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In this dissertation, I study cultural practices involving sound technologies. The 
term “cultural practices” deserves explanation. “Culture” is the total of ways in which people 
use symbols to attribute shared and apparently self-evident meanings to the world around 
them. Practices are routinized activities, which people perform in ways that are largely 
taken-for-granted.

 My research concentrates on a phenomenon, which in my opinion has received 
insufficient attention until now, and which I call credit-giving. Credit-giving takes place within 
collective practices. The term refers to the reward or acknowledgement, which partakers in a 
cultural practice receive for their contributions.  “Credit may include such diverse things as 
financial gain, fame, admiration, attribution, gratitude, and the acknowledgement of some-
one’s effort.

In the first chapter I investigate contemporary debates about music copyright. I explain 
that there exists a prevailing idea on how pop music production works, which has an air 
of self-evidence around it, but the self-evidence of which is undermined by the rise of new  
digital music technologies. According to this idea, pop music production works as follows: an 
artist makes a song, or at least is admired for doing the creative part of the work; the recording 
industry takes care of the practical side of the production process; and consumers admire the 
artist, pay all partakers in the production process, and in return are enabled to listen to their 
music of choice. Now that digital technologies make it ever easier for anyone to manipulate 
and distribute music, this division of labor is under pressure, and this has resulted in copy-
right debates.

 In these debates, the music industry relies mainly on an argument that is remarkably 
old The argument in question entails that protection of copyright is necessary for fair pay-
ment of both artist and industry, and that without such payment the production of quality 
music will become impossible. This argument played a leading role in the court case against 
peer-to-peer software provider Grokster in 2005, but it was also the leading argument of the 
music publishing industry in the first decade of the twentieth century, when sheet music pira-
cy surged in the wake of the advent of photolithography. The music industry has further used 
this line of argument to denounce tape recorders, cassette recorders, DAT tapes, and CD-rs. 
The rhetoric of the music industry consistently forefronts the artist; the goal of the industry 
is to make it possible for the artist’s talent to manifest itself. In this way, the record companies 
promote their traditional division of labor of a creative artist, a mediating industry, and a  
passive consumer.

 In the last decades of the twentieth century, prior to the contemporary debates on 
piracy and digital music technologies, the music industry was already a target of criticism. 
This criticism, however, portrayed the artist in a similar light as the rhetoric of the music 
industry did. Both described the artist as a talented individual who creates music because 
she has an internal drive to do so, and who should be facilitated in her creative pursuits. But 
whereas the music industry presents itself as being at the artist’s service, these early critics saw 
the music industry as the artist’s exploiter. 

 Both these views rest in the same idea on how music generates worthwhile  
experiences. This idea is so seemingly self-evident that we are rarely aware of it. It presents 
the relation between artist and consumer much as the relation of a sender and receiver in a 
communication process, with a mediating industry in-between. Because of her talent, the 
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artist is able to encode an immaterial good, like emotion or inspiration, into a song. The music 
industry distributes this song to a consumer, who listens to the song, extracts the immaterial 
good in the process, and has a worthwhile musical experience by result.

 The most important aspect of this “metaphysics of musical communication” is the 
fact that it legitimizes the prevailing ideas on credit-giving: The industry deserves a financial 
reward insofar as it provides a useful service. The artist, ideally, creates songs not for the 
money but from an intrinsic creative drive. Paradoxically, the artist deserves financial support 
precisely for this reason, so she can pursue her noble goals full-time. The artist’s ‘real’ reward 
is as immaterial as the value she creates, namely the love and admiration of her audience. 
Consumers give credit in two ways. The financially reward both artist and industry and they 
reward the artist with attention and admiration. In the form in which it appears in the rheto-
ric of the music industry, I call this view on credit-giving the commercial theory of appropriate 
credit.

 With the advent of digital music technologies, the way of understanding pop music 
production described above has lost some of its apparent self-evidence, so that competing 
ideas are able to thrive. I discuss four of the most important ones. A recurrent notion in the 
music copyright discussions is that the increased ease and the reduced costs of music distribu-
tion enable artists to sell their music without the aid of record companies. This is thought to 
generate a more level playing field for pop music artists.

 A more radical opinion says that the advent of digital music technologies marks the 
end of the age of the passive listener. Proponents of this view argue that the tools to make 
music in a low-threshold way are now within anyone’s reach. They assume that everyone 
has a desire to express themselves creatively, and that taking away the practical obstacles to  
creativity will be enough to activate music lovers. Now everyone can be an artist, and amateur 
music making will replace the professional practice. I call this view generalized artistry.

