. The popular, so-called mood playlists, however, are
typically programmed by the “algorithm” (Eriksson et al. 2019). The Spotify
algorithm is designed specifically to mitigate risk and generate profit. Publicly,
these algorithms are understood to curate music to listeners according to their
tastes, interests, and mood. Drott (2018) argues the primary curatorial goal of
these algorithms is to keep the listener listening, through what they describe as
the “next song matters” ideology. Algorithms use a complex data set balancing
listener interests, trends, and even deep musical analysis to deliver the perfect
“next song.” Listers who want to relax can turn to the Relax and Unwind playl-
ist which will regularly update with a range of genre-crossing but affectively
similar music; if you want to get pumped up, turn on the famous Beast Mode
playlist. A common perception is that these playlists are filling a consumer
demand helping individuals discover new music and set a mood. Goldschmitt
(2020) shows how mood playlists shift the value placed on genre toward a
consumer-driven set of values on mood and context. According to Goldschmitt
(2020), a significant factor that distinguishes music platforms from one another
is the quality of the curation, particularly of these mood playlists. A mood play-
list, for example, Peaceful Piano or Chill Workbeats, is a many hours long playl-
ist that is updated on a regular basis with music that can cross genres but fits
within its stated mood. Listeners will play these playlists all day and passively
listen. Spotify can lose a lot of money to these playlists as they encourage more
use; the more a user listens to music the more it costs the platform. However,
Spotify can mitigate these losses by delivering lower cost music, or royalty-free
music to listeners.

The impact on labor comes sharply into focus through the implementation
of Spotify’s Discovery Mode. In 2020, Spotify launched a program where art-
ists and rights holders could exchange preferential placement in the algorithm
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in exchange for lower royalty rates. What Spotify calls Discovery Mode is what
the Artist Rights Alliance (2021) calls “a race to the bottom in which many
active artists feel compelled to pay up rather than risk being left behind in the
battle for exposure.” Here artists trade their already low royalty rates for expo-
sure and promotion; a pay to play scheme by any definition. While users might
expect these playlists to be based on curatorial assumptions, metadata, or other
behaviors, this new program instead drives recommendations that are more
profitable for the company (Yoo 2020).

The problem, however, is even more insidious, as Spotify is developing tech-
nologies to bypass entirely the work of royalty-earning musicians. Spotify (and
other platforms) have developed technology to direct low-cost music to listen-
ers in the guise of curation and mood setting, retaining money that would
otherwise go to labels and royalty-earning artists. Spotify uses troves of har-
vested user data to inject royalty-free music into playlists ensuring popularity
and profitability (Giblin and Doctorow 2023). Critics are describing the algo-
rithmic curation of this music as “fake music” made by “ghost artists.”
Caramanica (1) explains, Spotify populates “some of its main playlists with so-
called ‘fake’ artists ... music made by artists under pseudonyms who create
tracks purely to populate these playlists at a lower cost to Spotify than artists
who are signed to major record labels. [ These artists] have, in some cases, mil-
lions of listens, but outside of the walls of the streaming platform, they funda-
mentally don’t exist.” A primary source of this low-cost music is the integration
of library music from companies like Epidemic Sound into the general cata-
logue of Spotify. Epidemic Sound specializes in providing royalty-free music
for commercial uses. Artists who make library music are typically paid one time
in exchange for an unlimited use of their music. Library music finds its origins
in the labor relationships between the AFM and film studios, who sought ways
to get around the comparatively expensive union rates and indefinite royalty
structure. Epidemic Sound and similar library music businesses are crucial for
independent video producers, advertising firms, and other media producers.
These uses are to circumvent paying artist royalties for music; however, this
library music is typically used in non-musical endeavors, be it film and televi-
sion, advertising, or social media. Further still Epidemic Sound employees a
significant number of musicians, who, unlike royalty earning musicians are
typically paid by the session or one-time for their performance. Spotify uses
library music to reduce royalty payments to royalty-earning recording artists.
Put differently, Spotify is distributing library music to avoid streaming more
expensive music where artist receive a royalty from its use. There is a clear
incentive to inject low-cost music into mood playlists; these are the settings in
which low-cost music can be most easily delivered to listeners. As such, if the
curation of these playlists contains music with lower royalty rates, it can increase
the overall profitability of the platform as less user fees are returned to labels
and royalty-earning artists. Put differently, instead of sending Drake more
money, Spotify can retain more fees if users listen to royalty-free music.
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Journalists have investigated several artists they believe to be library music
presented under a fake artists name, so-called ghost artists. Rolling Stone
Muagazine alleges that the artists Ana Olgica and Greg Barley are fake artists
(Ingham 2019). Olgica has more than 750,000 monthly subscribers with more
than 200 million plays on their 5 songs, while Barley’s 2 tracks on the service
have more than 40 million individual plays (Ingham 2019). Both are remark-
able achievements that would indicate enormous success as artists. However,
neither of these two artists seem to exist outside of Spotify. They have no per-
sonal websites, no tour schedule, no record label claiming to represent them,
no social media; they lack even the commonplace biography on the service
itself. Ingham (2019) lists more than 50 artists they suspect of being “fake.”
While the agreements between Spotify and rights holders are generally confi-
dential, numerous investigative outlets speculate that the popularity of these
artists is due to the low-cost nature of the music and preferential placement in
the platform’s algorithmic curation.

Spotify can establish deals with companies like Epidemic Sound to create
music that will set the mood for listeners with only upfront costs to Spotify, but
potentially endless revenue if the song or playlist becomes popular. With the
power to set the algorithm to deliver these songs, their popularity on the plat-
form is all but guaranteed. In the “big pool” royalty model, rights holders are
paid royalties as a percentage of total monetizable streams. If a listener listens to
unlicensed music or royalty-free music, the value for that stream can be retained
by Spotify. Meanwhile, royalty-earning artists are pressured through the
Discovery Mode program to lower their rates to compete with library musi-
cians who are also getting ripped as their music explodes in popularity. What is
important here is that low-costs songs were ultimately made by human labor,
work that is grossly underpaid and under recognized. While we do not know
the artists who make music as Ana Olgica and Greg Barley or the countless
other ghost artists, many of them are streaming superstars. However, as ghost
artists these are amongst the most underpaid working musicians in the world
today, unable to reap the benefits of their enormous popularity. This is a lose-
lose situation for all recording musicians, but a boon for steaming platforms.

CONCLUSION

Music businesses over the course of the twentieth century and into the present
have developed numerous technologies to reduce labor time by automating
the work of musicians, technicians, and costly intermediaries. Early recording
and playback technology was used explicitly to break union power. The AFM
fought recording at every turn, culminating in a two-year ban on recording
activities for members. The union emerged victorious, winning several gains
which still today shape the capital labor relationship, as it was through this
struggle which led to many foundational elements of the contemporary royalty
system allowing musicians to earn profit beyond their wages from ownership of
their labor.
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The early deployment of recorded music was both to reduce labor costs and
to consolidate control over music production. This is most pronounced in the
cinema and radio, where through recording and sound amplification, film stu-
dios and stations could discharge musicians while simultaneously standardizing
and centralizing production. Today, there are a handful of massive companies
with controlling interests across music activities; one or two companies control
majority market shares in recording, radio, concert tickets, streaming and
music licensing. In this way, music companies exert monopsony power over the
purchase of musical labor. The market of recorded music is greater than it’s
ever been and growing each year because of streaming (RIAA n.d.). Recorded
music has become re-capitalized and re-secured as a profit-generating com-
modity, however, even less profit is trickling down to the recording artists who
make music. A significant reason for this is the “big pool” model which directs
revenues to the most successful artists.

The big pool model brings into focus algorithms as a driver of inequality.
The Spotity algorithms are carefully designed to generate profit through the
reintroduction of a new type of payola system where artists and labels are pres-
sured to accept lower royalty rates in exchange for favorable placement in pop-
ular playlists. Worse still is the use of royalty-free music to pad out playlists by
delivering low-cost library music to aloof listeners. Their incentive to use this
low-cost music is to retain more of the user fees which would otherwise be paid
to royalty-earning artists. This highlights the simple fact that Spotify’s profit is
whatever it does not pass onto artists. The use of library music or ghost artists
in conjunction with a profit seeking algorithm represents a new frontier in the
power of labor-saving technology to extract more surplus value from music
workers.

Music workers today are actively organizing for justice over streaming. The
most central demand in these struggles is a change to model by which revenue
from streaming is returned to the artist. Specifically, emerging organizations
like the Union of Musicians and Allied Workers (UMAW) are secking user-
centered models with minimum royalties. While these changes are urgently
needed, an equally important task is to fight against the algorithm itself. On the
horizon are new technologies which can use the incredible data gathered from
listener behavior to produce original music without infringement, displacing all
music labor with artificially produced music curated to hapless users by artificial
DJs (Hochberg 2022; Perez 2023). If this dystopia is realized, the struggle
over streaming models is rendered moot.

Discrete struggles over technology are part of a continuous struggle between
labor and capital over the control of the labor process. Spotify’s motives and
use of new technology mirrors the motivations and deployment of recording in
the film and radio stations generations earlier. Certain music technologies are
deployed by capital to gain control over production and reduce labor costs.
The MP3 crisis, for a moment, broke the hold that big music had over the sale
of music. However, this was short lived and led directly to the behemoth enter-
prises today who maintain monopoly control over the sale of music and
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monopsony control over the purchase of musical labor. While capital is now
exceptionally powerful and well organized, labor power is diffuse. The lesson
from AFM’s past success offers a path for the deeply exploited music workers
today: don’t mourn, organize.
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CHAPTER 11

Exploring the Origins of Digital
Burnout in the Music Industries and What
to Do About It

Christopher Woods and Jack Davis

INTRODUCTION

In the twenty-first century, DIY music cultures have increasingly been able to
traverse beyond the physical space of their host cities and localised areas more
efficiently than ever before. This is largely thanks to developments in commu-
nicative technologies, such as digital platforms. However, with the initially
emancipatory emergence and growing prominence of digital platforms, the
precarity of DIY musicianship faces additional pressures today. These pressures
are manifest in the form of an increasingly apparent pathology of our net-
worked age: digital burnout. Through the insatiable demands from consumers,
fans and labels concerning social media and streaming content in the ever-
expanding digital economy, musicians are reportedly exasperated by the situa-
tion; they are overworked, stressed out and confused (MMF 2022). In the
digital age of the twenty-first century, DIY musicians now must contend with
new pressures from online platforms, and streaming services and the algorithms
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that structure them as musicianship is increasingly embedded into commercial
structures of the digital economy as a potential avenue for making a living out
of music (Bennett and Guerra 2023; Kiberg 2023). This chapter interrogates
the dark side of ‘doing it yourself” (DIY) in the twenty-first-century digital age
by analysing the power of digital platforms and their underpinning algorithmic
infrastructures, which provide a new interface between DIY musicianship and
the popular music industries. We do so by situating these developments in the
Californian ideology, which originated in California’s Silicon Valley.

At the Southern end of San Francisco in Northern California is Silicon
Valley, the symbolic home of the digital revolution. Once home to one of the
world’s largest fruit-producing and packing industries, Silicon Valley has been
transformed since the 1960s into the beating heart of technological innovation
and digital capitalism (Barbrook and Cameron 1996). Funded by the U.S. mil-
itary, the scientists of Stanford University pioneered the microchip and internet
technologies, innovations that continue to transform how humans organise
their lives today (Bridle 2018). Silicon Valley is the birthplace of many signifi-
cant computing corporations, including Apple, Google, Intel and Hewlett-
Packard (HP). Other tech giants such as IBM, Microsoft, Netflix, Meta,
Samsung and Tesla have since established headquarters in Silicon Valley.

Noticing the transformative possibilities of digital technologies and the
global consequences of innovations emanating from Silicon Valley, Richard
Barbrook and Andy Cameron coined the phrase Californian Ideology to denote
a melding of San Fran-based cultural bohemianism with the hi-tech industries
of Silicon Valley. The Californian ideology “promiscuously combines the free-
wheeling spirit of the hippies and the entrepreneurial zeal of the yuppies” but
also represents “capitalism’s relentless drive to diversify and intensify the cre-
ative powers of human labour [...] qualitatively transforming how we work,
play, and live together” (1996, p. 44). Underpinning the Californian ideology
is an overly positivistic outlook concerning the progressive social power of
entrepreneurial technology culture. However, in contrast to technological uto-
pianism, Barbrook and Cameron foresaw as early as the mid-1990s that this
curious fusion of hippie social liberationism with libertarian economic ideology
held the potential for transforming digital information technologies from har-
bingers of freedom into “the machines of dominance” (Barbrook and Cameron
1996, p. 61). Intervening decades have seen the acceleration and intensifica-
tion of this trend, realised through the emergence of a new stage of capitalism
which relies on data surveillance through the growth of platforms and Web 2.0
(Zuboft 2018; Srnicek 2017; Muldoon 2022). Through the process, the
promise of freewheeling, autonomous innovation has been curtailed, absorbed
and obstructed through the inevitable monsters of its creation in the form of
digital platforms, which have been increasingly integrated as crucial drivers of
the popular music industry.

The core argument of this chapter is that recent technological innovations
predominantly originating from Silicon Valley are impacting how musicians
market and promote their creations. With the rise of digital platforms as a key
mode of organising the production and distribution of music (Zhang and
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Negus 2021), many musicians are today experiencing what is being described
as digital burnout. Digital burnout refers to the physical and mental exhaustion
which is caused by feeling forced or compelled to spend unhealthy periods in
front of screens and the associated pressures of social media use which comes
in tandem with online activities (Petersen 2021). Discussions around this sub-
ject matter became prevalent following the Music Managers Foundation
(MMF) report in 2022, which identified an explosion of post-pandemic digital
burnout in professional discourse amongst musicians themselves and their col-
leagues who worked in the industry (MMF 2022). In particular, the report
highlighted that pressures exerted on musicians to comply with the incessant
demands of digital content production results in increased cases of digital
burnout amongst both aspiring and professional musicians.

In the following pages, we will unpack this idea and draw upon evidence
from recent studies of music industries to devise means of addressing these
issues. We begin by briefly recounting the history of digitisation before provid-
ing an analysis which suggests the role of social media and platform algorithms
in producing digital burnout. Understanding the power of these curious com-
putations and how they influence the ways we go about making music is the
motivation behind this chapter. This chapter ends with a call for increased
transparency around algorithms and best practice advice from social media
companies to help musicians understand how to navigate their careers in the
digital age.

THE MYTH OF DIGITAL DISINTERMEDIATION
IN THE MUSIC INDUSTRIES

In the late twentieth and early twenty-first century, major labels often utilised
exploitative multi-year contracts to commodify localised DIY bands and scenes.
This meant DIY bands and cultures frequently suffered a loss of artistic inde-
pendence, and independent labels and spaces suffered a loss in momentum and
interest, struggling to compete with larger and more corporate purveyors of
the scene. Moreover, these processes of co-optation by major labels led to the
commodification of ‘indie’ or ‘alternative’ cultural scenes by the mainstream
popular industry (Fisher 2009; Hesmondhalgh 1999). Over the twentieth cen-
tury, this blurred the boundaries between authentic DIY and leading to once
oppositional scenes becoming a form of entrepreneurship and innovation, pro-
viding a means of product differentiation (Heath and Potter 2004 ) and serving
to legitimise popular music industries (McGuigan 2009). In this sense, DIY
cultures rarely (fully) exist outside of consumer capitalism despite their attempts
to develop music as a form that attempts to bypass connotations of exploitation
or alienation within popular music industries (Jones 2021).

Adding to the complexities of this relationship between DIY musicians and
popular music industries, the rise of twenty-first-century digital technologies
has posed an alternative route to commercial success for musicians from as early
as the mid-2000s. At first, digital technologies offered a means of democratis-
ing the production and consumption of music, yet has so far resulted in both
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DIY and professional musicians becoming further embedded into the ecology
of mainstream music industries (Collins and Young 2017). This chapter will
focus primarily on how digital platforms have conditioned cultural develop-
ments and consider the negative effects these transformations are having on
artists and cultural producers. Yet, we wish to also express that the internet and
indeed digital platforms maintain a democratising potential and can still offer
the possibility of empowering grassroots, societal participation (Van Dijck et al.
2018, Poell et al. 2021).

The first wave of music industry digitisation occurred when illicit file-sharing
across early peer-to-peer online networks significantly undermined the value of
recorded music (David 2016). During this time, online cultures and communi-
ties of reciprocal file-sharing emerged and flourished (Giesler and Pohlmann
2003). In tandem with the digital disruption of the music industry in the late
1990s arose a wave of enthusiasm around the potential for the internet to offer
musicians unprecedented access to audiences worldwide, access to which was
to be free of interference from major corporations. In music industry studies
from this time, scholars spoke of digital disintermediation (Rogers 2013). This
concept refers to the potential for the internet to make the roles of traditional
music industry intermediaries obsolete.! Theories of digital disruption pre-
dicted the potential of the internet to facilitate direct-to-fan connections which
would mean that such roles would disappear in the future (Kusek & Leonhard
2005). In other words, musicians could become emancipated from the hold of
major music corporations, heralding the age of digital democratisation.
Essentially, the internet could free music from the clasp of major labels. Digital
disintermediation became a key theme in the study of popular music around
the turn of the twenty-first century, as scholars, musicians and industry profes-
sionals debated the impact of new communicative technologies on the land-
scape of the music industry (Rogers 2013; Collins and Young 2017; Wikstrom
2013; Hesmondhalgh and Meier 2018).

We can begin to unpack the complexities of digital disintermediation
through the implications of digital software and social media platforms on DIY
music culture. The rise of the internet and the growing accessibility of digital
programmes such as Pro Tools provided DIY musicians with the possibility of
recording and distributing music in ways previously unforeseen (Collins and
Young 2017). Due to this, in the post-2000s era of digital platforms there has
been a re-configuration of the pre-digital ‘basement’ and ‘garage’-orientated
DIY scenes of the past through to today’s surfeit of bedroom musicians. As
early as the mid-2000s, the scratchy demos uploaded by Alex Turner to
Myspace shot the Arctic Monkeys to the front covers of magazines such as the
NME in 2005. Moreover, 2012 saw the rise of SoundCloud rappers like Yung
Lean and producers such as the Sad Boys, who changed the hip-hop and rap

'"Traditional intermediaries refer to key music industry players such as record labels, managers,
concert promoters and radio DJs. Digital disintermediation refers to the idea that, in the digital
age, music could flow frictionlessly from producer to consumer without any interference from
middlemen, see Kusek & Leonhard (2005).
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scene. Yung Lean and the Sad Boys expanded the rap genre’s cultural and geo-
graphical boundaries by incorporating a 'vapour wave' style, slurring mumbled
lyrics that lacked a distinct narrative, and merging American pop culture refer-
ences with emo-influenced, vulnerable lyrics. This SoundCloud rap scene has
since inspired many more commercially successful artists such as Travis Scott,
who recently collaborated with Yung Lean on the single ‘Ghosttown’. The cur-
rent crop of bedroom pop musicians, such as Clairo and Beabadoobee, have
once again pushed lo-fi music to the forefront of cultural popularity. In short,
whilst the commercial system remains firmly in place, independent DIY musi-
cians have been increasingly influential, becoming established and achieving
success within the mainstream.

To an extent, the internet, the development of social media and streaming
services, and growing access to the necessary recording and production tools
appeared to allow DIY musicians to retake control of their art and self-manage
the direction of their careers in ways not previously foreseen. However, the
success of DIY artists is an important driver of the music industry as their suc-
cess is frequently co-opted as a means of providing new genres and markets of
differentiation. This was the case throughout the twentieth century (Peterson
and Berger 1975; Peterson and Berger 1971; Gillett 1970; Hesmondhalgh
1999) and continues to be the case today (Hesmondhalgh 2021a;
Hesmondhalgh and Meier 2018). The growing availability of social media has
opened up new avenues for the popular music industries to identify, co-opt and
commercialise the success of DIY artists (Arditi 2020).

This growth in the success of internet-based musicians is often celebrated as
an emancipatory development (Collins and Young 2017; Rogers 2013).
However, the pressures and politics of DIY alongside the mainstream co-
optation of this musical subculture mean major music corporations still hold
sway over DIY music culture in the digital age. The number of artists who
‘make it” will always be generally few and far between (Osborne 2020).
However, the major labels are now joined by a cast of technology entrepre-
neurs and a new class of media moguls (Rogers 2013; Taylor 2015;
Hesmondhalgh and Meier 2018). The growing power of the digital economy
means DIY musicians are increasingly beholden to commercial platform ser-
vices in terms of promoting and releasing their music. As opposed to heralding
an age of digital disruption through facilitating direct-to-fan connections as a
means of bypassing the commercial infrastructure of mainstream music indus-
tries, the growth of the digital economy has provided new avenues for co-
opting and commercialising DIY music cultures.

