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Abstract 
The availability of recorded music in online digital formats (e.g. mp3, streams), 
and the increasing use of the Internet to access and acquire music, has provoked 
significant public debate in recent years. Sharing of music, for little or no cost, has 
been extensive and music industry organisations, whose revenue streams and 
established business models are threatened by this activity, face off against what 
they see as consumers and advocacy groups that support this alternative to 
commercially-priced physical recordings. Yet the digital music market has matured 
as this debate has proceeded, and in 2013, music is available through a variety of 
paid online services, to stream or download at relatively low cost. And while many 
of the earlier arguments advanced both for and against online formats and free file-
sharing have proven difficult to sustain, the rhetorical positions adopted by many 
producers, distributors and consumers of music more than a decade ago are recited 
broadly unchanged. And indeed, sharing has long been at the heart of debates 
about the economics and culture of music. What, then, can this debate tell us about 
music consumers and their relationship to the music industry? 
This paper investigates the ways in which online music consumption has been 
presented during the period from 1999 to the present. It focuses specifically on 
both internal and external constructions of music consumers, including file-sharers 
and their communities. The study examines these discourses and rhetoric not for 
their oft-cited commentary on rich music industry organisations or freeloading file-
sharers, but instead for their insights into popular music consumption cultures and 
their practices. Their narrative of criticism and justification help us to explore the 
identities performed by music consumers, and to understand how those consumers 
make meaning from their consumption. 
 
Key Words: popular music, online music, music industry, music culture, file 
sharing, downloading, discourse, rhetoric. 
 

***** 
 
1.  Introduction 

With the launch of Napster in 1999, the sharing of copyrighted music files 
online quite suddenly became a significant mainstream activity. A public debate 
about the implications of this for the major music industry continues even today. 
Participants in this debate have take up some quite extreme rhetorical positions, 
with many arguments hinge on speculation – whether or not someone who 
downloaded a song for free would or would not otherwise have bought it, for 
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example – and in essence it’s impossible to bring this debate to a satisfactory 
conclusion. We can, however, use the debate as a source of information: 
participants reveal their views of music consumers and their own consumption 
practices, and we can learn something about the way public debates are shaped by 
advocacy of particular positions and by ways of thinking about those positions. 

In what follows, I will investigate some of the ways in which online music 
consumption has been presented during the period between 1999 and the present 
day, focusing on constructions of music consumers, including file-sharers. I will 
examine the discourses and rhetoric employed in the public debate for insights into 
the culture and practice of popular music consumption. The narrative of criticism 
and justification helps us to explore the identities performed by music consumers, 
and to understand how those consumers make meaning from their consumption. 
 
2.  The story so far… 

There is already a substantial body of academic work on online music, a large 
amount of which has tried to measure the volume of file-sharing taking place and 
its impact on the music industry,1 and there has been some polarisation among 
academics on this issue.2 Unfortunately, this economic focus has tended to crowd 
out other aspects of the debate altogether.3 Other scholars have criticised this 
reductionism,4 and offered a more nuanced understanding of the impact of the 
technical innovations that have taken place.5 People can now consume music in 
more ways than they ever have previously, and practices in relation to music have 
changed as a consequence. It’s also been suggested that an understanding of music 
consumption should be rooted within wider notions of music fan practice.6 Some 
scholars have explored consumption in more detail in particular contexts, and they 
have highlighted the need for further analysis.7 Unfortunately, some studies that 
have investigated music consumption have adopted (probably unwittingly) the 
rather pervasive rhetoric of the major music industry, and this has potentially 
distorted their outcomes.8 

My aim here was to avoid some of these problems by looking at perhaps more 
organic sources of information. To gain ready access to discussions which 
incorporated not only industry views but also those of music consumers 
themselves, I decided to base this study on news coverage of online music, 
specifically that produced by the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC)’s online 
news service. There is a huge amount of material in the public domain about online 
music, but the BBC’s material gives a sense of continuity: they have a consistent 
and accessible archive of online news over around 16 years, and certainly between 
1999 and 2013, and they generally avoid the inflammatory stances of some well-
known commentators on online music, such as The Register’s Andrew Orlowski, 
who is known for calling file-sharers ‘Freetards’.9 The BBC open many articles for 
comment, and their extensive readership means that stories can often attract 
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hundreds of reader responses. Here, then, I see news as a provocation, which elicits 
comments from readers. 