 A third perspective is that of culture analysts, who emphasize the issue of music  
lovers’ agency, that is, their freedom to act. Mostly, these scholars issue warnings about 
the limiting of creative opportunities for music lovers that may result if the music industry 
emerges victorious from the copyright debates.

 The final viewpoint I discuss theorizes the potential future of pop music culture with 
the concept of sharing economies. I discuss the work of law professor and activist Lawrence 
Lessig in particular detail. He explains that musical sharing cultures are held together by a set 
of norms and principles that differ from those of commercial music culture, and he makes a 
beginning with investigating what these norms and principles are. He is of the opinion that 
musical sharing cultures will come to exist side-by-side with the commercial production of 
pop music.

 Each of these new visions has implications for the issue of credit-giving. The  
argument about a more level playing field for musicians still departs from the traditional 
rewards for the artist, namely money and admiration, which are supplied by listeners. The 
only difference is the exclusion of the corporate ‘middle man’. The viewpoint of generalized 
artistry implies that no credit-giving is necessary at all. After all, removing the obstacles that 
stand in the way of creativity is enough, according to this view, to activate music lovers. A 
similar implication is hidden in the work of cultural scholars who propagate he agency of 
music lovers. Here too, an emphasis on the obstacles surrounding creativity reinforces the 
assumption that people are intrinsically driven to creative action. Only the theorists who use 
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the concept of sharing economies actually investigate the conditions that underlie individu-
als’ motivation to act creatively. They attempt to articulate the social principles that make a 
durable sharing economy possible.

 I distance myself from each of the viewpoints discussed, but I do so to different 
degrees. In my view, the opinions of the music industry, of its twentieth century critics, and 
of the proponents of the level playing field argument adhere too uncritically to the existing 
ways of giving credit. In contrast to the proponents of generalized artistry and the cultural 
theorists who emphasize agency, on the other hand, I think that credit-giving is indispen-
sible to keep cultural practices going. My hypothesis, therefore, is closest to the opinion 
of theorists like Lessig, who try to understand the future of pop music culture using the  
concept of sharing economies. My sole objection to this perspective is that its champions 
try to articulate a single set of principles and norms, which they hope will apply to all of pop 
music culture. My own hypothesis is that credit-giving takes place within cultural practices, 
and that every successful cultural practice has its own style of credit-giving, that is, a way of 
distributing reward and acknowledgement among its partakers that is uniquely suited to the 
particularities of the practice in question.

In the second chapter, I investigate the history of the commercial theory of appropriate 
credit, which is not only the viewpoint of the music industry, but also the prevalent way of 
understanding pop music production. I begin this history with a German musical current of 
modest size that existed in the second half of the eighteenth century, the Empfindsamkeit. This 
current regarded music, which had previously been considered an imitation of God’s creation, 
as a form of emotional communication in which artists shared their personal emotions with 
an audience that prided itself in its sensitivity.

In the Romantic era, this idea spread and gained transcendental overtones. Cults of 
the genius composer and of the artistic work emerged. The inspired composer was deemed to 
be in contact with the realm of the eternal and to be able to capture a fragment of this higher 
reality and encode it into music. The audience extracted these spiritual elements in the act of 
listening, and was thereby elevated. Both the notions of musical inspiration and emotional 
communication survive in present-day pop music culture. To explain how these views made 
their way into the present, I focus my attention on the genesis of the recording industry.

 A music industry existed prior to the recording industry. It published sheet music. 
The ability of sheet music to function as a commodity was partly due to the fact that during 
the Empfindsamkeit and the Romantic period certain ideas had come to dominate the dis-
course on music. Performing a composed piece at the salon piano, which was a commonplace 
activity at the end of the nineteenth century, could be understood as an act of consumption, 
because it seemed self-evident that the pianist tried to reproduce the immaterial good that the 
composer had encoded into the piece. For this reason, sheet music was a viable commodity 
rather than a collection of congenial musical suggestions.

 I then focus on phonographic technology and how it became a music technology 
despite the fact that Edison first sought to develop it in the direction of a dictaphone. This 
redirection was due to several factors. One of these is the fact that Emile Berliner’s inno-
vation, the gramophone, made sound recordings cheaply reproducible, so that the record 
player became more of a sound player than a sound recorder. The fact that public concerts 
had propagated the notion that passive music listening could be a valuable experience 
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helped the gramophone become a credible music commodity. The gramophone inherited its  
legitimization from sheet music – the gramophone record, too, was an immaterial good  
captured in a material carrier.

 A final step in the process of interweaving the recording industry and the meta-
physics of musical communication took place in the second half of the 1960s. A generation of 
pop musicians emerged of whom in Great Britain a remarkable number were educated at art 
schools. They composed as well as performed music, introduced originality into pop music 
as an artistic value, and gave pop musicians greater artistic prestige. The so-called British 
Invasion spread these ideas throughout the Western world.

