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Introduction

Since 2010 or 50, a significant change has taken place in recorded music’s
commercial circulation. Following music’s move online in the late 1990s,
the spread of file sharing epitomized by Napster, and the development of a
commercial market for digital downloads spurred by Apple’s introduction
of the iTunes store in 2003, the period since 2010 has witnessed a shift away
from the downloadable audio file as the primary object of musical com-
merce. The digital download, which still treats music as a discrete entity
to be bought, sold, and possessed, has been displaced by something more
fluid, seemingly more in line with music’s status as a paradigmatically tem-
poral art form. This something is the szream. An indication of the domi-
nant position cloud-based streaming has attained can be seen in the market
share for recorded music it now commands. After several years of steady
growth, streaming passed an important threshold in 2015, with the global
revenue generated by services such as Spotify, Deezer, and Apple Music
for the first time exceeding sales of either digital downloads or physical
recordings. By 2019, the total number of streams had passed the one tril-
lion mark per annum; and while some industry observers have expressed
concern that the market is approaching saturation (“peak streaming”), far
more likely is that slowing growth in the United States and Europe will
be offset by expanding markets in Latin America, Africa, and south Asia.!
The growth of streaming has in turn reinvigorated a moribund recording
industry: after years of declining revenue, which finally bottomed out in
2014, global recorded music revenues began to rebound in 2015.> By 2021
the maturation of the streaming sector had finally pushed global recording
industry revenue past the highwater mark last set in the late 1990s.% As one
major label executive put it, “thanks to [streaming ] —especially Spotify, I
would say—we were taken out of the dark times.”

The significance of streaming’s impact cannot be measured solely in
terms of market share or corporate balance sheets, however. If the advent



of sound recording in the late nineteenth century enabled musical sound
to be objectified, facilitating its subsequent commodification at an ever-
expanding scale, the rise of streaming promises to be no less far-reaching
in its effects. In certain respects, streaming’s impact may prove even more
consequential than that of the much-ballyhooed mp3. Whereas the latter
still adheres to alogic of possession inherited from the universe of physical
goods, streaming operates according to a very different logic, one based
on temporary and conditional access. For listeners, music becomes some-
thing rented rather than owned. What they get in ceding the rights and
privileges that come with the purchase of a physical recording is access to a
virtual musical archive of unimaginably vast proportions. “No. More. Lim-
its.” Such was the promise made to potential users by one advertisement
for Spotify, the latest iteration of the “ideology of plenitude” that music
companies have long used to attract customers.’ For major record labels,
the promise of streaming was the promise to transcend limits of a different
kind. After more than a decade of declining revenue, conveniently blamed
on the alleged piracy “epidemic” that Napster and other file-sharing sites
set in motion, the new business model of renting access to music offered
rights holders a source of income that was both stable and predictable. Just
as important, it provided them with a means of reimposing control over
their intellectual property, and did so in a way that made it appear as if it
was something other than a form of control.

If major labels and a handful of superstar artists have fared well under
this new dispensation, for many working musicians the balance of stream-
ing’s benefits to costs has been less clear-cut. On the positive side of the
ledger, streaming has helped lower barriers to entry considerably. In con-
trast to terrestrial radio stations and brick-and-mortar record stores, music
platforms impose few restrictions on the amount or kind of material that
can be posted to their services. Lowering barriers further are digital dis-
tributors such as CD Baby and DistroKid, which make it easy for artists to
bypass labels and self-release their music on streaming platforms. In addi-
tion, the fact that services such as Spotify, Apple Music, and SoundCloud
operate across national markets brings the possibility of reaching a truly
global audience closer to reality for many musicians than had been the case
in the past. Yet it is at this point that streaming’s benefits become diffi-
cult to distinguish from its costs. For the possibility of reaching a global
audience has as its corollary the fact that the competition musicians face
is equally global in scale. As studies of superstar economies over the years
have underlined, the larger the market in which cultural producers are
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compelled to compete, the more likely that winner-take-all tendencies will
concentrate wealth—symbolic as well as economic—in the hands of a few
top earners.®

This is not the only upside that becomes hard to distinguish from a
downside. Consider the shift from an ownership model to an access model
of music distribution that streaming inaugurates. For independent and
major label artists alike, this new model holds out the possibility of recov-
ering a fraction of the income that might have hypothetically been lost to
file sharing, had streaming not displaced MP3 downloads as the primary
medium of music’s commercial circulation. And yet the guaranteed mini-
mums written into the licensing agreements that major labels have signed
with most major platforms mean that they will receive an outsize share of
streaming revenue no matter what, shoring up their dominant position in
the market for recorded music (in 2021, for instance, streaming platforms
generated $16.9 billion for the record industry worldwide, $12.8 billion of
which went to major labels).” If agreements like these leave a smaller slice of
the pie to be split among a vast number of independent musicians, it isn’t
as if artists signed to major labels necessarily fare much better. Far from
being relegated to the analog past, the dubious accounting practices that
have long been synonymous with the record industry have been updated
for the streaming era. This includes counting streams as sales rather than
as licensed performances (which in many record contracts results in artists
receiving a less favorable royalty split)® and continuing to deduct from art-
ist payments expenses that have little relevance for digital music (such as
breakage, a holdover from the days of physical distribution).” Viewed from
this angle, streaming isn’t simply a technology of music distribution; it is
also and more significantly a technology of wealth redistribution, allowing
value to be rerouted away from musicians to tech monopolists on the one
hand and copyright monopolists on the other.