Record label executives have also fallen for the myth of digital disinterme-
diation, restructuring their organisations to adapt to the new demands of
twenty-first-century music industries. This involves a process of offsetting any
losses incurred by the radical devaluation of recorded music in the digital age
by increasing workload expectations on the artist. This means continuing to
perform their own marketing and social media promotional activities (MMEF
2022). Moreover, labels generally provide musicians with under-resourced,
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overworked and often junior (or inexperienced) staff. With less professional
support behind them, musicians experience an overwhelming number of digi-
tal choices and obligations, and the sheer volume of music and digital content
demands are debilitating. This is an issue faced by artists at all career stages and
levels of success. Compounding this, both major and independent record labels
have increasingly pursued a strategy of reinvesting marketing budgets into the
production of new releases, which offloads the responsibility for marketing
onto the musicians themselves (MMF 2022). The consequence of this situa-
tion is that overworked musicians are increasingly expected to become social
media experts, video editors and digital technology gurus (Woods 2023). This
problematic situation is exacerbated by the hypercompetitive nature of the
digital marketplace and attention economy (Woodcock and Johnson 2019). To
fully understand the consequences of this, in the following section, we briefly
outline the emergence and development of the internet and the platforms it
hosts before unpacking the implications of such developments for DIY artists
and the popular music industries.

DiaGrTisING Music INDUSTRIES AND THE EMERGENCE
OF PLATFORM CAPITALISM

Throughout the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, DIY culture
was frequently heralded for the formation of “free spaces’, within which specific
and often subversive values, norms and ideals are celebrated (Culton and
Holtzman 2010). This is because DIY historically relies on small-scale spaces,
such as through ‘bedroom’ record labels (e.g. Lookout! in East Bay released
influential records by Green Day and Operation Ivy in the early 1990s), ‘lo-fi’
home recordings (just listen to Minor Threats self-titled album), and makeshift
live venues (such as ‘The Church’, where Black Flag are resident-performers in
the film ‘The Decline of Western Civilisation”). While alone these aspects tend
to emphasise frugality and self-sufficiency, when combined to form larger
scenes—such as the 1980s hardcore punk scene—they operate as the founda-
tion for autonomous activity (Jones 2021). An example of this organisation of
free space was mapped in the early 1990s by the music magazine
Maximumrocknroll, which published a city-by-city guide entitled Book Your
Own Fucking Life for US-based musicians (Ozzi 2021). With the emergence of
the internet, it appeared that connecting DIY cultures and the musicians resid-
ing in them would be easier than ever before. Yet, this changed with the rise of
the digital economy.

In the early twentieth century and in particular, from 2009 to 2011, the
emergence of social media platforms such as Twitter was further hailed for
facilitating new modes of social organising and citizen journalism around coun-
tercultural movements. This phenomenon became particularly prevalent dur-
ing the Arab Spring and Occupy protests (Passini 2012). But the celebration of
digital emancipation was followed by a parallel of manipulation, due to the
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emergence of what has been termed ‘platform’ (Srnicek 2017) or ‘surveillance’
(Zuboft 2018) capitalism. The emphasis of the digital economy on data mining
and extraction (from users) provides a new logic of accumulation “which
extract value from the production of consumer communication, lifestyles and
subjectivities” (Zwick and Bradshaw 2016, p. 96). Moreover, the pressures of
the digital economy in producing more, rather than less work coupled with
experiences of constant surveillance have been found to erode the resilience of
users (Ens and Marton 2021) and encourage the exploitation of the self (Heeris
Christensen et al. 2023), blurring the boundaries of work and recreation while
isolating the individual from supportive communities.

The growing role of technology entrepreneurs and media moguls arose with
the emergence of streaming media technologies and services has installed a new
dominant logic of accumulation in the popular music industries (Arditi 2018).
This is because the emergence of streaming services and digital platforms
offered a previously unforeseen means of gathering very large numbers of data
points about their users (Zuboff 2018; Srnicek 2017). The core purpose of
these services is to make a profit by encouraging ongoing engagements and
subscriptions which foster an endless consumption of music amongst other
media (social, televisual, etc.). Through this process, music consumption is
heavily shaped by categories formulated and demanded by advertisers which
can be shaped via algorithms to the taste of individual consumers (Prey 2018).
The integration of personalised digital platforms like Spotify, Amazon or Apple
Music into our lives tracks and guides our actions, behaviours, interactions and
communications. As a result, the creative output of DIY musicians is now
mediated by multiple digital services, and the companies which own them
wield a considerable amount of power. This begs the question of whether it is
our taste that is shaping what the algorithm shows us or if it is the case today
that algorithms are increasingly shaping our taste.

Digital platforms operate through a dichotomy of emancipation and manip-
ulation. In short, digital platforms are structured around manipulative “accu-
mulating tendencies towards power, capital and corporate ownership”, yet they
rely on emancipatory “human, cultural practices related to work, democracy,
and creativity” (Kiberg 2023, p. 3). Indeed, the success of platforms, such as
Facebook and Spotify, lies in their ability to be perceived as an emancipatory or
empowering space while extracting value from the individuals, musicians and
communities they host. We are entering a world where even our most private
and intimate moments become commodified. Technology companies have
developed the capacity to capture data by leveraging increased degrees of user
participation since the emergence of Web 2.0.

This innovation ushered in an era whereby “life itself, with all its oddities
and anomalies, has become a prime source of capitalist exploitation. Data is
extracted from tiny differences in taste, consumer behaviour and opinions,
then run through various computational procedures, visualized and sold to the
highest bidder” (Lovink 2019, p. 82). The information created (i.e., data)
from a growing range of social activities is encouraged and shaped by the
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algorithms which guide user activity (Zuboff 2018). At the same time, plat-
forms mask their exploitative practices in the language of community, while
musicians, promoters, DIY labels and fans may be able to “communicate with
nearly anyone across the globe” through digital technologies and their com-
municative affordances, they “can’t determine the conditions in which we con-
nect” (Muldoon 2022, p. 2).

In mainstream accounts, the true impact of the internet on the profitability
of the music industry’s ability to generate value from music-related products
was grossly exaggerated (Rogers 2013). However, as Arditi (2020) argues, the
crisis of music industry digitisation was less of a crisis and more a rhetorical
effort by the recording industry to lobby for greater control over copyright and
foster a moral argument for still paying for music (despite being freely available
and easily accessible in other sources online). The reality of digital re-
intermediation became increasingly apparent as the industry responded to file
sharing by pursuing platform providers, individual sharers and Internet Service
Providers (ISPs) in the courts while enforcing the licensing of digital providers
(Rogers 2013). This trend has only intensified over the past two decades. Of
course, we can share our favourite tracks online. In fact, we can share almost
anything online, but this always occurs on someone else’s terms. That someone
else can usually be found in the Santa Clara Valley.

Both Silicon Valley tech barons and their innovations act as new intermedi-
aries for the music industries, inflating the already sizeable number of barriers
and obstacles musicians face in the way of making a viable career in music. Even
‘alternative’ platforms such as SoundCloud and Bandcamp are compromised in
the prevailing capitalisation of self-managed DIY musicianship (Hesmondhalgh
et al. 2019). More recent innovations such as streaming services and newsfeed
curation (i.e., personalisation) algorithms mean that today, these digital inter-
mediaries are not always people. In the past, these roles were played by humans
such as those who work as talent spotters for major labels. Whilst traditional
roles such as managers and A&R personnel still exist and still have an impor-
tant role to play in music industries, the role played by algorithms in deciding
who hears your music or sees your posts poses a new complication in twenty-
first-century music-making.

ALGORITHMIC INTERMEDIATION AND THE RISE
OF DIGITAL BURNOUT

Algorithms are digital computations whose workings and underpinning logics
remain hidden in the backend of computer programmes. Importantly today,
they are actively shaping social reality by making predictions about what con-
tent is most likely to keep us scrolling or listening. More importantly, however,
most of us have no idea how they function or by what measures or categorisa-
tion they make these calculations about our lives. These technologies control
what we see on our phones, which artists are recommended to us, who we
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listen to and even frame how we interpret and interact with the world around
us. This is achieved through increasingly innovative modes of targeted market-
ing, nudges and push notifications (Prey 2018). Moreover, these technologies
have become increasingly embedded into the popular music industries, which
has had dire consequences on the well-being of musicians in terms of the
expectations concerning creative output (Karakayali et al. 2018; Seaver 2022).

In 2022, the Music Managers Foundation (MMF) published a report on
digital burnout. The report noted recent changes in commitments in musi-
cians’ contracts. Workload expectations have rapidly increased to an artist today
having to produce around 24 tracks in up to 3 years as well as all the associated
promotional content that goes with each release (MMF 2022). This is an
increase of up to 50% in terms of musical output if we are to take the standard
music industry 12-week release schedule as standard, that is, between 4 and 5
single releases in a year. In music industry terms, recent developments in musi-
cal production technologies have seen musicians increasingly evolve into micro-
hit factories (Strachan 2007; Collins and Young 2017). This is because the
demand for social media and streaming-friendly content has become insatiable,
and the MMF report highlights that labels’ insistence on increased engage-
ment leads to stress, anxiety and other mental health issues (MMF 2022).

The issue of digital burnout arose when household names began to spear-
head a backlash against the demands and pressures labels placed on their musi-
cians to create daily content for TikTok and other platforms. According to the
MMEF, digital burnout is an issue that’s been simmering away for some time,
and TikTok obligations are just the tip of the iceberg for this problem (MMF
2022). By requiring musicians to promote themselves commercially without
the relevant training or community support, the popular music industries put
artists at risk and produces unnecessary and harmful competition. Moreover,
the emphasis on social media promotion compromises the protection a com-
munity, manager or label can offer musicians which could be achieved by
screening, supporting or directing their activities and interactions. This situa-
tion also exposes musicians to front-line criticism, trolling and bullying, which
affects creative choices and diminishes self-esteem and confidence while isolat-
ing artists from previously supportive, autonomous communities.

In line with the increased expectations for musical production, a new devel-
opment in the music industries is that to access key sources of revenue, musi-
cians must command a significant social media following (Woods 2023). Social
media engagement and streaming numbers are essential in determining whether
a musician receives playlisting and marketing support. Pursuing the viral route
to success in popular music presents musicians with seemingly attractive alter-
native routes to entering music markets previously reliant upon winning the
support of traditional industry gatekeepers (i.e., managers, label owners and
A&R reps). This in turn has meant that intermediaries have not been negated
at all, but rather new ones have formed within the digital economy. Human
gatekeepers are one form of intermediary, but due to the growth in social
media and streaming service personalisation, algorithms also function as
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inhuman intermediaries. As influential actors in music industries, algorithms
retain the capacity to nudge users and affect their judgement by encouraging
or discouraging certain behaviours and actions. Producers often need these
algorithms to be appeased to ascertain consistent visibility in digital culture. To
gain success in the digital age, musicians’ output must meet the algorithmic
criteria set out by streaming services, social media platforms and advertisers
(Prey 2018).

For musicians, the requirement for meeting algorithmic criteria raises addi-
tional challenges. In the era of platform-orientated streaming, ‘vanilla’ releases
take priority. The contemporary ecology of music-making encourages the need
for more frequent, unchallenging output from musicians who must now seize
upon audiences of distracted, perhaps overworked, or anxious listeners through
platforms that generate anaesthetised, algorithmically designed playlists (Pelly
2017, Pelly 2018). As such, it has been argued that the growth in streaming
culture serves to encourage an increased output of bland and unchallenging
music which prioritises a functional rather than meaningful experience for
musicians and fans alike (Hesmondhalgh 2021b). This has led to musicians
reporting that they have resorted to a focus-group attitude towards songwriting
(Woods 2023), which refers to a conscious effort to ape or mimic existing
popular styles. Furthermore, due to the growing prevalence of streaming ser-
vices, music is increasingly characterised to be socially functional, endlessly
played in the ‘background’ of other activities which serves to reinforce a market
for bland outputs aimed at casual, passive listeners which fit comfortably into
curated playlists in the form of ‘streambate’ pop (Pelly 2018). Both examples
show how social media not only shapes taste but also shapes the aesthetic qual-
ity of music. In other words, social media and streaming services stifle the cre-
ative innovation and output of musicians.

Compounding these issues is musicians’ reliance upon algorithmic favour
which determines the degree to which their music is played for new listeners
(Karakayali et al. 2018). For DIY and professional musicians alike, cultivating
an online fanbase relies on their algorithmic visibility. In other words, musi-
cians increasingly depend on social media and streaming algorithms not only to
get heard in the first place but also to determine whether or not that music is
valuable.? The lack of industry-led education around digital media and best use
practices means musicians are constantly left second guessing their approach,
judging their performance in real time as the likes and shares fluctuate unpre-
dictably (MMF 2022).

Furthermore, producing promotional content costs money, and there is a
lack of recognition from the labels seeking to offload as much of these costs as
possible onto the musicians they roster. This issue is directly addressed in the
MMEF report which recommends greater transparency in the relationship
between managers, labels and digital service providers, particularly regarding

2In a direct monetary sense or in the sense of commercial potential in the eyes of key gatekeepers
which themselves can be both human and inhuman.
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the inner workings of algorithms, which can allow for more efficient planning
and strategising. Managers felt like too much time and resources were needed
for social media, compromising mental health and commercial decisions and
reducing the time and space required for musicians to be creative. Algorithmic
openness would leave musicians with more time and space to work on their art.

However, the case of musicians experiencing digital burnout raises the ques-
tion of why people do things so clearly in opposition to satistying their best
interests. What are we really doing, and who are we actually doing it for? It
should be clear from the preceding discussions that increasingly we are doing
these things in the best interest of social media and streaming platform moguls
whose business models rely on increased engagement. This is due to their prin-
cipal source of revenue coming from advertising meaning that glueing users to
screens is the expressed aim of algorithmic curation. It is screen time and not
the content that is valuable in the age of surveillance capitalism (Zuboff 2018).
It should have also become increasingly clear that these changes to music
industry practices, protocol and business decision-making are resulting in an
increasingly difficult situation for musicians who know their job is less about
making music and more about making content. Both the physical and mental
health alongside the creative output of artists is now suffering because of this
situation. So, the final question remains, what can we do about it?

DISPELLING MYTHS OF CALIFORNIAN IDEOLOGY

Research conducted by Woods (2023) uncovers the extent to which musicians
today devote their time to succeeding online. Musicians are increasingly
seduced by the myth of the viral route to success, and it is this algorithmic
mediation of social reality that compels musical subjects (i.e., aspiring artists)
to fall under the spell of the Californian ideology. For the music industry, this
myth reads that musicians can unlock doors to progressing their musical careers
by accumulating large numbers of likes, shares, comments and streams. In this
sense, music takes a backseat as the social media activity of digital promotion is
prioritised. If musicians look successful on social media, people will take them
seriously, and hopefully, someone will notice them, or they hit the right for-
mula to take their music viral. There is a sense among musicians that with every
post or every new release, this could be the one that makes it, but sitting and
watching (or manipulating) the stream count will never get them there.

Social media algorithms also give the impression that everyone else is doing
better than you are (i.e., that they are going viral). It is tough to remember that
when you idly scroll social media and dream of success, most of the time, so is
everybody else. We are lulled into the idea (to a much more exaggerated and
targeted extent) that happiness or satisfaction is more straightforward and
achievable than it is (Manson 2016). In such ways, algorithms help constitute
a hyper-illusory and ideological state of digitally mediated un-reality. This is the
effect of the Californian ideology which rests upon the idea that for every prob-
lem, there’s an app for it.
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Compounding these ideological elements, digital media companies and
developers (i.e., Californian idealogues) also retain a physical hold over users.
To explain, in the case of social media, we know that receiving notifications
releases a micro-hit of dopamine in your brain, enough to keep you coming
back for more (Lembke 2021). In this sense, algorithms’ contribution to plat-
form architecture notably draws inspiration from the gambling industry in
attempts to hook users into the service (Greenfield 2017; Lovink 2019); the
drag-down refresh function of social media smartphone apps directly mimics
the mechanics of Vegas’ notorious slot machines. Instead of zapping your bank
balance, social media algorithms in their current usage by platforms such as
Spotify can (if approached in the wrong way) lay waste to musicians’ creative
energies and efforts, leading to instances of digital burnout in their quest for
viral stardom. In Woods’ (2023) research, it is highlighted how the ongoing
pressure of self-promotion across platforms to garner enough followers and
streams becomes all-consuming for musicians. These findings are also corrobo-
rated by the results of the MMF report. Pursuing the algorithmic (i.e., viral)
route to success and the extreme toil, turmoil and exasperation (described
above in the case of digital burnout) represents the toll paid by musicians and
their music. Algorithms enforce unsustainable behaviours through the promise
that if they (i.e., the musicians) follow the algorithmic rules, success will follow.

Algorithmic nudging also influences the music artists produce (Kiberg
2023). We can call this phenomenon algorithmically induced cultural
homogenisation. To explain, it has been noted that algorithms contain biases
(Noble 2018). In the context of machine learning (i.e., the technology which
underpins social media and streaming service curation algorithms), bias means
that even after extensive training, an algorithm is unable to learn or acquire
anything essential about the object of learning (or the target). One illustrative
case of this is when a Google Images algorithm labelled a picture of black
people as gorillas (Greenfield 2017). It is not that Google’s developers are
overtly racist (although some inevitably will be, as is unfortunately the case in
any given group or society). The issue at hand is not with the fact that Google
used machine learning to identify objects in images, but rather with the biased
dataset it used for training. Specifically, the dataset that Google provided for
training the machine learning algorithm only included images of people with
white skin, which led to algorithmic bias that struggles to accurately identify
people with non-white skin as people. In many ways, this is an accurate reflec-
tion of the society we live in (and a very poor one), given that the average
Silicon Valley worker is much more likely to have lighter skin than dark. In one
way, this shows society’s deep-rooted and systemic racial profiling and discrimi-
nation but also countenances the idea that data are neutral.

To function, algorithms and machine learning systems are fed with data
which must in turn be captured by an instrument or some other measurement
process. Furthermore, the term ‘raw data’ is a confusing misnomer because
human perception is already a process of editing and curating the reality which
produces the data (Greenfield 2017). This degree of editing and curation is
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amplified in the digital age where data must become machine-readable (i.e.,
series of 1s and Os unintelligible to most humans). What is collected and what
constitutes data are subject to ideology, the Californian ideology of digital capi-
talism. The algorithm will not recognise what it does not already know, seri-
ously curtailing the potential for differentiation and experimentation in the
digital age. The choices made in designing an algorithm entail profound con-
sequences for the things it sorts or calculates (Greenfield 2017). This again
leads to musicians facing a mediated reality of requiring music to be bland
enough to suit the algorithm (Pelly 2017), and be situated in the known field
around which the algorithm operates. To be recognised, musicians must con-
sistently ensure their music or promotional posts suit algorithmic criteria (or
rules) unknowable to them. This serves to contribute to digital burnout
through its lack of transparency. Algorithmic black boxing contributes to the
exasperation of contemporary DIY musicianship while limiting the scope for
new alternatives to emerge through such structures. It requires musicians to
spend more time in front of screens focusing on second guessing what might
get picked up by the algorithm, and less time focusing on the production of
new and interesting music.

TRACING ALTERNATIVE PATHWAYS IN THE DIGITAL AGE

How, then, can we begin to overcome these challenges and work towards a
form of digital musicianship that is free of burnout and curtailed creative pos-
sibilities? In other words, how do we re-emancipate musicianship and foster
‘free spaces’ for the future? There is no easy answer to this question, and there
is likely no singular fix. There are, however, avenues available to us that can be
found by focusing on the lost possibilities of DIY culture. This means consider-
ing how practices of the past might be re-adapted for musicians in the twenty-
first century. A start might be to foreground the voluntarism and mutual aid
which facilitate the successful reproduction of grassroots music industries and
cultures, on which the mainstream music industries (and by extension, stream-
ing services and digital platforms) rely (Toynbee 2000; Laing 2012). Due to its
ideological embeddedness in the system, DIY music has lost its oppositional
facets in the twenty-first century.