The third chapter is devoted to the methodological implications of central concepts as 
well as to the method of the case studies that are to be performed in the following chapters. 
In relation to my main line of argumentation the following is most important: my hypo-thesis 
that cultural practices need a style of credit-giving to perpetuate themselves does not imply 
the idea that people only engage in creative activities if they receive a reward in return. My 
point is subtler. If someone’s active contribution to a cultural practice is not recognized as  
valuable by the other participants, or if others reap benefits from someone’s contribution  
without acknowledging this person’s efforts, the motivation of the person in question to 
remain active will dwindle.

The fourth chapter presents a case study on mix taping, the compiling of cassette tapes 
with rerecorded songs. This was a sizeable practice in the 1980s and early 1990s. The tapes 
were often given as gifts to the specific persons for whom they were compiled. I analyze mix 
tape stories, accounts about the making, giving, or receiving of mix tapes. I found these stories 
in collections of such stories and on weblogs.

 In many such stories mix tape making, or mix taping, is called an art. I describe 
the history of this claim and the legitimizations mix tape story writers present give for it. 
Subsequently, I observe that mix tape stories are unusual, because most of the discourse on 
popular music gives center stage to the artist. I suggest that the theme of mix taping as an art 
form may be a rhetorical tactic to undercut the prevailing assumption that the creators of the 
separate songs on the tape are responsible a the listener’s worthwhile experience. The impor-
tance of the mix taper’s role needs added emphasis. The disadvantage of this rhetorical tactic 
is that it conforms to the general foregrounding of the artist as creator, and consequently 
obscures other valuable aspects of mix tape making. In order to reach a more diverse descrip-
tion of the mix taping, I approach the practice from several different angles.

I begin with the angle mix tape story writers mostly choose themselves: the mix taper 
as the maker of an artistic work. A good mix tape generally meets a variety of demands. 
There may be an overarching theme that binds all songs together, the transitions between the 
songs and their sequence must be right, the musical taste of the mix taper must be taken into 
account and so must the taste of the intended recipient, and finally the timeframe offered by 
the cassette tape must be used as fully as possible with a minimum of silence at the end of 
each side. The result of this multitude of demands is a coherent tape of which no song can be 
replaced randomly without this undermining the tape’s cohesion. In this sense a mix tape can 
be considered a work, and the mix taper its author.
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 However, a mix tape is also often a gift. In that capacity, it is subject to another set 
of rules and norms. It is frowned upon, for instance, to compile identical tapes for more 
than one recipient. As a personalized gift, a mix tape symbolizes and intensifies the relation-
ship between mix taper and recipient. In its capacity as a gift, furthermore, mix tapes invite 
another way of credit-giving than in its capacity as an artistic work. As a work, mix tapes 
evoke admiration for the craft of the mix taper. As a gift, it demands requital in the form of 
personal affection.

 Also, mix tapes can be tools to introduce recipients to new music. The mix taper then 
takes on a role for which I have coined the term reference person, drawing an analogy with ref-
erence librarians, who help visitors find the books that will be of most use to them. Regarded 
in this light, mix taping invites a third way of credit-giving, where mix tapers receive admira-
tion for their musical knowledge and gratitude for their helpful intent. The way credit is given, 
then, is not uniform within the cultural practice of mix taping, and does not conform to the 
commercial theory of appropriate credit. The emphasis mix tape story writers put on the 
motif of the mix taper as an artistic creator is explicable, but it also obscures the value of what 
mix tapers do as gift givers and reference persons.

The fifth chapter is devoted to a second case study, which analyzes the website of the 
online remix community “ccMixter.org”. What makes this remix community special is the fact 
that all sound files users upload are protected under creative commons copyright licenses, 
which are less restrictive than traditional copyright licenses. This enables ccMixter members 
to reuse each other’s work legally, which has resulted in a distinctive remix practice, charac-
terized among other things by the production of entirely new compositions around so-called  
a capellas, sound files containing only a sung melody.

 I focus on a phenomenon I call the ccMixter attribution paradox. The paradox in 
question is that in an environment such as ccMixter, where all musical composition obviously 
involves reuse of existing musical materials, one would expect the idea of personal attribu-
tion to loose importance. The ccMixter community, however, betrays a preoccupation with 
attribution.

 I describe how ccmixter members use the notion of descent as a metaphor for the 
relationship between compositions, and in response to this I call the act of giving attribu-
tion the role of the genealogist. The role of the genealogist differs from that of the reference 
person in the foregoing chapter in that this was a specialist role, whereas ccMixter distri-
butes the responsibility for proper attribution among all its members and the website itself. 
When uploading a new composition, the remixer indicates what materials were reused.  The 
webpage of the new remix then refers back to the materials in question with the aid of hyper-
links marked “uses samples from”. The webpage of the reused materials refers back with links 
marked “samples are used in”. In this way, an archive of musical genealogical relations emerges 
in the form of a hyperlink rhizome.