Also important is the way streaming restructures the manner in which
artists are paid. No longer are recordings unbundled into just a collection
of individual audio files, a transformation Apple’s iTunes music store insti-
gated when it began selling individual mp3s for $0.99 apiece. With stream-
ing, tracks undergo an even more radical disaggregation, being unbundled
into a series of transient streams. This renders the payment that artists re-
ceive equally piecemeal: royalties that would have been earned up front
from the sale of an album or an mp3 file are now dispersed across the longer
span of time it takes to accrue the equivalent, as calculated in the num-
ber of individual streams. While a number of factors determine the exact
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amount a given artist will earn from streaming—which streaming service
is being considered, the overall size and distribution of the revenue pool
out of which an individual service pays royalties, whether an artist is signed
to a label or self-releasing, if the advance one has received from a record
company has been recouped or not, and so on—on average the typical
royalty earned per stream ranges somewhere between $0.004 and $o.01.
To be sure, such micropayments can add up over time. Particularly for
older, established artists, or those in possession of large music catalogs (two
variables that often go hand in hand), streaming payments can amount to
meaningful income. By the same token, however, those in possession of the
largest catalogs—namely, major labels and publishers—will be the biggest
beneficiaries of the streaming model. For younger, less established musi-
cians, or those working on the margins of the mainstream music industry,
the situation couldn’t be more different. A representative survey of UK
musicians conducted in December 2020 indicates that 8o percent of music
creators earn less than £200 ($264) per annum from streaming.” And even
if over the long run a recording might end up earning the same amount
from streaming as from physical sales, for many musicians this prospect is
cold comfort. “People don’t eat in the long run,” Harry Hopkins famously
remarked. “They eat every day.”"

Furthermore, the same technical infrastructure that makes streaming
viable as a method of music distribution (music’s digitization, the expan-
sion of wireless connectivity, the proliferation of mobile devices) also al-
lows for the accumulation of vast quantities of data: data about music, data
about music use, and data about its users. The information gathered can
then be exploited in a variety of ways. As a source of competitive advantage
among platforms, this information functions as the raw material that fuels
the various services platforms offer potential customers, notably those in-
volving the customization of the listening experience (music recommenda-
tions, personalized radio stations, exercise playlists that sync to users’ gait,
and so on). But these data constitute a valuable asset in their own right, one
that can be used to attract advertisers or monetized via partnerships with
data brokers and other third parties. In either case, the exploitation of data
for commercial purposes also alters how music is ordered and listeners are
interpellated. With the increased customization of music recommenda-
tions and the growth in playlists organized as much by mood or activity as
by musical genre, categories and modes of address characteristic of broad-
cast media (such as radio) or the sale of mass-produced recordings lose
some of their rhetorical force. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say
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that such modes of address are disavowed, even as they continue to operate
in the background. The same may be said for broad classes of music, such
as genres and radio formats. These too appear to have been disaggregated
into a mass of individual tracks and data points, just as the broad publics
convened by mass media and mass-produced commodities have dissolved
into a collection of users and user attributes. But the seeming individuation
of music on one side and listeners on the other may be more of an ideologi-
cal effect than anything else. Streaming generalizes music as an aggregation
of particulars, at the same time as it hails the public as a series of atomized
individuals.”

Streaming Music, Streaming Capital seeks to shed light on some of the
transformations music has undergone thanks to streaming’s ascendancy
from the late 2000s to the present. These are changes that have profoundly
reordered music’s social, technical, aesthetic, and economic bases. Yet sim-
ply considering streaming’s effects on music would be insufhicient without
at the same time taking into account music’s effects on streaming—in par-
ticular, how certain legal forms, social relations, and cultural values em-
bedded in music’s governing institutions have shaped the possibilities and
limits of this new socioeconomic regime. This dialectic is perhaps most
pronounced in chapter 3, which examines how entrenched understand-
ings of music’s privileged relation to psychic interiority have informed
its use as a means of tracking users’ shifting moods, affects, and states of
mind. If music is believed to plumb the depths of our souls, then what
better resource is there for surveillance capitalists to exploit in their drive
to know everything they can about us, both inside and out? Nor is music’s
use as a technology of surveillance the only instance in which the imprint
of musical discourses, practices, and traditions may be discerned. Other
examples include practices of playlisting inherited from radio and other
broadcast media; the persistence of classed and racialized categories in the
organization of music’s circulation, however disguised or submerged these
might be; the bifurcated ontology that has long enacted music as both
process and object, service and good; skeuomorphic callbacks to older
formats and playback technologies within the design of platform inter-
faces; the fluid and shifting boundary between what constitutes attentive
and distracted modes of listening; conventions surrounding cover songs
and the economic logics governing them; the quotidian use of music for
therapeutic purposes; and the obduracy of musical time—both the time
of its creation and the time of its reception—in the face of social accelera-
tion. These are but a few of the conventions, practices, and discourses that

Introduction » 5



have shaped streaming, even as these have been transvalued in turn by this
new model of musical distribution.

