
The problem, of course, is to explain how it does this, a'nd the other 
recurring point here, one on which to end this chapter, is that musical talk 
is both necessary and useless: 
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A: I just think this is great ... I don't know why I like it so much. 
And some of them I've listened to so many times that I sing 
along. (laughs) Like "Here Comes Jesus" in German. 

Q: But why is it so great? 
A: I don't know. 
Q: Well, you have to tell me. 
A: It's hard to explain ... it's all feelings and emotions ... 
Q: You gotta tell me why, though. 
A: I don't know why. (annoyed) Just like you don't know why your 

music is a particular way . . . even if I tried to tell you a miUion 
reasons, you know, like it reminds me of home or because of the 
key .. . even if I say all these things . . . (she stops and gasps as 
a new part of the piece starts, an oboe solo) Now this part is 
sad. (listens for awhile) 

Q: Why is this part sadder than the other part? 
A: (glares) I'm getting annoyed. 
Q: Why? 
A: Because the fact is it is sad. It evokes certain feelings. It has and 

it probably always will. Why? Well I don't know why. I could talk 
about the notes or the voice or the oboe. 

Q: Well, go ahead then. 
A: But I feel no . .. I mean I feel somewhat of a . . . maybe I just 

want to enjoy it, I don't want to explain it. I don't want to start 
describing "what" and "why." I just like it and like to hear it ... 
like to be moved by it. I feel no need to explain it .. . Maybe it's 
programmed into my genes so that a G-sharp really knocks me 
out. 

Q: Okay, okay ... 
A: . .. It's not a scientific experiment. And I'm glad because I don't 

want to know . . . I don't want to know. I don't care.72 
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Genre Rules 

The little child is permitted to 
label its drawing uThis is a 
cow-this is a horse" and so 
on. This protects the child. It 
saves it from the sorrow and 
wrong of hearing its cows and 
its horses criticized as kanga-
roos and work-benches. 

Mark Twain' 

When we obtain a theory of genres we 
will then b. able to S8e that every ganr. 
has its own specKie objective laws which 
no artist can ignore without peril. 

Georg lukiics2 

There was a program on a college radio station in Ithaca when I was 
living there in early 1991 which described itself as "Pure American folk from 
singers who defy labels;' and this self-contradictory statement can stand as 
the motto for this chapter, in which I wiu examine the role of labels in popular 
music and consider the seemingly inescapable use of generic categories in the 
organization of popular culture. These are so much a part of our everyday 
lives that we hardly notice their necessity-in the way bookshop shelves are 
laid out (novels distributed between romance, mystery, science fiction, horror, 
popular fiction, contemporary fiction, classics, and so on); in the way TV 
program guides classify the evening's entertainment (sitcom, game show, talk 
show, crime series, documentary); in the ways films are advertised and videos 
shelved (comedy, Western, horror, musical, adventure, adult); in the way 
magazines are laid out at newsagents (women's, children's, hobby, general 
interest, fashion, computers, music). Such labels are only noticeable, in fact, 
when we want a book or video or magazine that doesn't fit and suddenly don't 
know where to find it. 

In this chapter I wiu argue that such labeling lies, in practice, at the heart 
of pop value judgments. I'll start (as with the examples already cited) with 
the use of genre categories to organize the sales process. 

Genre distinctions are central to how record company A&R departments 
work. The first thing asked about any demo tape or potential signing is what 
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sort of music is it, and the importance of this question is that it integrates 
an inquiry about the music (what does it sound like) with an inquiry about 
the market (who will buy it). The underlying record company problem, in 
other words, how to turn music into a commodity, is solved in generic terms. 
Genre is a way of defining music in its market or, alternatively, the market 
in its music. (Exactly the same could be said of the way publishers handle 
manuscripts and book ideas, film companies scripts, and television companies 
program proposals.) 

Whatever decision is made genericaDy (and this may mean serious argu-
ment, may involve composite or "crossover" markets, and thus may not be 
straightforward at aD) will have a determining influence on everything that 
happens to the performer or record thereafter. A record company will, for 
example, immediately look at the spread of its acts. (Does it need something 
or something else of this sort? Will the new signing compete with or com-
plement existing talent?) And once signed, once labeled, musicians will there-
after be expected to act and play and look in certain ways; decisions about 
recording sessions, promotional photos, record jackets, press interviews, video 
styles, and so on, will all be taken with genre rules in mind. The marketing 
and packaging policies, in other words, that begin the moment an act is signed 
are themselves determined by genre theories, by accounts of how markets 
work and what people with tastes for music like this want from it. 

Initially, · then, to understand how a genre label works- why these par-
ticular musical characteristics have been put together in this particular way-
is to understand a reading of the market. In 1907, for example, the American 
music publisher Jerome H. Remick offered songs for sale under the foDowing 
labels: baDad, cowboy song, novelty, Irish comic, coon song, Indian love song, 
waltz song, topical song, sentimental baDad, march song, and march baDad. 
In the same period E. M. Wickes, in his book Advice to Songwriters, distin-
guished between the baDad and the novelty song: the former included "the 
Semi-high-c1ass, March, Rustic, Irish, Descriptive, and Mother"; the latter 
"Flirting, Juvenile, Philosophical, Comic, Irish, Production, Stage, Suggestive, 
and Ragtime.") As Nicholas Tawa points out, musical labels in Tin Pan Alley 
at this time sometimes referred "to subject or emotional content and some-
times to the basic music meter," sometimes to lyrical themes, sometimes to 
musical forms. The logic of labeling depends on what the label is for: 
publishing catalogues were written for amateur and professional singers who 
needed songs appropriate for their particular style or repertoire; advice manu-
als were written for would-be songwriters with different musical skiDs and 
linguistic facilities. 
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If the music industry has always used labeling procedures, then, they have 
never necessarily been clear or consistent. Genre maps change according to 
who they're for. And there is a further complication. The point of music labels 
is, in part, to make coherent the way in which different music media divide 
the market-record companies, radio stations, music magazines, and concert 
promoters can only benefit from an agreed definition of, say, heavy metal. 
But this doesn't always work smoothly, if only because different media by 
necessity map their consumers in different ways. aecord retailers, for example, 
don't always organize their stock in the same way as record companies 
organize their releases (indeed, for reasons I'll come back to, retailers are likely 
to anticipate record companies in labeling new markets and redrawing old 
genre distinctions). Sometimes this has to do with immediate consumer 
demand (most stores have a category, "TV advertised:' to cater for the market 
diat results from such promotion regardless of the musical category involved). 
Sometimes it has to do with material conditions: how one organizes the racks 
depends on how many racks one has. And sometimes it reflects the fact that 
people shop in ways that are not easy to classify generically: my favorite 
sections in British record shops used to be those labeled "male vocal" and 
"female vocal:' which were, in effect, residual light pop categories (all those 
singers who couldn't be filed under rock, soul, jazz, or nostalgia). Why in this 
category, unlike any other, was the musician's gender taken to be significant? 