The BBC news site returns over 1200 items in response to a search for ‘online 
music’, and while many of these give us little information, in order to make this 
study manageable, I sampled 50 articles in total. These included hundreds of 
comments by the general public, as well as a number of uncommented stories, 
which supplied context or included specific music industry commentary. In 
analysing the postings, I focused on three areas: the ways industry representatives 
talked about music consumers; the ways consumers talked about themselves; and 
the way the context of the debate shaped the discourses presented. 
 
3. Fans, consumers and customers 

The terminology used by debate participants was notable, particularly the 
words ‘fan’, ‘consumer’, and ‘customer’. Music industry representatives seemed 
tremendously careful about the terms they used, and in this they differed from both 
commenters and news authors. There was an overwhelming tendency for industry 
representatives to refer to ‘consumers’, and they only used other terms very 
infrequently – ‘fan’ occasionally as a rhetorical device, for example10 – which 
suggests a coherent position and a clear perspective. ‘Consumers’ seems to act as a 
catch-all and neutral term: consumers use music whereas customers buy it, and so 
through its choice of terminology the industry appears to address all participants in 
music consumption. For others, there is rather less precision, and terms are used 
semi-interchangeably: one comment referred, for example, to ‘the consumers, the 
fans’,11 and authors would sometimes vary their terms within a single article.12 
Furthermore, authorial use sometimes clashed with industry usage: ‘despite the 
launch of many legal download services, customers still seemed to prefer to get 
their music free online’.13 

Interestingly, the terminology used by commenters changed to relate to the 
nature of the debate. In mid-2000, the term ‘fan’ was used several times in 
comments on one Talking Point piece, for example.14 Yet in a similar piece from 
mid-2001, ‘fan’ was being supplanted by ‘consumer’; and, as time went on, 
‘consumer’ was increasingly supplanted by ‘customer’.15 Thus while commenters’ 
terminology to describe themselves varied, it seemed to be meaningful. The term 
‘fan’ seemed to be particularly important. It was used in both a positive and 
negative or critical manner by commenters: some self-identified as fans (e.g. ‘As a 
keen music fan’),16 and some musician commenters referred to ‘my fans’.17 But 
there was a clear tendency, both among commenters and music industry 
representatives, to use ‘fan’ as a way of criticising file-sharing behaviour. ‘I think 
every music "fan" who supported Napster should be ashamed’, wrote one 
commenter.18 So fan, along with the related term music-lover, appeared to be used 
as an indicator of status, value, and credibility. It was also used in the construction 
‘real fan’; a more explicit assertion of authenticity or critique. ‘REAL fans’ are 
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better than consumers of ‘ready-made-popstar tv’,19 we are told, and ‘a true fan’ 
would buy multiple copies of the same CD if they had different cover art.20 But, 
equally, ‘if you steal music you can’t be a real music fan’21 and, in the words of 
one teenager, ‘if you were a true fan of an artist then you would go out and buy 
their music’.22 

This idea of authenticity is also associated with another term: ‘pirate’. Again, 
this is a term industry representatives seem to avoid, but commenters and article 
authors use it more freely. Industry quotes refer to piracy, and to pirate goods, but 
not, in general, to pirates as people. The term is not absent from the discourse of 
the industry more generally, though – a quick look at IFPI reports shows extensive 
use of the word (although, interestingly, this usage seems to reduce after c. 2007).23 