A New Political Economy
of Music

What streaming does to music, then, is shaped by what music does for
streaming. That music mediates streaming as much as streaming mediates
music is a premise that guides this book. But as important as this mutual
mediation may be, as both a real process and methodological principle,
attention to the interplay of streaming and music should not lead us to
ignore the ground on which it unfolds. This is the ground constituted by
capitalism in its current stage of development. Important in this respect is
the way in which the ascendancy of digital platforms (and the tech sector
more generally) represents a response to the crises that have afflicted the
capitalist world-system since the 1970s and that have intensified since the
financial crisis of 2008: a long-run tendency toward stagnation; declin-
ing rates of productivity and profitability; and a drying-up of attractive
sites of private investment. While digital technologies and recourse to so-
called multisided markets may abet platform capitalists in their efforts to
break out of this economic impasse, what is critical is the broader strategy
of accumulation that these technologies and models advance. Following
Brett Christophers, one might describe it as an approach that prioritizes
“making money by having” over “making money by doing** The platform,
by this account, is both a symptom of and force for the consolidation of
monopoly power in recent years, which has enabled the extraction of
monopoly rents to flourish in its wake." In standard models of capital-
ist development, promulgated by economists on the right as well as the
left, rent and rentiers are typically regarded as residual holdovers from a
precapitalist, feudal past. Capitalism, we are told, displaced the source of
value from land productivity to labor productivity. As this new mode of
production developed, the manufacture of goods and services became the
principal site for the accumulation of capital, with the surplus generated
by labor captured by those who own the means of production, that is, the
capitalist class. Such narratives overlook a key fact: while it may have been
in the interest of capitalism as a system to promote market competition, it
has always been in the interest of individual capitalists to minimize com-
petition as much as possible, to dominate markets rather than compete in
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them. As Immanuel Wallerstein puts it: “Capitalists do not want compe-
tition, but monopoly. They seck to accumulate capital not via profit but
via rent. They want not to be bourgeois but to be aristocrats.”” This drive
is all the more pronounced in an era such as ours. With growth sluggish
and opportunities for profitable investment diminishing, accumulation
through production (of goods, services, value) looks less and less attrac-
tive compared to accumulation by other means—above all through the
redistribution of wealth that control over scarce resources affords.

Helping this epochal shift along has been a suite of policies that have
been pursued under the banner of neoliberalism: the deregulation of busi-
ness and financial activity, the weakening of labor protections, the lowering
of barriers to trade and the international flow of capital, the relaxation of
antitrust enforcement, the strengthening of intellectual property regimes,
and monetary policies that have fueled speculative bubbles and asset-price
inflation, among others. Despite championing free, competitive markets
in theory, in practice neoliberal policy has had the opposite effect. By re-
moving obstacles to competition, both within and across nation-states,
neoliberalism has encouraged the concentration of economic and political
power at a global scale, ushering in a new era of transnational monopoly
capitalism.'® For illustration of this tendency, one need look no further
than the music industry, which has undergone a series of consolidations
since the 1990s. In the United States, the loosening of ownership caps
occasioned by the Telecommunications Act of 1996 resulted in a wave of
acquisitions, with numerous local radio stations coming under the control
of conglomerates such as Cumulus and Clear Channel (later rebranded
iHeartMedia). Similarly, the Federal Trade Commission’s 2010 decision
to green-light the merger of Live Nation and Ticketmaster meant that
within ten years’ time the new company had come to dominate a num-
ber of interlinked markets (ticketing, concert promotion, talent manage-
ment, venue management).” Meanwhile, at a global level, mergers and
acquisitions within the recording industry led to a further tightening of
the oligopoly that has long dominated the sector, with the five major labels
in existence in the late 1990s whittled down to just three twenty years on.
The same is true of music publishing, whose market by the end of the 20105
was largely divided among four firms (Sony/aTv, Universal, Kobalt, and
Warner/Chappell).®

The rise of digital platforms is another expression of the broader trend
toward monopolization and rent extraction. Perhaps this is putting it too
mildly; better would be to say that platformization is not just an expression
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but the leading edge of this tendency. Tellingly, the principal representa-
tives of platform capitalism—major tech firms such as Amazon, Google,
and Facebook, as well as streaming services like Spotify and Netflix—have
also become the main representatives of concentrated corporate power in
the years since the 2008 financial crisis, with each occupying a dominant
position in its respective market. What these companies share in common
is ownership over some virtual space where different kinds of social and
commercial transactions take place.

Like other monopolists, the exclusive control those companies enjoy
over a given asset means that they are in a position to obtain superprof-
its via the rents they can charge for its access or use. This is evidently the
case with tech giants such as Google and Amazon, which rank among the
world’s most profitable companies. But it is also true of a company such as
Spotify, despite the fact it has seldom turned a profit in all the years it has
been in operation. Spotify’s problem is that its monopoly is built on the
back of another, as the rents it charges users for its services are invariably
consumed by other rents it is obliged to pay—namely those demanded by
rights holders, to license use of the valuable asset that is music. Spotify’s
saving grace is that it has been kept afloat by still other forms of rent, gener-
ated by a different class of assets—namely those held by investment banks,
private equity, institutional investors, and other representatives of finance
capital.