Record shopping is instructive in this context for many reasons. A com-
mitted music fan will soon find, for example, that she's interested in sounds 
that seem to fit into several categories at once, and that different shops 
therefore shelve the same record under different labels.' Or one can follow 
the emergence of new shelving labels-world music (which mayor may not 
include reggae);· rave (which mayor may not include American imports). It's 
as if a silent conversation is going on between the consumer, who knows 
roughly what she wants, and the shopkeeper, who is laboriously working out 
the pattern of shifting demands. What's certain is that I, like most other 
consumers, would feel quite lost to go to the store one day and find the labels 
gone-just a floor of CDs, arranged alphabetically. This happens sometimes, 
of course, in the bargain-bin special offer sales, and while I approve in 
principle of the resulting serendipity, I mutter to myself all the time that it 
would have been much easier if somebody had sorted out these cut-outs 
before dropping them in a heap. 

In terms of later embarrassment, record stores have the advantage that 
no one can remember how they once organized genre categories (rock 'n' roU 
as "novelty") or placed particular acts (Bob Marley as "folk"). And so the 
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best evidence (except, possibly, Billboard's chart terms) of how music business 
labels so often seem to miss the point can be found in the history of the 
Grammy Awards. In 1958, for example, the main pop categories were plain: 
record of the year; album of the year; song of the year; vocal-female; 
vocal-male; orchestra; 'dance band; vocal group or chorus (there were sepa-
rate slots for country and rhythm & blues performers). In 1959 new titles 
included Performance by a Top 40 Artist and Folk Performance. In 1960 the 
Top 40 award became Pop Singles Artist; in 1961 there was, for the first time, 
an award for Rock and RoD Recording (which was won by "Let's Twist 
Again"). In 1964 the Beatles won the Grammy for Vocal Group of the Year; 
Petula Clark made the winning Rock and Roll Recording. By 1965 the latter 
category was labeled Contemporary (Rock and Roll); this became Contem-
porary Pop in 1968, Pop in 1971, and Pop, Rock, and Folk in 1974. In 1979 
it was split between Pop (male and female vocal, group, instrumental) and 
Rock (male and female vocal, group, instrumental). One would, indeed, get 
a strange notion of popular music history from Grammy categories (and 
winners) alone. Soul Gospel appears from 1969, Ethnic or Traditional (in-
cluding blues and "pure" folk) from 1970, disco (for one year only) in 1979. 
A Video award was made (rather more promptly) from 1981; the decade also 
saw, eventually, awards for metal, hard rock, and rap.5 

I've always felt that the Grammies give one a good sense of how the 
American music industry would like to see the market even as, reluctantly 
and tardily, it has to adapt to the way the market really is. And the oddity of 
the Grammies lies in their subsequent air of fantasy: no one in any individual 
record company could afford to be so stupid about public tastes, but collec-
tively and anonymously record companies can still show how they'd like 
things to be. 

Back in the real world, the problem, at least for the record industry in 
the United States, is radio. Out of promotional necessity record companies 
must constantly adapt their product not to consumer taste as such, but to 
consumer taste as understood and organized by radio stations. From a British 
perspective just the names for U.S. radio formats seem exotic: Adult Contem-
porary (full service, gold-intensive, lite, music-intensive, adult alternative), 
AOR (album oriented rock), Beautiful Music, Big Band, CHR (Contemporary 
Hit Radio), classical, country, easy listening radio, gold (gold-dassic rock), 
gospel, Hispanic, jazz, Music of Your Life, New Age, nostalgia, Quiet Storm, 
Urban Contemporary.6 

The thinking behind such labels is captured in a USA Today story about 
the emergence at the beginning of the 1990s of so-called "adult Top 40;' "hot 
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adult contemporary," or "mix" stations, playing "top singles with grown-up 
appeal." 

"Standard Top 40 has gotten so extreme that mothers and daughters 
don't like the same music anymore;' says Guy Zapoleon, national 
program director for the 12-station Nationwide Communications. 

Lots of stations are going with Mom, sacrificing the> kids to rival 
stations. It's a money decision. In the radio business, the 25-55 age 
group is called th, "money demographic" . . . 

Stations move into the adult Top 40 format from two directions. 
Some are former adult contemporary stations that now mix in many 
current releases with their soft fare from the past couple of decades 
for a "hotter" sound. Others are former standard Top 40 stations 
that have deleted the jarring extremes of teen-aimed tunes. 

Zapoleon says similar formats have sprung up in other eras when 
pop music has become fragmented, but were abandoned when su-
perstar innovators with across-the-board appeal reunited listeners.' 