 Besides the role of the genealogist, there is another non-specialist role, which is dis-
tributed over all ccMixter members. This is the role of the reviewer, who comments on newly 
uploaded compositions. These reviews mainly consist of variations on praise. The good man-
ners of the ccmixter community are striking. Occasionally, carefully worded, constructive 
criticism occurs. Conversely, the commentaries remixers can append to the compositions 
they upload display modesty.
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 I conclude that ccMixter active members take on a triple role. They are remixers, 
genealogists, and reviewes at the same time. This division of labor underpins the style of 
credit-giving that keeps ccMixter going. Positive reviews invite positive reviews in return, 
and make uploading new mixes rewarding, whereas careful attribution of reused materials 
undercuts the risk that community members begin to feel that others reap the benefits of their 
work.

The sixth chapter presents the third and final case study, which investigates the cultural 
practice of deejaying by analyzing interviews I conducted with several DJs. As my point of 
departure, I compare two types of DJ. Later in the chapter I will redirect my focus to what 
both types have in common. The first type of DJ uses analogue gramophone records, plays 
older pop music or jazz, and does not mix songs together. The second type is the ‘normal’ DJ, 
who uses contemporary technologies, plays recent music, mixes songs together, and usually 
produces dance music as well.

 I observe that the DJs of the first category have a lower status and that they receive 
little attention in the academic literature. I show how this is the result of a prevalent fore-
grounding of the role of the artistic creator, which is itself due to the persistent influence of the 
commercial theory of appropriate credit. A DJ who mixes songs together intervenes deeply 
in the musical material and may be regarded as an artist for that reason, and a DJ-producer is 
considered to be a bona fide creator, but a traditional DJ is seen as ‘merely’ the provider of a 
service.

 After describing the practice of DJs of the first ‘conservationist’ type, as well as the 
charms of the gramophone record, I focus my attention on this difference in status once more, 
and conclude that the value of deejaying is apparently measured with the aid of standards 
more appropriate for traditional pop music artists. This does not do justice to the practice of 
the ‘conservationist’ DJs, but it is not fair to mix DJs and DJ-producers either. This leads to the 
question what makes deejaying valuable as deejaying, instead of as a more or less successful 
imitation of traditional music creation. To answer this question I direct my attention to what 
both types of DJ have in common.

 The DJs I interviewed have very similar opinions on the issue of what makes some-
one a good DJ. The most important element of deejaying is being able to steer the atmosphere 
of a party in the right direction. The primary tool DJs have for doing this is record selection. 
With a reference to the early DJ practice of the Jamaican sound systems, which had specific 
DJs specialized in choosing the next record, one could call this the craft of the selector.

 In his capacity as a selector, a DJ needs to have a good ‘antenna’ for the mood on 
the dance floor, to which he must react with subtlety. To generate a euphoric atmosphere a 
constant dialogue between DJ and crowd is necessary, such that the DJ responds to the crowd, 
the crowd responds to the next record, and the DJ responds to this reaction. By gradually 
playing faster or more intense music, a DJ can bring a party to an ecstatic climax, but he 
must also anticipate the onset of fatigue on the dance floor. This subtle craft of the selector is 
largely obscured by the influence of the commercial theory of appropriate credit and its fore-
grounding of the role of the artistic creator.
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In the seventh and final chapter, I draw conclusions on the basis of the foregoing  
studies. I consider four statements to be sufficiently supported. First, the details of a cultural 
practice matter with regard to credit-giving. Therefore a single overarching theory of credit-
giving which applies to all of pop music culture will never be able to do justice to the details 
of the different practices in pop music culture. Second, styles of credit-giving are necessary 
to keep cultural practices going. Third, the persistent influence of the commercial theory 
of appropriate credit, with its foregrounding of the role of the artistic creator, leads to an 
obscuration of many important contributions and contributors to cultural practices. Fourth, 
the evidence assembled suggests that the commercial theory of appropriate credit suppresses 
alternative styles of credit-giving, and thus makes it more difficult for cultural practices aside 
from commercial music production to thrive. As final observations, I notice that there are 
interesting similarities between the points I have made and the last work of philosopher 
Michel Foucault, and I observe that besides the metaphysics of musical communication other 
elements of Romanticism have survived into the present, such as a preoccupation with history 
and tradition. This Romantic remnant has not survived in a dominant discourse, but within a 
multitude of specific cultural practices.