While recourse to new forms of monopoly power and rent extraction
represent one response to the declining growth and stagnation that has
characterized the capitalist world-system since the 1970s, it is not the
only one. A second response—one that is critical to the arguments traced
in this book—involves the increasing expropriation of resources, use
values, and forms of work not of capital’s making, but that nonetheless
prove useful to it. Helpful for understanding this dynamic are the “non-
reductive account([s] of capitalist production” that have been developed
over the decades by Marxist feminists, ecosocialists, theorists of racial
capitalism, and other heterodox thinkers and activists."” Critical is their
contention that capitalism, despite appearances to the contrary, is marked
by incompleteness, inconsistency, and a disavowed dependence on a variety
of outsides.” Julie Graham and Katherine Gibson, writing jointly under the
pseudonym J. K. Gibson-Graham, have observed for instance how the he-
gemony enjoyed by “capitalocentric” discourses ends up rendering non- or
extracapitalist forms of economic activity invisible:
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When we say that most economic discourse is “capitalocentric,” we
mean that other forms of economy (not to mention noneconomic as-
pects of social life) are often understood primarily with reference to
capitalism: as being fundamentally the same as (or modeled upon) cap-
italism, or as being deficient or substandard imitations; as being oppo-
site to capitalism; as being the complement of capitalism; as existing in
capitalism’s space or orbit.”!

Capitalism may be dominant, but that doesn’t mean it is all-encompassing.
The capitalist economy is neither coextensive with society as a whole, nor
with the “economy,” to the extent that this domain can be analytically sep-
arated from the various fields of activity with which it is entangled. Exist-
ing alongside a number of alternative regimes of exchange, circulation, and
valuation, capitalist processes nevertheless outweigh and always threaten
to absorb these alternatives.

Significantly, the relation between the capitalist economy and its vari-
ous noncapitalist others is not one of inert and indifferent coexistence.
Rather, the two continually interact and inflect one another, their relation
shifting from one historic conjuncture to the next. An increasingly com-
mon shape this relation takes is for resources generated outside capitalism
to furnish the stuff out of which monopoly power within it is made. Given
declining opportunities for productive investment, an attractive (because
cheap) method for establishing a monopoly is to identify some source of
work or wealth standing outside the formal economy, lay claim to it (which
usually involves getting state power to recognize and enforce this claim),
and thereby transform this resource into an asset over which a given cor-
poration has exclusive control. One can see this process play out in the
exploitation of natural resources, as state concessions enable extractive
industries to turn the “free gifts” of nature into durable sources of rent.
It also plays out in connection with creative activity, including music, as
intellectual property law enables the copyright industries to turn the “free
gifts” of human nature into equally durable sources of rent. Still another
place where this extractivist dynamic is at play in streaming is in the data
that platforms capture from user interactions, thanks to the terms and
conditions to which individuals are obliged to assent to use their services.
Once harvested, such data become yet another valuable asset over which
platforms enjoy a monopoly, which they can then share, trade, sell, rent, or
exploit as they see fit.
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Yet this is not the only way capitalism and its others relate to one an-
other. Critically, capital doesn’t simply colonize its others. Nor does it
simply dominate them. Dominant and dominating capital may be; but it
is also dependent. Thus, while it is important to remain clear-eyed about
the central role that capital accumulation plays in ordering social life, it is
equally important to situate this overarching imperative vis-a-vis the ex-
tracconomic conditions on which it relies. As Nancy Fraser has argued,
the “‘economic foreground’ of capitalist society requires a ‘non-economic
background,” with processes of social reproduction, the work of non-
human nature, and the infrastructures provided by political institutions
figuring prominently among the underlying conditions that make capital
accumulation possible in the first place.” Without a continuous supply
of ecosystem services, institutional supports, and the unpaid work of car-
ing, capital’s incessant drive to valorize value would come to a standstill.
But because the resources that capital draws from outside itself and puts to
work are treated simply as given, there is a tendency for the extracapitalist
systems on which it depends to be steadily run down. Fraser summarizes
the dynamic: “Capitalism’s economy . . . stands in a relation of denial vis-a-
vis its background conditions. It disavows its dependence on them by treat-
ing nature, social reproduction, and public power as ‘free gifts, which are
inexhaustible, possess no (monetized) value, and can be appropriated ad
infinitum without any concern for replenishment. . . . And that is a built-in
source of potential instability, a recipe for periodic crises.”” To be under-
lined is that these and other background conditions are not simply given
but are themselves made—and, more specifically, made background. If
they are external to capitalism, it is because they are externalized by capital-
ism. By this account, the capitalist law of value is not simply a mechanism
of incorporation, which fundamentally alters that on which it acts (via
commodification, the transformation of labor processes, the subjection of
all sorts of things to the property form, and so on). It is also a mechanism
of abjection, which likewise alters that on which it acts (via depreciation,
expropriation, dispossession, and so on).

A basic claim I make in this book is that music is not simply trans-
formed into yet another good, service, or asset within modern capitalist
economies. While certain of music’s material embodiments can be, have
been, and will continue to be commodified and assetized, music at the
same time functions as yet another “‘non-economic’ background condi-
tion” that the economy relies on, without acknowledging or accounting
for this reliance. Music’s excorporation from capitalism is as important as
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its incorporation, its decommodification as important as its commodifica-
tion. Music’s significance for capital, in other words, does not reside wholly
in the brute fact that it, too, is something that can be produced for sale on
the market or that can be transformed into an asset for which rents may
be charged. Rather, music’s significance resides as much in its ability to
serve as an extracconomic resource. And one of the main tasks for which
music qua resource is enrolled is the necessary yet systemically devalued
work of social reproduction. I explore this issue in chapter s, but for now
social reproduction may be provisionally defined as comprising all those
activities and processes that, by sustaining life on a daily and intergenera-
tional basis, indirectly help to sustain capitalism, by replenishing the spe-
cial commodity that is labor power. In music sociology, the aspect of social
reproduction that has received the most attention to date consists of the
various forms of class and social stratification that music helps inscribe and
reinforce.* But given that music is nonrepresentational as well as repre-
sentational, acting just as much on an affective and physiological level as it
does at the level of meaning or identity, it may also play a more direct role
in the work of care, as a tool for adjusting moods, facilitating social inter-
actions, calibrating sleep cycles, extending or intensifying workouts, and so
forth. Like other resources put to work in the reproduction of individuals
and communities, music also serves as a resource for their reproduction as
a source of labor power. This has long been the case with respect to manual
labor, with music not just serving to coordinate and energize physically
strenuous activities but also helping people unwind, relax, and replenish
themselves at the end of the day. But considering the increasing central-
ity of affective, communicative, and other forms of so-called immaterial
labor in deindustrializing societies, as the economic center of gravity shifts
from manufacture to services, there is the additional need for individu-
als’ affective, communicative, and cognitive energies to be continuously
replenished—a need that music, with its ability to alter moods, facilitate
interaction, and focus the mind, is well-positioned to satisfy.

