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violence in such media does not necessarily seem to give the United
States a negative and unattractive image? .

- 2. How might television help to preserve and reenergize cultural
traditions? Are cultural traditions always worth preserving? How
would you judge? )

- 3. How do you evaluate the rapid growth in television exports from
some Third World nations, especially Mexican and Brazilian telenove-
las {soap operas), or the longer-established export ofIndian films? How
would you compare their impacts on cultural identity with the impact-
of U.5. media exports?

22 Popular Music
Between Celebration and Despair -

KEITH NEGUS

Popular music is one of the most important components of mass

communications, But is “popular” music really popular—does it really

represent the people—or is it merely a commmercial emanation of big
business concerns that produce and disserminate it?

In this chapter, Negus reviews the wuays media analysts have consid-
ered this problem and offers a4 new Derspective of his own. What he
has to say relates strongly to the audience analyses presented by Ang
(Chapter 12) and Gandy | Chapter 13} as well as the discussion of
culture presented by O’Connor and Downing (Chapter 1}, :

Questions about popular music take us to the front Iines of media
analysis. Beginning at the “despair” end of the scale, adherents of the
influential Frankfurt school pessimistically view popular music as the
product of a “culture industry” designed to numb the minds and
facilitate the domination and menipulation of the “masses,” A similar
view is held by others who harbor a more popuiist belief in the potential

of popular music, but who despair that this creative and cultural potential

is inevitably corrupted by the entertainment industry,

At the other end of the spectrum, those who “celebrate” popular music
argue that audiences are not passive “masses,” but active entities able to
transform and reclaim commercially produced music for their own use.
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~ These polar views of despair and celebration give all the power in popular
music either to commercial interests or to audiences, respectively,

One way out of lending extreme emphasis to either music lsteners or
the music business is to see bow the various elements of popular
music—performers, texts, audiences, industry, and their symbols—
“articulate” with one another. For Negus, articulation means the way

that the many aspects of producing and listening to music ink up with

the background culture. Articulation joins together elements that are
not necessarily related, but that can and do affect each other pro-
foundly. During the 1960s, for instance, popular music was used at
festivals, demonstrations, “be-ins,” and “happenings” for antinuthori-
tarian, political, and blissful purposes that were radically at odds with
the ideology and motivations of the commercial sources that produced
the music. Similarly, in the 1980s and 1990s, hip-hop and rap styles
have deconstructed musical forms, intents, and artifacts to create a
vital nevr synthesis characterized both by high artistry and unusually
incisive social commentary. In both cases, radical, subversive, and
antiestablishment forms have been extruded out of the commercial
establishment’s own product.

Negus refers to the career of popular singer/songwriter Sinéad O’Con-
nor as an instance of how images and intent can articulate with both
industry and audiences to create new meanings. Is ©’Connor’s bald
head a protest against sexism, a gesture of solidarity with Fascist
skinheads, an expression of outrage at the world’s injustice, or a
valuable logo co-opted by the entertainment mediat Negus concludes
thar O'Connor’s identity—and popular music—cannot be cornpre-
hended by reference to the recording industry, the audience, or the
artist alone. Neither despair nor celebration is conceptually compre-
hensive enough to avoid pitfalls in cultural analysis. The concept of

articulation, linking artist, industry, fexts, and audience, promises -

fruitful routes for meaningful research and analysis.

éraw we study popular mmusic, it is often hard to separate our own
musical tastes, aesthetic judgments, and political commitments
from our arguments. Rhythms, lyrics, and melodies not only move us
physically and emotionally, but may evoke a sense of belonging to or
solidarity with particular communities. We may identify strongly with
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certain performers and musjcal sounds, and may make “academic”
arguments that directly connect with ouzr own and many other people’s
experiences as fans. We may listen to some music and despair at the
repetition and banality of a standardized formula and declare that the
audiences for such music are merely being manipulated by advertising

and marketing. In contrast, we may engage with the activities of

musicians cn the street or participate in an event in a concealed

~ basement club and delight in the spontaneous and imaginative crea-

tion of an alternative to Top 40 pop. Such everyday musical experi-

ences and judgments connect directly to enduring intellectval ques-

tions about popular music as 2 form of culture and as a medium of
_communication.