The peculiarity of generic definitions in music radio terms is that pro-
grammers are using the sounds to put together an audience (or market or 
demographic) for delivery to advertisers. Sometimes the radio definition of 
this market-by-taste coincides with the record industry's (as with country 
music, for example); often it does not. Record companies can never be sure 
how radio programmers will classify a new sound (or whether that classifica-
tion will make sense to record buyers). Genre labeling, in this context, 
becomes both slippery and powerful (given radio's control of the pop 
soundscape). It's as if radio programmers can create a territory by mapping 
it. And record companies can't find their way to market without that map; 
they don't even know where they may be going.s 

The problem of radio-driven definitions of music is raised equally acutely 
(and more hilariously) when the state gets involved: both Canada and Britain, 
for example, have generic definitions built into broadcasting legislation. Ca-
nadian legislators took an interest in pop genres for two reasons. First, in a 
compromise between public service and commercial broadcasting principles, 
it was determined that while entrepreneurs could bid for licenses to run 
advertising-funded radio stations, the local population still had the right to 
a diversity of programming principles, to a range of different musics. Local 
licenses, then, are granted under principles of balance: would-be licensees 
have to declare (and stick to) a programming policy; the licensers have to 
ensure that each radio locality has the right mix of pop and rock and jazz 
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and classical and country. To do this such categories have to be defined: when 
does the music on a so-called country station playlist, for example, cease to 
be Ucountry"? 

Second, for reasons of national cultural policy, broadcasters in Canada 
are subject to a content law: a percentage of the music played must be 
"Canadian" (written by Canadians, performed by Canadians, produced by 
Canadians, or some combination thereof). The difficulty here is that some 
musical genres have more Canadian material available than others; it didn't 
make sense to make the same Canadian content demands on, say, classical 
and country stations, or on rock and folk and jazz. To apply different quota 
regulations to different stations according to different genres meant, again, 
giving such generic definitions legal clout. 

Canadian radio law thus defines music radio under the following head-
ings: 
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Category 6: Music- General 
Live or recorded entertainment music, extending from the advent of 
mass-produced recordings to the latest hits as defined in charts of 
recognized trade publications, including popular songs and compo-
sitions which fall under the headings "pop," "country-and-western," 
urhythm and blues," ('rock:' "easy listening," "middle-of-the-road," 
"beautiful music:' "mood," and "mainly for dancing"; popularized 
arrangements of classical music, jazz or authentic folksongs, music 
written in a folk idiom by present-day artists; songs of protest and 
political and social comment, humorous and satirical songs, chan-
sonniers and chansonnettes, English music hall and North American 
vaudeville, individual excerpts from works for the musical stage, 
non-religious Christmas songs, popular music for films and televi-
sion, and international pop songs; popularizations of folk idioms, 
such as Latin American, Hawaiian and Calypso, and the popular 
music of Canada's various ethnic cultures, other than authentic 
traditional folk music; for greater particularity, this category includes 
the following five subcategories: 

Subcategory 61: General Popular 
This subcategory includes all musical selections that fall within the 
terms of the general description for category 6 but are not included 
in subcategories 65, 66, 67, 68. 

Subcategory 65: Rock and Rock-Oriented 
This subcategory includes rock and roll, rhythm-and-blues, rock, 
country-rock, folk-rock, jazz-rock, and pop-rock, where the music is 

Performing Rites 

characterized by a strong beat, the use of blues forms, and the 
presence of rock instruments such as electric guitar, electric bass, 
electric organ, or electric piano. 

Subcategory 66: Country and Country-Oriented 
This subcategory includes simple, guitar-accompanied "country," 
back country or ((western" songs; orchestrated, citified or "town and 
country" songs, including those in a Nashville and country-pop 
styles; old-time fiddle music, breakdowns, hoedowns, jigs and reels 
other than those in subcategories 67 or 77; bluegrass music, and 
country yodelling. 

Subcategory 67: Folk-Oriented 
This subcategory includes music in a folk style composed by the 
troubadours and chansonniers of our time, popular arrangements 
of authentic folksongs, and popularization of folk idioms. 

Subcategory 68: Jazz-Oriented 
Music sung or played in a popular style by performers with a jazz 
background, including the work of the jazz-influenced dance bands, 
"cocktail" jazz and jazz improvisation when presented against a 
popularized orchestral background, but not including jazz-rock fall-
ing under subcategory 65.9 

Several things are striking about the genre definitions here. First, because 
what is at issue is, supposedly, content (not market), the approach is basically 
musicological; rock, for example, is defined in terms of what it sounds like 
(beat, form, and instrumentation) rather by reference to who might listen to 
it. Second, even within such "objective" measures there are, nevertheless, 
ideological implications, as indicated by the use of the terms "authentic" and 
"popularized" with reference to folk and classical music. Such descriptive 
terms are not purely musical. Third, the boundaries between the various 
subcategories are, inevitably, imprecise, and an interesting question emerges: 
can a record be played on more than one sort of station? Does it thereby 
change its meaning?lo Fourth, how can musical tastes ever change in this 
system? Can the legislators' "objective" account of musical meaning really be 
written over the much more fluid, "subjective" approach of radio listeners! 

This question was posed in an even starker (and more ludicrous) manner 
in the British parliament. Here the legislative problem was both simpler and 
more difficult: how to distinguish between "rock" and "pop:' The question 
also emerged from radio policy, and from a muddled compromise between 
public service principles and market forces. The 1980s Conservative govern-
ment had decided to license three national commercial radio stations (pre-
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viously, commercial operators had only been licensed to broadcast locally}. 
Rather than just license the three highest bidders, though, the Tories too 
retained a belief in "balance." One station was to be talk, and one was to be 
"other than pop." More particularly, the first wavelength to be released, the 
only one of the three with FM access, was to be non-pop. The Thatcher 
government, which combined belief in the market with a strong sense of the 
state's right to enforce moral standards, had always been wary of simply 
opening up the airwaves to more "pop and prattle" (a phrase used by the 
minister then in charge of broadcasting policy, Douglas Hurd). What was 
involved here, in other words, wasn't just a matter of choice-listeners could 
already choose nationally from the BBe's Radio 1 (pop/rock},2 (easy listen-
ing}, 3 (classical), and 4 (talk}--but also a matter of value. 