Like capitalism’s other others, music stands in a profoundly ambiv-
alent relation to the economy, being situated at once inside and outside
its frontiers, continuously drawn into and expelled from its churning
vortex—whence the well-founded perception that music, like other art
forms, represents an “economic exception,” or possesses its own “excep-
tional economy.”® Historically, a number of factors have impeded music’s
unproblematic subjection to the logic of capital accumulation. For one, the
property form isn’t straightforwardly applicable to music in the same way
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it is to other ordinary products, like a bolt of linen or a pound of wheat.
For another, it is difficult to reorganize musical labor—or any other form
of artistic labor—in line with capitalism’s drive to increase productivity
(in Marxian terms, artistic labor resists “real subsumption”). From this
perspective, the history of music’s insertion into processes of capital ac-
cumulation is the history of the social, legal, and technical fixes that have
been devised to surmount these difficulties, reducing music’s economic
ambivalence enough to make it compatible with the demands of capital
accumulation. Copyright offers one such fix: as a legal apparatus that im-
poses the property form on music, it makes what might otherwise take the
form of a public good behave like a private one instead.” Technologies of
mechanical reproduction offer another. True, they may fatally undermine
the “aura” that shrouds the unique artwork, as Walter Benjamin famously
maintained.” But these same technologies also make it possible to achieve
efliciencies in the industrial process of musical reproduction that are other-
wise ruled out in the artisanal processes of musical production. And even
if these and other “fixes” to music’s economic exceptionality prove only
partly successful, the broader social and aesthetic values that are attached
to music can nonetheless drive the development of other adjacent sites and
activities that are productive of economic value (instrument manufacture,
consumer electronics, publishing, the production and sale of ancillary
merchandise, and so on).8

Streaming may likewise be understood as providing a solution to the
challenges posed by music’s ambivalent economic status, challenges that
have been amplified by technologies of digital reproduction and networked
communication. It is not just that sales of recorded music plummeted in
the first decade of the new millennium, but that this downturn appeared
to augur a pair of broader and potentially catastrophic crises: in the prop-
erty form imposed on music by means of copyright and, by extension, in
the continued viability of recorded music’s commodity status. To shore
up their faltering position during this prolonged downturn, major record
labels pursued a number of avenues: claiming a cut of artists’ earnings from
touring and merchandise as part of “360 deals”; increased sync licensing of
music for use in television and film; seeking out new sites of commodifica-
tion (for example, ringtone sales); and most notoriously, bringing lawsuits
against listeners alleged of copyright infringement, in order to disincentiv-
ize file sharing.” It was in this context that streaming emerged in the late
2000s as a potential response to the industry’s purported woes. Streaming
presented an answer to a number of unresolved questions plaguing the
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industry: how to reprivatize audio files that digitization had transformed
into quasi-public goods; how to reintroduce into the new, digitally me-
diated condition of musical abundance a semblance of scarcity; how to
turn difficulties in commodifying digital music from a problem into an
advantage, by using music to commodify other things instead; and how to
transform payment for recorded music from an irregular, unpredictable,
and one-off event into something continuous and predictable. Yet stream-
ing’s success in overcoming impediments to digital music’s reinsertion into
the circuit of capital introduced a new set of problems and contradictions.
Perhaps the most notable has to do with the infinitesimal royalty pay-
ments recording artists, Composers, and songwriters receive under this new
model, a cause of much public concern and critique. Of course, one might
respond to critiques like these by pointing out that the financial situation
of most musicians was hardly much better in the prestreaming, predigital
music industry. If nothing else, such a response has the merit of being true.
But to say that what has changed are the mechanisms by which musicians
are underpaid, with the fact of their underpayment remaining a stubborn
constant, shouldn’t lead us to believe that this state of affairs is inevitable,
that the skewed distribution of wealth and economic power that typifies
music under capitalism is an eventuality to which we have no choice but
to be resigned. Nor is this the only harm that streaming either produces or
perpetuates. We might also cite its recourse to rampant consumer surveil-
lance; its disaggregation of listening publics and music communities; its
exacerbation of winner-take-all dynamics, with superstars gaining outsize
attention and income at the expense of smaller, independent artists; and,
not least of all, the negative environmental impacts generated by such a
resource- and energy-intensive method of music consumption.** The cost
of cheap and abundant music, it turns out, is quite high.

