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The Political Economy of the Music Industry: Its Rise and Stall

This paper is concerned with interacting technological challenges facing the global music industry. The industry is worth approximately $AUD100b, and is dominated by a few majors who collectively control over 80% of music sales and publishing revenue. These majors represent the cultural arms of only four multinational corporations. The industry is a highly integrated and complex business that centres around sophisticated management and appropriation of intellectual property (namely copyright) for repeated exploitation for decades after its initial acquisition. This intangible property is usually initially assigned from creators of music (eg recording artists).

Recent digital technologies have raised questions about the future of the industry’s current organizational structure and processes. Indeed, the past three years have witnessed unprecedented losses. PC and internet technologies have been identified (blamed) for the drop in revenue, and the literature also suggests CD piracy and downloading are the reasons for the drop in sales. However, these illegitimate practices partly explain challenges in relation to finished products (consumption).

This paper proposes that in addition to these attacks, legitimate technological challenges are at play suggesting re-organization is occurring multidimensionally. For example, evidence is now available to suggest there is a growing lack of interest among consumers for current music products. What is also missing from the debate is an analysis of the “DIY”/Micro-label phenomenon where creators independently produce finished products with affordable technologies. Techno music provides an excellent case study for this alternative form of music commodification. This mode has two major implications. Firstly, emerging technologies question the need for creator assignment, and the data suggests that licensing arrangements are becoming more popular. Alternatively, creators can bypass the current model entirely. The purpose of the research presented in this paper is to explain how these interacting forces have challenged the very foundations of the traditional music industry.