This became clear when the bidders for the station began to declare 
themselves. One of the most powerful was Rock FM, a consortium put 
together by Britain's leading rock promoter, Harvey Goldsmith, and the 
publishing company EMAP (publishers of Britain's leading rock magazine, 
Q). From their perspective rock was clearly "other than pop"; it meant 
"album-based music for adults" rather than "instant, singles-based music 
aimed at teenagers." 11 

This was not at all what the government had intended, and it hastily 
introduced an amendment to the Broadcasting Act. "Pop music" was now 
defined to include all kinds of music "characterised by a strong rhythmic 
element and a reliance on electronic amplification for their performance."" 
The amendment was introduced in the House of Lords, and the flavor of the 
resulting debate is captured in the following exchange. Earl Ferrars, for the 
government: 
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It has been argued that rock music is not the same thing as pop 
music. I do not know whether it is or not. But I do know that it 
would be an odd result-and not, I am sure, what your Lordships 
intended-if a rock music or similar application were able to win 
the licence for the non-pop service .. . The somewhat intricate style 
of the amendment was thought appropriate because the parliamen-
tary draughtsman thought that my definition of "pop;' which was 
thump, thump, thump, would not be parliamentary or statutorily 
adequate. 

The Viscount of Falkland, speaking on behalf of the record industry: 

Pop music, as it is understood by the music industry in this country 
and in the United States, now has a clear definition. There is a clear 
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understanding that pop music as such is music which is recorded in 
single versions mainly for a teenage market and which forms part of 
what is generally known as the Top of the Pops table. It is generally 
accepted that pop music is a single which is part of a market-based 
table or chart of 40. That may be even more esoteric to your Lord-
ships, but that is the fact of the matter. It is well known that in this 
country there are other forms of music which have been grouped by 
the Government, or those who are helping to draw up the legislation, 
with those singles in the charts that I have described. That includes 
rock music to which the noble Earl referred ... Noble Lords may 
wonder about the kind of music to which I refer. I shall simply 
mention two names. In this country there is an artist, who is I believe 
very popular with the Royal Family, caUed Phil Collins. He is an 
extremely successful rock artist and something of a film actor. His 
albums come within the term "rock." They are extremely successful 
and popular. In the United States there is a recording artist called 
Bruce Springsteen, known popularly as The Boss, who is a world-
renowned artist in this kind of music. Sales of his records continue 
to boom. Rock goes into other areas, some of which are perhaps 
more limited in appeal. However, there is a world of difference 
between pop music and rock music and indeed many other forms 
of music which have the same thump, thump element. [Earl Ferrars: 
Thump, thump, thump, my Lords.) My Lords, I apologise; a thump, 
thump, thump element. That includes a great deal of ethnic music 
such as music of West Indian origin. 13 

The terms of this debate are clear. The British government (like the 
Canadian government) sought to define rock musicologicaUy, in terms of 
form (thump, thump, thump); the industry (and Rock FM) sought to define 
it sociologically (by reference to its market) and ideologically (by describing 
its market function}.'4 The problem with the sociological argument, as Earl 
Ferrars pointed out in the House of Lords, was that it didn't stand up to close 
analysis: both Phil Collins and Bruce Springsteen had released singles that 
were included in the "Top of the Pops Table." The British popular music 
world doesn't faU into neat pop and rock divisions, musically or sociologically; 
it is more logical to treat it as a market unity. And where the industry 
argument was powerful-with respect to ideology (Bruce Springsteen fans 
just know they're different from Kylie Minogue fans}-it made no legislative 
sense: how could one safely define music in terms of attitude? As the Ameri-
can critic Barry Walters puts it (commenting on Rolling Stone's list of "The 
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JOO Best Singles of the Last Twenty-Five Years"), "Since the form pop music 
takes is more consistent than any other commercial art, quality is most often 
a matter of style, which eludes objective appraisal. The meaning, the ultimate 
value, of pop emerges out of the meeting between music and listener, an 
interaction that changes over time."ls 

Bruce Springsteen's music has, after aU, already been recuperated as 
nostalgia (it's the classic radio accompaniment to ads for classic jeans and 
classic beer) and will, inevitably, become "lite;' "gold;' and "easy listening" 
in the years to come. If nothing else, then, the Lords pop/rock debate did 
make clear that generic labeling involves a complex interplay between musical, 
marketing, and ideological forces. This is obvious in the other sectors of the 
music business in which labels are essential: the music press, which is designed 
to appeal to pop fans generally but also to forge them into a newly com-
mitted-ideological-readership; and clubs and club nights, which use music 
labels in their flyers and posters (Techno-Rave-Acid-Jungle) to attract a 
particular sort of crowd and thus to ensure a particular sort of evening. 16 

Readers and clubbers (unlike radio listeners) thus become an important 
part of the labeling process-a new genre is recognized by a new audience. 
The key ideological moment each year for music papers is the readers' poll, 
which serves as a public display of the magazine's success in forging a 
community out of its disparate consumers, a process which is particularly 
important (not least in maintaining advertising revenue) when a magazine 
changes its generic base (whether in response to reader interest or not). The 
British folk magazine Southern Rag redefined its brief in the mid-1980s, for 
instance, to include ((roots" music (which referred less to musical form than 
to the spirit in which it was played-local, live, cheap rock and roll of all 
kinds) and ethnic sounds (the same spirit reflected in music from the Third 
World). The shift had more to do with what was happening on the live folk 
circuit (who was being booked into pubs and clubs; what folk musicians 
themselves found interesting and relevant) than with any obvious sense of 
reader dissatisfaction (or falling circulation). In changing its name to Folk 
Roots, in other words, in redefining "folk;' the magazine was making a pitch 
for a new sort of reader who was thought to be out there. Publicity material 
now carried the endorsement of the NME, a rock paper: "Folk Roots is both 
modern, yet steeped in tradition; it has a historical importance, yet it is always 
hunting for the sounds of the future ... Folk Roots does not have its finger 
in its ear, it has its finger on the pulse."17 

Folk Roots went on to playa key role (alongside a handful of radio and 
club deejays and concert promoters) in defining-and putting together the 
market for-"world music;' a genre label (in the United States the term was 
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"world beat") which emerged from a 1987 meeting with eleven independent 
record labels: 

Whilst not all of these labels are devoted exclusively to World Music, 
they have united to bring recognition to the many diverse forms of 
music as yet unclassifiable in Western terms. Trying to reach a 
definition of "WORLD MUSIC" provoked much lengthy discussion 
and finally it was agreed that it means practically any music that isn't 
at present catered for by its own category, e.g.: Reggae, jazz, blues, 
folk. Perhaps the common factor unifying aU these WORLD MUSIC 
labels is the passionate commitment of all the individuals to the 
music itself. 