Mapping the Streaming
Ecosystem

Since music streaming platforms are many different things, this book
touches on a wide range of subjects over the course of its pages: sounda-
likes, metadata errors, interface design, clickwork, network architectures,
sleep playlists, streaming fraud, recommendation algorithms, and listening
metrics, to name but a few. Given the eclecticism of the topics covered,
the materials I draw on are equally eclectic, encompassing marketing and
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promotional materials put out by streaming companies; coverage of music
platforms in the business press, trade journals, and mass media outlets;
data gleaned from application programming interfaces (ar1s) and other
backend sources; comments and discussions on community forums; earn-
ings reports and financial disclosure statements; leaked contracts; patents;
information gathered from the various ancillary markets that feed into—
and off—digital music services (data aggregation, music distribution,
promotion services of varying degrees of legitimacy, and so on); playlist
formatting and design; “platformized” musical production (for example,
pseudopersonalized tracks or soundalike covers); as well as insights derived
from conversations, casual and otherwise, that I've had over the years with
former and current employees of streaming services, record industry per-
sonnel, musicians, users, data analysts, and activists, among others.

The foregoing should give some sense of the empirical base on which
Streaming Music, Streaming Capital rests, an archive supplemented by the
growing body of secondary literature on streaming that I have drawn on
and learned a great deal from in the course of writing this book.” But if
I range across a wide and variegated assortment of materials and topics in
what follows, it isn’t in order to revel in eclecticism for its own sake. Rather,
an overriding aim of this book is to trace the mediations connecting seem-
ingly disconnected phenomena, in an effort to discern the underlying
conditions that make their movements possible. To a certain extent, this
impulse follows from my background and training as a music theorist,
even if the kind of theorizing I pursue in this book bears little resemblance
to music theory as it is commonly understood. It also follows from my
commitment to a broadly Marxist understanding of the musical economy,
albeit one that draws on a wide and varied mix of traditions (social re-
production theory, Frankfurt School critical theory, value-form theory,
autonomist Marxism, ecosocialist thought, as well as more standard forms
of Marxist political economy). But most important of all, the expansive
approach I take to streaming derives from a decisive feature of the platform
economy itself. Namely, as economic power has become ever more concen-
trated in the hands of an ever-smaller tranche of corporate bodies over the
past twenty-odd years—a tendency of which platforms are both a cause
and effect—the boundaries that once separated ostensibly distinct spaces
and sectors (finance, tech, the music industries, and so on) have perforce
eroded. Of course, the more such sectoral differences are blurred, the more
it becomes clear that their prior delineation wasn’t necessary but contin-
gent, a product of the resistance thrown up by forces strong enough to hold
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back or even reverse capital’s drive toward concentration (government reg-
ulation, interfirm competition, inherited custom, but above all labor strug-
gles). But even if capitalism’s drive to subsume anything and everything
under the sun is hardly new, this makes it all the more necessary for studies
of music streaming—or of music and capitalism more generally—to avoid
restricting themselves to just music, or just the music industry, as the latter
is conventionally construed. At least, these studies cannot limit themselves
in this way if they wish to do justice to the way music is imbricated in socio-
economic processes that extend well beyond its conventional boundaries.
Indeed, this is one of the key insights shared by both social reproduction
theory and ecosocialist thought: that objects, activities, and forces osten-
sibly placed beyond the pale of a given socioeconomic system are often
necessary to secure this system’s ongoing existence, shaping what transpires
within its legislated boundaries in profound if indirect ways.

For this reason, any effort to model music’s insertion into the streaming
ecosystem needs to consider its “material and technological enabling con-
ditions.”®* But such an effort also has to explore the material conditions
that music enables in turn. For once it is taken up and mediated by digi-
tal platforms, music can have effects in sites far removed from the server
farms whence audio files issue, the devices on which these files are played
back, or the bodies they touch once they are translated into sound waves.
Kyle Devine has identified one such effect, describing the largely disre-
garded (because largely externalized) environmental impacts for which
streaming is responsible (greenhouse gas emissions, destructive forms of
resource extraction, and so on). To this distant, dispersed impact others
may be added. One concerns how users” seemingly solitary listening activ-
ity may indirectly shape what musics others will encounter, which in turn
determines how much compensation artists and rights holders are liable
to receive. Another concerns how the data collected from platforms about
people’s listening behaviors may be recycled by third parties and put to use
for purposes that seem to have little clear or direct connection to music
as such (for example, credit card ratings and insurance pricing). Still an-
other concerns how the use of music as a means of social reproduction may
serve as a means of holding in check the costs of sustaining both life and
labor power. And yet another concerns how this enactment of music as a
form of cheap care hinges in turn on suppressing the cost of music—which
is tantamount to suppressing the cost of musical labor. Pertinent in this
regard is an arresting observation Martin Daughtry has made in connec-
tion to the far-flung environmental effects for which music performance
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may be responsible. “While all performances begin,” Daughtry writes, “no
performances truly end; rather, they all taper off; in an asymptotic decre-
scendo of sorts, as the various bodies that they manipulate and transform
and unleash eternally continue to make pathways through—and exert ef-
fects within—the aggregate body called ‘environment.”* The same may be
said of music as streamed, with the difference that the real and virtual bod-
ies it sets in motion make pathways that do not just traverse those ecosys-
tems conventionally categorized as non- or extrahuman but move through
all sorts of nominally human ecosystems as well, whether economic, tech-
nological, social, infrastructural, or musical.