But in the context of news, we see the more neutral ‘piracy’ and its relation 
‘illegal file-sharing’, of which more later. For commenters, though, ‘pirate’ plays a 
role of similar importance to ‘fan’. Article authors use pirate extensively and 
(almost) carelessly,24 but commenters seem to deploy it more thoughtfully. It is 
predominantly used critically, and only on rare occasions do commenters self-
identify as pirates, perhaps to note the distinction between youthful and adult 
behaviour25 or in a more political (and, arguably, non-naming context), to refer to 
membership of the Pirate Party.26 The broader pattern of use is easily recognisable 
as a practice of othering. Who exactly pirates are goes undefined, but they are not 
the person who is talking about them. The issue of authenticity, however, only 
seems to emerge for those acting in what might be called marginal positions: 
‘People who download music for profit (the REAL pirates) are wrong, but the vast 
majority use it to gauge the latest musical influences’, we are told;27 ‘the real focus 
shouldn't be on internet downloads for personal use but on the professional pirates 
that distribute illegal CDs and DVD at car boot sales and markets’.28 
 
4. Consuming music 

In the course of debate about online music, commenters also often describe 
their consumption media of choice, their reasons for choosing, their frustrations 
with their consumption experience, and their wants and needs as music consumers. 
Although many of these perspectives are very individual, they sometimes indicate 
a growing consensus about specific concerns with the online music experience. In 
2012, this was summarised very well by one contributor: 

 
What if there is no legal release of the song that you download? 
What if the DRM on a song I have purchased makes it 
impossible to play legitimately [sic]? What if I already own a 
copy but the disc has been damaged? What if I have paid for it 
with no option to refuse, and want an easily storable copy (BBC 
broadcasts for instance)?29 
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While we might see this as a (short) manifesto of justifications for downloading 
music for free, it is clear that there are underlying and important cultural practices 
here. Throughout the period, many comments mentioned access to back catalogues 
and music not presently on release, not only as a reason to download, but as an 
injunction to the music industry to provide desired services.30 Closely keyed to this 
requirement was the idea of using downloading services and, in later years, 
streaming services, to revisit songs from the past, to ‘wallow for hours in nostalgic 
listening’ as one commenter remarked.31 The issue of DRM, digital rights 
management, first appeared in comments around 2002, but by 2006 this was such a 
concern that a quarter of the responses to an ‘ask the industry’ feature engaged 
with this specific issue.32 Though some people were simply affronted by 
restrictions on what they saw as their possessions, many others were concerned 
about the inflexibility that DRM brought to their consumption experience, well 
summarised in one complaint: ‘I would like to download more but the fact that 
where I listen and watch is not the same as where I download causes me 
problems’.33 These objections highlight practices of platform shifting, using music 
in multiple locations, and the importance of convenience and portability in the use 
of music. Comments also indicated that, when frustrated, people instead 
downloaded music for free or returned to the use of physical formats.34 

All of these issues can be seen to some extent as part of an interrogation of the 
position that downloading music for free is problematic. Yet, as noted, this is quite 
a short list in many ways, due perhaps to the changing nature of online music over 
time. In earlier years, comments referred to other consumption practices facilitated 
by free downloads which were clearly important to music users. Perhaps the most 
significant of these, discussed in many early posts, is the idea of sampling music 
prior to purchase. Drawing analogies in some instances with radio as an initial 
source of new musical experiences,35 the desire to preview the contents of an 
album before investing money and to discover new artists was widespread.36 

Notably, this particular complaint begins to disappear around the middle of our 
period, suggesting that this need had been met, perhaps by sites like Last.fm and 
YouTube, and by song previews. Elsewhere, the issue of sharing music with 
friends, another important practice facilitated by file-sharing and prevented by 
DRM, can be seen to be met by services such as Spotify, for example.37 

Of course, some commenters reject online music entirely, preferring physical 
music products. A 2013 article about the collapse of music chain HMV elicited 
numerous comments detailing attitudes to physical and online music. Many 
exhibited a preference for physical formats, sometimes alongside online music, and 
cited a variety of reasons including the experience of holding or shopping for the 
artefact, the security of ownership, and recording quality.38 These issues recur 
throughout the period, with earlier comments also mentioning problems using 
online services, the format-specific needs of different consumption locations (at 
work, for example), and DRM as previously noted.39  
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5. Economics and law 

In many ways, these discourses and practices reflect a nuanced version of those 
we might expect to encounter. There are, in addition, a number of other practices, 
which are mentioned in isolation – downloading for free to avoid the 
embarrassment of buying a particular CD, for example – and other criticisms of the 
music industry, such as the timing of releases. But the issue of physical versus 
online formats highlights a discourse which is represented throughout the vast 
majority of comments on these articles, and which is perhaps more surprising than 
others. This discourse is focused on economic and financial issues, and is, I would 
suggest, the dominant discourse in these discussions. 