1 take as my theme for this chapter the idea of celebration and
despair that 1 have just evoked, a5 arguments sbout popular music
often lead to such conclusions. There are two basic variations on the
theme of despair. One is derived from the “mass culture” critique that
emerged in the 1930s and 1940s and, as applied to popular music, is
strongly associated with the writings of Theodor Adomo. This is, in
many ways, the pessimistic lament of the cultural elitist, dismayed at
the homogeneity and vulgarity of mass taste, concerned that produc-
tion has become standardized and consumption passive. The other
version, which shares a number of assumptions with this position,
comes from writers whe have more populist heliefs in the potential of
popular music. However, such writers, employing argaments from the
theoretical tradition of political economy, often end up despairing that
any creative or cultural possibilities have been corrupted by the
corporate entertainment industry,

There are many versions of celebration {one only has to look at the
numerons biographies of musicians that fill the shelves of bookstores,
for example), but the theory that has become most prominent in media
and cultural studies concerns the audience. It is an argument about
how consumers are able to reclaim and transform the products that
have been produced by a commercial industry: Audiences are not
passive; rather, they engage in vibrant, creative, and diverse forms of
cultural activity. - : :

In this chapter I shall briefly set out these positions and argue that
they tend to privilege either production or consumption. I will then
introduce-the concept of articulation and argue for an dpproach that
attempts to overcome this division by studying the connections be-
tween production and consumption. Twill illustrate this with reference
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to the performer Sinéad O’Connor, and in doifig so raise some ques-
tions about the “mediations” that connect the industry, artists, andi-
ences, and texts of popular music.

The Route to Despair:
The Mass Culture Argument

One of the most significant and influential accounts of how culture,
and particularly popular music, is produced and consumed was devel-
oped by Theodor Adosno and Max Horkheimer. These two theorists
were members of a group of predominantly German-Jewish inteliee-
tuals who have become widely known as the Frankfurt school and who
produced a substantial body of analysis between the 1930s and the
1960s. To understand why Adomo and Horkheimer reached such
pessimistic conciusions about culture, and to appreciate the context
in which they were writing, 2 bit of background detail is necessary.
Both writers had hived through the futile bloodshed of World Warlin
Europe. Both had also observed the failure of the worling-class revo-
Jutions that had spread across Europe after the Russian Revolution of
1917 and were questioning the potential of working-class movements
to bring about progressive social change [as anticipated by Marx).
While Stalin was starting to twist Marx's utopian ideas into a dogmatic
orthodoxy that supported an authoritarian dictatorship, Adomo and
Horkheimer were also acutely aware that Fascism was spreading
throughout Europe. In 1933 Hitler and the Nazis seized power in
Germany. Being both Jewish and Marxist, Adorno and Horkheimer
had to fee from Germany and eventually reiocated in the United
States. )

This historical context is very important for how Adorno and
Horkheimer's cultural theory developed. As they observed what was
gccurxing across Europe, Adomo and Horlkheimer asked how the
development of modem European thought, instead of progressing
toward a more human and liberated society, was leading to “a new
kind of barbarism”; the cold rational logic of totalitarianism and
Fascism. -

Adormo and Horkheimer were not only attempting to understand
how this was cceurring in Europe. When forced inta exile, they were
dismayed by the “vulgarity” of the commetcial culture they found in
the United States: Movies, jazz music, inexpensive high-circulation
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azines, dance crazes, and radio were far more widespread in their

g
Vwaﬂ home than they had been in Europe. This seemed a stark contrast

with the high cultural tradition that they had left behind. Adomo and
Horkheimer considered that this “mass culture” had emerged as a