Despite the expansive range of issues addressed in this book, despite the
attempt to trace the often obscure interconnections linking them, Stream-
ing Music, Streaming Capital doesn’t purport to provide a comprehensive
account of the streaming ecosystem. To attempt such a thing would be
quixotic, since any totalizing theory of streaming—or of anything else, for
that matter—will necessarily come undone under pressure of future de-
Velopments. In the case of streaming, barring a major, systemic change to
the economy, either the industry will adapt in coming years to heightened
interfirm competition, government regulation, ecological crisis, inflation-
ary pressures, and intensifying labor activism, or the industry will fail. And
assuming it does adapt, this will almost certainly involve the colonization
of new spaces and the forging of new interconnections between them,
beyond those I identify in the pages of this book. Indeed, as multisided
markets, platforms are precisely in the business of forging such intercon-
nections, striving to leverage them to their benefit through the opportuni-
ties for arbitrage they open up.

Hence, in light of the fluid and still-unfolding character of my book’s
subject, the best I can hope to offer readers is a rough and provisional
sketch, one that seeks to identify a number of the streaming ecosystem’s
key interlocking features and that endeavors to make some sense of the
logic underpinning their articulation. Some of these features and intercon-
nections include how copyright monopolies at once underwrite stream-
ing (via licensing agreements) and depend on it (for the protection and
valorization of their 1p); how the ideological construction of the stream,
its framing as something necessarily ephemeral, obscures the constitutive
role of copyright; how the ideological work performed by the ostensible
ephemerality of the stream helps bind users as well as artists to platforms;
how the different user groups convened by platforms not only function as
assets but are also put to work to produce still other assets, most notably
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data (about music, about users); how the personalized curation services
used to justify extensive data collection are paralleled by the promise made
to advertisers of providing equally personalized forms of ad targeting; how
the economic imperative to amass data leads platforms to frame music as
an accessory for living, a means for self- and social reproduction; how en-
treaties that seck to get users to treat music as such—as a resource for the
ongoing reproduction of life and labor power—are facilitated by the way
the platform model effectively transforms music into a privatized public
good, as something that can be given away on condition users have first
paid an obligatory toll; how this strategic and above all partial decommod-
ification of music has as its corollary the effective decommodification of
musical labor; and so on. To these may be added the ramifying intercon-
nections that relate what takes place in and around platforms to broader
forces beyond them: how the rentierism that underpins both platforms’
and copyright holders’ business models is motivated by the declining prof-
itability of the global economy in recent decades; how platforms, through
their data collection practices, function as tributaries to a much broader
data economy; how the transformation of music into a means of social
reproduction is facilitated by the steady rise of the cost of care elsewhere in
the economy; and so on.

Each chapter of this book addresses a different piece of this larger
puzzle. Chapter 1, “Streaming Music,” begins with the question of what
streaming makes of music. To explore how platforms transform music to
make it fit for streaming, chapter 1 draws on the mediation theory elabo-
rated by Georgina Born and others in order to examine some of the key
mediations that platforms put into play. Streaming services enact music as
many different things: as data, metadata, intellectual property, and much
else besides. Taken together, this constellation of features conspires to
make what is ultimately a change in music’s political and economic con-
dition appear otherwise, as if it were a change in its being imposed by a
novel technological system. Stream versus download, object versus event,
music as good versus music as service—such commonplace dichotomies,
which undergird popular narratives about the changes wrought by stream-
ing, deflect attention away from a more significant mutation for which
music platforms are responsible: the transformation of digital copies from
durable to disposable goods, a transformation that exploits digital repro-
duction’s enactment of recorded music as a quasi-public good at one level
to paradoxically reinscribe music within the regime of private property at
another.
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Chapter 2, “Streaming Capital,” turns to the specific form of industrial
organization that music platforms embody—what the business literature
refers to as “multisided markets”—and considers the implications this
form has for the value accorded to both music and musical labor. Thanks to
the particular way in which platforms orchestrate flows of data, attention,
and revenue, music comes to assume a peculiar economic status within the
spaces that streaming services manage. As noted earlier, users of stream-
ing platforms never pay directly for music; all they pay for is access to the
virtual enclosure where a vast archive of recorded music is housed.** Yet
the decommodification music undergoes once it is no longer stamped by
exchange value appears this way only on one side of the platform, the side
that faces end users. For other agents, situated on other sides of stream-
ing’s multisided market—record labels, publishers, as well as platforms
themselves—music remains thoroughly commodified. The ambivalent
status that the architecture of platforms confers on music, being neither
wholly commodified nor wholly decommodified, in turn gives rise to a
peculiar form of fetishism: not commodity fetishism but what might be
called noncommodity fetishism, in which what is misrecognized is not
the source of the value that is ascribed to a commodity but the source of
the nonvalue that is ascribed to a noncommodity—in this case, music. On
streaming platforms, music appears as simply zhere, as something that is
free for the taking—provided, of course, that users have paid a fee to access
the privatized space where music is now contained.

