
MUS 3308  
Class 2:  
Commodification and 
Standardization 



Theodor Adorno (1903-1969) 

• Member of the Frankfurt School 
• Colleagues include Horkheimer, Marcus, 

Habermas 
• Critical theory 
• Marxist understanding of society 
• Criticized capitalism 



The Culture Industry 

• Made up of economic institutions 
•  It produces forms of culture that are 

commodities 
• According to Adorno, the commodification of 

cultural products leads to a standardization of 
these products 

•  Standardization  leads to passivity in consumers 


the culture industry 

shift in thinking: no longer thinking music is an art form , but a commodity - something that is mass produced in a large scale 

company that produce culture do so to profit from it 

SUMMARY: the culture industry produces forms of culture as commodity (music) 
the products form the commodity lead to standardization 
standardization leads to passive consumers 

DEFINITION ON THE EXAM


the idea that hte culutre can be commodified lead to a lot of products being standardized 


we as consumers are just going to accept these standardized products 


historical context: 

this came out in the 1940s 
during the time that there is technology that allowed mass dissemination 


home recording listening systems 
radio 
telegraph 


the idea that popular music is the same is still the same today 



Standardization 

•  Popular Music is standardized in several ways: 
 

1) a number of types that are immediately 
recognizable 

2) a small number of structures 
3) a small number of components to each song that 

are interchangeable 
 
 


adorno thought that every aspect of popular music is standardized 



genre 
- we think that songs are categorized based on genres 
- songs that sound a certain way are grouped together 
- certain genre tend to sound this way / have this characteristic)


chorus, verses 
AAB 
12 bar blues 
chord progressions 


the beginning of the chorus can be replaced

given song type/ given song genre can be replaced with another verse 

we actually see this happening in a mass scale today —> sampling 


think about the songs that lead up to the 40s 

popular genre in 20s / 30s:

-tin pan alley - New york (white christmas, over the rainbow) 
-swing jazz 


popular music in 1900 = 1945 
tin pan alley vaudeville and broadway (ex/ gene austin - my blue heaven, 1927) 
jazz (sing jazz, big band, crooner) 
(ex/ the jimmy dorsey orchestra- swing that music 1936)
country (“hillbilly”) 

tin pan alley: simplistic, repetitive in 20s —> alot of this music is sold as sheet music for them to play / sing at home (it couldnt be too complex or else it wouldnt be as accessible) 


Jazz: more up beat 


ex/ Marianas Trench - Pop 101 
parody 
standardization of music 
similar elements 
traditions and conventions 
using some common word a lot “baby” 
rhyming 
mainstream group marianas trench critiquing mainstream music 


Sir Mashalot: Mind-blowing SIX song country mashup 

illustrating the way you can take pieces from diff songs and piecing it together so it works 
what adorno said about popular music about if you take a piece away and change it to something, doesn’t really matter 
illustrates interchangability 



Pseudo-individualization 

•  The type of variation that exists between 
standardized products 

•  Surface changes 
•  They do not alter the basic structure 


if all the music was standardized and all sounded the same, 


variations that wouldnt alter the basic strux of the product 

detail change but overall strux stay same 

popular song in a given genre may use the same chord progression or back beat, similar vocals etc 

lyrics and melody can be a little bit diff 
lyric themes (romantic love, element std)  standardized but actual lyrics itself are diff individually 



High vs. Low Culture 

•  “Serious” vs. Popular music 
 
• Differences incl: 
▫  Degree of standardization 
▫  Level of complexity 
▫  Market context 


western european music - bethoven, mozart, concert hall
pieces will rep substantial length 
symphony, operas 


blues 
jazz
tin pan alley



in general, serious 

lacked standardization

details are important to the whole - if you were to take apart out of it, it would lose meaning  , need to pay attention to every detail in context (argument against this: many pieces of classical music are widely used and are wide known beethoven symph no. 5) 


main diff = market context 
serious music was not composed to be a commodity 
artistic creation 
 