The object was to improve the music's sales situation: "The term WORLD 
MUSIC will be used to make it easier to find that Malian Kora record, the 
music of Bulgaria, Zairean soukous or Indian Ghazals-the new WORLD 
MUSIC section will be the first place to look in the local record shop."'8 But 
what was equally significant (hence Folk Roots' role) was the perception of 
the potential world music market as people drawn from the rock and folk 
audiences, people, that is, with a particular set of musical attitudes, needs, 
and expectations. Not all the music made in the world, after all, got to be 
"world music."19 

I want to make two general points about this. First, in using genre labels 
to. make the marketing process more efficient, record companies are assuming 
that there is a manageable relationship between musical label and consumer 
taste. This rests, in turn, on a set of assumptions about who these consumers 
are, in terms of age, gender, ethnicity, disposable income, leisure habits, and 
so forth. In broad market research terms, such assumptions are usually 
efficient enough. Record companies aren't stupid about the decisions they 
make as to how to package and market musicians-where to advertise world 
music or heavy metal records, say, or in which magazines and TV shows to 
place a would-be indie star or teen idol. 

Nevertheless, what is going on here is an idealization, the creation of a 
fantasy consumer (the sort of fantasy consumer being invoked by the press 
releases I quoted in Chapter 3) and, in this, the industry follows tastes rather 
than forming them. (I can't think of an example of a musical genre created 
by a marketing machine, rather than given a hasty definition, like "world 
music;' after its loose characteristics had already emerged through new con-
sumer alliances.) As fantasies, then, genres describe not just who listeners are, 
but also what this music Q1eans to them. In deciding to label a music or a 
musician in a particular way, record companies are saying something about 

Genre Rules 85 

i---------......:...-----------....... ---------- - --- - ---



both what people like and why they like it; the musical label acts as a 
condensed sociological and ideological argument. 20 

The second general point follows from this: although we are ostensibly 
dealing here with sound qualities, it may be difficult to say what different acts 
or records in a genre have in common musically. This is obvious, for example, 
in the case of "indie" music. Such a label refers both to a means of production 
(music produced on an independent rather than a major label) and to an 
attitude, supposedly embodied in the music, in its listeners, and, perhaps most 
important, in the relationship between them. 21 It can therefore lead, in turn, 
to intricate (and fiercely debated) judgments as to whether a band "seDs out;' 
changes the meaning of its music, by appealing to a wider audience." 

It is difficult to explain how such arguments about genre boundaries 
work to people uninvolved with the genre in the first place, people ignorant, 
that is to say, of a basic (if unstated) agreement within a genre about what 
their music is for. To take another British example, "student music" (as record 
companies realize) must fit student life, fit the student rhythm of coDective 
indulgence and lonely regret, boorishness and angst, and also draw on shared 
teen memories and the sense of exclusiveness that being a student (at least 
in Britain) still entails. Take this list of albums, for instance: The Wall (Pink 
Floyd), The Joshua Tree (U2), Brothers in Arms (Dire Straits), Bat Out of Hell 
(Meat Loaf), The Queen is Dead (The Smiths), Love Over Gold (Dire Straits), 
Grace/and (Paul Simon), Steve McQueen (Prefab Sprout), Sgt. Pepper's Lonely 
Hearts Club Band (The Beatles), Dream of the Blue Turtles (Sting). At first 
sight (on first hearing) it would make little sense generically, and yet as "The 
Nescafe Student AU Time Favourite Albums, 1988" it is explicable in terms 
of both range of sounds covered and the odd mix of the "classic" and the 
ephemeral {I doubt if students five years later had even heard the Prefab 
Sprout or Sting LPs).23 

Similarly, "women's music;' a sales label used in both Britain and the 
United States, is a category which jams together very disparate sounds. WRPM 
(Women's Revolutions Per Minute), the British women's music catalogue, is 
laid out in familiar ways (feminist/politics; spoken; classical; blues and jazz; 
folk and country; world/roots music; gospel; for young people; rock/pop/soul; 
humor-only "healing and ritual" is a category unlikely to be found in other 
general catalogues), and if the common denominator is that the music is 
made by women, the catalogue still excludes many different types of female 
performers. "Women's music" thus seems to describe something brought to 
a sound, whether that sound is "US synthesizer politico-pop" (Sue Fink), 
"theatrical brilliance and original anti-racist humour backed with disco mu-
sic" (Frank Chickens), "soft rock and silky ballads" (Deidre McCalla), or "very 
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sexy rock music" (Tret Fure). And if there are social tendencies here (the 
music is quite likely to be feminist, to be lesbian, to be independently 
produced, to be live or acoustic), none of these factors is determinate. 
Caroline Hutton describes WRPMs principles as follows: "This catalogue is 
part of the process of change in our lives. The music, I hope, will touch you. 
It can heal, inspire, energise and give great pleasure to us all. Many of the 
lyrics will say a lot more about the world and our experiences than 'I love 
you baby."'" 

"Women's music;' in short, is defined ideologicaUy, and, more to the 
point here, it is defined against other ways of music-making. Like "indie;' it 
is a category that only makes sense as an argument about "mainstream music" 
as well as about women; it describes what is not included-male-dominated 
music of all sorts. In fact, the logic of the label seems obvious enough, even 
(perhaps especially) to those people who don't much like "women's music" 
anyway.2S 

I'll come back to genres as ideologies shortly. First, a few words on the 
second way in which genre labels work in popular music evaluation: as a way 
of organizing the playing process. 

Perhaps because of their lack of formal or academic music education, 
popular musicians are accustomed to using generic labels as a basic shorthand 
for particular sounds (or riffs or beats). This is obvious in the way in which 
musicians talk to each other in rehearsal or in the recording studio, in the 
instructions given to players or engineers about their musical and sound 
decisions. The basis of session players' reputations, for example, often rests 
on their ability to respond to such shorthand without explanation being 
needed. And one of the services that sampling devices and "sound banks" 
currently offer is precisely such generically labeled sounds, on demand, over 
the phone line. 

