






























































MUSIC AND ITS INDUSTRY

The Sociology of Rock

Simon Frith

Constable (London), 1978. In the
Communication & Society Series.
255 pages, with Notes,
bibliography and index; $11.95.

By Jody Berland

Everyone knows these days that
music is “big business.” Bigger than
sports, newspapers, TV or movies; pro-
bably bigger than all of them combin-
ed. Knowing it’s an ‘“‘industry” is as
much a part of our culture as the music
it produces — and probably helps to
justify it to many people. But who
wields the power, and how? How are
record companies, radio stations,
discotheques, instrument and stereo
producers, promoters, and reviewers
related? How does this actually affect
the music, the musicians, the au-
dience? And how do they in turn affect
the business? Frith’s book doesn’t talk
much about the music — but it covers
everything else.

Frith’s thorough documentation and
careful analysis are due to his double
career: as sociologist and as a critic
writing for rock magazines, like Creem,
since the Sixties. The story begins in
the Fifties, when the combined forces
of new recording technology and the
development of a youth market with
time and money to spend created an
explosion in popular music. As young
people discovered they could control
their use of leisure time, a specifically
youth-oriented musical culture (and
business) arose. In the Sixties the
earlier values. of showmanship and
entertainment were transformed by
new values of ‘“‘revolution and sex and
no respect’; business flourished, as
musicians and audiences sought a new
anti-commercial definition of rock
culture more in harmony with counter-
culture values of honesty and freedom.
But this didn’t diminish the star
system or the power of the music
monopolies. Although independent
companies tried to form around 1970,
Frith shows that these have mostly
either disappeared or have neatly, if
subtly, contributed to the reorganiza-
tion of the record industry on a grand
scale.

The book begins with the music’s au-
dience. Based on extensive interviews,
Frith describes the work (or lack
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thereof) and lives of working class and
middle class young people, their uses
of leisure, their values about rock. In
opposition to ‘“‘sub-culture” theorists,
he contends that groups only use
music consciously as symbolic of
group values when rejecting their
given class cultures. This could explain
the number of British rock stars from
art-schools. For the rest, music is most-
ly ever-present ‘‘background” — to
school, social lives, jobs, cars, free
time. But while consumers may have
different ideologies or needs for music,
the industry has something for
everyone.

T

Finding out what that something is,
producing it, publicizing and
marketing it, are all described in the se-
cond section of the book. Frith follows
the production of music and profit
through the A&R men, song writers,
copyrighters and publishers, studio
musicians, Musicians’ Union, pro-
ducers, studio technicians, record
manufacturers, designers, distribu-
tors, DJs, record stores, concert tours,
agents, managers, the press. Each of
these has changed with the increased
importance of records (and decrease of
live performances — though there are
always plenty of bands who will never
see the inside of a recording studio),
technological sophistication, and econ-
omic centralization. Producers, for in-
stance, are shown to be a combination
of technological whiz, entrepreneur,
and psychiatrist. Not surprising, given
the working conditions in the musical
assembly line. One wonders how much
of this is due to the economic cen-
tralization of the industry — about
which Frith provides abundant
statistics — and how much to the in-
creased technological complexity of
studio recording (itself tied to more
available capital, sophisticated equip-
ment, ambitious musicians, and au-
diences expectant of that ‘‘certain
sound’’). That is, how much alienation
is really necessary? Just as musicians
can expect about 6 percent of the final
cost of a record (higher for stars), so
they appear to have about 6 percent
control. Legally they don’t own the

product, nor do they all receive wages.
They are paid instead in royalties,
which Frith calls “incentives’ to musi-
cians from companies who can’t direct-
ly control their creative work.

The music industry’s integration,
both ‘horizontal” (buying up smaller
companies) and ‘‘vertical”’ (merging
with distributors, publishers, pro-
moters, instrument manufacturers,
etc.) leads to a mammoth mutual
dependence. In some ways this allows
them more flexibility. Whether you are
buying an amplifier, stereo, concert
ticket, music magazine, or esoteric
record, the monopolies are pocketing
the money. Frith’s familiarity with the
structure and temperament of the in-
dustry is enlightening, particularly his
detailed discussions of the legal and
economic structure of record produc-
tion, the music press’s history and the
“independent” media such as Rolling
Stone, and the balancing of radio and
other media between commercial
pressure and audience desires.

While his analysis of the industry
provides a comprehensive indictment,
his approach is not irredeemably
gloomy. In the last section he turns to
cultural influences on rock, particular-
ly black music. He compares various
theories about rock as art, as folk
music, as mass culture, as popular
culture. Finally, Frith says, popular
music is precisely that: popular music,
whose value is in direct proportion to
its popularity. The industry can’t total-
ly manipulate audience choices, and
that dynamic underscores the whole
process. At present, it’s doing its best
to freeze the market into predictable
sets of consumer tastes. But as its
history shows, its schemes don’t
always succeed. Even the consumption
of entertainment has its ‘‘civilizing
moments’’; the contradictions within
what he calls leisure ideology will con-
tinue to find expression not only in
bland escapism and consumerism but
also in idealism, dissatisfaction and
revolt. Music will continue to supply
fun, sexuality, power, joy, even
rebellion — if radio stations wouldn’t
play the Sex Pistols’ “God Save the
Queen”’ it still hit the top of the charts.

The book’s weakness is its failure to
go further in suggesting how these pro-
blems of capitalist community and
leisure might be resolved. The Sex
Pistols didn’t break the industry,
though they with other punk bands did
stimulate a wider critical con-
sciousness of its power. Frith never
makes clear enough what musical or
political resistance can successfully
challenge the monopolization that he
describes. His analysis may not suffi-
ciently justify his move from economic
pessimism to cultural optimism but it
does give us the necessary information
about the present situation. Perhaps
he thinks the rest is up to us. Y
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