Role of the listener 

• Caught up in a standardized and routine set of 
responses 

 
•  The pleasure derived is superficial and false 
 
•  Individuals who enjoy these pleasures are 

corrupted by immersion and are open to the 
domination of the industrialized, capitalist 
system 


listeners became passive - not critical of what we are consuming 


different ways of listening 
listening differently if the music is beng played in a commerical / film 
diff if you are at home and thinking 
diff if dancing to it in club  


adorno’s critique is harsh, 
ppl do listen and are thoughtful in waht they are listening to 
but they have diff levels of listening 


ex/ britney spears 
a lot of elements are similar 
enough is similar to be detected

similar backing track , beat, melody, chord progression which allow melody , melodic contour, shape
diff played in diff keys, lyrics organized diff 


ex/ Axis of Awesome 4 cords 
mashup of a lot of songs from diff time periods diff genres, all played with the same background instrumentals 

some parts are actually verses, some choruses 

elements similar (standardized): chord progression, same basic instrumentation (same tempo, key, texture) 

but the originals are actually played in diff tempo, instruments etc 
very diff instrumentation// featured in a diff way 
electronic effects and productions 
diff themes / topics 

this actually does not show standardization 
the only thing that makes it std is the chord progression 
it actually shows that they are actually a lot more diff 

often we focus on one thing that is similar and ignore the many aspects that are diff 




Avril lavigne Girlfriend 
accused stealing from bubinoos - i want to be your boyfriend (from 70s) - clearly released before avril lavign’s 2009


justin beiber and skrillex - sorry 2015 
sorry was accused of sampling from white hinterland’s song - ring… 
did they actually steal /plagiarize or was it coincidence? maybe the songwriter did not realize they were imitating 

subconscious plagiarism - is it possible to internalize sounds ? 



“On Popular Music in Advertising” 

• How does David Allan relate these ideas to the 
use of popular music in advertising? 

these are not adorno’s ideas on advertizing 
david is applying some of the ideas and imagining what adorno thought about advertising




“On Popular Music in Advertising” 

• His Premise: 
▫  The use of popular music in advertising is growing 
▫  Companies attempt to reach a wider audience with 

the use of music 
▫  Musicians seem more willing to have their music 

used for commercial purposes 


at a time artists were reluctant in licensing their music (allowing their songs to be played in ad / commercials, promo) 
they were worried about being “selling out “ they are changing their sound and image to change mainstream from indie, making too much money from advertisement like they are only interested in money and not about art 

today a lot of artists are forced to change due to revenue 
not alot of ppl purchase albums , mostly streaming 
revenue model shifts and how artists are earning a living  

in general, attitudes change - artists are more and more willing 


interview with Black Keys
they were criticized for allowing their music for sitcoms 
they were worried about being called a sell-out by promoting product / ads 
they turned down a lot of money b/c they would look bad to the public 
worried about what others think 

music industry seems like the only industry that has to deal with the issue 
actors and athletes are sponsored too or hogging their own products (not brand name), but they will not be called sell out 

certain genres of music are tied to teh notion of authenticity - doing your craft, play own instrument, own lyrics 
criticized a lot if they are licensing 

people actually need the money to make music esp for emerging artists
fund own project, may not be signed under a large music label 
cost money to promote self and get right connections 
pay for studio, promoter, producers

important reason why artists choose to license their music —>exposure, simply having their music heard more and reach wider audience 


a lot of mv’s have a lot of product placements 

conspicuous consumption - seen a lot in hip hop 
difficult to tell if it is paid product placement 
or actually promoting lifestyle that comes with the product that is known for luxury / high class / status 

ex/ using alcohol 
using their own brand or a very expensive brand 
showing status and high class lifestyle 


another ex/ about promo lifestyle 

versace - migos 
hip hop is known for their ad/promo of lifestyle 

does not seemlike it was paid ad 
it was the artist using the brand for lifestyle promo 
how they fit into their image 

they are not trying to market a very expensive product 
it is more about lifestyle - luxury product as a mark of success 


reason is artists see the benefit of reaching to a wider group of audience 


ex/ Feist’s song: 1234 
used for apple ipod nano ad 
the song got really popular 
ad contributed to her song’s success - hard to prove that (she’s a talented good artist, good song etc) but the raise in sale of her album / songs after the ad was released can be proof 


artist sometimes get recognized by being used in ads first 




Product Placement in Song Lyrics 
•  Common in Hip-hop 
▫  Busta Rhymes “Pass the 

Courvoisier” (discussed in 
Allan article) 
▫  Migos “Versace” 
▫  Ace Hood “I Woke up in a 

new Bugatti” 

▫  Early examples include:  
!  Run DMC “My Adidas” 
 