In musical terms, the words used here are difficult to understand unless 
one already knows their meaning (a technically skilled but generically igno-
rant musician would not be able to understand requests to "give it some 
funk!"; to "try a reggae bass!"; to "hit that Phil Collins hi-hat!"; to "fall into 
the Stock-Aitken-Waterman groove!"). Genre discourse depends, in other 
words, on a certain sort of shared musical knowledge and experience (think, 
for example, of the use of musical labels in the ads published by groups 
seeking a new member, or on the "musician wanted" cards pinned up in 
musical instrument stores). What is obvious from this language is that for 
musicians too, genre labels describe musical skills and ideological attitudes 
simultaneously.26 

This is even more obvious in the third use of genre labels, as a way of 
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organizing the listening process. In Chapter 3 I suggested that rock critics rarely 
describe music in formal language, but almost always through comparison: 
new sound X is described by reference to already known sound Y. Done well, 
this is an elegant and economical form of descriptive shorthand (a good critic 
could be defined as one who can make such comparisons both original and 
telling), and genre labeling is, from this critical perspective, an implied com-
parison (or set of comparisons)-generic labels are, in fact, among the critic's 
most essential tools.27 

Deejays have probably been even more effective than journalists in defin-
ing new genres, "discovering" new markets (if only because they put their 
arguments to practical test, on the dance floor), though often all they are 
doing is routinizing terms taken from club chatter, and, in practice, it is 
virtually impossible to say where a new term (house, rave, rap, grunge) first 
came from. Genre origins remain a matter of elaborate and unresolvable 
debate. Or, to put this more sensibly, the genre labeling process is better 
understood as something collusive than as something invented individually, 
as the result of a loose agreement among musicians and fans, writers and disc 
jockeys. It is in fanzines, for example, that sounds are most systematically 
lined up with attitudes (musicians with audiences) and genres most earnestly 
argued about ideologically (and related to ways of life).28 

Focal ideological figures and their programs, clubs, and magazines play, 
then, something of the same role in the formation of popular genre-
consciousness as galleries in the formation of new movements in the fine arts. 
A new "genre world:' that is to say, is first constructed and then articulated 
through a complex interplay of musicians, listeners, and mediating ide-
ologues, and this process is much more confused than the marketing process 
that follows, as the wider industry begins to make sense of the new sounds 
and markets and to exploit both genre worlds and genre discourses in the 
orderly routines of mass marketing.29 The issue then becomes how to draw 
genre boundaries. Genres initially flourish on a sense of exclusivity; they are 
as much (if not more) concerned to keep people out as in. The industry aim 
is to retain the promise of exclusivity, the hint of generic secrets, while making 
them available to everyone. It sometimes seems, indeed, as if a genre is only 
clearly defined (its secret revealed) at the moment when it ceases to exist, 
when it can no longer be exclusive. Fanzines, that is to say, are surprisingly 
often launched on the premise that the music they are celebrating no longer 
really exists.3o 

In looking at the various ways in which genre labels are used to organize 
music making, music listening, and music selling, I have been circling around 
the same point: popular music genres are constructed-and must be under-
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stood-within a commercial/cultural process; they are not the result of de-
tached academic analyses or formal musicological histories." For people who 
live in genres there are continuous questions to be answered about new acts 
and releases: does this fit my playlist, my roster, my review pages, my collec-
tion? And the answers are inevitably reached by measuring the new music 
against a notion of the real thing: is this really jazz or punk or disco or New 
Age? Authenticity is a necessary critical value-<>ne listens to the music for 
clues to something else, to what makes the genre at issue valuable as a genre 
in the first place. The musical judgment is necessarily a social judgment: does 
this music understand the genre, is it true to it? For people who study genre, 
the questions are retrospective: how were these decisions made, what was it 
about these records that caused them to be labeled the same way, what do 
they have in common? The answers are much more formal: blues or punk 
or progressive rock are described in terms of the musical language they 
deploy; records are excluded from the definitions hecause they don't fit 
technically-have the wrong structure, beat, or orchestration. 

The problem of these different approaches is apparent in the writing of 
genre histories, which matter both because what happens to genres over time 
is a crucial part of their meaning and because genre self-consciousness derives 
in the first place from an account (usually mythical) of its own past.32 The 
crunch comes when the academic account is written over the mythical one-
by the collector-and the history of the genre is rewritten in terms of a new 
purism. Now the critical question (most familiar, I suppose, in folk music) 
becomes what might be called formal authenticity: does this singer or song 
obey the genre's musicological rules?33 

I'll come back to the issue of genre rules and their authority. Before that 
I need to refer to one of the few pieces of empirical research on the history 
of genres in everyday life, Ruth Finnegan's The Hidden Musicians. Musical 
labels are the key to Finnegan's map of "music-making in an English town:' 
and I want to draw attention to two of her arguments in particular. First, 
Finnegan shows that to have a musical interest, a genre taste, is to engage in 
the set of relationships which give meaning to that taste. An individual's liking 
for punk or opera, for country music or progressive rock, whether as per-
former or audience, is a commitment to a taste community, the taste com-
munity, in fact, which defines what I earlier called a genre's "ideal 
consumer." 34 

Second, Finnegan, doing her social scientific duty, tries to relate the 
resulting genre ideologies to social characteristics, to class, age, gender, eth-
nicity, and so forth. Her question becomes: do social identities and needs 
map onto musical identities and needs? does a homological approach to 
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musical values make empirical sense? Her answer is, perhaps surprisingly. no! 
While it was apparent, for example, that each new teenage generation had its 
own music (punk at the time of Finnegan's research), it was also clear that 
thereafter the enjoyment of such music was not confined to its own genera-
tion: old youth musics (rock 'n' roll, progressive rock, heavy metal, g1am rock) 
were played by the people who had grown up on them and by musicians 
from subsequent generations (the rock 'n' roU scene thus included musicians 
of any age from 20 to 55). IronicaUy, the only music world whose members 
shared social class characteristics, the folk world (which was essentially middle 
class), was also the only music world with a clear class ideology: it defined 
itself as working c1ass.35 