" result of processes similar to those that had given rise to Fascist

totalitarianism in Europe. Hence they were explicitly concemned with
how forms of cultare could contsibute to ‘guthoritarian forms of
domination. So, in their argument, the domination and manipulation
of the “masses” becomes explicitly connected to the production and
dissemination of a particular form of “mass culture,”

Tt s in this context that Adorno and Harkheimer, in collaboration,
and Adomo individually, developed an argument about popuiar music.
Wiiting against those who believed that the arts weze samehow
independent of industry and commerce, Adomno and Horkheimer
11947/1979) asserted that popular music was produced by a “culture
industry” that was no different from the industrics that manufactur

the purpose of profit maximization. The culture industry was nothing
more than an “assembly line” producing standardized products {as also
discussed by Keliner in Chapter 19 }. Key terms that recur continuously
throughout their work are standardization, repetition, and pseudoin-
dividuality. For Adomo and Horkheimer [1947/1979), the concept of
pseudoindividuality means that everything produced by the culture
industry is the same; it only appeazs t0 be different. They argue,
rpgendo individuality is rife: from the standardised jazz improvisation
to-the exceptional film star whose hair curls over her eye to demon-
strate her originality” (p. 154}

All individuality is an‘ilusion that is actively fostered by the culture
industry to provide diversion from the drudgery of working life and the
exploitative conditions created by the capitalist system. By making

this argament, Adomo and Horkheimer explicitly liuk a political and .

economical analysis of mn»ﬁmun&ann productionto a social psychologi-
cal theory of the experience of consumption. As mass culture, popiilar
rusic requires the listener 0 make very little effort. Indeed, popular

music actially causes the "regression of listening.” In one of his

characteristically despairing condemnations of popular music, Adomo
{1991} asserts ithat #rhere is 2 neurotic mechanism of stupidity in
listening, the frrogantly ignorant rejection of everything unfamiliar is
its suze sign. Regressive listeners behave like children” [pp. 44-45]).




impact of the musje industry, . :
In an extensive historical account of the record industry in the
United States, Chapple and Garofalo {1977} argue that the concentra-
tion of ownership among 2 few major companies that control access
to the means of recording and reproducing pop music has ame&
capitalist corporations to “colonize léisnre, Performers and nanom&nm

. industry personnel have becomie absorbed into ap entertainment

ery in mmn.mowmam.w Popular mugjc as “mass cultyre” and Cutertainmens
leads to Passivity; it makes people accept the Status quo and engenders
obedience toward authoritarianjsy, Adomo {1976} seems quite cer.
tain of this when he asserts that “popujar Music constitutes the dregs

of musica] history. ., 4 SEIS Up a system of conditioned reflexes in
its victim” {p, 29 1.

Partial Despair:
Co-Optation by the Oo-ﬁo_ﬁ&osm

Steve Chapple and Reebee Garofalo (1977) have similar thingg to
say about how capitalist forporations turp bopular music int a
comrmodity. However, unlike Adorno, who can Se€ novalue in popular
music as a cultura] form, these writezs do wish to claim some valye
for it. Like many intellectuals who have writre about popylar music
since the late 1960s, Chapple and Garofalo aze members of 2 genera-
tion that grew up with rock and rolf and developed 5 belief in the radica]
social potentia] of roek music whep connected to youthfy] rebellion

forced Black artists to adopt a “crossover mentality” if they are to reach
: 2¥mas white audience. In doing 80, Black musicians have often
- Teneged on thejr previous political commitments and altered both
3 D, usic and thejr appearance, In the process, they have compro-
MWMMWMWQ cultura] identity,
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George's argument raises important questions about the connec-
tions between popular music and issues of race and racism. Just what
does it mean if Black performers appear, over time, with lighter skin
tones? {George gives the examples of Michael Jackson and George
Benson.} Is “crossover” {music that moves across different categories,
but specifically in this case from the thythm and blueshurban charts
into the Top 40 simply about trying to appear more acceptable to
white audiences? Are performers diluting of denying their racial
identities? Are Michael Jackson and Prince, with their “disquieting
androgymy,” presenting wglarmingly un-black and unmasculine fig-
ure[s}],” as George Suggests {p.174)3 Orare these artists, in their songs
and images, challenging the racial, sexaal, and ethnic categories that
have become assoct ated with musical expression? Such questions are
by po means straightforward, and they connect directly with issues of
race and gender discussed elsewhere in this book.