As such, we require a return to promoting the formation of autonomous
communities which address harm and foster well-being through reciprocated
care for music and for one another. Care and mutual aid exist in opposition to
the commercial forces of the popular music industries and the digital economy
around which musical communities are increasingly organised today. By refut-
ing the call for endless, algorithmically guided competition for streams, follow-
ers and viral hits, musicians can (at the very least) begin to avoid the trap of
digital burnout. While undoubtedly difficult given how embedded DIY artists
are into the capitalist digital economy, emphasising the production of alterna-
tive structures based on music rather than commercial economic indicators
might provide a workable framework for this. One means of doing so would
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mean a return to more collective, community-orientated actions by DIY musi-
cians in a fashion that is adapted to the digital age. Such action must be posi-
tioned in direct opposition to the algorithmic structures which currently shape
musicians’ subjectivities and curtail their creative energy. Rather than pursuing
short-term viral hits as a central facet of DIY culture, there is scope for longer-
term aims in terms of building sustainable, localised DIY cultures which foster
free spaces (Trelease 2023; Culton and Holtzman 2010) both in and outside
of the digital realm. In our final sections, we outline two alternative pathways
for musicians alongside other members of DIY culture (and the popular music
industries) which trace an alternative route to collective success.

PLAYING WITH ALGORITHMS

One option would be to play the system or game the algorithm. We must
realise that those numbers on social media do not really mean very much at all.
Particularly to professionals in the industry (Woods 2023). To elaborate,
beyond trying to appease the algorithm, musicians also face potential penalisa-
tion in the form of shadow banning if they are seen to not play by the algorith-
mic rules, which can be devastating to DIY artists as it leads them to lose their
hard-earned momentum (i.e., digital presence). However, drawing upon per-
sonal experiences of being a musician, Woods (2023) remembers releasing a
new single and wishing to boost measly streaming figures; his band all began
streaming the single on repeat, silently as they went about their days. In such a
way, it was possible to accumulate a substantial number of streams (enough to
brag about on social media, at least). However, after some time, it was remarked
(by the band) that their inclusion in algorithmically curated playlists on Spotify
was beginning to drop; related artists features disappeared, and their ‘organic’
network was neutralised (Woods 2023).

The band decided to obey and stop and allow the accumulation to occur
naturally instead. Over time, these features came back, and tracks started being
sent to subscribers and listeners automatically, but the numbers racked up by
gaming the system were never repeated in this manner. However, in a funny
twist of fate, the band became aware of local arts council funding available to
musicians who had achieved over 100,000 streams on a particular release.
Totting up totals across streaming sites, it was determined that only a few thou-
sand more streams were required. The band returned to silent streaming to win
this funding. In essence, it was decided that subsidised recording was worth
more than the remote possibility of viral fame. This example illustrates how the
value and importance of online figures fluctuate and is changeable based on
circumstance or situation.

Another example of gaming the system comes from the American neo-funk
outfit Vulfpeck who found viral fame on YouTube. Instead of burdening their
fans with advertisements and promotional content which would disrupt their
lo-fi basement or garage jams, instead turned to Spotify to try and finance their
first major tour. The band released a whole album of silent tracks all around 30
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seconds long.? They asked their followers across social media to stream this
new album on repeat whilst they were sleeping or not listening to other
Vulfpeck releases (of course). Over weeks and months, the measly amount of
streaming revenue most artists receive accumulated into a sizeable amount
($20,000). Enough to support a tour of the US. That figure could have been
made much bigger had Spotify not removed the album (Sleepify) after only
seven weeks on the platform (Jonze 2014). This strategy inspired the approach
adopted by Woods (2023) and his band but what we are asking you is to be
inspired by these ideas and find your own ways of using technologies to your
own advantage and not for those who reside in Silicon Valley.

PurTING ALGORITHMS IN THEIR PLACE

For another riposte to the argument developed over the preceding pages, we
can draw once again from the findings of Woods (2023) who spoke to several
managers and questioned them as to how much they looked at online figures
when selecting which artists to work with or approach. Examining an artist’s
socials may or may not be the first thing a potential listener will do, but the
industry professionals Woods (2023) spoke to agreed that it would be a foolish
decision to work with an artist based on likes (or streams) alone. The most
important thing for them, they say, is to simply like the song. Other times they
do not even need to like the song (or artist) but to see its potential (to sell).
Furthermore, knowing what to do on social media remains knowledge that is
often party to only those in the know. One manager spoke of how they were
able to boost an artist’s social media engagement rates by simply posting only
reels on Instagram. It is not about hitting upon a formula but simply knowing
what the algorithm wants (i.e., what kind of post will be pushed or promoted).
Knowing what the algorithm wants, however, is difficult information to come
by if you are not in the room. Nevertheless, the consensus seems to be that in
the early stages of an artist’s career, it is more important to focus on selling
tickets (or records) than accumulating social media capital. In fact, several
managers discussed how they would prefer an artist to return to an older tech-
nology and start building mailing lists (Woods 2023).

Finally, the managers spoken to did not say that their main source of clients
was through streaming platforms but primarily through word of mouth from
other professionals (producers, gig promoters, etc.). This also suggests a more
traditional approach to growing your social network is fruitful: getting out
there and meeting people. Go to gigs (not just your own), watch other local
bands, support other local artists and musicians and promote local bars and
venues. Try to build musical communities in your areas instead of globally dis-
persed niches. Treat social media for what it is: a message board, not some
golden ticket or a safe to be cracked. The time, effort, energy and even money
spent bulging the pockets (and datasets) of Californian ideologues and

330 seconds is the point at which a stream triggers royalty payments.
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platform owners would be much better invested in rebuilding the communities
and high streets being decimated in the digital age.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, we have tried to shine a light on the growing issue of digital
burnout in contemporary creative industries. Digital burnout, we argue, is a
direct result of artists’ over (or surplus) engagement with social media and
streaming platforms. We began by tracing the history of the digitisation of
music (industries) and showed that the democratising possibilities of digitisa-
tion promised by the Californian ideology are curtailed by the soft power tac-
tics of algorithms which underpin the logic of establishing a best or desired
practice. As we have discussed, digital platforms consist of a particular system
design (i.e., architecture) created to pattern interactions between its users.
These interactions are shaped in the sense that they are geared towards the
systematic collection, algorithmic processing, circulation and monetisation of
user data (Van Dijck et al. 2018). Interactions with (and generation of) con-
tent across these platforms have contributed to a growing digitisation and data-
fication of consumption practices, which generate traces of communications
and activities through every song streamed, link clicked, message sent, page
liked or post shared (Airoldi 2021; Srnicek 2017; Zuboff 2018). It is this busi-
ness model to which musicians and fans alike are increasingly bound, through
which the industry is offered new forms of competition, control and profitabil-
ity (Srnicek 2017). Through this technology, the Californian ideology, devel-
oped in the 1990s, has changed into a machinic form. The once-promised
emancipatory possibilities of 1990s technology in bringing together DIY com-
munities of musicians and fans in ways previously not thought possible have
faded over time, confined largely to memories of the late twentieth century.
Over the past two decades, our experiences of the digital economy have become
entangled in algorithmic chains, which track and direct musicians and fans alike
across a range of platform infrastructures that hardly anyone fully understands
the workings of.

We have framed the Californian ideology as a form of seductive deception
which promises and prevents the possibility of musicians self-managing their
careers. This is reflected in the operations of social media and digital platforms,
which promise emancipation yet to serve to innovate new forms of social con-
trol and profitability via the ideological functioning of algorithms. Through
platform mediation, the possibilities of emancipated DIY musicianship are dis-
torted by the inequalities, hierarchies and power relations of ideological, algo-
rithmic frameworks. The experiences of these frameworks are instilled and
accepted as common sense by the individual subject, when in fact they are the
opposite, leading to a growing prevalence of digital burnout amongst musi-
cians. This results in musicians gambling on viral success when the odds are
stacked against them, placing their dreams of success in the hands of algorith-
mic processes barely anyone understands. This chapter serves to highlight the
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need to overcome contemporary architecture through which the free and
autonomous spaces of DIY musicianship are twisted in the market logic of the
digital economy. This logic emphasises a framework promoting profitability
and competition over care and reciprocal support. We wish to end this chapter
with a plea for algorithmic transparency. If we must play this game, then let us
play it with a rulebook. In the meantime, however, remember that social media
is only worth as much to your musical career as the value that you are willing
to ascribe.
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CHAPTER 12

Amplifying Value: Labor, Technology,
and Creativity in the Jingle Industry

Ravi Krishnaswamsi

It seems like there used to be more jingles in commercials, doesn’t it? This
chapter shows how the changing aesthetics of American advertising music have
reflected the deteriorating labor power in the creative industries, and disruptive
technologies in music and video production. The most recent thirty-year
period of advertising music can be historicized as three eras: the waning days of
the “jingle” era ending in the late 1980s to early 1990s, the professionalized
“underscore” era dominating the mid to late 1990s and early 2000s, and the
“licensing” era, from the early 2000s to the time of writing this chapter. While
jingle-writing, underscoring, and licensing have all remained viable options,
each period has been dominated by one technique, driving production prac-
tices and aesthetics.

To illustrate these shifts, I have studied the industry’s trade organization,
the Association of Music Producers (AMP). As a representative of the major
players in the ad music industry, AMP provides a window into what is an oth-
erwise poorly understood and unruly overlap between the music and advertis-
ing production industries. I present AMP’s history in the words ofits leadership,
stitching interviews together to document the last thirty years of the organiza-
tion. Because AMP maintains no archive, its institutional memory is scattered
among its past presidents and their oral histories. I will first describe the labor
conditions that animated members of the industry to form a trade association
in the early 1990s. I will then show how changes in the broader music industry
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and its relationship to advertising threatened composers’ creative autonomy
and value in the marketplace. The heart of this chapter will show how the shift
from studios and full-time composer jobs to a freelance economy built on lap-
tops and file-sharing rendered composers’ labor invisible and foreclosed oppor-
tunities to build value through co-creation with advertising producers. Finally,
I will show how AMP gives a largely scattered and marginalized industry legi-
bility in a post-television advertising world.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Advertising music, and the technology behind it, has generated interest in
numerous disciplines, including ethnomusicology, science and technology
studies, and media studies. My research builds on the theoretical and historical
foundations of several music scholars who have already studied the industry, its
practices, and its history. Timothy Taylor’s Music and Capitalism and The
Sounds of Capitalism both portray the advertising music industry and its rela-
tionship to the music industry as a symbiotic relationship driven by the adver-
tising industry’s conquest of culture, an idea influenced by Thomas Frank’s
work on advertising in The Congquest of Cool.' Joanna K. Love’s Soda Goes Pop
takes a longitudinal approach, showing how one brand, Pepsi, has leveraged
popular music to reflect the values of each subsequent “Pepsi Generation.”? In
Selling Out and As Heard on TV, Bethany Klein looks more broadly at the
licensing of popular music in advertising, portraying advertising as a new mar-
ket for the music industry to monetize.* And finally, the recent Oxford Handbook
of Music and Advertising gathers a variety of theoretical and methodological
approaches, organized in the categories of “production,” “text,” and “recep-
tion,” a framework with roots in British cultural studies.* The aforementioned
work do heavy lifting but fall short when approaching the material aspects of
the composition and production of original music, due to the lack of perspec-
tives from the composers and producers themselves.

A primary theme in this chapter is the role that composing, recording, and
postproduction technologies, and their move from elaborate recording studios
to laptops running digital audio workstations, has played in deskilling the
industry. Economist Harry Braverman developed the idea of “deskilling” in
the 1970s. He was primarily concerned with the practice of reducing a skilled
job to a set of menial tasks, a Taylorist/Fordist approach to labor.> Cyrus Bina
places Braverman’s ideas within a neoliberal context, arguing that a “skillset” is
“a possession that can magically evaporate upon the waving wand of

"Taylor, Music and Capitalism; Taylor, The Sounds of Capitalism; Frank, The Conquest of Cool:
Business Culture, Counterculture, and the Rise of Hip Consumerism.

2Love, Soda Goes Pop.

3Klein, Selling Out; Klein, As Heard on TV.

*Deaville, Tan, and Rodman, The Oxford Handbook of Music and Advertising.

5Braverman, Labor and Monopoly Capital, 168.
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technology.”® More recently, David Arditi has argued that many of the tasks of
working musicians, from drummers to tape operators, are easy to deskill
because musicians are fetishized as artists rather than workers.” My own experi-
ence has been that music composition, performance, engineering, and produc-
tion knowledge is less and less necessary as it becomes embedded and
consolidated in automated functions within digital audio workstations.

Paul Theberge and Laura Brown have each studied the rise of the “pro-
sumer” driven by new technologies of recording, sampling, and synthesis,
arguing that composers are increasingly positioned as consumers, rather than
professionals, in an ever-growing marketplace of tools.® Similarly, James
Buhler’s study of the marketing of “virtual” instruments, downloadable, play-
able, sample banks of acoustic instruments, also provides critical insight into
the discourse and practice of film scoring, showing how “epic” instruments are
marketed to amateur composers, selling them the dream of becoming the next
Hans Zimmer.? Placing these ideas in the broader context of digitization and
labor, recent studies on the impact of digitization on professional photogra-
phers are also useful as examples that encourage comparison, showing how
digital tools often arrive as double-edged swords, making workflows simultane-
ously casier for professionals, but also and easily adopted by amateurs.!?

THE EvOoLUTION OF TELEVISION ADVERTISING

While composers and their technologies are at the center of the changes in the
industry, it is important to also examine how the status of advertising agency
vendors reflects broader economic conditions. Advertising agencies have them-
selves been changing their ways of working due to media fragmentation,
brought on first by cable, and then later by the streaming era. Joseph Turow
has written about the advertising industry’s pivot from concentrated media
domination toward audience segmentation and targeting, which threatened
advertisers’ power.!!

As the influence of the broadcast of one ad on one network has decreased
with the explosion of channels possible on cable, advertising creatives had to
generate more content, for more destinations, often within the same overall
budget. More recently, YouTube and other streaming platforms have further
fragmented the media landscape and exponentially increased the types and
modes of media that advertisers need to create for a single brand. This has put

®Bina, “A Note on Technical Change, Skill Formation, and Economic Instability*,” 84.

7 Arditi, “Digital Downsizing,” 504.

8Theberge, Any Sound You Can Imagine: Making Music, Consuming Technology, Brown, “The
Freelance Economy of Music Composition for Digital Media in the Twenty-First Century.”

Buhler, “Blank Music.”

19McDonald, Williams, and Mayes, “How Professional Photographers Engage with and Resist
Digital Platform Work”; Patrick-Thomson and Kranert, “Don’t Work for Free”; Klein-Avraham
and Reich, “Out of the Frame.”

"WTurow, Breaking up America: advertisers and the new medin world, 16.
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downward pressure on production budgets, especially as “new media” is still
considered experimental and thus poorly funded.

This shift has happened simultaneously with the rise of contemporary pro-
curement, or “supply chain management,” which, broadly speaking, focused
brands on maximizing the “value” generated by every expense in creating their
advertising content. Gerard Chick and Robert Handfield’s description of pro-
curement makes clear how it would place downward pressure on production
budgets and increased scrutiny on associated union contracts.'? Procurement
specialists have forced agencies, and their subcontractors, to quantify and
defend the value of their expenditures for originally scored music, an especially
difficult task as the quality, availability, searchability, and editability of much
cheaper production music libraries has increased, while its price has decreased.
This has conveniently happened as production music libraries have grown
exponentially with the availability of DAWs (digital audio workstations) and
virtual instruments.

My research centers the lived experience of workers that are deskilled. This
perspective builds on Be Creative, Angela McRobbie’s qualitative book describ-
ing the ideologies, pedagogies, policies, and affects, that combine to form the
aspirational horizons of middle-class creative workers, who are increasingly
being trained to expect their path to involve entrepreneurship rather than
apprenticeship.'® Similarly, David Hesmondhalgh and Sarah Baker use ethnog-
raphy to document the precarity of current work in media, where the prestige
of working media and creating objects with symbolic value often obscures dif-
ficult and unstable working conditions.'*

These conditions are often associated with neoliberalism. Ilana Gershon
characterizes neoliberalism as “a move from the liberal vision of people owning
themselves as though they were property to a neoliberal vision of people own-
ing themselves as though they were a business.”!® What will become apparent
in the history presented here is that music for advertising is becoming a skill
that contributes to a broader career in music, rather than a full-time career
offering a port of stability, as it once was. Sociologists Valentina Cuzzocrea and
Dawn Lyon have shown how previous generations of workers thought of the
career as a “ladder,” with “stages, phases, steps, and turning points,” but an
overall “hierarchical” and “linear” trajectory, often within one organization,
while the ‘new career literature’ promotes “portfolio career,” especially in the
creative and cultural industries.'®

With all this talk of precarity, what’s the draw? Sociologist Lindsay DePalma
has researched creative professionals’ “passion” for “doing what you love.”!”
DePalma argues that neoliberal ideologies of “rational self-reliance and

12Gerard Chick and Robert Handfield, The Procurement Value Proposition, 16.

13McRobbie, “Be Creative Making a Living in the New Culture Industries.”

4“Hesmondhalgh and Baker, “Creative Work and Emotional Labour in the Television Industry.”
15 Gershon, “Neoliberal Agency.”

16 Cuzzocrea and Lyon, “Sociological Conceptualisations of ‘Career,”” 1032.

”DePalma, “The Passion Paradigm.”
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entrepreneurial risk-taking” are not enough to control workers in the new
economy. Rather, the “DWYL” ideology, that is, “do what you love,” is the
new “normative work ethic” that “prioritizes the intrinsic rewards of more
pleasurable work.”!8

Further complicating the picture for composers, recorded music operates
within several intersecting value systems in United States. The composition
itself may be owned by the composer and licensed for usage or sold to the
agency or brand as a “work for hire.” In addition to direct payment for the
usage of the composition, the owner of the publishing is entitled to royalties
paid by performing rights associations (i.e., PROs) such as ASCAP, BMI, and
SESAC. The master recording may also be sold or licensed, but its synchroni-
zation usage (i.e., usage within a commercial) is always subject to the approval
of whoever owns the underlying composition. Musicians and singers hired for
the recording may be paid either through upfront “buyout” payments, or
through union contracts which include reuse payments (AFM for musicians,
SAG for singers). Blurring these boundaries, an advertising composer often
composes the work, records it, performs on it, and even sings on it.

While popular songs operate within a broader licensing marketplace that
accounts for an artist’s popularity (present, past, or potential) and a song’s
familiarity, the value of music originally composed for advertising is harder to
determine. In trying to understand how jingle composers have increased the
value of their work, Howard Becker’s seminal work on the collaborative social
creation of value in the arts is an important starting point. He makes the case
that “art worlds produce works, and also give them aesthetic value,” arguing
that “the interaction of all the involved parties produces a shared sense of the
worth of what they collectively produce.”'” Sociologist Hannah Wohl builds
on Becker, arguing that “face-to-face interactions not only shape how produc-
ers make creative products but also how they legitimize this creative output as
original to others, including their peers and consumers.”?°

As I will show, remote collaboration foreclosed these opportunities for vali-
dation causing AMP to fill the vacuum with an award show. In their study of
advertising award shows, Brian Moeran and Jesper Pederson argue that indus-
tries construct aesthetic values and credibility through their events and awards.?!
This effort resonates with the work of Nicole Esparza, Edward T. Walker, and
Gabriel Rossman, who have looked at how trade associations build value in
entreprencurial industries.?> AMP’s small but meaningful contributions tell a
wider story about deskilling in the creative industries.

1$DePalma, 137.

¥ Becker, Art Worlds, 39.

20Wohl, “Innovation and Creativity in Creative Industries,” 6.

2! Moeran and Pedersen, Negotiating Values in the Creative Industries.