Finnegan concludes that in relating music and society, we should reverse 
the usual sociological approach. Rather than looking for people's material 
conditions in their aesthetic and hedonistic activity, we should look at how 
their particular love and use of music inform their social situations. She 
suggests, for example, a distinction between musical activities that are con-
tinuous with people's other social ties (this is often how people come to be 
in choirs or amateur operatic societies, for example, and can explain tastes-
running in the family-in country music or rock 'n' roU), and musical 
activities that are used by people to mark themselves off from their families 
or community (as with the middle-class punk or the orchestra member from 
a non-musical family). One can distinguish, similarly, between the degrees of 
ritual a musical life involves: the annual operetta or weekly folk night matter 
to their participants in different ways than the occasional participation in a 
disco or pub singalong. The use of music, in other words, can vary as to how 
important it is in defining one's social identity, how significant it is in 
determining one's friendships, how special it is in forming one's sense of self. 
The question of musical value is, as I suggested in Chapter I, inevitably tied 
up with questions of sociability. And the significant social differences may be 
less those between genres than between degrees of commitment (or types of 
commitment) to them.36 

What does seem clear is that it is through its generic organization that 
music offers people, even so-called passive at-home listeners, access to a social 
world, a part in some sort of social narrative, offers them what Finnegan calls 
"social pathways." In aesthetic terms, musical sounds, ideologies, and activi-
ties, musical texts and their implied contexts, cannot be separated. The 
pleasures popular music offers us, the values it carries (and I include classical 
music as popular here), have to be related to the stories it teUs about us in 
our genre identities. Or, to put this the other way around, genre analysis must 
be, by aesthetic necessity, narrative analysis. It must refer to an implied 
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community, to an implied romance, to an implied plot. In examining how 
the elements of popular music work (the sound, the lyric, the voice, the beat) 
we always have to take account of their genre coding: popular musical 
pleasures can only be understood as genre pleasures; and genre pleasures can 
only be understood as sociaUy structured. 

To conclude this chapter, then, I want to return to the question of genre 
rules, and the pioneering work of Franco Fabbri. Fabbri argues that a musical 
genre is a set of musical events (real or possible) whose course is governed 
by a definite set of socially accepted rules, and suggests that these rules can 
be grouped under five headings.37 

First, formal and technical rules. These are the rules of musical form (to 
be classified as punk or country, a piece of music has to have certain aural 
characteristics}which include playing conventions-what skills the musicians 
must have; what instruments are used, how they are played, whether they are 
amplified or acoustic; rhythmic rules; melodic rules; the studio sound quality; 
the relation of voice to instruments (whether there's a voice at aU); the 
relationship of words to music; and so forth. Such rules can be very loose 
(anything can be "rocked") or very tight (as in Canada's legal definition of 
authentic country music). But just as turning noise into "music" means 
knowing how to organize the sounds we hear in particular (conventionalized) 
ways, so to hear music generically (hearing this as punk, this as hard core; 
this as acid, this as techno) means organizing the sounds according to formal 
rules. 

Second, semiotic rules. These are essentially rules of communication, how 
music works as rhetoric; such rules refer to the ways in which "meaning" is 
conveyed (referential meaning, emotional meaning, poetic meaning, impera-
tive meaning, metalinguistic meaning, phatic meaning: Roman Jakobson's 
communicative functions). How is "truth" or cCsincerity" indicated musically? 
How do we know what music is "about"? Consider, for example, how different 
genres (opera, folk, rock, punk) read singers: as the protagonists of their 
songs? As revealing themselves? Rules here, in other words, concern musical 
expressivity and emotion; they determine the significance of the Iyrics-
different genres, for example, having quite different conventions of lyrical 
realism: soul versus country, the singer/songwriter versus the disco diva. Rules 
here also concern issues like intertextuality (to what extent does the music 
refer to other music?) and the ways in which a genre presents itself as 
uaesthetic:' cCemotional," or (Cphysical." Part of what is involved here is the 
placing of performer .nd audience in relationship to each other, the degrees 
of intimacy and distance. Such rules have practical effects. As Ola Stockfelt 
argues (quoting from Fabbri), "adequate listening" depends upon them: "The 
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distance between musician and audience, between spectator and spectator, 
the overall dimension of (musical J events are often fundamental elements to 
the definition of a genre ... often 'how you are seated' says more about the 
music that will be performed than a poster does."JS 

In short, as Fabbri admits, it is difficult to distinguish semiotic rules from 
the next category, behavioral rules, which cover performance rituals in a 
widely defined sense. These are gestural rules, then; they determine the ways 
in which musical skill and technique, on the one hand, and musical person-
ality, on the other, are displayed---<:ompare a Bruce Springsteen and a 
Kraftwerk concert, for example, or Erasure and the Mekons. Behavioral rules 
apply to audiences as well: an audience for the Cocteau Twins behaves 
differently from an audience for Nirvana. Lawrence Levine has a nice example 
of the misunderstandings that result when an audience behaves "wrongly": 

Ethel Waters, who began her career in 1917, did not sing before a 
northern white audience until the 1920s, and the sharp difference in 
audience reactions confused her and led her to conclude that she 
had been rebuffed when in fact she had scored a great success. "You 
know we took the flop of our lives just now," she told her partner, 
Earl Dancer. "Those people out front applauded us only because they 
wanted to be polite. Nobody stomped as they always do in coloured 
theatres when I finish my act. Nobody screamed or jumped up and 
down. Nobody howled with joy."J9 