▫  Important for the promotion 
of products, but can also 
point to the artist’s success 
(material wealth) 
▫  Products often significant 

within the culture/subculture 


practice of placing a product in a song has been used for a long time 
dated a while back


why were they rapping about adidas? 
a lot of ppl thought it was product placement but they were only given endorsement after the fact and having their own product line

adidas was actually affordable back then did not have the same status as now
now it is more expensive , on trend 


relevant to us 
have our own connections with the brand 
sometimes it doesnt ahve to be about the brand / ad 
youre already using /wearing the product



Product Placement in Music Videos 
•  Brittany Spears 
▫  “Circus” 
▫  “Hold it Against Me” 

•  Kesha 
•  Jennifer Lopez feat. Pitbull 
▫  “On the Floor” 

•  Pitbull feat. Kesha 
▫  “Timber” 

•  Avril Lavigne 
▫  “Rock n Roll” 

•  Avicii 
▫  “Wake me up” 


self ad on her own line of perfumes 
the song was right after her public breakdown (mental health was questioned, shaved head etc)- it was her big reemergence to spotlight 
jewelry featured in the vid diamonds 
show class lifestyle wealth 
position in the industry - and what that position affords you (commodities) 


we are who we are


many product placements - see a lot of brand names of products 

its clear its not about her status or wealth, its about product placement 

she earned half a million $ for all those product placements 
it accumulates - increase sales afterwards

it seems like an ad with all those product placements , too excessive - kinda indicates that her career is going down and needs as much money as possible 
but not alot of artists actually do this with all those product placements 
does not happen often 


alcohol 
fish site 
bmw
earings

drinks were shown when lyrics were about them 


see almost the same number of prod in both kesha and jlo songs  


artist name attached to a brand 
pitbull was a spokesperson for the vodka 
invested in the product 
integrated into the lyrical narrative too - diff way in which the product was featured 



beginning seems like ad for sony phone 


what if the company did not authorize its product in their mv ? 
is it advantageous for them to pursue the case 
it is up to the copyright holder to file a case or not 


product placement: ralph lauren demin supply on the horse saddle 
model was wearing the clothing from their fall line 
the ad integrated together 
avicii actually appeared in a lot of print ads for the colllection to promote the product line 
part of the ad compaign 

in the mv, it was a buildup in the music and then beat drop to showcase the brand name 

the glow in the dark tshirt was the ticket to the concert.. fan engagement 

in an interview avicii actually had to mention that “i wouldve felt like i sold out, i” if he didnt already wear ralph lauren clothing … seems like a rehearsed that public statement 



Replacing lyrics with advertiser’s 
name/message 
• E-bay commercials 
• Venus/Intuition (use songs where lyrics already 

fit) 
• Connection to Adorno and concept of Pseudo-

individualization 


recall information is enhanced when cued with the melody of a well known song 
he talks about how listeners orginate form the songs you heard when you are young 
remember the music of our childhood 
educators in general know this - use it for preschoolers / kindergartens 
use music to teach and help them learn
alphabet song 
educators use it as a tool 
and we do tend to retain the information 


ex/ “like a rock” song for chevy truck 
lyrics fit the message / brand idea/ concept of the product you are trying to sell 
and also a familiar song 
“like a rock” - dependable, robust, strong 


ex/ Old Navy using the village song”in the navy” 

ex/ ebay commercial switiching the lyrics of very well known songs (song from broadway — old generation) 
another ex/ “amore” turned into “thats on ebay” 

ex/ see the suggestion or a song that fits directly with the product name 
- closer in terms of the name without shifting the lyrics 

Crave TV’s ad using “dream on” —> name changed to “stream on” 
but lyrics are the same —> artist says “dream on” and the ad show “stream on” suggesting that they are the same 
blur together - relying on the suggestion that  dream on will connect to stream on 
this strategy is actually commonly used 


venus and intuition ads both used the same song 
the song already has the word “intuition” - dont need to change anything cuz it already said that 

venus used the song “Venus” by shocking blue (1960s)
- the song sounded very diff before 
didnt get in the top charts until very later after the ad 

- cover of Venus by Bananarama

putting the commercials out for more than 15 years 



adorno predicted the integration and alteration to be successful b/c of the interchangibility


x ambassadors commercial for Jeep 
used their song ‘renegade’ 
see how the artist and company are tied together 