A major reason given for choosing physical artefacts over digital is cost. 
Throughout the period, commenters insist that music is too expensive, that 
downloads should be cheaper than physical products, and that the music industry is 
too rich. And while I was initially uninterested in what I regarded as a fairly 
commonplace construction of wealthy major labels, it is such a strong theme here 
that it would be foolish to ignore it. Robbie Williams’ personal wealth was cited as 
an example of music industry excess in three successive years (2002-4),40 and 
people reported that financial considerations were an important factor in their 
music consumption choices – whether they bought downloaded or physical music, 
but also whether or not they bought music at all, and what kind of music they 
bought when then did so.41 And while some such perspectives stem from a need to 
justify the use of file-sharing sites, clearly those choosing CDs over online services 
for price reasons were signalling a more substantial issue, which formed a 
fundamental part of their music consumption practices and experience.  

We must also consider a further complication here: this is a mediated debate. 
Some comments were guided by prompts from article authors,42 and even where 
they were freely solicited, commenters were responding to the provocations the 
articles presented. It is also noteworthy that a large number of articles on these 
subjects seem to result from music industry press releases. Some articles lead with 
statements like ‘The British Phonographic Industry (BPI) has warned it may sue 
people who swap songs on the Internet illegally’,43 and these might be expected to 
provoke particular kinds of responses. As a consequence, the rhetoric of the major 
music industry, articulated in this case through a trade association, has a distinct 
influence on the public debate. As it is the industry and not the consumers who 
make the news, therefore, the news reflects industry concerns, shaping the resultant 
discussion. That music fans reimagined themselves as customers during this debate 
is perhaps a clear indication that it reflects a specific kind of relationship. 

Similar influences can perhaps also be seen in the legal discourse, which 
surrounds discussions of file-sharing. As noted already, the music industry talk 
about illegal file-sharing alongside (and often interchangeably with) piracy. In the 
early years of the study period, the meaning of downloading was rather 
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unambiguous – there were no sanctioned services in place, so to download or to 
file-share was to indulge in a particular kind of practice.44 But, as official services 
appeared, a distinction began to be drawn between different kinds of online music 
access; the influence of the vocal music industry representation is perhaps clear in 
a strong shift towards a discourse of illegality, therefore; the phrase ‘illegal 
downloading’ had, by late 2002, become commonplace in comments.45 
 
6. Conclusion 

So the public debate about file-sharing and online music more generally reveals 
a number of perspectives on music consumption. The music industry use 
terminology carefully, and authors and audiences more freely but with significant 
meaning, and authenticity is important even when talking about the other. 

Commenters initially identified themselves as fans, but came to regard 
themselves principally as consumers and then, more recently, as customers, with 
‘fan’ and ‘pirate’ used as oppositional terms reflecting appropriate behaviour. At 
the margins, the trope of the ‘real fan’ or ‘real pirate’ was used to support a case 
for a particular interpretation or view on that behaviour.  

In practice terms, early access to unfettered sharing prompted clear 
identification of ‘desirable’ practices which consumers wanted the music industry 
to facilitate, and which are in fact still under discussion today. In a recent video, a 
representative of Sony Music Entertainment observed that they are still figuring 
out what music fans really want.46 Surprisingly, (at least to me) the issue of money 
appears to be far more central to music consumption experiences than more 
‘artistic’ interpretations of music activity might lead us to believe, not only as a 
major factor in music-related decision making, but also resulting in an underlying 
hostility to the major music industry. The extent to which this is a result of music 
industry and or file-sharing discourse, and the extent to which it results from 
individual and societal circumstances, benefits further investigation.  

Finally, the nature of debates of this kind, and the way they are stimulated and 
located, clearly affects the discourses presented. Particularly, here, we are 
reminded of the distorting effect of mediation when there is uneven access to 
newsmaking. 
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