Apart from these specific questions that arise from Geozge's aIgw
ment, do you find the general perspective mmnmnmmﬁam here a useful
explanation of the impact of the music industry on popular masic?
Does corporate ownerskip directly determine the way inwhich populdr
rausic is produced? Is it simply a tale of compromise and co-optation—
the "sellout” to the system? This type of argument seems 0 suggest
that the working practices of thousands of people employed in the

recotd industry, ‘the sounds of musicians, and ultimately the activities
of andiences become little more than responses o the commercial .

power of corporations.

Celebrations of Consumption:
Fans and Active Audiences

Rejecting the despair of such conclusions, writers such as Tain
Chambers and Lisa Lewis have attempted to shift the focus away from
the corporations and onto the audiences, emphasizing how popular
music is actively used. From this alternative perspective, audiences
are not the passive victims suggested by previous theorists.

Chambers {1985) proposes that although record companies might
eontrol how music is produced, they are unable to control the way it
is nsed or the meanings invested in its texts ind technologies by
audiences. He asserts that the commodities of the music industry are
transformed as they are “appropriated” by various groups and indi-
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viduals and used for the expression of individual identities, symbolic
resistance, leisure pursuits, and forms of collective and democzatic
musical creativity in everyday life, Drawing examples from the 1960s,
when hippies nsed music at festivals, demonstrations, and various
happenings,” to the reuse of vinyl records, turntables, tape machines,
and mixers in rap and hip-hop in the 1980s, Chambers emphasizes
the diversity of pop music styles. Throughout these changes, popular
music has been central to audiences” and listeners’ lives, and often has
had direct impacts on the surrounding society and culture (the Wood-
stack festival of 1969, the punk period of 1976-1979, and the activity
that became focused on the Nelson Mandela Concertin 1988 are just
2 few examples]. This is the complete opposite of Adomo’s model of
standardization, repetition, and passivity. It is an account in which
the texts and technologies of popular music con inually provide op-
portunities for a wider range of people to participate in aesthetic, .
political, and cultural activity. o .

Like - Chambers, Lewis {1990, 1992} emphasizes the activity of
sudiences by focusing on the viewets of MTV and the activities of fans
at concerts and various other public events. Against writers:guch as
Adomo, she argues that fans are Dot regressive obsessed individuals,
ot are they a manipulated fmass,” Instead, fans are imaginative,
discriminating people who are capable of making a numberof fitie
distinctions and who actively participate in creating the meanings that
become associated with popular rausic. Fans contribute an integral
clement to our understanding of popular music and particular artists.
Lewis suggests that fans create communities with collective, shared
senses of identity built around their appreciation of particular perform-
ers. Such groups produce important ireservoirs of knowledge” that
directly contribute t0 the meanings attributed to performers. (How
could we understand the enduring po; ity of Bob Dylan, for exam-
ple, without reference to the legions of highly intelligent people who
have followed him arcund for years and who have continued to find
profound meanings in even his most banatl ﬁﬁn»bgm:

Lewis shares Chambezs’s emphasis on the way popular music is
rpolysemic”; despite the corporations’ best efforts, it cannot simply
have one meaning. Many possible meanings are made available at the
same time, and it is pltimately audience members who are able to
#appropriate” these and determine which meanings will predominate.
Not only is this a more optimistic theory, it provides important
insights into how people receive music in different ways. In doing 50,
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it challenges the jdes that audiences are passive. From this perspective
audiences are very active, Butwhere does such 2 theory lead us? Is the