LISTEN TO THE RECORDING 

look at david allens article under pseudo individualism for quote 

look at interviews with artists, found out the discussions that happen behind the scene 
target particular consumers and target individuality - younger gen , adventure, 
ad compaign was actually tied to the single 


target the listener making them feel 
small elements that that seem to differentiate the song - the pseudoindividualization elements 

CHECK OUT THE ARTICLE’S QUOTE 


how important is the music is to the ad 
if you were to change the song to another song, will it have a big effect 
how imporatnt it is in conveying the music 

how the music is used 

to what extent is the music used
are there any lyric changes? 
is it just the back track ? 


ex/ pepsi commercial using “we will rock you” 
song usually played in sporting events 
stadium superbowl 
classic rock song used in that context 
ad had historical aspect 

beyonce - r&b 
pink - punk pop rock 
beyonce - pop 
the backing track and the vocals differ to target diff genre music listeners 
each individual style of music is represented… but they are all still mainstream (dont forget the context) 

demographic covered by classic rock song and then using popular artists (appeal to young and old) 


song is integral for the ad 
change the song - might not have the same commercial 
possible that other songs have similar effect , but it is a good choice 
creates the atmosphere 

artists appearing in the commercial 
female artists coming together / working together 
carry out the message more effectively 
they there the big names / power women of that period 2004 superbowl 

during a period of time during when there is a push for women empowerment 
girl power - idea of feminism in this commercial 


amazon ad 
using star power is a big 
music wasnt a big part of it 
about justin timberlake , but not justin timerlake’s music 
actor was also featured in cameo .. focused less on music 
justin was established - he was huge in that year 
used his fame not his music 
commodity (music as a side) 
artist itself was teh main commodity that was featured 




Commercials for Analysis/Discussion 

• Eminem Chrysler Commercial 
• Bob Dylan Chrysler Commercial 
• Adidas Originals Commercial (Beggin’) 
•  Princess Mary Margaret Hospital Foundation 
•  State Farm/ OK Go “This Too Shall Pass” 
• Google Chrome/Lady Gaga 
•  Target/ Justin Timberlake 


song used gained iconic status 
bitter sweet symphony 
has a huge history of borrowing /theft 

2 layered meaning: 

if you dont know the song: 
strictly instrumental, sensing of building, express positivity , hope 

in the ad , every neg is paired with a positive (ie . had cancer, but beat it) 
idea of being bitter sweet 
intelligent choices in songs 
multiple meanings depending on the listener’s knowlege 
if you know the lyrics it gives extra layer / more interpretation of the ad 



eminem featured very prominently 
hes from detroit 
his identity and autobiography - know that he lived in a poor neighbourhood in detroit 
backing track of a his song that features detroit
connection to detroit from artist, song, song message, imagery in the commercial (detroit landmarks, some of the imagery that we saw from his own mv and albums) 
chose a song that was very wide known instead of his new songs  message of ‘working your way up ‘ 
during a time of economic crisis 

ad was aired in canada too and US 
cuz the economic crisis affected canada as well 

pride of detroit is amped up - it is falling apart , deteriorating but there are ppl trying to put it back together, community building 

appeal to particular demographic 
car not a very expensive, not a luxury car, car for everyone , targeting the middle class 

honing on ppls emotions in economic downturn 
very creative use of music / musician to speak to specific demographic 
buildup of music when driving (ddnt know who was driving) and then beat drop music stops when eminem speaks


diff artist that are affiliated at diff point of career 
LA v.s detroit 
very luxurious car , more expensive 
target a diff group of audience 


bob dylan 
famous singer song writer 
assoc w/ americana 
as a spokesperson 
many ppl criticize the ad for chrysler car (huge corporation) 
authenticity issue 
bob dylan is folk (genre known for anti-capitalism) 
interview w/ bob asking him if he wanted to license his music 
he only said “lads garment” ? ? so he was ft in victoria secret ad 

both artist brand and song plays important role 
conceptions of identity of artists 
commercial product 
audience tastes / perspective/ expectation plays around the public discorse


on the start on the toy car that triggers the chain reaction 
it was only thanking statefarm for making the video 
it serves as an ad for the band and statefarm 
didnt actully see statefarm logo everywhere 
lyrics kinda matched “this too shall pass” 
in video many disasterous things happened - related to insurance companies 


video collage of fans singing her song 

featuring lady gaga a lot - promoting her ,hyping her song and showing that she has large fan base  — she encouraged her fans to make vids of them singing and dancing 
showing her ability to draw ppl together using her star persona 