22Esparza, Walker, and Rossman, “Trade Associations and the Legitimation of Entreprenecurial
Movements.”
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THE 1980s AND 1990s: THE WANING DAYS OF THE JINGLE

Jingle singer Steve Karmen’s autobiographical book Who Killed the Jingle?
describes the 1980s as the “jingle jungle,” a period when singers were million-
aires arriving to sessions in Bentleys.?* Because a singer’s voice was considered
an “on-screen” performance, professional singers hired on behalf of SAG-
signatory brands and agencies were paid through SAG contracts, generating
lucrative residual payments for each subsequent airing. Most large agencies and
brands had to be SAG signatories. Utilization of SAG contracts became a pow-
erful incentive for composers to write big, recognizable, melodies that could
translate to various vocal groupings and styles. From the chewing gum Big Red
to the automaker Ford, big, earnest songs dominated the commercial breaks.
To maximize their income, composers, along with their spouses and friends,
could ostensibly join a group background vocal recording session, no matter
what their vocal abilities were, and be listed on the SAG contract.?* These pay-
ments provided the economic foundation for entrepreneurial composers and
producers to build out their businesses into the first generation of “jingle
houses,” studios exclusively built for serving advertising clients. Wealth became
concentrated in a few influential companies that maintained steady relation-
ships with advertisers and brands. As Karmen recounts, “jingle companies had
accounts, just like agencies, that they could rely on for the stability of steady
income.”?

Taylor describes advertising music in the 1980s as a reflection of the rise of
the baby boomer generation in the positions of power and influence, leading
to more interest in presenting rock music in mainstream media, rather than
traditional barbershop-style songs performed by a “Madison Avenue Choir.”
Yet, the song “Have you driven a Ford lately,” the anthem for the massive
automaker, ran from 1978 to 1990, and while it went through dozens of sty-
listic iterations informed by the latest rock hits on the radio, the song always
ended with its titular call to action. These songs were still closer in form and
function to the jingles of radio and early television than the edgy film and elec-
tronic underscores that took over in the 1990s. Underscores functioned more
like film scores, treating the advertisement like a short film. But more impor-
tantly, the aesthetic evolution from overt jingle to “real authentic song” that
Taylor describes placed more emphasis on the production quality and of the
recording, which created a high demand for arrangers, engineers, newly avail-
able MIDI programmers, and session musicians, setting the stage for “jingle
studios” to become “music houses” in the 1990s, and providing the infrastruc-
ture for a move away from vocal jingles.

23 Karmen, Who Killed the Jingle?, 29.
24Karmen, 59.
25 Karmen, 25.
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ORIGIN STORY: THE ASSOCIATION OF MUsIC PRODUCERS

While AMP existed as an informal group for some years prior, former presi-
dents Jeft Rosner and Jan Horowitz, mark its birth in 1996 or 1997, the point
when AMP formalized its relationship with the Association of Independent
Commercial Producers (AICP), a larger trade association representing film
production companies, and the date its first set of bylaws were written. AMP
has never had its own office, working out of AICP’s Manhattan office, and
holding membership meetings and roundtables at member studios. The twelve
companies that gathered in the mid-1990s were facing common risks to their
businesses. As independent subcontracted vendors creating music for advertis-
ing agencies, they were competitors that guarded their clients protectively, and
actively bid against each other to work for the same handful of large, successful
agencies managing national clients such as automakers, household goods, and
pharmaceutical companies.

Horowitz described AMP and its members as “the thin wedge between
labor and management,” with labor being the musicians and singers, and man-
agement being the agency.?® In the mid-1990s, as lucrative vocal payments
dried up, jingle composers were fed up with their PRO, ASCAP, due to its
paltry rates for jingle and underscore in comparison to famous songs broadcast
underneath commercials. According to former president Liz Myers, “ASCAP
was not paying us the way they should. In fact, they weren’t paying us at all.
And [we] said, ‘Our music is running more than anybody else’s. And it’s just
music at the end of the day.” So, we need parity.”?” Myer’s remark highlights
the perceived gap in value between advertising music and artist-driven music,
and an aspiration that AMP close it.

Horowitz also recalled,

SAG wanted us to put every demo through the union ... and in those days, there
was a lot of singing going on. We were not being paid enough by management,
by the advertising agencies, who barely paid [us to pay] the singers scale wage,
which we all tried to do. If there were two or three re-sings, you can imagine,
everything would have gone through the union, we would have had no operating
money, and certainly nothing for musicians, composers, and our expenses.?

Pitting singers against the composers that hired them, SAG introduced a dra-
conian policy change that would have destroyed most jingle houses’ business
model. Horowitz, on the front line of talent payments, organized the resis-
tance. She characterized herself as part of a cohort of female producers and
business managers who, as administrators, had every phone and fax number of
their competitors in the industry, knew the ins and outs of the financial

26 Horowitz, interview.

27 Myers, interview.
28 Horowitz, interview.
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infrastructure of the industry, and could build community by sharing proprie-
tary information.?

AICP’s President Matthew Miller, who began running the organization in
the mid-1990s, explained that by modeling itself on the AICP and not on the
film editors’ guild, AMP set wide boundaries for its members to operate within,
defining the craft of music for advertising as an interdisciplinary production
space that involved a variety of labor unions, rather than a monolithic guild of
composers who happen to write for ads. This reflected how budgets were often
a mixture of hourly talent payments, flat production fees and copyright transfer
fees, hourly studio fees, and the promise of future royalties from intellectual
property.*® AMP’s formation in the mid-1990s can be seen as the concretiza-
tion of an industry and an acknowledgment that the favorable conditions its
members had enjoyed might be threatened by change.

THE LATE 19908 AND THE UNDERSCORE

Describing the vibrant creativity of advertising in the 1990s in The Congquest of
Cool, Frank describes how agencies shifted their focus from boomers to “an
all-new angry generation, the ‘“Twenty-Somethings,” complete with a panoply
of musical styles, hairdos, and verbal signifiers ready-made to rejuvenate adver-
tising’s sagging credibility.”3! Concurrently, the widespread adoption of the
digital audio workstation (DAW) and its ease of MIDI programming and sam-
pled instruments gave the advertising composer the ability to tightly score ads
and rapidly execute revisions, acting as arranger, mix engineer, and music edi-
tor, creating a period of transition between Fordist and post-Fordist methods
of production. As all-in-one software packages, DAWs paired hard-disk record-
ing (moving to digital audio from analog tape), with MIDI-based composing
and arranging (moving from score paper to MIDI “mockup” arrangements
with synths and samples). The newly self-sufficient “one man band” advertis-
ing composer could churn out demos that sounded closer and closer to final
recordings, leaving much less to the imagination during a competitive demo
process.

Jingle studios in the 1990s usually housed multiple full-time staft compos-
ers, all able to produce high-quality scores at a moment’s notice. Clients could
then travel to their studios to make small adjustments, experiment with new
ideas, and generally turn the process of creating a piece of music into a collab-
orative practice, a process which enabled agencies to treat commercials like
high-budget mini-films in terms of production values. The ability to produce
more rapidly and responsively coincided with similar changes in video editing,
which was revolutionized by Avid’s new desktop editor, released in 1989. This

2 Horowitz.

30 Miller, interview.

3 Frank, The Conquest of Cool: Business Culture, Countercultuve, and the Rise of Hip
Consumerism, 233.
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collaborative atmosphere benefited music houses located in media hubs, such
as New York and Los Angeles, providing their members ample social opportu-
nities for bonding and relationship-building. There was a mutual sense of
accomplishment and ownership that followed a hard day in the studio. Remote
collaboration wasn’t technically feasible, beyond holding a telephone up to a
speaker for an out-of-town client to hear or sending a DAT (Digital Audio
Tape) tape via FedEx. These material constraints and social bonds meant that
musical flexibility was a vital skill rather than a symbol of inauthenticity: being
able to revise quickly, or rewrite in a different style, was important to making
the infrastructure work.

Former president Liz Myers explained why agencies preferred music houses
over individual composers:

[Agencies] don’t want to work with the writer’s cousins, friend, because they’re
not going to have the kind of insurance we need. They’re not going to know how
to handle these contracts. It’s gonna take me more time.*?

A key aesthetic shift driven by technology was triggered by the rise of video
editors as de facto music supervisors. The ease of importing CD audio afforded
by computer-based productions meant that editors could drag any existing
track into their cut. Editors often acted in their own self-interest, selecting zemp
music that would make their edit as appealing as possible, regardless of whether
the music could be licensed. Temp music, also known as reference music or
needle drops, has long been a tool that film directors have used to explore what
music might work in a scene before engaging with composers.?®* Agency pro-
ducers received rough cuts supercharged by trendy bands, famous film scores,
and well-known songs. As a result of this trend, being able to sound exactly like
a referenced artist became an essential skill in the studio. In the years before
Napster arrived, artists still often declined requests for advertising placements,
and agencies took these projects to composers and asked them for sound-alikes.
In advertising’s conquest of culture, composers of this era walked a very thin
line between being seen as original artists and being seen as expert counterfeit-
ers, so much that music houses began to regularly contract with forensic musi-
cologists, expert witnesses who could “clear” a track, as infringement lawsuits
began to emerge.*

32 Bartos, interview.

3 A classic example of this is Stanley Kubrick’s 2001, where he famously used his temp music
rather than the original score by composer Paul North.

3 This section is greatly inspired by my own experience working as an advertising composer
beginning in 1998.
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AMP anD THE TEMr Music PROBLEM

To AMP’s membership, temp music stifled creativity and put advertising com-
posers, who were usually required by agency contracts to indemnify their cli-
ents, at risk for copyright infringement lawsuits. Rosner recalls,

The dangerous part was when technology was able to take music and marry it
against film and be able to put it and send it to a client in a matter of minutes.
This piece of music that they didn’t own became an incendiary device, because if
actually confiscated, or used in a trial, can show that that was your intent.*

Former president Lyle Greenfield recalls, “I feel that AMP was really, really
helpful in trying to open the eyes of creative teams and advertising agency
producers.”3¢ In response to Greenfield’s speaking tour, several large agencies,
such as Ogilvy & Mather, overtly banned the practice. Agency music producers
began to push back against their creative teams. AMDP’s response accomplished
two goals: to educate and pressure agencies to refrain from the practice, and
also to portray its members as experts, providing “normative institutionaliza-
tion” for the industry, to use Esparza’s language.?” As Michael Barnett describes,
trade associations can protect members by “exerting influence on nonmarket
forces,” such as the creative practices of composers.33

AMP’s influence on working conditions likely reduced the number of egre-
gious rip-offs on the airwaves, but it also set the stage for the subsequent
devaluing of advertising composers. After AMP’s intervention, agencies that
became attached to their temp music, afraid to infringe with a soundalike,
began to budget more money specifically to license their temp music, and their
requests were more frequently approved by labels and publishers, who became
hungry for sync revenue after Napster arrived.

PosT-UNIONS AND THE RISE OF LICENSING
AND PrRODUCTION MUSIC

The music file-sharing website Napster launched in 1999 and the recorded
music industry faced an existential threat. Furthermore, radio consolidation in
the 1990s, due to FCC deregulation, made it much more difficult and expen-
sive for labels to access fans. According to Klein, advertising offered “a salve for
problems faced by the music industries, including barriers to radio play and
decreasing music sales.”® As the digitization of music and other changes in the
industry decimated CD sales, artists and their labels, publishers, and

3 Rosner, interview.

36 Greenfield, interview.

37 Esparza, Walker, and Rossman, “Trade Associations and the Legitimation of Entreprenecurial
Movements,” 145.

3 Barnett, “One Voice, But Whose Voice?,” 215.

¥ Klein, “Popular Music, Advertising, and ‘Selling Out,”” 436.
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management, quickly reconfigured their priorities and goals for monetizing
their musical properties.*® The same year, Moby released Play, an album that
would symbolize the shift by becoming the first album to license every song for
advertising. A few years later, music mogul Irving Azoft told Advertising Age:

Times are not only tough, they’re getting harder. We are selling less catalog and
fewer new records. With the economy as bad as it is, costs haven’t gone down. We
need to make up for some of these losses. These types of deals are natural.*!

The “deals” he referenced were relationships with brands and advertising. With
physical sales no longer a guaranteed source of income, synchronization fees
became a primary goal rather than a nuisance or artistic compromise. What this
meant for advertising’s specialist composers was that they were now competing
against the artists that were being supplied as temp music just a few years ear-
lier. Advertising agencies, in their conquest of culture, saw additional value in
the authenticity of a “real” artist, pursuing “band and brand partnerships” that
leveraged an artist’s credibility. The availability of “real artists” changed the
perception around advertising composers, relegating them to hacks. Artists
symbiotically sought exposure via advertising, with many in the industry calling
it “the new radio” due to its new ability to “break” artists, demonstrated by
television shows such as The O.C. and Grey’s Anatomy, shows that foreshad-
owed the rise of music supervision as a profession. In Klein’s words, “musi-
cians, music publishers, and record companies look to licensing as a source of
income,” and “creative and commercial clients attempt to import the meaning
of preexisting music and the credibility of professional musicians into new
spaces,” demonstrating the simultaneous push and pull of attraction between
advertising and recording artists.*?

Another technology that drove change was Apple’s new iTunes digital store-
front for music in 2003. Agency producers now had instant access to any
recorded that was distributed digitally, which included all major labels and
most indies. In previous years, an agency relied upon its music producer or
music vendor. Now, the job of finding the musical direction for a spot was also
de-skilled: advertising creatives took it upon themselves to search for music at
their desks. This was not only a matter of convenience. As Taylor sees it, licens-
ing has become “the gold standard for an advertising agency,” allowing “its
client’s brand to become part of popular culture, not simply emulate it.”*3
Previously, advertising composers provided advertisers value through their
attention to the granular detail of scoring film, and their ability to create a cus-
tom fit to a brand’s ethos and audience. In the new licensing regime, this value
disappeared.

40 Arditi, ¢Tike-Over.

#1Pollack, “Destined to Duet.”

#2Klein and Meier, “In Sync?” 281.
BTaylor, The Sounds of Capitalism, 206.
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In 2000, SAG went on strike, walking off sets filming US commercial pro-
ductions, which meant that all advertising music productions that used AFM
union talent were also halted. Ad agencies quickly figured out how to shoot
overseas and form new production subsidiaries that could function as non-
union proxies, a practice that has grown despite union attempts to resist.*
While the union ultimately preserved residual payments for network television
and increased cable payment, the strike was particularly damaging for US music
houses and musicians. The anonymous session musicians of the AFM were
quickly abandoned in favor of sample libraries and non-union productions that
either happened overseas or were billed overseas.

After the six-month stoppage, advertising music labor entered a permanent
retreat from unionization.** While this wasn’t the heyday of SAG group vocals,
composers would still occupy several “lines” on the AFM contract: keyboards,
guitar, contractor, arranger, and so on. A large portion of the durability of a
composer’s career, and access to professional benefits like healthcare and pen-
sion contributions, came through AFM contracts, rather than direct cre-
ative fees.

The de-unionization of advertising music dovetailed with the further
democratization of music production. While the 1990s-era DAW still required
outboard synthesizer and sampler modules, effects units, and a mixing console
to create something. In the early to mid-2000s, however, it was possible to
create finished recordings “in the box.”* The composer might still need an
audio interface to record and connect with professional quality monitor speak-
ers, but beyond that, all the synthesizing, sampling, processing (reverbs, delays,
etc.) and mixing was done digitally and online.

“In the box” production radically lowered the bar for entry. The studio I
built in 2002 cost roughly $40,000, whereas the virtual studio I adopted in
2015 was less than $10,000 worth of computer, software, and speakers.
Broadband file-sharing and “in the box” production triggered a period of
decentralization, during which music houses shifted from relying upon “jack of
all trade” staftf composers to extensive rosters of freelance composers who could
be contracted on a project-to-project basis with no guarantee of future work.
By switching to a freelance model, music houses eliminated the overhead costs
of salary, benefits, equipment, and space, and also addressed the authenticity
issue by marketing themselves as networks of specialists who lived and breathed
their genres and styles and had distinct artistic personas. Kerry Smith, an inde-
pendent composer that previously held leadership positions at Elias Associates
and Massive Music, told me how decentralization changed expectations for
composers.?” Describing the emergence of Massive Music, one of the first

# McNary, “SAG-AFTRA Investigating Ad Agency Grey Global.”

4 McNary, “SAG-AFTRA Advertising Strike Reverberates 20 Years Later.”

*Brown, “The Freelance Economy of Music Composition for Digital Media in the Twenty-First
Century,” 206.

47 Smith, interview.
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companies to tout its reliance upon freelance talent as a strength, Smith
recounted how music houses now assumed that composers treated jingles as an
extra source of income, rather than a livelihood. As remote collaboration grew,
the music house as a material, situated, social hub, began a slow decline. Rather
than attend revision, recording, and mix sessions, agency teams received and
reviewed files and relied on conference calls and emails to convey their notes.
This transition made the effort, skills, and unique creative contributions of
advertising composers invisible.

AMP’s STRUGGLE FOR RELEVANCE

While AMP couldn’t keep the agencies from working non-union, and while it
couldn’t keep music houses from shifting to a freelance model, the organiza-
tion could protect the value of its members’ work in other ways. In 2013, AMP
created its own award show to highlight its members’ creativity and impact in
advertising. Esparza et al. argue that award shows are “best understood not in
terms of the direct functions of creating status orders,” but “can broadly be
conceived of as communal rituals that serve a logic of membership by focusing
the field’s collective attention, and as cultural consecration that serves a logic
of influence by elevating the field’s sociopolitical legitimacy.”*® Beyond build-
ing community within and around the industry, it is important to look at how
the categorization of awards helps to define its members’ value to agencies in
specific ways. AMDP awards specifically highlight the craft of scoring picture and
the ingenuity of writing a song from scratch. There are categorizes for mix,
sound design, sonic branding, and other special applications. Esparza et al.
argue that award shows create “cognitive legitimacy,” which in turn causes
those outside the vendor community to think that it is “a high-status field of
the sort that has been evaluated with awards.”* AMP even recruits ad agency
executives to its curatorial committee and its honorary “award chair” role.
Moeren and Pederson describes award shows as “transorganizational” tourna-
ments of values, arguing that in a mature field, such as advertising music, the
shows “contribute to the replication of dominant field norms and logics, and
to the protection and reinforcement of field identity.”*® In the case of a field
that has become largely invisible due to remote work, and devalued due to an
oversupply of options from outside of the music house ecosystem (i.e., labels,
publishers, and production music libraries), the award show serves to symboli-
cally reconstruct the creative labor behind the winners by taxonomizing the
field’s various techniques, while replacing the lost face time of session work, if
only for a night.

48 Esparza, Walker, and Rossman, “Trade Associations and the Legitimation of Entrepreneurial
Movements,” 153.

4 Esparza, Walker, and Rossman, 154.

%0Moeran and Pedersen, Negotiating Values in the Creative Industries, 199.
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AMP Tobpay

AMP’s most recent efforts have been in educating newer members and diver-
sifying its field, “reframing professional identities as they are presented to oth-
ers outside the profession.”® Events such as “Black Composers in Advertising;:
A Panel Discussion,” and initiatives such as its diversity-targeted mentoring
program and scholarship, put a positive spin on the atomization of creative
labor by turning it into an opportunity to address its history as a predominantly
white, upper middle-class boys club in New York City and Los Angeles. “This
discourse,” Greenwood et al. argue, “enables professional identities to be
reconstituted.”"?

Smith has created a glossary of industry-specific terminology for AMDP’s
website, another important new AMP initiative. In obscure sub-fields such as
jingle writing, industry lingo can play a critical role in codifying an industry’s
practices, and knowledge of terminology can be an informal credential.>
Whereas previous generations needed to get “in the door,” now anyone can
learn the terms. Furthermore, the glossary serves to educate agencies about
how to work with original music, a critical resource for young music producers,
who are now only trained in music supervision and licensing.

CONCLUSION

In the last thirty years, the democratization of music production and the decline
of labor unions in music for advertising has coincided with aesthetic shifts the
creative zeitgeist of advertising. In charting AMP’s history, I have demon-
strated how industries and individuals adapt to technologically driven democ-
ratization and disruption, and how these changes are audible in the commercials
we hear, from lush vocals to tightly scored techno, to indie bands. I have also
showed how AMP has played an important role in navigating the deskilling of
advertising music, fulfilling its role as a trade association in uniting to avoid, as
Barnett says, “the tragedy of the commons.”** Originally representing an clite
group of private companies interested in protecting their profitable businesses,
AMP’s leaders soon pivoted to respond to the technological, legal, and eco-
nomic forces that would make its workers, in the words of Gill and Pratt,
“deterritorialized, dispersed and decentralized.”®?

Digitization, according to Hesmondhalgh, “has led to a proliferation of new
forms of amateur and semi-professional production.”® This is certainly true in
advertising, where more semi-professionals and amateurs have opportunities to

51 Greenwood, “Theorizing Change: The Role of Professional Associations in the Transformation
of Institutionalized Fields,” 59.