Between Production and Consumption:
Mediations and Articulations

A number of writers have attempred tq Steer 2 course between these
Dositions, most notably Simon Frith jn Britain and Larry Grossberg in
the United States. In a prolific body of work that is difficult to
Summarize or condense into 5 single argument, Frith has emphasjzed
how production tends o predominate and hag argued that it is the
corporations that, ultimately, provide the sounds we hear apg the
products we consume [see, e.g., Frith, 1988b). However, the €OIpOTa-
Hons cannot “control” popular music in any simple way; artists and
audiences frequently play important roles in shaping how music is
both produced and tonsumed (see Frith, 1986} Frith hag written
extensively about performers, industries, and audiences [see FPrith,
1983, 1988a), and has highlighted the different values, beliefs, termi.
nologies, and judgments that aze tnade by performers, by thoge within
the corporations, and by audiences {and, incidentally, by academics).

Much of his work points to the distinctive breaks that seem 1o appear
" in the experience of mugic among the fan, the performer, and the
record industry worker, Frith contends that we cannpt simply read off,
deduce, or vnderstand one from another,

The implication of Frith’s work is that thete is no necessary
connection between a form of production ang 2 way of consuming
music. A connection hag 1o be created; production i not simply
standardized ang dominating, but neither are audiences Passive or
always Spontaneously creative. This is 5 theme that has been pursued,
albeit in a different way, by Grossberg { 1992}, who has also produced
4 sophisticated theory about the position of music within North
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to seek out, be sought by, and connect with particvlar audiences,
During such a complex social process, the meaning of music and any
social effects it may generate atise out of a process inwhich performer,
industry, text, and audience “arti " with cach other and with the
surrounding culture and social-political system.

we do not articulate in a vacuum. When applying this concept to
popular music, we can argue that an artist is always articalating,
through variong intermediaries, to audiences who are always part of
the process of articulating cultural meaning. .

The second aspect of articulation derives from the general definition
of the term ag involving the linking together of two elements, For

out, articulation involves “the practice of linking together elements

which have DO necessary relation to each other? {p. 3971,

By adopting the concept of articulation, we can start to examine
how the meanings of popular music arise not only out of how artists
and audiences articulate, but out of the various audio, visual, and
verbal elements that are combined and connected at the same time.
Think of rap and hip-hop, for example. These styles of music involve

combined with a particular way of using language that draws on the
traditions of “toasting” in African American and Caribbean q&sﬁa
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As fans, our first contact with a new singer or band may be with the
music alone, or perhaps with the music as it accompanies the iconog-
raphy of a video. Prequently, however, our first contact is with an
image: on a poster, atbum cover, or magazine cover, OF in 4 photo
within the print media, We often see the face and body before we listen.
to the sounds and read the words, These images are carefully put
together. Their construction involves the artist's collaboration with a
range of pezsonnel, such as publicists, marketing staff, photographers,
stylists, and video directors {Negus, 1992}. The image defines an artist
in & specificway, as a particular type of human being and as aproduct
placed within the genre categoties of the music industry. The image
Jlso helps to explain how an artist's rausic should be understood.

@aﬁ&&&mﬁ&ﬁ»%&m@&%ﬁmﬁwmﬁ&oﬁ%s
the production and consumption of popular music. The visual image
connotes a type of music, an attitude toward life, and alifestyle; it denotes
¢he artist as a particular type. One of the reasons Sinéad O'Connor was
so immediately recogaizable and a focus of attention was that she had
shaved her head. Shewas a bald woman. This was immediately visible
as an act of choice. Women do not usually go bald; O’Connor had chosen
to make herself bald, Whether or not she realized the effect that this
So&mgnmmgﬂoﬁz}ﬁ&uoﬁm ﬁﬁ%%gggwﬂ%
to explain it. In 1991 shetolda rock newspaper that she had adopted the
hairstyle in a fit of temper because the directors of her record company
yad asked her to wear high-heel boots and tight jeans, and to grow her
haiz. Two years later, while commenting on the abuse of children, she
told a journalist that she had shaved her head as an expression of her
anger and outrage at injustice in the world,