If the first two chapters provide a broad overview of streaming plat-
forms and their organization, chapters 3 and 4 turn to the individual
circuits of production, exchange, and accumulation that they catalyze.
Chapter 3, “Music as a Technology of Surveillance,” is concerned with the
exchanges that take place between platforms and an assortment of adver-
tisers, data brokers, and other third parties. Especially among stand-alone
services such as Spotify, Deezer, and Pandora (both before and after its ac-
quisition by Sirius xM), the need to develop alternative means of extracting
value from customers has led them to aggressively assetize user attention
and data. Marketing campaigns directed not to end consumers but to pro-
spective advertisers and investors are particularly revealing in this regard.
What these campaigns highlight are the particular affordances that music
alone possesses. Not only is music said to provide privileged insight into
listeners’ innermost selves, but it also serves as an ideal tracking device. By
pervading the everyday lives of listeners, accompanying them across a vari-
ety of social and physical spaces, music offers platforms and the third par-
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ties with whom they partner a means by which information about listeners’
everyday lives may be collected, aggregated, and put to work. Significant
in this regard is the growing popularity of playlists organized by mood,
activity, or context (for example, music for workouts, for singing to in the
shower, for sleep). Playlists of this type provide platforms with a proxy by
which they can infer users’ moods, activities, and contexts. And even if the
accuracy of such inferences is questionable, music’s use as a technology of
surveillance nevertheless has far-reaching consequences. It is not merely
that this affords a microtargeting of advertising that runs parallel to the
microtargeting that characterizes music recommendation. In addition, the
fact that platforms share such data with various third-party partners, in-
cluding major data aggregators such as wpp and Acxiom, means that the
information that platforms collect not just about users’ musical behaviors
but by means of their musical behaviors may feed algorithmic systems in
far-flung sectors of the economy (credit rating, insurance pricing, risk as-
sessment, and so on).

In chapter 4, “Counterfeiting Attention in the Streaming Economy;”
the focus shifts to another side of platforms’ multisided markets, the side
that faces artists. In particular, the chapter examines how the technical in-
frastructures and economic incentives put in place by streaming platforms
have encouraged certain actors to develop strategies to exploit various
quirks and loopholes of this new mode of music distribution, leveraging
them to their advantage. These include musicians, who, in response to
platforms’ low payout rates, have been compelled to use whatever means
they can to eke out whatever income they can. Three cases in particular
are considered. One concerns so-called musical spam, in particular knock-
off cover versions of popular hits, which exploit weaknesses in platforms’
discovery tools to siphon off a portion of the attention (and royalties) that
the originals would otherwise attract. A second concerns so-called click
fraud, as rights holders aim to improve the “discoverability” of the music
they own and ultimately the share of revenue they are due by resorting to
alternative means of procuring streams—in particular, by purchasing them
in bulk from gig workers and click farms located in the Global South. Fi-
nally, the third case study examines the controversy that erupted in 2017,
when it was revealed that Spotify had paid professional music produc-
ers, working under pseudonyms, to create tracks for the platform’s mood
and activity playlists, presumably as a way of reducing the overall share
of revenue it was obliged to share with rights holders (above all the three
major labels). Together, the different kinds of imposture at play in these
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three cases shed light on a more fundamental imposture that underpins
the entire streaming economy, as platforms pass off quantitative metrics
as qualitative judgments, and equate digital signals with the engagement
they allegedly index.

Following the examination of different aspects of the platform model
in chapters 3 and 4, the last chapter, “Streaming, Cheap Music, and the
Crises of Social Reproduction,” takes a broader view of streaming and its
socioeconomic impacts. Chapter 5 does so by returning to the increasing
prominence of mood-, activity-, and context-based playlists on stream-
ing platforms. Much has been written on the effects of such playlists.
For some authors they are the agents by which music is transformed into
“neo-Muzak”; for others, they are nothing more than an extension of long-
standing practices that treat music as a medium for self-regulation and self-
care. This chapter offers an alternative perspective on this phenomenon,
reading it through the lens of social reproduction theory. Besides being
a technology of the self or of surveillance, music on streaming platforms
is in addition a technology of social reproduction. It acts, in other words,
as a tool or resource by which users can perform some of the tasks neces-
sary to maintain themselves and others—work that is, at one and the same
time, necessary to maintain both themselves and others as sources of labor
power. Framed in this way, as a device for helping people to get through
the day, music also serves as one of the many devices that prepares them to
go to work the next. Facilitating this change in music’s use value for listen-
ers is the partial decommodification it undergoes on streaming platforms,
discussed in chapter 2. As a form of “cheap culture,” streaming media are
made particularly attractive as a resource for managing the deepening crisis
of social reproduction, a crisis brought on by the rising cost of care work
on the one hand and the increasing shifting of these costs onto individuals
and houscholds as a result of neoliberal austerity politics on the other. Yet
the more platforms frame music as a resource for living, the more the living
of musicians is threatened. Cheap music, after all, depends on a cheapen-
ing of musical labor. The result is a crisis of reproduction specific to the
world of music, with many musicians no longer able to support themselves
through their music, which more often than not amounts to an inability to
reproduce themselves as musicians.

To close, the epilogue to the book picks up where the preceding chapter
leaves off, by considering different interventions that have been proposed
in response to the difficulties many musicians and music communities con-
frontat present. To this end, I work through a number of proposals, ranging
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from the more modest to the more far-reaching: increasing the minimum
payout rates guaranteed to artists, changing the revenue-sharing model
utilized by services, developing platform cooperatives, and transforming
platforms into public utilities, to name a few. Which of these is preferable,
as well as which is feasible, depends on the broader field of political possi-
bility and the balance of forces within this field—which is simply another
way of saying that any meaningful transformation of the music economy
cannot occur in isolation but must be tied to broader transformations in
the economy as a whole. But which path or paths are to be pursued also
depends on what kind of future we want. Is the goal a reformed streaming
economy? A poststreaming economy? Or a postprecarity and postscarcity
musical economy, a possibility that is hard to imagine without it being a
postcapitalist economy at the same time?
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