2 Greenwood, 59.

53 “Production Guidelines.”

5 Barnett, “One Voice, But Whose Voice?,” 218.

% Gill and Pratt, “In the Social Factory?,” 7.

% Hesmondhalgh, “User-Generated Content, Free Labour and The,” 268.
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place their music in ads. Hesmondhalgh describes the “devaluation of work” as
a convergence between production and consumption. Like a modern musical
gold rush, there are many part-time composers, and while few can build sus-
tainable careers, the demand for their tools is rapidly growing.®”

Virtual instrument makers such as Splice, Spitfire, and Native Instruments,
market an ever-escalating array of “professional” and “studio quality” digital
tools, specifically high-quality sample libraries, contributing to the aspirational
feeling in film music communities that anyone can be the next Hans Zimmer
with the right brass library.®® Similarly, Brown’s ethnographic study of film
composers and their tools demonstrates how sampled-instrument libraries have
evolved to appeal to budding film composers.®® Composers who aspire to build
a career in media are now more often consumers of professional tools than
professionals themselves, and in this current neoliberal era, “professional com-
poser for media” is a skill, an income stream and a self-ascribed or community-
derived identity, rather than a job title, salary, and long-term career.

Hesmondhalgh explains, “there is a whole representational apparatus in
modern societies that emphasizes the potential for pleasure, sociality, recogni-
tion, and self-realization in media and cultural work.” In the advertising music
industry, the “representational apparatus” can be found in scoring competi-
tions, film scoring degree programs, pay-to-pitch services like TAXI, and vari-
ous conferences, publications, and Facebook groups, which still portray
advertising as a lucrative opportunity for composers.®® This feedback loop
“induce(s) an oversupply of workers (freelancing and internships are now inte-
gral to this) that suppresses wages and operates to the advantage of capitalists.”!
Brown’s notion of a “flood” of user-generated content has come true in adver-
tising, with massive stock music libraries serving agencies that previously hired
music houses.

This current dynamic is a gift to advertisers, who leverage this vast supply of
music very heavily to sway consumers, with very little thought given to who
created it. It is also setting the stage for a further collapse in value as outputs
from generative Al populate libraries at exponential rates. The value of back-
ground music has always been contingent on market forces and technological
shifts, but generative Al has the potential to capture and commodify the labor
of generations of composers for media.

% Magnusson, Sonic Writing, 234.

3 Buhler, “Blank Music,” 6.
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CHAPTER 13

“The Numbers Don’t Lie!”: Metrics as Tools

for Decision Making and Strategic Planning
in Music Industry Organizations

Ingrid M. Tolstad

A few days before the COVID-19 lockdown was imposed in Norway, I found
myself in the ballway of a grand old mansion located in one of Oslo’s high-end
neighborhoods. The mansion was the long-term location for the Norwegian head-
quarters of @ major international vecord label. As I looked around at the high
ceilings, the dark wooden floors, and the grand staivcase with its mahogany banis-
ter, I was struck by a feeling of awe. It was my first visit to the lnbel, and the closest
thing 1 had ever been to setting my foot here was the demo tape my band had sent
them in my youth (and which was politely declined). 1 felt small entering this liv-
ing piece of Norwegian music history, being the industry home of many n
Norwegian pop artist and band. As I dvenched my hands in the hand sanitizer
provided in a dispenser by the door, a young, bip man made bis way down the stairs
to meet me. It was Tommy, the person I was herve to interview about the new
“Creative Lab” he was heading. He led me up the staivs and into bis office on the
Sirst floor. It was o magnificent space. Large, with dark wooden floors and walls,
lead glass windows, a big old-fashioned desk, and a vetro sofn group. Old school,
but in a retro, cool kind of way. As we sat down in the sofn group, I complimented
the office. Tommy explained how this had been the office of the former CEO of the
Inbel, but after stepping down after many years in the position, the new CEO had
offered Tommy to take it over. He described how this was in line with the changes

I. M. Tolstad (b<)
Oslo Business School, Oslo Metropolitan University, Oslo, Norway
e-mail: toin@oslomet.no

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature 209
Switzerland AG 2024

D. Arditi, R. Nolan (eds.), The Palgrave Handbook of Critical Music

Industry Studies, https: //doi.org/10.1007 /978-3-031-64013-1_13


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-031-64013-1_13&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-64013-1_13#DOI
mailto:toin@oslomet.no

210 1. M.TOLSTAD

the new CEO was implementing as parvt of bis new ambitions for the label. They
had vecently been through some major reorganizations, especially in tevms of how
they were working with promotion (ads, AR, marketing) in a digitized music
industry. Accovding to Tommy, the “old-timers” had considered form and content
to be equivalent and were primarily intevested in pushing songs vather than build-
ing careers. In a world of social media and people “wanting to connect with other
people”, the lnbel had to think diffevently about how they weve packaging, discuss-
ing, selling, and developing avtists. They had to facilitate artists to build o career.
And for the Creative Lab, this implied thinking and working holistically. “People
want to be in o universe”, Tommy said, and their job was to strategically build
that universe avound the artists that made people connect, listen, and click. And
the best resource they had for doing that was the collection, interpretation, and
creative translation of digital user data and metvics into strategic market-
ng action.

The organization and economy of the music industry is fundamentally based
on the relationship to (existing and potential) audiences, and the question of
how to generate revenue and income through getting people to listen to and
buy the music they produce and distribute. A central task is thus the efforts
made to understand the preferences and habits of listeners (i.e., consumers) in
order to create marketing and distribution strategies that can increase and max-
imize sales and other types of income.

Data and numbers based on the measurement of activities such as record
sales and radio rotation in combination with the (perceived) experience, know-
how, and ‘gut feeling’ of industry executives have always been central to strate-
gic development and decision making in the music industry. Or, as Tommy put
it, “The music industry has always been data driven. [...] The idea of data is
not revolutionary, just the type of data”. Here he is pointing to how digitiza-
tion and the emergence of online media platforms have made it possible to
harvest unparalleled amounts of data in continuously new and more accessible
ways, significantly impacting relationships, interactions, opportunities, and
strategic thinking within the music industries (Hagen 2022: 185).

This has led, among other things, to a “primary shift [... in] the way labels
‘discover’ musicians from searching for talent on the touring circuit to examin-
ing big data and an act’s social media reach” (Arditi 2020: 89). In turn, this
creates new demands on artists for focusing on non-musical activities such as
self-promotion, audience connection, and content production (Negus 2019)
for and through digital platforms—which is inevitably accompanied by
increased workloads, needs for a widened set of competences, and emotional
labor costs (Baym 2015). Of main interest here, however, is how an increas-
ingly important part of working professionally in a platform-oriented music
industry relies on access to data and insights from digital services, as well as on
the knowledge and competence to analyze and translate them into promotion
and marketing strategies (Hagen et al. 2020: 85). Tommy’s takeover of the
CEOQ?’s office described above is thus symbolic not merely of the transition into
a digitized industry relying on data analysis rather than record sales and
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“know-how”, but also of a shift in what competences are considered relevant
and valuable, and further, whose voices are more influential when it comes to
managerial decisions and strategic thinking.

While the topic of “[h]Jow music-industry actors approach these data and
can make use of them to inform their work with audiences and markets [...]
has been well-covered within trade publications” (Hagen 2022: 185), with a
few exceptions (e.g., Maasp and Hagen 2020; Hagen 2022) it remains rela-
tively unexplored within a critical academic discourse. This chapter thus tunes
in on how metrics and data are increasingly becoming a key tool in the decision
making and strategic planning of music industry professionals, and further how
this is redefining positions, relations, and distributions of power within music
industry organizations and in the music industry at large.

Methodologically, the chapter draws on the interview with the head of the
creative lab in a major label in Norway (during the visit described above), inter-
views with other music industry representatives, observations of industry con-
versations in the media and attendance at music industry conferences. The
chapter focuses on the Norwegian music industry, which was one of the first
markets to adopt streaming (Maasp and Hagen 2020: 20). Spotify established
itself in the country already in 2008, and streaming revenues surpassed physical
sales in 2011 (Maasp and Hagen 2020: 20). Being early adopters of streaming
services enabled Norway to gain international attention and position itself in
the global market, and it has long been considered one of the world’s most
mature digital music markets (Hagen et al. 2020: 69-71). Or as Tommy put it:
“One of the exciting things about working in Norway is that we are so fucking
digital, and we’re so far ahead”. As other countries and markets have adapted
to the use of streaming services, Norway currently finds itself operating within
an increasing and intensifying global competition for market shares and atten-
tion. However, within the Norwegian music industry, it is considered that the
early access to data, traffic and insight from digital platforms and the ability to
practice it over time has given Norwegian music industry actors high levels of
the competences required to operate in a digitized industry (Hagen et al.
2020: 70-72).

In the following, I first present how the use of data and metrics in the music
industries can be theoretically and analytically approached. This is then
expanded upon using empirical insight from the Creative Lab to explore how
the use of data and metrics in music industry organizations unfolds in practice.
Consequently, I explore what the consequences of these practices are, espe-
cially in terms of distribution and structures of positions, power, and influence.

DATAFICATION IN THE MUSIC INDUSTRIES

One of the major consequences of digitization for the music industry is the
transition from physical sales of music products (vinyl, CDs, etc.) to the preva-
lence of online streaming services as main music distribution channels. These
platforms normally offer “[a] selection of interactive features [...] that enable
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subscribers to share, organize (in playlists, for example), search, and otherwise
be creative with their music” (Maasg and Hagen 2020: 18). In addition, social
media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, Twitter (now X),
Snapchat, and TikTok, have become crucial as channels for content dissemina-
tion from artists to fans, from industry actors to audiences, and not least among
social media users themselves. Tommy describes the significant implications this
has had for the role of the record label:

Previously, our task was to take the master tape, duplicate it and get it into the
stores. But that is something that anyone can do now. That is not our job now.
Anyone can do that [upload a song to Spotify]. But getting someone to listen to
it, right? That is the whole point of what we’re doing.

The spread of content and information through social media and other online
platforms is clearly important for music industry organizations in terms of pro-
motional and marketing purposes within the new digital landscape of music.
They are thus significant not merely for people to follow activities, interact, and
share various types of contents and preferences with each other, but also as
arenas for artists to interact with fans or as channels for industry actors’ promo-
tion and marketing of releases, concerts and so forth.

When audiences engage with music in various ways on streaming platforms
and social media, these users leave trails of digital footprints that are registered
and stored as data by the platforms. This includes information about users’
demographic characteristics, such as sex, age, place of residence, interests, net-
works, and relations. Platforms will also register the range and frequency of
their users’ engagement and activity. That is, how often and how long people
are on the platform, and what types of content they post, like, click on, com-
ment and share, when and how often. “Digitalization means that we all con-
stantly click on things, [and] they are measurable”, as Tommy says. The
information that is gathered this way is commonly referred to as metrics,
defined by David Beer as “a form of data through which value can be mea-
sured, captured, or even generated” (2016: 10). The emergence of metrics as
a phenomenon reflects a wider societal development of an increasing “avail-
ability of massive quantities of information produced by and about people,
things, and their interactions [... that] have the potential to be analyzed to
reveal patterns, trends, and associations” (Prey 2023: 4). Through analyzing
collected data, industry stakeholders gain insights that can be applied in the
development of strategies to optimize attention from existing and potential
audiences, which in turn generates additional value.

Streaming platforms do have, for instance, what Jan van Dijck (2014: 31)
has referred to as an invisible interface that enables the platform owner to con-
trol and manipulate what users are exposed to (and not). A prime example of
an invisible interface is the streaming services’ automated recommendation sys-
tems, where preprogrammed algorithms provide listeners with personalized
music suggestions based on collected data on users’ listening histories (Maasg
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and Hagen 2020: 18, see also Seaver 2022). Such music recommendation sys-
tems are but one example of what is commonly referred to as datafication, a
term first coined by Mayer-Schonberger and Cukier (2013) to describe how
everyday lives are “tracked, quantified and analyzed to inform predictive con-
clusions” (Maasg and Hagen 2020: 20).

In recent years, platforms have increasingly also made their music metrics
available to artists, managers, labels, brands, and publishers through additional
integrated interfaces. Services such as Spotify for Artists (replacing the beta
version Fan Insight), YouTube for Artists, Facebook Audience Insights, and
Instagram Insights, provide industry actors with quantified insights into usage,
and into audiences and their consumption and communication practices. This
enables industry actors to trace the activities of users across platforms, combin-
ing data and insight from different sources. The idea is that the team around
an artist can use the information provided by these data on audience behavior
to “facilitat[e...] their music’s path to its audiences” (Maasg and Hagen 2020:
19). That is, to make strategic decisions about how to most successfully pro-
mote and market the artists and their music to existing and potential audiences.
Tommy describes how the whole point of what they are doing is precisely to

use those data actively that we have on the artists to build artist careers. The goal
with that is precisely that everyone out there, who are potentially responsive to
listen to your music [ ... ], will know that it is out, and we will be able to reach you
so many times that you, that there is no doubt that you know or have received
that information. In addition, we want to reach potential people who might like
it, and the friends of those who might like it, and spread that information in a
creative way to as many people as possible.

Considering the evident pervasiveness of Big Data in the music industry, schol-
ars have recognized a significant challenge. It doesn’t solely revolve around
accessing and retrieving various types of user data, but rather in determining
how to make sense of this Big Data (McCosker and Wilken 2014). As “it is not
always clear what these metrics actually mean” (Prey 2023: 7), the focal point
for scholars is navigating the complexities of interpreting the gathered informa-
tion. The notion of using these data thus seems to be to analyze them (i.e.
make sense of them), and then apply these analyses in the strategic thinking
and decision making around how to create increased attention and traction for
their artists and their music in the existing market. This has led to an increased
demand for competence on how to analyze metrics, and on how to creatively
translate the znsight produced into (online) promotional and marketing action.
Thus, we have seen the emergence of a range of analytics companies specializ-
ing in the music sector, such as Chartmetric, Next Big Sound, Soundcharts,
and Luminate. These companies offer subscription services to music industry
stakeholders, providing regular analysis and insight into performance metrics
across platforms. Alternatively, specialized analytics and insights divisions are
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established within the music industry organizations themselves—such as in the
case of the record label’s Creative Lab.

THE WORKINGS OF A CREATIVE LAB

Tommy describes how the Creative Lab is made up of a handful of employees
working in two main teams—the analytics and insights team and the creative
team—that operate in close collaboration with each other. Tommyis very happy
with his analytics team: “I have worked with good teams, I have worked in
creative agencies also, but I think that the team we have is very strong. They
provide very, very, very good analysis and insight”.

The insights team use different analytic tools to collect data from a range of
streaming and social media platforms. “We get everything that they’ve got”,
Tommy explains, “what kinds of music people listen to, when, where”.
Consequently, they also gain insight into what people are #ot listening to, and
how long they listen to specific tracks before they move on to something else.
What people write about, post, follow, and comment on social media platforms
like Instagram also provides data. Tommy describes how they can follow specific
target groups more strategically in their listening patterns and social media
actions, or even “follow an anonymized user through an entire day” to see
what other songs they are listening to and so forth. “We can actually see what
we want from those data”. They can thus collect data on listening and social
media use both at a more general and overarching level and with a more speci-
fied and narrow scope, such as specific artists, genres, target groups, or combi-
nations of these.

While the insights team can gather information across a wide range of
parameters, the main focus of the data collection lies on how their own artists
and their music is doing. According to Tommy, one of their main strengths, and
competitive edge, lies in the ability to use data to analyze when and why things
are not going that well: “It is fun and exciting to look at the data, but where I
think many are not that good, is when things don’t work. [...] Using those
data to find out not only what works, but maybe also what is not working, is
quite essential”. This implies that data collection and analysis is also a way of
evaluating the promotional and marketing activities that have been put into
motion, providing a foundation for adjusting and /or changing their plans for
what they want to do next.

The collected data is compiled by the analytics team whose head analyst
presents the latest numbers and “the trends they see” in the data to Tommy and
the creative team. “We are so much closer to the everyday lives of people”,
Tommy says. “To see those patterns of action. To see something that means a
lot to people manifested in numbers. I mean, we can see the spring arrive in
Spotity. We know when Christmas is coming”. This statement suggests that
collecting these data is merely a question of observing and re-presenting what
is out there. However, not only is the data provided by the platforms already
limited, it provides information about certain aspects of audiences’ actions and
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preferences while omitting others. Further, what the insights team presents to
Tommy is not raw data, but an analysis of data—a selection of certain patterns
and tendencies within the overall amount of data available. The insights pro-
vided can thus be understood as the result of the analytics team’s interpretation
and attempts at “making sense of” the data, which will naturally be based on
the analytics team’s previous experiences, acquired knowledge and interactions
with these types of data. Tommy himself also emphasizes that once the data is
presented, they need to (further) contextualize and interpret them in order to
use them, that is, to turn them into strategic decisions about how to act.

This interpretive work is, according to Tommy, where the creative aspect of
the lab’s work is truly activated. This is also the part of the process where
Tommy becomes more deeply involved, and where his main competences lie.
He describes himself as being “driven by a wish to get people to feel some-
thing” and that he has been given this position “because I can tell stories”.
Using the insights from the data and analyses provided to keep “building a
universe, producing narratives around the artist” is at the core of “the creative
mechanisms to get people to press play”, that is, deciding “where they want to
go” with the chosen target audiences. Here they will also build strategically
around various types of events, such as seasonal ones (holidays, after-ski, gradu-
ation, summer, and festivals), a specific artist doing a big gig, or the death of a
major star. They also target their activities to album releases, and not least to
playlist updates (such as Spotify’s Release Radar and New Music Friday). Since
they can see where their artists are streamed and mentioned, and which listen-
ers are streaming and mentioning in specific areas, they can also target promo-
tional activities towards specific gigs and tour locations.

In addition, there are all those people who have at some point signed up for a
newsletter or pressed okay to that we as a music business can contact them about
[an artist]. [...T]hat becomes our CRM!-basis. We have their data, we have their
e-mail addresses, we have all kinds of information, which means that we can at
any time send them offers on merch, concert tickets, or news.

When the creative team has brought forth ideas about how to promote and
market specific artists and songs, these ideas are often tested on audiences and
users before they fully launch them. As an example, they will make different
versions of music videos or make little snippets they post on various online
platforms to see what people click and what works best. Will a red background
on the artist or song presentation create more clicks and streams than a green
background? This kind of testing gives additional data that in turn are analyzed
and used to adjust the promotional activities applied. They are thus active par-
ticipants in the production of the data that is circulating. Tommy statement that

'CRM stands for Customer Relation Management. A CRM (customer relationship manage-
ment) database is a resource containing all client information collected, governed, transformed,
and shared across an organization. It includes marketing and sales reporting tools, which are useful
for leading sales and marketing campaigns and increasing customer engagement. (ref her?)
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“we change as the data change”, simultaneously implies the opposite: that the
data change as they change. This implies that the creative lab is involved in a
continuous feedback loop with the data, where data influences their choices of
action, which in turn produces new data that can be analyzed and acted upon.
One might here question whether this creates something of a vicious cycle,
where the creative lab’s interaction with the data leads them to continuously
reinforce their “creative” and strategic choices.

The strong influence that data have on decision making and the creative
development of strategies is also evident in how it has become a vital tool in the
timing of releases. Tommy describes how “[t]he spectacular flop, the difficult
second album—it doesn’t exist anymore. We can sense that the engagement
isn’t there until it is there. We adjust the project earlier”. This implies that they
will “read” from the audiences’ user data whether listeners are likely to be
receptible to the new song material, and if that is not the case, they will go back
and “adjust the project”, that is, advise the artist about alternative creative
directions for the songs on the album. While Tommy states that “their job is not
necessarily to curate the music”, this indicates that the insights provided by
data collection, analysis, and interpretation also influences the creative pro-
cesses of music production. In Tommy’s opinion, a record label is no longer the
best term to describe the organization that he is a part of] as their activities are
no longer primarily directed at selling a lot of records or get a lot of streaming
on the masters they own. To him it makes more sense to say that he works in a
“music company”, where data and metrics are key tools in the facilitation of
artist careers and the strategic thinking and decision making around what they
are doing, why they do what they do, and how to move forward.