Behavioral rules also concern offstage performance, behavior in inter-
views, packaged performance, the artist in videos and press photographs. 
Fabbri notes, for example, how different types of singers in Italy appear (or 
are packaged) differently on television: 
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Traditional and sophisticated singers are in their element on televi-
sion; their gestures are no different from those of the presenters ... 
The pop singer is in his element too, but tends to overdo the smiles 
and raised eyebrows which reveal his underlying anxiety to please. 
The rock singer and the cantautore are uncomfortable on television: 
the former because television is too bourgeois, and is too small for 
his exaggerated gestures, and the latter because it is too stupid. 
Anyway, the cantautore must always give the impression of being 
uncomfortable in front of his audience, because privacy is his "true" 
dimension. In either case nervous tics are acceptable ... The political 
singer hardly ever appears on television, and the gestures associated 
with him are those of the participant in a political meeting.'o 
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Rules of conversation and etiquette apply here, guiding the meetings 
between performers and journalists, performers and concert organizers, per-
formers and fans." As Fabbri notes, the apparent spontaneity of offstage 
rituals is exposed by the laughter that breaks out when rules are broken--one 
of the pleasures of Smash Hits, the British teen pop magazine, is the way it 
insistently breaks behavioral rules, asking "serious" rock stars intimate teen-
pop questions: what's in your handbag, what did you eat for breakfast, who 
do you fantasize about in bed? Behavioral rules apply to audiences off stage 
too: there are "appropriate" ways to listen to a record, to respond to it. And 
such rules are not just random, as it were; they reflect what performers (and 
listeners) are meant to be and thus how their "realness" as stars and commu-
nities is indicated. 

The fourth category consists of social and ideological rules. These cover 
the social image of the musician regardless of reality (a heavy metal or hard 
core musician has to be "outrageous" socially in a way that a folk or classical 
musician does not), but also refer to the nature of the musical community 
and its relationship to the wider world. These are the rules concerning the 
ethnic or gender divisions of labor, for example, and, in general, 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. 

Finally, there are commercial and juridical rules. These refer to the means 
of production of a music genre, to questions of ownership, copyright, finan-
cial reward, and so on; they determine how musical events come into being, 
as well as the relations of musics to record companies and the recording 
process, and records to live concerts and the promotion process. 

The problem of such a schematic overview (as Fabbri emphasizes) is that 
it implies a static picture of genres with clearly defined boundaries, whereas, 
in fact, genres are constantly changing-as an effect of what's happening in 
neighboring genres, as a result of musical contradictions, in response to 
technological and demographic change." Fabbri notes too that the relative 
importance of the different sorts of rules varies from genre to genre. The 
"ideological" rules of punk, for example, were more important than those of 
Euro-disco, and Helfried Zrzavy has argued persuasively that the defining 
feature of New Age was less how it sounded than how it looked: it was 
"ultimately, the cohesion in the aesthetics of New Age cover art that estab-
lished the genre's unmistakeable identity" as "a primarily visual musical 
genre."43 

The final point to make here, though, is that one way in which genres 
work in day-to-day terms is in a deliberate process of rule testing and 
bending. As Charles Hamm has argued, popular musicians "work 'within a 
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tradition that allows and even demands flexibility and creativity in shaping 
a piece. Genre is not determined by the form or style of a text itself but by 
the audience's perception of its style and meaning, defined most importantly 
at the moment of performance. Performers can thus shape, reinforce or even 
h "44It' f h" .,,' th c ange genre. IS out 0 sue transgressIve penormances at genre 

histories are written: old genres "fail" when their rules and rituals come to 
seem silly and restrictive; new genres are born as the transgressions become 
systematic. The value question here is a particularly interesting one: how do 
people recognize a good example of a genre? As music that follows the rules 
so effectively that it is heard to exemplify them? Or as music that draws 
attention to the way in which a genre works by exposing the unstable basis 
of its rules? This is another version of a recurring question in popular cultural 
studies: how should we relate the pleasures of novelty and repetition? The 
answer will, of course, depend on the genre involved, but there is one general 
point to make: as we saw in the Mass-Observation surveys, the importance 
of aU popular genres is that they set up expectations, and disappointment is 
likely both when they are not met and when they are met aU too predictably.45 

The value of Fabbri's approach here is that it clarifies how genre rules 
integrate musical and ideological factors, and why performance must be 
treated as central to the aesthetics of popular music. I could reorganize 
Fabbri's argument by dividing his rules more neatly into sound conventions 
(what you hear), performing conventions (what you see), packaging conven-
tions (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. The particular way in which 
a guitarist gets a guitar note, for example (whether George Benson or Jimi 
Hendrix, Mark Knopfler or Johnny Marr, Derek Bailey or Bert Jansch) is at 
once a musical decision and a gestural one: it is the integration of sound and 
behavior in performance that gives the note its "meaning:'46 And if nothing 
else this makes it impossible to root explanations of popular music in con-
sumption. It is not enough to assert that commodities only become culturally 
valuable when they are made "meaningful" by consumers: they can only be 
consumed because they are already meaningful, because musicians, produc-
ers, and consumers are already ensnared in a web of genre expectation. 

To summarize my argument so far: 
We can only begin to make sense of the aesthetics of popular music when 

we understand, first, the language in which value judgments are articulated 
and expressed and, second, the social situations in which they are appropriate. 
Value language is itself shaped by historical and social circumstance; and in 
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the West, at least, how people think about popular music is an effect of the 
nineteenth-century industrialization of culture, and the use of music as a 
commodity. These historical developments put into playa set of assumptions 
about the "high" and the "low" and a way of making sense of cultural 
experience through the mutually defining discourses of art, folk, and com-
merce. We still live within these discourses, and it is impossible to understand 
what it means to value music without reference to the ideological baggage we 
carry around with us. 

We can only make sense of musical value judgments, moreover, if we 
understand the circumstances in which they are made--and what they are 
made for. I have divided these circumstances up in orthodox sociological 
fashion: the processes of music making, selling, and consuming; but the 
general point (what these circumstances have in common) is that value 
judgments only make sense as part of an argument, and arguments are always 
social events. 

Finally, in the world of popular music, ideological and social discourses 
are invariably put together generically. It is genre rules which determine how 
musical forms are taken to convey meaning and value, which determine the 
aptness of different sorts of judgment, which determine the competence of 
different people to make assessments. It is through genres that we experience 
music and musical relations, that we bring together the aesthetic and the 
ethical. 

With these broad sociological assertions in mind, I will turn now to the 
music. 
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