showing youtube and google searches 
using gaga’s song edge of glory 
ad for gaga single released promote new album 
gaga avid user of social media - does have a 
pay attention to fans , engages w/ fans 
collab b/w advertiser and artist  

gaga known for anti cyber bully - shows positivity in social media
consistent with her overall message, identity and branding 


target is known for using many artists 
brought fans in to help promote the album 
brands wokring on bigger / diff projects / collabs w/ artists 

what ended of circulating was the BTS footage of the fans and fans interacting with star that gained popularity, and not actually the commercial itself 

bringing regular ppl fans into videos - usually they get a lot of viewing 
fan reactions are humorous and touching 
tends to get ppl watching 

in a lot of these collabs are not just about selling the star or just the brand product but it is about selling 2 diff products 



Tin Pan Alley 
•  An area of Manhattan around 

28th Street where much of the 
sheet music for the popular 
vaudeville tunes of the early 
20th century were written 


Technology, the Dawn of Modern Popular Music and the King of Jazz (reading) 
Refer to recording!!! 


Sheet music 
•	Form of commodity 
•	Mass produced 
•	Profitable – sheet music industry increased, sheet music sales increased 



european classical songs

newer producers replaced it with music that was mass produced

aside note: tin pan alley name was given to the sound of many pianos being played together (mass production) 

song pluggers to try to sell music going to (try to sell directly to customers) 
play the song to customers in hopes of selling sheet music 
equivalent to musicians playing their music to sell their discs 
another method is to bribe a popular performer play the song so that more ppl hear it —> want to buy the song sheets to play  it at home
 



Tin Pan Alley 
•  Irving Berlin was the most 

prolific of the Tin Pan Alley 
Composers 

•  Wrote songs such as “God 
Bless America” and “White 
Christmas” 

•  Other Tin Pan Alley 
songwriters include: Richard 
Rodgers and Oscar 
Hammerstein, George and Ida 
Gershwin, and Cole Porter 


keep teh song simple enough 
memorable catchy 

want to appeal to the mass 

advise the songwriters to keep the vocal range small so that anyone can sing it too 

adorno’s critique did not come out of no where … there are popular techniques in music industry that lead to his observations 


tin pan alley 
assoc to particular location in NY 
but now also considered a genre of music 



Technology and mass dissemination 
•  78 r.p.m. records represented 

the beginning of the transition 
from written to recorded 
music 


shift in the way ppl listen to music 
shift from performances to record player / radio 

before a specific song can be disseminated but now 
a specific performance can be disseminated 
the performer is very important now 

it is in the 1920s that saw the greatest shift 
radio free to listen to 
listeners can tap into national sources of entertainment 


aside: music industry had to adapt when there is change in technology 
a lot of music is available for free 
shift revenue collecting … way of getting paid / how they profit 


by 1920s saw changes in tech 
radio and photograph more accessible 
record players and discs are standardized enough for several companies to mass produce the equipment compatable for it 




“On Wax,” Paul Whiteman and Mary 
Margaret McBride 

•  Paul Whiteman’s Ambassador 
Orchestra achieved 
unprecedented commercial 
success 


start of jazz - swing jazz 
now we think of jazz diff as popular music 
bu thtis is a moment in history where jazz = popular music were synonymous 


paul whiteman was considered a star due to the mass distribution 

racial tensions in the 1920s 
new emerging form of jazz in 1920s
mainstream white audiences would not consume music that were produced by black ppl 


REFER TO READING 
young ppl used jazz as a way to rebel against their parents 1920 morality 


change in tech = change in music 

recording changed the instrumentation use 
process of moving from live performance 
changing hte instrumentation 
- regular drum creates a muddy and fuzzed up effect when played with other instruments, so used banjo 
bases replaced with a single tuba 

recording process allowed no room for mistake 
a note played too hard  / soft 

reocording is permanent and going to circulate 
see the recording studio = a means to perfecting the song 
b/c recoridng soo new, the studio did not allow for the experimentation 

technology used to perfect the voice- autotune  
seen as cheating? 


function of music in relation of change of taste 

at the mercy of public taste 
must change their style to appeal to the listeners 



songs with certain dance moves 
thriller 
macarena 
watch me nay nay 
soulja boy 


summary 
the time period that lead to the adorno article 
the technology advances  
adapting to changing technology 
affected composition , performance, and production 