SHIFTING POWER RELATIONS

As in so many aspects of contemporary society, the use of data and metrics has
become increasingly central to music industry practices and its organizing fea-
tures. Usage data is considered to provide better understandings of audiences
and of the effects of the work applied by industry stakeholders (Maasg and
Hagen 2020: 20), partly in terms of the ways in which it is considered to help
reduce risk—such as in the case of being able to predict and prevent an album
flop. One might, however, argue that using metrics for risk reduction is largely
a self-fulfilling endeavor, as deploying existing user data patterns to inform
what music to produce and release will favor musical expressions similar to
what already sells, thereby limiting the options available. The internal music
industry discourse around the use of data and metrics does to a large extent
seem to focus on how to use the tools available effectively and how it can be
productive and beneficial for various industry stakeholders. Simultaneously,
there is a remarkable lack of critical reflection and discussion around the poten-
tial implications of an increased reliance on data and metrics. As discussed here,
we are currently witnessing a considerable shift in and reshuffling of power
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relations and structures in the music industry as they become increasingly
data-driven.

As Tommy’s move into the former CEOs corner office at the label’s building
indicates, the ability to collect, analyze, interpret, and translate user data into
strategic planning have become key competencies within the music industry.
Those acquiring and holding such competencies are also gaining increased
leverage in decision making processes and taking more central positions within
the music organizations themselves. However, as argued by Hagen (2022) and
Maasg and Hagen (2020), being able to analyze and interpret bodies of user
data that continue to increase in range and complexity requires particular
resources, time, and skills that are reserved for the largest labels and distribu-
tors—as well as the platforms themselves. These industry actors not only have
access to a wider range of data points about music, but also “have the resources
and skills to interpret this data in ways that others do not” and are thus “domi-
nating the metrics race” (Maasp and Hagen 2020: 29). This implies that
smaller companies will find it hard to compete on the same terms, something
which in turn helps solidify and enhance already skewed balance between minor
and major industry actors. In addition, these smaller actors are in competition
with specialized analytics and insights companies who offer their services to
industry stakeholders—but at a cost that is not necessarily affordable to the
same extent as the larger stakeholders.

Another aspect of the increasingly central role data has come to play in the
music industry is not merely “how digital music has become valued as data,
rather than a (commodified) form of artistic expression” (Negus 2019: 369),
but the way in which data stself has become a commodity and a source of
income for industry stakeholders. This is evident in the emergence of new types
of stakeholders offering specialized services to access and analyze data, as men-
tioned above. Industry stakeholders also increasingly use data as a means of
negotiation, such as management using a compilation of metrics on a specific
artist to secure a specific gig. Maasg and Hagen (2020) have also shown how
stakeholders present various metrics on artists, such as tour success, radio play,
and social media presence to Spotify in physical meetings to convince them to
push an artist on specific playlists. According to Maasg and Hagen’s infor-
mants, Spotify will specifically ask for such metrics, as they provide Spotify with
access to data points they do not have in house that can be used to inform the
predictions and choices of their recommendation algorithms. Having data that
might be valuable to others thus becomes an asset, which creates leverage when
maneuvering strategically in the market. Simultaneously, as this tends be a
negotiation card for smaller stakeholders towards larger industry actors, this
does in practice imply that the algorithms of larger actors continue to be fed
with additional data that consequently consolidate their position as key plat-
forms and providers of data to others. In all of this, there is also a remarkable
lack of reflection around the fact that listeners and users largely provide their
data, and its inherent value, for free for those who make use of it. One might
indeed argue that data and metadata has become “a regular currency for
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citizens to pay for their communication services and security—a trade-off that
has nestled into the comfort zone of most people” (van Dijck 2014: 198).

The trust that music industry stakeholders have in data and metrics is over-
whelming. During my talk with Tommy, on several occasions he pointed to
how the decisions that were made based on insight from metrics was the obvi-
ous choice as “that data right there, I mean, you can’t argue or fight that”. To
him, “the idea that the numbers don’t lic has never been more obvious than
now”. This lack of reflection or critical assessment of what the “numbers” rep-
resent, on how these data were produced or accumulated, and the motifs that
data providers might have for making certain metrics available (and not oth-
ers), seems quite transcendent throughout the contemporary music industry.

When the Norwegian Grammy Awards for 2023 launched a “Song of the
Year” category with all male nominees, they were met with considerable public
and media scrutiny for a lacking gender balance. The answer from the organiz-
ers was that the nomination was based on which artists had the highest stream-
ing and radio play numbers, and that it thus was a matter of which song had
been most successful, commercially speaking.? This response was in turn cri-
tiqued (also by the author of this chapter) for its inherent misunderstanding of
strecaming and radio play metrics as objective facts.® Statistics and Big Data are
often presented as being neutral and representative of “reality”, but any numer-
ical foundation is a selection of units that can be counted and where choices
have been made. An important question thus becomes what underlying mech-
anisms can be identified behind the numbers. What songs are streamed on
platforms like Spotify is to a large extent a result of how the platform provides
music recommendations based on a combination of algorithms and human
curation. Streaming services have an obvious market power, and Spotify has
repeatedly been criticized for contributing to bias in terms of who and what is
being streamed, such as how male artists are recommended and thus streamed
more than female ones (Ferraro et al. 2021).

This criticism was met by the Grammy organizers and other industry stake-
holders with a mixture of curiosity and incomprehension, displaying a consid-
erable lack of critical understanding and assessment of the interests and inherent
biases in the production, collection, and analysis of the data accumulated, used,
and profited upon in the industries. There seems to be little reflection around
the role industry stakeholders themselves play in contributing with data
through the strategic choices they make and how they chose to promote artists
in certain ways—based on data and metrics:

When metrics are presented, interpreted and acted upon by numerous stakehold-
ers making decisions that is then fed back to, and doubly reinforced by, algo-
rithms in both consumer and business facing software, we suspect that these

2https://www.tv2.no/nyheter/innenriks /ingen-kvinner-nominert-til-arets-lat-
flaut/15650905 /.
3https:/ /www.ballade.no/bransjen/spellemann-svikter-ved-a-ikke-utfordre-plattformene /.
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reinforcing feedback loops may have cumulative effects over time that in turn may
impact the diversity of music culture at large. (Maasp and Hagen 2020: 29-30)

While major platforms like Spotify do provide metrics and insight into data
from their platform to industry stakeholders, and also recently to researchers
through the service “Spotify Research”, they are notoriously known for deny-
ing researchers access to their premises, their employees, and their data—as
they do not offer transparency into their overall data or to their algorithms.
Still, there is little criticism within the industries towards the major platforms,
and rather a general acceptance of the rules that have become dominant in the
music industry and society at large. For industry stakeholders like Tommy, it
seems rather to be a matter of taking advantage of the position that his music
company and creative lab have achieved through their competence on working
analytically and creatively with data and metrics and conquer new industry ter-
ritories with a sense of entitlement and fairness:

The data that we have access to, and the apparatus we have to interpret the data
is much, much, much more extensive than any booking agency in Norway has
ever had or will have. And the data we have, is much more extensive than any
management will have. That means that with the data and the insight that we
have, and our possibility of turning that into strategy, either if it is live or in the
artists’ life and work, we should have a bigger seat around the table when it comes
to strategic discussion outside the music, or outside recorded music. And I think
that is fair and square in a way. We have employed people to do it. We have taken
that investment and read and interpreted those data. If those data have a value for
others than us, then it is just reasonable that it comes with a price.

This statement from Tommy clearly illustrates the ongoing shift in distribu-
tions, relations, and positions of power within the music industry, brought
about by the increased reliance on data and metrics as sources of information
and tools for strategic thinking towards accumulation of value. Here, having
access to data and the competence to analyze them is argued to be main quali-
fications towards acquiring more central positions in the music industry—espe-
cially in terms of economic profit.

This development has several kinds of implications for the music industries.
One aspect is how it contributes to reinforce and consolidate the position of
major industry players, as they have more resources to invest towards acquiring
data and developing relevant competence. As data is becoming an increasingly
significant commodity within the music industries (at the expense of music
itself), we also see how this economically benefits platforms and tech compa-
nies rather than the creative producers and copyright holders of music. The
latter issue has become even more pressing with the discussions concerning
copyright ownership and remuneration that are arising with the emer-
gence of Al
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There seems to be a common attitude among industry actors that this ongo-
ing transition into a data-driven music industry is largely an inevitable develop-
ment, and that one must simply adjust to and compete on these terms as best
one can. The focus thus largely becomes to develop the new (data related) skills
and competences that makes it possible to remain relevant and competitive. As
described above, there is a great reliance on numbers, data, and metrics as
being trustworthy, reliable, and truthful, and as increasingly out-performing
humans and their assessments. The metrics “don’t lie”, as Tommy says.
However, as Nick Seaver has shown in his study of music recommendation
systems, human judgment and actions are continually woven into the function-
ing of the data-driven technologies applied in the music industry: algorithms
are “full of people making decisions, changing things around” (Seaver 2022:
6). From the generation of algorithmic systems to the selection, interpretation,
and analysis of data and its translation into strategic action, human experiences,
interests, positionalities, and biases are deeply ingrained in and impacting how
these processes unfold. This has significant implications for the distribution of
opportunities, value, and power within the music industries.

This is perhaps particularly relevant in light of how the music industry is
currently grappling with and addressing its inequalities and lack of diversity
along the lines of gender, color, ethnicity, and class. In order to make genuine
efforts towards a more diverse, equal music industry, one could argue that it
would benefit from more open internal critique and discussion around the role
of data and metrics in these issues. Here, the development of a more critical
branch of music industry studies can prove a valuable path. Through incorpo-
rating critical perspectives into the education of industry stakeholders, one
would be teaching them not merely how data and metrics work and how it can
be successfully applied towards financial gain but also provide deeper reflec-
tions around why things are the way they are and how they could be different.
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CHAPTER 14

Sorted: Categorisation and Genre
in Contemporary Music Business

Stmon Poole

It has been suggested in a number of discussions that genre is a hopelessly ambig-
uous and inconsistent way to organize and explore music. (McKay and Fujinaga
20006, p. 3)

Categorisation is one of the most contentious and wide-ranging subjects in the
popular music sector. Whether industry personnel working on the orderly busi-
ness of marketing acts, fans policing the borders of their subcultural taste-
worlds or emerging artists resisting pigeonholing of their work, the inside/
outside dichotomy of categorisation is fraught with tensions and multiple com-
peting voices. Arguments of sorting and naming echo across the development
and history of popular music theory and practice. Musicologist Franco Fabbri,
who features heavily in this chapter, explores categorisation as “a class, a set of
objects and events grouped according to some criteria” (1999, p. 2). However,
nowhere is this tension of categorisation more evident than in the case of popu-
lar cultural genres like music. We might classify ‘genre’ as:

a conceptual tool most often used to classify varieties of cultural products, par-
ticularly in the fields of visual art, popular culture, video games, film, literature,
and music. It describes the manner of expression that governs artists” work, their
peer groups and the audiences for their work. (Lena, C and Peterson,
R. 2008, p. 697)
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The tensions within the use of this conceptual tool, particularly in popular
cultural genres like music, are evident. Artists, once contracted and labelled as
being within a genre, may face expectations to conform in various aspects, per-
petuating the notion that genre rigidity could harm their careers. This practice
deeply influences the music industry, as highlighted by various scholars (Frith,
S. 1996; James, R. 2016; Silver, D. et al. 2016). Similarly, fans of these genres
often find themselves actively resisting market-driven characterisation, striving
to stay one step ahead of industry forces (Taylor 1999) and algorithms.
Regardless of the resistance of artists and fans, genre remains a “set of conven-
tional and highly organised constraints on the production and interpretation of
meaning” and therefore a useful concept (Frow, J. 2014, p. 13). However, the
site of meaning in the contemporary landscape of popular music is changing.
The relatively recent, but exponential growth, fracturing, blurring and splinter-
ing of genres, predominantly although not exclusively driven through the prac-
tices of streaming services, has moved from a wuseful distinction in
sub-categorisation within what we might call meta-genres (such as Heavy
Metal or Hip Hop) to a world of over-categorisation to the point of
meaninglessness.

Beyond the initial historical categorisation of popular music, such as the
association of the seven-inch single with rebellion and youth (Osborne 2012,
p. 130) in contrast to the more mature positioning of LPs, the growth in
genres, especially in pop and rock, progressed gradually until the 1970s. It was
during this period that a proliferation of genres emerged, accompanied shortly
after by the development of sub-genres. Examples of early sub-categorisation
include the case of the New Wave of British Heavy Metal (NWOBHM), in
1979, as a descriptive marker distinguishing it from the recently settled cate-
gory of Heavy Metal.? Or John Savage’s coining of Post-Punk in 1978, a genre
demarcation introduced after the split of the Sex Pistols. New genres, or sub-
genres, such as these, linguistically marked the passing of time, signalled a
break from the old (or old-fashioned) and heralded the emergence of the new
(or newly marketed) in the same way that physical records went out of print
and were promptly replaced with the latest formats at an alarming pace. Tastes
overwriting tastes give form to the palimpsest of popular music history.

In our contemporary context, the ownership of naming conventions has
switched from that of the journalist to that of the streaming services. However,
the old genre worlds are not replaced, but remain and linger alongside the
new; nothing is replaced, nothing erased or written over. This poses new and
interesting challenges for thinking about and studying genre in the context of
today’s music industry. Every 1.4 seconds a new song appears on Spotify,
60,000 a day, 20 million a year (Benitez, C 2024) that are, in an act of musical
and capitalist gluttony, squeezed into playlists, artist radio and listener sugges-
tions. Similarly, the amount of genre categories on the platform have grown

! Geoff Barton—Sounds May 1979 although coined by the editor Alan Lewis.
2The naming of Heavy Metal explored in Deena Weinstein’s article ‘Just So Stories’.
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from 1932 in 2019 to 6302 in 2023, producing more and more categories
than could be practically meaningful (at least outside of the world of algorith-
mic sorting). As musicologist David Brackett put it, “the more closely one
describes a genre in terms of its stylistic components, the fewer examples actu-
ally seem to fit” (Brackett, D. 2016, p. 190).

Thus, the landscape of music marketing, music fandom, music making, and
writing and theorising about music genres is impacted by new practices of
naming and categorisation in to genres or playlists. Relentless additions, where
the burden of the recent and not-so-recent musical contributions, creates a
world where being a music fan is made better every other day due to the
increased amount of choice. Or, we might question whether this grossly
expanding, laborious behemoth of choice contributes to cultural inertia, a
notion referenced by cultural theorists Franco Bifo Berardi (2011) and Mark
Fisher (2014) as the slow cancellation of the future.

This chapter explores the ways in which we might think about and theorise
genres as well as the practices and cultures of those contributing to the naming
and enforcing of genre today. This encompasses actors in the music business,
music makers and music fans, while asking questions around who gets to define
genres and, indeed, who gets to define genre. Ultimately, I ask if the concept
of genre is still useful in the contemporary music industry, and if it is, useful for
what? The next section introduces Fabbri’s theoretical model of genre, which
centres around five rules. I describe each of them then discuss some problems
with this model, namely how the boundaries of each rule category are fuzzy.
Then, I turn to more recent developments that problematise the notion of
genre itself, such as algorithmic categorisation and the playlist. The chapter
ends with reflections on the continued usefulness of genre for contemporary
music industry studies.

NAMING AND FRAMING

Categories, or genres, of popular music exist in an odd kind of limbo in public
and scholarly discourse. On the one hand, musicians and consumers often resist
requests to categorize themselves, insisting that their tastes are unclassifiable. It is
common to hear discussions that have invoked the idea of genre end with the
declaration that musical genres do not really exist, that they are mere fabrications
of the music industry. (Brackett, D. 2016, p. 1)

We might think of genre as simply being a synonym of ‘kind’ or ‘type’. While
this aligns with the literal translation of the nineteenth-century French word, it
may oversimplify the question of ‘what type of music do you make or like’. In
this context, we’re typically freer to explore various comparators to describe
our preferences without constraints. However, digging a little deeper reveals
that the concept of genre is much more loaded than in its French usage. It
inhabits the Latin ‘genus’ or ‘group’, which complicates our original question,
which must now be qualified by ‘what group of music does the music you make
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or like’ fit in to. This extra qualification highlights the structuralist qualities of
the term genre—the hunt for other examples of music in the same family that
somehow share laws, rules, principles and uncover the structural similarities of
the music. In either case ‘[ g]enres establish horizons of expectation.” (Ballantine
2020, p. 260) And yet, the concept has been underdeveloped compared to
other areas in cultural studies and explorations of youth culture in particular
have kept pace with the new and more fluid ways of engaging with popular
cultural forms, and these practices have been theorised from a number of posi-
tions (Evans 1997; Maffesoli 1996; Thornton 1995).

In 1981, Franco Fabbri introduced a new way of looking at music genres.
Instead of just focusing on the sounds and conventions of making these generic
sounds, he divided genres into five elements beyond the sonic landscape of the
genre world. Still today, this idea helps us understand how broad communities
of artists and fans define their musical preferences in conjunction with industry
practices and how each party contributes to definitions of genre worlds. While
some scholars were not completely satisfied by the theory (Frith 1996; Negus
1999; Bannister 2006), Fabbri’s approach expanded our understanding shift-
ing our focus to the broader aspects that shape musical tastes within genre
communities. This is important for a number of reasons, not least because later
in this chapter I will discuss the contemporary phenomenon of software analys-
ing songs and assigning genre and other forms of categorisation.

Fabbri proposed that we might understand any genre through thinking
about them as a series of overlapping elements, within which everything to do
with that genre world might satisfyingly fit (even if messily). For the purpose of
the chapter, Fabbri’s five rules might be simplified into the following state-
ments. First, what the music sounds like; second, how the genre makes mean-
ing (including visually); third, how the music(ian) and fans behave; fourth,
what beliefs and values are attached to the music; and finally, fifth, how the
music makes money. I will outline each of Fabbri’s rules with some explanation
and examples to highlight their usefulness and limitations.

Fabbri’s first rule—“The Formal and Technical Rules” (p. 3), or the con-
ventions that drive ‘what the music sounds like’, is governed by a series of
informed musicological practices and expectations, including a song’s tempo,
rhythm, melody, instrumentation and arrangement. That is, the sonic content
of music revolves around the conventions of how the notes are articulated
through instrumentation, timbre, tempo, harmony and so on. The kinds of
instruments that are typically used in the making of genres of music fall within
this rule, guitars, drums, bass, keyboards, brass, or percussion, for example.
The level of detail here includes the brands of those instruments, like Gibson,
Fender, Ludwig, DW, as well as the models of instruments such as the Telecaster
or SG. These details contribute to the genre-ness in ways that are as important
as the songs themselves.

These “formal and technical rules” (Ibid.) drive the making of music inside
genre worlds. Whether the acceptable range of beats per minute for genres of
dance music or the tones, timbres and tunings in branches of heavy metal, the
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internal rule system of musical articulation is transparent. This highlights the
overlapping nature of these expectations.

Fabbri’s second category—the semiotic rules—is perhaps the most complex
and contentious but may be simplified to how it makes meaning. “Of course”,
Fabbri States “all the rules of genre are semiotic, since they are codes which
create a relation between the expression of a musical event and its content”
(p- 4) also carefully pointing out that these rules apply beyond the musical text.
In Fabbri’s 1981 text and in Simon Frith’s (1996) article that draws upon it,
both authors focus on the way genres make meaning through words and
through a variety of linguistic functions, as does Matthew Bannister in his 2006
application to Indie in relation to the intertextual, the communicative function
and levels of intimacy. However, I would suggest that we consider all semiotic
codes here and not just the lyrical, or the meaning of notes/notation. I would
argue that we consider style, fonts, fashions and artist names under the remit of
the semiotic rules, as languages in their own right, as these all have signification
within the genre world and as defender of its boundaries. As Caroline Evans
suggests “Social meanings are produced through the commodity form” (1997,
p. 172). We make genre decisions, assumptions or analysis of the myriad artists
presented to us daily, based on how they visually present themselves to us,
before we have encountered their ‘formal and technical” articulations. The font
of'a Heavy Metal act, is as important a genre identifier, as the tuning, tempo or
vocal technique that lies beyond the artwork. Haircuts, jackets and shoes betray
the sounds of artists, as well as their politics, as much as the content of
their lyrics.