O'Connor’s head became a focus of attention and was subject to
various interpretations [see Hayes, 1991]. Its associations with Fas-
cism and the British youth cult of the ckinhead was noted, as was its
connection with the adoption of this style by lesbians as a refusal of
male definitions of beauty and femininity. When trying to find mean-
ing in O'Connor's music, s0me journalists connected the confessional
nature of many of her songs to the shaving of the head by religious
groups s an act of penance or contrition. Others referred to the shaved
heads of asylum inmates and prisoners [society’s victims] when de-
scribing the anget vented in much of her music. The image was
actively used as a guide and articulated with the meanings of the
music, particularly on the albums The Lion and the Cobra {1988) and
I Do Not Want What I Haven't Got [1990).

sports clothing Ireversed baseball caps, oversized pants and sweat-
shirts, and so on) and very specific ways of using the bady. Perform.
ances by both producers and their audiences bring together slements
from dancing to soul music with traces of robotic mime and ironic
{and not 80 iromic) gestures of raacho male prowess. Further elements
include the specific subjects of songs, which often have social mes-
sages, and the ways jn which particulat samples are used {James
Brown, for example} to articulate particular senscs of history.

I want to conclude by itlustrating the process of articulation in
slightly more detail by reference to the performer Sinéad O'Connor.
Ny argument is that focusing on processes of ardcutation and the
mediations that link production and consumption can help us 1 raise
critical questions about popular music. Meanings are not simply
imposed by production or appropriated in the act of consumption.

Meanings are created, constraints are imposed, and possibilities are
continually opened up through the processes that connect aftists,
industry, audiences, and texts.

Sinéad O’Connor: The Articulation, Mediation,
and Interpretation of Musical Meaning

Sinéad O'Connor enjoyed considersbie celebrity toward the end of
the 1980s and beginning of the 1990s. Through three intense, emo-
tional albums, a series of equally passionate stage performances, and
some controversial media appearances, she provoked soong reactions
of both support and condemmpation. In ber sounds, words, and images
she continually drew attention to instances of social injustice and
raised questions about Trishness, sexuality, childhood and mother-
hood, religion, and racism.

Our understanding of Sinéad O'Connor and her music and the ways
these themes ate communicated is derived from our engagement with
how she “performs” (and is reported to perform} across the range of media
texts that contribute to our knowledge of her identity. Such performative
texts include interviews, persontal appearances, public activities, music
videos, and all the public communicative actions that contribute to how
we understand and interpret bes music. We can rarely know any artist
directly. The relationship between artist and audience is always mediated
by the gatekeepers and intermediaries of the music and entertainment
industries, and I'want to give just & brief indication of this process here.




The bald head became ap instantly identifiable sign of Singad
O’Connor, and was matketed by the recording industry ag 5 “brand
image,” placed across the music-related eutertainment media, Hogw.
ever, it did not become justa commodity; O'Connor Was not simply

coincide with those of the industry, but neither were they spontane.
ously created. A process of articulation oceyrred that linked together
artist, industry, and audience, ’

Popular Music ‘ 393

how a performer’s identity cannot be understood simply by reference
to the induktry, the sudience, or the artist alone; rather, it must be
understood through a Process in which the artisy’s identity is articn.

tated across a web of mediations that link the conventionally separated:

spheres of production and consumption, Such an approach, pursuing

the connections between the artists and audiences for popular music,

roots and fertilization?
is it that some of the most vital popular music often has

3. Why
to fight to be aited by mainstream radic and recording Companies, and

usually beging in smal] alternative media?
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