Fabbri, in a third category, “Behaviour rules” (1981, p. 5), also suggests
that there are acceptable, or expected behaviours in genre worlds, from artists
and audiences alike. For the artist, Simon Frith suggests that “These are ges-
tural rules, then; they determine the ways in which musical skill on the one
hand, and musical personality on the other, are displayed” (1996, p. 92).
However, in a more clearly demonstrated example, various genres have their
own dances associated with them that audiences might engage in at gigs or at
clubs and artists too will behave in ways that are expected by their audiences in
interviews, onstage, in photographs and in videos—with “aloof rock detach-
ment or ingratiating country familiarity” (Negus 1999, p. 25). Bannister high-
lights the “shambling amateurism” (2006, p. 80) of indie bands, a behaviour
that articulates the politics, beliefs and values of the genre in embodied ways,
whilst genres such as progressive rock may well privilege virtuosic gestures or
what Lehmann and Kopiez (2013) call ‘show performance’ that highlight the
necessary skill to execute the required formal and technical aspects of songs.

The fourth rule that Fabbri explores is the “social and ideological” (1981,
p. 5) aspects of genre and how they frame the beliefs and values of genre
worlds. These are both foundational and fundamental in taste communities
and “reflect what the music is meant to stand for as a social force, its account
of an ideal world as well as of the real one” (Frith 1996, p. 93), demonstrating,
with various degrees of transparency, the belief systems that unite the fan and
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band communities. Straight Edge would be a case in point here “in the proc-
lamation of an aesthetic manifesto” (Fabbri 1999, p. 8) where one must sub-
scribe to an explicit ideology to be part of the community in relation to alcohol,
drugs and other substances. Gender, sexuality, politics, the environment are all
topics that fall within this rule and all genres have a range of ideological posi-
tions in relation to the broader cultural world.

How labour is divided is also within this set of expectations with ‘who does
what? And why?’ As ideological questions that we might ask of a genre. How
are tasks like this divided along lines of race or gender—who is the artist, or in
the band? Who is in the video and importantly, who is making the money are
all questions that highlight the politics of the genre world and can be classed as
conventional through repeated examples.

Fabbri’s fifth and final rule—the economical and juridical rule refers to
questions of money making and of intellectual property and looks at “patterns
of ownership and structures of organisation” (Negus 1999, p. 24). On a more
granular level, the expectations around the formats that music might be released
on that are expected by fans, artists and industry—streaming, vinyl, cassette,
CD. And beyond this, whether the genre community might engage in limited
editions, multiple variants, etc. and how we might purchase these objects—at
shows, via websites or platforms, labels and so on. How does merchandise
operate here and are shirts, koozies, patches, pins, hoodies, caps acceptable
without crossing the community’s understanding of over-commercialisation?
What about calendars, posters or socks? One might compare Kiss’ approach of
“licensing its name to carefully chosen products” (Christian 2010, p. 10) and
the fiercely anti-corporate legend of Fugazi for oppositional genre conventions
here. Beyond the formats, contracts too are covered here—majors or Indies,
albums or singles, self-released or corporate, licensed or owned, the relation-
ship between artist and label is a conventional one in genre worlds, as is the
type of live show—or whether live shows exist at all—stadiums, clubs, arenas.
Some venues—CBGB for instance—become associated with genre and, once
this happens, they attract those that wish to tie their allegiance to that world
and perpetuate the genre conventions—whether sonic, semiotic or behavioural.

Whilst there is clarity in the structure and detail of Fabbri’s ideas—five rules
to understand genre, the model is not without its problems. To illustrate this I
want to bring in an example to illustrate the fuzziness of Fabbri’s categorisa-
tions, in a way that highlights the intricacies and specifics of genre. I would
argue that the length of a guitar strap is a signifier of musical categorisation that
crosses a number of Fabbri’s elements and is difficult to definitively home in
Fabbri’s model. We might call this example the guitar strap rule. A short guitar
strap, placing the guitar at the chest, is a signifier that traces from both The
Byrd’s Roger McGuinn and The Rolling Stone’s Brian Jones, among others,
through Orange Juice’s Edwyn Collins to Alex Turner of the Arctic Monkeys
and beyond in to a guitar convention of contemporary ‘indie’. At the other end
of the scale via a heavy metal trajectory, we see players such as Slash, continuing
a lineage from Led Zeppelin’s Jimmy Page, where the guitar is worn low. With
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the logical end point being an artist such as Tatsu Mikami of Church of Misery
who plays his bass with a strap so long that the guitar regularly touches the
floor. How long one chooses to wear one’s guitar strap reflects the internal
logic of genre worlds in ways that notation or sheet music may not. This is a
simple correlation between sonic qualities of artists and the positioning of their
guitars, but which rule does it fit within? It may be a “formal and technical”
rule as it is related to both the level of skill needed to play an instrument as well
as being part of an instrument itself, both of which fall within Fabbri’s descrip-
tion of that rule. It may be a “behaviour rule” as to play the guitar in particular
ways is gestural and portrays those skill levels. It may of course be semiotic as
it is a visual cue and not a sonic one. We can assess this through either seeing
the guitar strap itself or a photograph of the artist playing. Clearly this is an
important part of a genre’s articulation and we might suggest that which rule
it sits within is not as important as the articulation itself. Fabbri does suggest
early on in his paper that “this is not an attempt to resolve the problem of
analysis of genres once and for all, but to indicate its complexity” (1981, p. 2).
As mentioned earlier, a number of theorists have explored the model and com-
mented upon its uses and flaws. In Simon Frith’s revisiting of Fabbri’s work in
1996, he suggests and immediately retracts a new version of the categories—
only this time replacing the Formal and Technical, Semiotic, Behavioural,
Social and Ideological, and Economic and Juridical “by dividing his rules more
neatly into sound conventions (what you hear), performing conventions (what
you see), packaging conventions (how a type of music is sold), and embodied
values (the music’s ideology). But this would be to break the connections (if
only for analytic reasons) that Fabbri was concerned to emphasize.” (p. 94), a
model that is more user-friendly than Fabbri’s original and one that speaks a
language that is more understandable to most genre users.

Whilst deciding which element of a genre’s practice might fit in to which
rule is not a neat act of analysis, a photograph of a band backstage with their
instruments might usefully tell us almost all we need to know about them
through their behaved articulation of what they sound like, stand for, look like,
and earn. Whilst Fabbri’s genre rules provide a robust model for mapping
genres synchronically—that is, as a snapshot in time of what a genre may sound
like, look like and so on, today or ten years ago, or in the 1990s, it does not
easily allow for a neat diachronic analysis where we can explore the evolution of
genre and how it might spawn sub-genres, subdivisions and splinters. Exploring
the evolution of a genre like hip hop, from the Bronx of the 1970s to the
global 2020s. It does, however, give us a framework for areas of study and
comparison in a longitudinal study and the areas of cultural practice that we
might look at. Hip hop’s journey from a cassette-based economy in the
mid-1970s (Masters, M. 2023) to a streaming-based one is as fascinating as the
stylistic journey through brands that the genre has undertaken across its fifty-
year history and gives us five areas of analysis to focus on.

Fabbri’s model does not explicitly mention the privileging of one or more
elements over others, but we might argue that in some genres there is a
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dominant rule. We might assume that indie and punk may have a different
relationship with formal and technical aspects of genre than progressive rock
does, and whilst progressive rock might have a comparatively longer list of
compositional and skills-based rules, punk may well have a greater relationship
with the semiotic or ideological aspects. Where it is perhaps most useful in
contemporary application where algorithms analyse ‘songs’ to denote genre, is
to keep in mind the idea that “music genres are not wholly defined by their
sonic qualities” (Silver, D. et al. 2016, p. 3) but are complex sites of meaning
that are hard to frame and understand. In later work, Fabbri takes on the spatial
metaphors, mapping and descriptions of categories and genres, styles and areas,
exploring how these other spatial categorisations impact on genre. Whilst we
might suggest that ‘Heavy Metal’ has grown to become one of the global
meta-genres (Fabbri 1999) might suggest that this imagining is at a ‘basic
level’, with Doom metal being a ‘subordinate’ of this category needing more
information to understand it and its parent category. We might suggest that
Doom is a genre as a subset of Heavy Metal and that it, itself, has sub-genres—
traditional, funeral, epic, etc. which, with further information and detail again,
“hierarchically put into order in a system of basic, superordinate and subordi-
nate concepts” (Eco, in Fabbri 1999, pp. 2-3). Whilst this model works, it
does seem to suggest a ‘Russian doll” scenario with increasing levels of detail
and knowledge needed to understand genres that have smaller and smaller
communities.

I was taken with Fabbri’s geographical and mapping ideas and metaphors
when I first read the 1999 article and could not see any new ways of thinking
about genre through the rigid hierarchical structural ordering of genres. As
Fabbri himself suggests “I have the impression that the usage of terms based in
the lexicons of geography and topography became more and more common in
the last two decades” (Fabbri 1999, p. 11). Of course genre does not only
apply to the categorisation of music but also to television, games, novels and a
broad array of popular cultural forms including film, all of which have their
own issues of sub-categorisation. Some straightforward and some, more com-
plex. Mikel Koven (2006) suggests a further geographic metaphor for thinking
about genre.

“Filone, on the other hand, would tend to be used primarily in a more scientific
context, like geology (where filone would refer to a vein of mineral in a rock) or
geography (as in the main current in a river) [...] Putting these together, if we
think of a larger generic pattern as a river, [...] as genre, several smaller “stream-
lets” branch off from the genre-river, occasionally reconnecting to the main flow
farther “downstream.” Perhaps, in some cases, what we think of as a [ genre ], may
be a cluster of concurrent streamlets, veins, or traditions.” (p. 6)

So we might, using this model, think of sub or micro genres as ‘streamlets’, still
fed by and connected to their parental rivers and with the possibility of return,
no longer neatly separated, rejected or ousted by a new name and noticeable
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differences in perhaps only one of Fabbri’s conventions. Instead the umbilical
connection remains, along with the notion of return, if only briefly. This notion
of fluidity maps against the shifts in thinking mentioned earlier where youth
cultural practices exhibit this fluidity and

“do not therefore exhibit stable practices of inclusion and exclusion— they are
integrative and distinctive at the same time. These new network socialities seem
to encourage plural, fluid and part-time rather than fixed, discrete and encom-
passing group identities — individuals are able to flow between multiple signs of
identity conceptions.” (Muggleton and Weinzierl 2003, p. 12)

Or as journalist Peter Robinson (2016) puts it, “Perhaps, in the age of endless
ways to express yourself] it’s also less necessary to define your identity in your
teenage years by clinging to genres.” Or in the case of the cultures that operate
around musical activity and genre: “[1]t is possible to participate simultane-
ously in the activities of two or more such network socialities. The single mem-
bers of these groups do not foster their community as a priority but use the
group to satisfy their individual needs” (Muggleton and Wienzierl 2003, p. 23).

GENRE BLURRING, GENRE ERASING: THE ENTROPY
OF THE MUSICAL UNIVERSE

[P]laylists increasingly function as a means whereby music consumption taking
place within the digital enclosure erected by streaming platforms can be used to
track who we are, how we feel, and what we do outside this digital enclosure.
(Drott 2018, p. 36)

Whilst the adaptability of Fabbri’s model may well be questioned or at least
adapted as a way of understanding music genres now and in the future, I now
turn to the new ways of categorising music that threaten Fabbri’s model and
even the notion of genre itself. Specifically, I am interested in the proliferation
of genre creation or naming from streaming services and other ways in which
music is increasingly categorised in playlists. Perhaps it is not the imagining,
theorising and describing of genres that is the problem here but the very notion
of genre itself. Perhaps—whilst still a useful way to explore snapshots of musi-
cal production and consumption—it is no longer the primary marker for cate-
gorising music outside of the portfolios of record companies and their respective
marketing and PR departments, who may wish to cling to the orderly business
of music marketing via genre and the staunch communities (and therefore con-
sumers) of established genre worlds. There are other ways to describe music
that still arises categorisation. The playlist does not necessarily mean the death
of genre and many playlists are genre specific. However, Samuel Potts—head
of radio for Columbia records suggests “look at some of the top Spotify playl-
ists: Your Coffee Break, Feel Good Friday, Songs to Sing in The Shower. It’s a
24-hour service providing a soundtrack to every moment in your life”
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(Robinson 2016). Whilst some of the most popular playlists are compiled by
task or activity, nostalgia features quite strongly with 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s
making the top twenty.

More recently digital technologies have promised to rapidly and deeply trans-
form —and ultimately weaken—systems of musical genre classification. Several
mechanisms may be at work. Music scenes are no longer restricted to a spe-
cific physical locality. (Silver, D. et al. 2016, p. 4)

Like many tasks, the naming—and decision making—around genre has
become one where the labour of computers is becoming dominant and the
notion of Music Genre Recognition (MGR) is devolved, in part, to machine
learning. Indeed, “Given the steady and significant improvement in classifica-
tion performance since 1997, we wonder if automatic methods are not already
more efficient at learning genres than some people” (Sturm, B. 2013, p. 374).
In this world and visualised as a complex map by Spotify ‘Data Alchemist’ Glen
McDonald in his Every Noise At Once project there are, at the time of writing,
6302 genres named on the platform, a number that has more than quadrupled
from the 1371 (Richman 2015) some eight years ago. By comparison, Fabbri
named only eighty-eight genres in his study of 1985. Whether the actual
amount of named genres is even calculable, is not the point here, but the sheer
number means that the relationship between sub-genre and genre or meta-
genre has shifted. These genres are different. They are sub-genres, but what do
these naming and dividing exercises mean? They arguably link to contempo-
rary ideas of choice, but also raise the question of the tyranny or impossibility
of choice. But this, of course, means that musicians who produce music in
identifiable micro-genres have limited appeal and markets to those who fully
subscribe to their ‘rules’, but allow signposted exploration to those who prac-
tise some kind of eclecticism in their music listening or streaming. When a
sub-genre only contains one artist however, have we reached the end of com-
munity and reduced naming to description? If the logical conclusion of sub-
genres is the genre of one, then at the other extreme is the genre of none,
another identifiable practice in this ‘post-genre’ world; genre blurring.

With the benefit of time, genres that may have been sites of different or dif-
fering politics, geographies, social meanings and so on become, or can become,
detached from their contextual anchors and are more known through their
aesthetic elements. These can then be matched, blended or blurred together to
make grunge-gaze, for instance, a combining of the heavier rhythmic qualities
of Seattle bands of the late 1980s and early 1990s, such as Nirvana, Tad,
Mudhoney and the contemporaneous UK-based Shoegaze movement with
artists such as My Bloody Valentine, Loop, Slowdive and so on who focused on
layered distorted guitar effects. Make it heavier? Switch grunge with the slower,
sludgier genre of Doom and we have a new sub-genre—Doom-gaze. The dit-
fering behaviours, socialities and semiotics of the parent genres are lost to the
bricolage of genre blurring.
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Two major conclusions flow from this sociological intervention in the analysis of
music genre. First, music genres are not wholly defined by their sonic qualities.
Second, the non-sonic qualities of music genres often emerge relationally and
categorically: relationally, because different musicological genres can share struc-
tural similarities and differences with sonically “unrelated” genres; categorically,
because any given genre acquires some part of its meaning in virtue of its position
within a broad and diverse topology of higher-order genre forms. (Silver, D. et al.
2016, p. 3)

It isn’t just metal or alternative rock genres that have these multiple signifiers
of genre but also the broader pop world, where artists like Lana Del Ray listed
or labelled as “pop, indie R&B, indietronica, chamber pop, synthpop” simul-
taneously. Artists “now straddle, or exist beyond, genres that seemed set in
concrete as little as 10 years ago. They represent a cross-pollination that makes
it harder than ever to definitively state that you like or dislike one genre or
another” (Robinson 2016). That is not to say that music is no longer impor-
tant to listeners: “79% of 13- to 32-year-olds said their tastes didn’t fall into
one specific music genre. Just 11% said that they only listened to one genre of
music” (Ibid.). So, if at one extreme micro-genres are creating smaller and
smaller scenes and at the other extreme multiple genre identities or no genre
identity can be ascribed, what theoretical positions are available to analysts of
popular music? Is the “entropy of the musical universe” that Fabbri hints at in
his 1999 paper working at both ends of this spectrum? Whilst the fracturing
and multiplying of genres do not necessarily require new ways of exploring
them—ZFranco Fabbri’s early eighties explorations of the “theory of musical
genres” still works in the identification of the sound, image, behaviour, ideol-
ogy and economics of each of these genres, the imagining and description of
the relationship between genres might be worthy of exploration.

Fabbri draws on philosopher Umberto Eco a number of times in his explo-
rations of mapping and musical categorisation. Eco suggests that for things to
be categorised they need “to be recognized as such, they need reference to a
framework of cultural norms” (Eco 1997, p. 139 in Fabbri 1999, p. 3). The
playlist, it would appear, is, or has become, a cultural norm and so can be seen
as a recognisable form of categorisation and perform some of the same func-
tions that genre can, where “[l]abels such as genre and mood have the impor-
tant advantage that they provide one with a vocabulary that can be used to
discuss musical categories” (McKay and Fujinaga 20006, p. 4). Spotify users
surveyed by Norwegian researchers seemed to need this categorisation and
“made efforts to save or stabilize their music listening by creating playlists to
combat the tendency for their listening to become fragmented and ephemeral
through music-streaming services” (Hagen and Liiders 2017, p. 648). Whilst
the playlist is a categorising device, by activity, mood or genre, it—the playl-
ist—differs in a number of respects from genre both as a cultural practice and
as a way of marketing music. First, and in relation to cultural practice, a playlist
is only recognisable in its totality; individual songs in isolation, removed from
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a playlist, cannot be identified as belonging to one or other playlist, whilst they
can, using Fabbri’s rules for instance, be seen as part of a genre world. Second,
the playlist is not defined by the community but by the playlist maker, its popu-
larity might be defined by the community but not its inclusivity. Third, the
further reaches of genre do not necessarily apply to playlists. Whilst playlists
may link to behaviours, or at least soundtrack them, they do not speak about
broader behaviours or ideologies, nor do they link to the visual performance or
packaging conventions. It may well be that genre is no longer the dominant
way in which we categorise music particularly where it is consumed in online
spaces. There are, of course, those genre worlds where the lure of the conve-
nience of streaming services is rejected in favour of physical products where
there is “something more human and fathomable about this physicality, about
sensing the connection between the observable characteristics of an object and
what it does” (Tuhus-Dubrow, R. 2022, p. 102).

Whilst these cultural differences between genre listening and playlist listen-
ing might disrupt the orderly business of categorising types of music, playlist
listening is making far more radical changes to the musical world and the ways
in which the consumer/product relationship is positioned. We might start by
looking at the types of playlists that we, as listeners, might engage with on
streaming services as a way of choosing cohesive collections of songs. There are
broadly speaking only two types of playlist. Those we make ourselves and those
that others make. However, this is only a partial picture. Of those that are made
by others, there are artists playlists, which we might suggest are made for us,
personalised playlists which are algorithmically made for us, editorial playlists
that are also made for us. This then leaves within our own practices curated
playlists that are made by us for a variety of reasons, sometimes private and
sometimes shared with others. Some of these might be aligned with activity,
where we have a morning jog playlist or workout playlists. They might be in
party playlists or study playlists. There are even showering playlists (39,000 on
Spotify in 2018) that the service can see and monitor and measure.

Near the beginning of this chapter I suggested that genre categorisation was
most useful to the music business and that it was fans and artists that were
resistant to the notion, or the notion of being fixed to one genre. This was
because genre offered a stable set of products that were marketable to a (rela-
tively) stable audience, through stable channels of advertising—magazines,
television and so on. Genre arguably worked to keep stable capitalist channels
of goods working. However, it is not only the number of genres that has shifted
significantly with streaming, but another shift in terms of what is being sold to
whom. Where genre allowed the selling of CDs, vinyl and cassettes to audi-
ences, now the playlist via the streaming service, sells audiences, or at least their
data, to the highest bidder. And this is where the playlists made by others in
particular come in where these

[pJersonalized, context-sensitive playlists hail listeners less as members of some
abstract demographic category than as concrete particulars. As such each recom-



14 SORTED: CATEGORISATION AND GENRE IN CONTEMPORARY MUSIC BUSINESS 235

mendation may be understood as a proposition about one’s musical identity—or,
more precisely, about one’s identity at a particular moment, within a particular
context. (Drott 2018, p. 21)

In this world “brands can be a part of each moment” (Spotify, cited in Drott
2018, p. 40) and so our once private listening habits have become data, our
personal tastes now inhabit spaces where “platforms habitually stress music’s
status as a “passion point” whereby attention may be captured, advertising
messages imparted, and valuable consumer information harvested” (Ibid.,
p. 42). Of course, as mentioned earlier, some playlists are genre based and so
this listening is perhaps the sweet spot of capitalist music business production.
We are engaged via genre channels with artists who may well be selling their
physical products via streaming platforms, whilst giving our data to advertisers
so that we might be sold further goods.

CONCLUSION

To conclude this chapter then, we might usefully look at what genre might
offer us, that the playlist does not, to explore if it is a useful categorising con-
cept for music consumption and production beyond the capitalistic practices of
those that might attempt to market our resistant tastes back to us (Taylor
1999) in a world where resistant music making has been “made obsolete by
technology and capital” and “rock anthems are used to sell banks and cars”
(Frith 1988, p. 1). Although, as Sarah Thornton has suggested, this boundary
between the commercial and the authentic is a porous one, this is perhaps
where Fabbri’s understanding and analysis of genre from forty years ago may
take on a new usefulness.

If in Fabbri’s rule system, the “economical and juridical rules” (1981, p. 5)
are the frameworks that deliver the sonic products generated by the “formal
and technical” rules to us as communities of listeners and fans, it may well lie
in the semiotic, behavioural and ideological realms that the articulation of
genre, unmeasurable by the computer recognition of MGR, is enacted through
musical performance and fandom of varying degrees. There are still, regardless
of the more fluid and part-time involvements in taste groups, definite genres
and communities of fans who adhere to the semiotic rules of their genre worlds.
Genre-based festivals, radio programmes, club nights, and compilation albums
still circulate in abundance. Haircuts, leather jackets, trainers, shoes and jeans
are all still powerful signifiers of cultural identity, and along with badges,
patches and t-shirts they still act as forms of non-economic capital to be
exchanged in the offline world and through the spaces where fandom is enacted
in semiotic ways—online or off. Non-economic capital is important to mention
here, because although the private lives, spaces and practices of individual lis-
teners might be used by streaming platforms and their advertisers to sell
shower-gels and anxiety, creatives are not driven by economic concerns, but
rather through the fulfilment that being creative offers. Fans similarly accrue
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and display non-economic forms of capital through their cultural and subcul-
tural engagement with genre worlds, which, as Thornton (1995) suggests can
be exchanged through the porous boundaries between fandom and industry.

There are further developments in practice that spark return to previous
forms of engagement with music; not necessarily in nostalgic ways but, for
instance, the resurgence of the cassette as a format that bands can manufacture
and sell quickly and cheaply to fans who, in their genre worlds, want physical
formats to display their fandom means that cassette sales are at a twenty-year
high (Skinner, T. 2023). Genres, as Steve Neale (1980) argued, work through
both “repetition and difference” and these repetitions and differences operate
through the interplay of Fabbri’s five elements, incrementally nudging the
development of types of music forward. Not so different that the music is not
identifiable within its genre framing but not so repetitive that it sounds deriva-
tive. It is important that we continue to explore, analyse and study music how-
ever it might be categorised for us. Whilst the playlist currently offers us insights
into the practices of new models of the music business as it has been colonised
by the tech companies, genre currently remains key in our ability to understand
the musicological shifts of artist practices and the visual, ideological and behav-
ioural world of the whole musical community.

REFERENCES

Ballantine, Christopher. 2020. ‘Against Populism: Music, Classification, Genre’.
Twentieth-century music 17(2), 247-67.

Bannister, Matthew. 2006. White Boys, White Noise: Masculinities and 1980s Indie
Guitar Rock. Ashgate. Aldershot.

Benitez, Christopher. 2024. 20 Spotify Statistics 2024: Usage, Revenue & More. Tone
Island. Availablefromhttps: //toneisland.com /spotify-statistics /#:~:text=Spotify %20
uploads%2060%2C000%20new%20tracks%20every%20day.,-Spotify%20con-
firms%20through&text=It%20also%20means%20that%20a,reach%20the%20
100%2Dmillion%20milestone. Accessed February 17th 2024.

Berardi, F. (2011) After The Future. Edinburgh. AK Press

Brackett, David. 2016. Categorizing Sound : Genre and Twentieth-Century Popular
Music. Oakland, CA: University of California Press.

Christian, EB (ed.) 2010, Rock Brands: Selling Sound in a Media Saturated Culture,
Lexington Books/Fortress Academic, Blue Ridge Summit.

Drott, E. 2018 Music As Technology of Surveillance. Journal of the Society for
American Music 12 /3.

Evans, C. (1997) Dreams That Only Money Can Buy... Or, ,The Shy Tribe in Flight
From Discourse. Fashion Theory, Vol.1 Issue 2. Berg.

Fabbri, F. (1981) A Theory of Musical Genres: Two Applications. Popular Music
Perspectives. IASPM. Gotburg & Exeter. Fabbri (1999) Mapping Musical Spaces.
TASPM conference proceedings.

Fabbri, F. (1999) Browsing Music Spaces: Categories and the Musical Mind. Critical
essays in popular musicology, ed. (2007) A. Moore. Aldershot: Ashgate: 49-62.
Fisher, M. (2014) Ghosts of My Life: Writings on Depression, Hauntology and Lost

Futures. London. Zero Books


https://toneisland.com/spotify-statistics/#:~:text=Spotify uploads 60,000 new tracks every day.,-Spotify confirms through&text=It also means that a,reach the 100-million milestone
https://toneisland.com/spotify-statistics/#:~:text=Spotify uploads 60,000 new tracks every day.,-Spotify confirms through&text=It also means that a,reach the 100-million milestone
https://toneisland.com/spotify-statistics/#:~:text=Spotify uploads 60,000 new tracks every day.,-Spotify confirms through&text=It also means that a,reach the 100-million milestone
https://toneisland.com/spotify-statistics/#:~:text=Spotify uploads 60,000 new tracks every day.,-Spotify confirms through&text=It also means that a,reach the 100-million milestone

14 SORTED: CATEGORISATION AND GENRE IN CONTEMPORARY MUSIC BUSINESS 237

Frith, S (1988) Music For Pleasure. Cambridge. Polity.

Frith (1996) Performing Rites. Polity. Cambridge.

Lena, Jennifer C. and Richard A. Peterson. 2008. ‘Classification as Culture: Types and
Trajectories of Music Genres’. American sociological review 73(5), 697-718.

Frow, John. 2014. Genre. Second edition. London: Routledge.

Hagen & Liiders (2017) Social Streaming? Navigating Music as Personal & Social.
Convergence: The International Journal of Research into New Media Technologies.
Vol. 23 (6). Sage. London.

James, R. (2016) Is The Post —in Post-Identity the Post- in Post-Genre? Popular Music.
Cambridge. Cambridge University Press

Koven, M.]J. (2006) La Dolce Morte: Vernacular Cinema and the Italian Giallo Film.
Lanham. Scarecrow

Lehmann, M. and Kopiez, R. (2013) The influence of on-stage behavior on the subjec-
tive evaluation of rock guitar performances. Musicae Scientiae. Volume 17, issue 4.
Sage. London.

Maftesoli, M. 1996 The Time of the Tribes: The Decline of Individualism in Mass
Society. London. Sage.

Masters, M. 2023 High Bias: The Distorted History of the Cassette Tape. Chapel Hill.
UNC Press.

McKay & Fujinaga (2006) Musical Genre Classification: Is it Worth Pursing and How
Can it be Improved. University of Victoria.

Muggleton & Weinzierl (2003) The Post-Subcultures Reader. Berg. London

Neale, S. (1980) Genre. London. BFI

Negus, Keith (1999) Music Genres & Corporate Cultures. Routledge. London.

Osborne, Richard. 2012. Vinyl: A History of the Analogue Record. Ashgate. Aldershot.

Richman (2015) Spotify’s 1,371 musical genres: How to tell drone folk from skweee.
The Independent. Available online from https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-
entertainment,/music/features/spotitys-1371-musical-genres-how-to-tell-drone-
tolk-from-skweee-a6736971.html.

Robinson, T. (2016) Pop, rock, rap, whatever: who killed the music genre? The
Guardian. Available from https://www.theguardian.com/music/2016/mar/17/
pop-rock-rap-whatever-who-killed-the-musicgenre.

Silver, Daniel, Monica LEE and C Clayton Childress. 2016. ‘Genre Complexes in
Popular Music’. PloS one 11(5), e0155471-¢0155471.

Skinner, Tom. 2023 Cassette Tape Sales at Twenty Year High. NME. Available https://
www.nme.com,/news,/music/cassette-tape-sales-at-20-year-high-3432784 accessed
18th February 2024.

Sturm, B.L. (2013) Classification Accuracy is Not Enough: On The Evaluation of
Music Genre Recognition Systems. Journal of Intelligent Information Systems.
Volume 41, 371-406

Taylor, G. (1999) Artists in the Audience: Cults, Camp and American Film Criticism,
Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Thornton, S. (1995) Club Cultures: Music, Media and Subcultural Capital.
Cambridge. Polity.

Tuhus-Dubrow, R. (2022) Personal Stereo. London. Bloomsbury.


https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/music/features/spotifys-1371-musical-genres-how-to-tell-drone-folk-from-skweee-a6736971.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/music/features/spotifys-1371-musical-genres-how-to-tell-drone-folk-from-skweee-a6736971.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/music/features/spotifys-1371-musical-genres-how-to-tell-drone-folk-from-skweee-a6736971.html
https://www.theguardian.com/music/2016/mar/17/pop-rock-rap-whatever-who-killed-the-musicgenre
https://www.theguardian.com/music/2016/mar/17/pop-rock-rap-whatever-who-killed-the-musicgenre
https://www.nme.com/news/music/cassette-tape-sales-at-20-year-high-3432784
https://www.nme.com/news/music/cassette-tape-sales-at-20-year-high-3432784

l')

Check for
updates

CHAPTER 15

Music after COVID-19: Capital, Performance,
and Sharing

Matthew David

INTRODUCTION

Getting paid to perform music live makes such performance a form of labour.
When performance is recorded, copies of such recordings can be sold, with
each additional copy not requiring repeat performance. Such recordings then
become a form of capital (capturing the original labour in the form of a fixed
asset—capital sometimes then being referred to as ‘dead labour”). Music, as
performance, as living labour, precedes and exceeds its capture as recording. As
such, music is not reducible to its potential ownership as capital (dead labour)
to be owned (by means of intellectual property) as a form of object (generating
profit from the reproduction of copies—as regulated by copyright). Most
musical performance is not commercial and most income generated from music
comes from live performance, not the sale of recordings (physical or purely
digital). The self-presentation of the ‘recording industry’ as ‘the music indus-
try’, let alone ‘music as such’, obscures this.

The rise of peer-to-peer online sharing networks from 1999 onwards chal-
lenged business as usual for record labels. When recordings could be circulated
freely, their potential as capital was reduced. The sale of physical copies of musi-
cal recordings collapsed. Record companies claimed such a collapse was bad for
artists, but this was not true. Free sharing exposed these illusions, as the free
circulation of recordings in fact increases the earnings of those engaged in live
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performance (Krueger and Connolly 2006). Reduced spending on recorded
copies (capital, i.e., dead labour) increases spending on live performance (living
labour). Returns to live performance artists are better than for recordings
where almost all revenue from recordings return to rights holders, usually
record companies not artists—and freely circulating copies generate publicity,
reducing the power of major record labels as gate keepers (actors who claim to
be helping when giving access to that which they themselves act to restrict
access to in the first place). Free circulation of recordings also reduces oppor-
tunity costs to live performance (opportunity cost being the reduced ability to
do/buy one thing if you have just spent your time /money on something else).
The rise of sharing networks in the first two decades of the twenty-first century
saw the rise in live music ticket sales and ticket prices—benefiting performers.

However, COVID-19 offered record companies a new €justification’ for
music as capital, with the falling-off of live performance in 2020-2022. Despite
a modest rise in income generated by streaming services in the first year of
Covid (from spring 2020) overall earnings within the total music industry (live
and recording) fell by almost a half relative to what it had been the year before.
With live performance killed off, the dead labour captured in recorded works
could be revived. However, the scale of the collapse in live music revenues, and
its overall impact on total revenue decline, highlighted how live music really
was and remains the greater part of the musical economy (whatever might be
claimed by record companies). How performers coped during lockdowns, and
the revival of live music after Covid, help illustrate that any return to ‘business
as usual’ (prioritizing recordings as capital over performance as living labour) is
mistaken, whatever the latest excuses might be.

CAPTURING SOUND: RECORDING NOTES AND NOISES

The capacity to capture sound, to turn performance into something fixed in
physical form, is long-standing and widespread. Perhaps the oldest known
form of such recordings are cuneiform tablets with markings denoting musical
notes, and other forms of written notation existed in ancient Greece, China,
India, Japan, Indonesia, etc. Within Middle Eastern Islamic cultures likewise,
written forms of musical notation were developed. Late medieval European
monks developed a form of notation to record and standardise plainsong, and
this form of notation went on to be developed in early modern Europe. It was
this notation that was itself revolutionised with the application of the printing
press to create mass circulation forms of musical recording.

The development of notation by monks in medieval Europe was for the
purpose of standardising performance across time and space, rather than for
any kind of identification of origin, and certainly not in any attempt to identify
individual authors. Tangible ‘expressions’ (rather than abstract ‘ideas’) became
the basis for claiming copyright in the eighteenth century, and only later (in the
nineteenth century) came to be framed in the romantic language of creative
individuals (not communities) needing to protect their genius in terms of
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royalties within a burgeoning publishing industry (Woodmansee 1996). Whilst
conceptions of authorship have existed in many civilisations, modern concep-
tions of intellectual property emerge alongside capitalism and the industrial
manufacture of creative works by means of the printing press. The first such
law, the Statute of Anne (1709,/10), sought to regulate ownership in pub-
lished works in the newly created Great Britain (disputes between English and
Scottish publishers became more significant with the Act of Union in 1706,
but such disputes had raged for some decades prior) (see May and Sell 2005).
However, the Statute of Anne only covered literary fiction, and musical works
were not covered in Great Britain until 1777.

The idea that copyright is the foundational incentive for creativity is, as
Jessica Litman (1991) points out, a myth. Shakespeare created his plays before
the invention of copyright. Whilst copyright was extended to music in the UK
in 1777, the work of Bach, Mozart and Beethoven in German-speaking coun-
tries was not. The claim that copyright drove creativity in the eighteenth cen-
tury is dubious, as is the claim still today. The concept of copyright also draws
on diverse elements, an ownership model in the English-speaking world, and a
recognition-based model drawing upon a Kantian/Hegelian conception of
identity (Ghosh 2015). Naturalisations of copyright as myth (such as are pro-
pounded today by WIPO—the World Intellectual Property Organisation—see
May 2007) seek to conflate these two divergent elements.

In 1770, it is claimed, the fourteen-year-old Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart
recalled from memory (by melodic/harmonic notation) the double perfor-
mance of Gregori Allegri’s Miserere in the Vatican’s Sistine Chapel. It is then
said that he transcribed it later, and the unredacted version was published
shortly thereafter in England (though the exact details are open to dispute, see
Chrissochoidis 2010). Mozart’s transcription, if real, broke the monopoly held
on that piece imposed by Pope Urban VIII, which decreed the work only be
performed at the Vatican during Holy Week. Shortly thereafter a more serious
concern over breaching copyright came about with the mass circulation of
infringing copies of sheet music by so-called pirates—music was only at around
this time being made subject to copyright protection in any case (see Alexander
2007). Such copyright protection was applied to music in Great Britain in the
late eighteenth century, and not elsewhere until much later. Prior to sound
recording, such protection as existed only applied to sheet music, but the
increased ease of mass printing and circulation of such content made pirated
sheet music a large-scale business. The advent of sound recording in the late
nineteenth century revolutionised the capacity to reproduce sound (to sell
recordings of such sounds as an alternative to hearing live performance). Such
recordings could be either legal or infringing of copyright, but the technical
infrastructure (fixed costs) required to make such cylinders /disks limited scope
for pirates. To make a printed copy of any particular musical composition
required a large outlay on physical materials (from the array of types/blocks
with letters /notes on them, to the compositing cases required to hold them in
place, and the press itself which allows the inked types/blocks to be ‘pressed’
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against the paper that then becomes the final copy). Such outlay (i.e. the fixed
cost or capital), once made, could generate profit, but the risk of being caught
for making unlicenced (copyright infringing, i.e., pirate) copies was high given
the need for such bulky equipment and relatively local markets. Such “piracy’
did exist, as it would later with bootlegged/pirated sound recordings with
similarly high fixed costs, but it was the advent of digital compression, storage
and distribution that most radically revolutionised the potential for mass copy-
right infringing copying of musical works.

LABOUR AND CArITAL: THE DIALECTIC OF MUSIC

The mass production and circulation for sale of sheet music in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries enabled an increasing performance of works written
by ‘composers’; rather than the performance of works developed within oral
and folk traditions. However, the latter did not diminish by necessity. Nor did
printed sheet music reduce the need for performers. The development of sheet
music and the more complex musical structuring of time, melody, and har-
mony that such notation structure enabled in fact created new levels of perfor-
mance and new requirements for multiple performers. Urbanisation, migration,
trade, and industrialisation all fed the emergence of new forms of commercial
performance and performer. Pirated and lawful reproductions of sheet music
fed into a new and expanding space for professional and amateur musical
performers.

Records (cylinders and then platters) could potentially substitute for perfor-
mance (fixing living labour into the dead labour of capital assets), and may have
contributed to a decline in amateur domestic performance, even as it may have
offered inspiration and opportunity for those seeking to learn to play and to
perform. Radio, and its ability to broadcast recordings as well as live perfor-
mance, did see conflict between those who saw broadcast as publicity for live
performance and those who saw broadcast as a threat to live performance as a
source of income (Kirton 2015). Technology is always double edged but is also
hard to disentangle from wider social relations and conditions (such as the
global economic recession in the 1930s that coincided with the rise of radio
broadcasts of recorded music).

Economic recovery and the rise of a post-war baby boom generation in the
most advanced capitalist economies (and subsequently worldwide) saw the rise
of the ‘teenager’ as a new consumer (see Hebdige 1979). With the teenage
consumer came the rise of a new pop-music industry. A band like The Beatles
was initially a live performing group, and even after becoming famous, it was
still their ever-growing live performances that generated most publicity and
income. However, playing ever-larger stadiums with relatively weak amplifica-
tion, The Beatles were drowned out by the screaming of their own fans,
prompting them to stop performing live in 1966. They went into the studio to
produce their first ‘concept album’—Sg¢. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (at
roughly the same time as The Beach Boy’s Pet Sounds), becoming the iconic
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‘recording artists’ rather than live performers. This very specific assemblage of
technical and commercial affordances created, for a very small number of art-
ists, the possibility to become primarily ‘recording artists’ rather than live per-
formers. Whilst this was only ever a tiny minority, the idea of the ‘recording
artist” was promoted by record companies as the paradigmatic figure within the
much larger musical economy.

The record industry promotes the idea of the ‘recording artist’ as the pin-
nacle of the musical world. The Beatles as a band that stopped engaging with
audiences through live performance were exceptional in their continued earn-
ings. The reality for all but a very tiny number of musicians is that live perfor-
mance is their primary source of income. For the musical economy, live
performance (living labour) remains far larger than the sum of record sales
(Krueger 2005). Nevertheless, record companies became gate keepers for
those seeking to earn a living from music. This meant those artists seeking to
gain radio airplay and to get bookings at large performance venues, came to
require record contracts with an increasingly concentrated set of ‘major labels’.
In particular, major labels could demand a high return from artists (so receiv-
ing the vast majority of record sales revenues), precisely because such labels
controlled access to alternative revenue streams as well (in terms of airplay,
large venue bookings and the merchandising income that comes from such
bookings). As gate keepers, labels could ‘offer’ access to precisely that which
they had themselves come to control.

Even if recorded music was only a small part of the overall musical economy,
and (as will be seen in the next section) rewards to artists from record deals are
often very poor relative to live performance, record companies came to occupy
a dominant position in enabling access/exclusion for performers. In his account
of music industry earnings, Brian Holmes (2003) notes that only 2.5% of art-
ists registered with France’s copyright revenue society actually get to vote in
the organisation, as to vote one must earn over 5000 Euros a year from such
sources. Krueger’s research suggests this figure is about the same for musicians
in the English-speaking world. The works of Anderson (2009) and Thompson
(2012) suggest this is about the same for authors of literary works.

CONTRACTS AND PAYMENTS: FAILURE TO RECOUP

Beyond the myth that the recording industry is the greater part of 