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IX

  P reface  

 When we began thinking and talking about revising our successful text-
book  Under s tanding Society Through Popular Music , Phillip and I were 
quite aware of the main lesson we learned from the fi rst edition: the 
materials and examples we culled from the world of popular music 
became out- of-date very quickly. To some degree, this is an unavoidable 
problem. Unlike the majority of textbooks in the fi eld that take an 
historical perspective on popular music, we felt the classic sociological 
obligation to write about current trends and events. Well, our students 
were our greatest critics in this regard. I recall lecturing in class one 
day about gender issues in popular music when the topic of Avril 
Lavigne came up. I thought I was on top of things when I smugly 
questioned whether getting married would shatter Avril’s in- your-face 
punk image, when a number of students in unison laughed and said 
that Avril was not only divorced but on the verge of getting her own 
scent and designer clothing line. Does this mean I must regularly 
consult  Entertainment Tonight  to stay on top of events in the world of 
popular music? 

 I guess the next logical question is: What has changed and what has 
remained the same in the world of popular music since our fi rst edition 
was published in 2009? Well, as one would expect, many things are new 
in popular music, but sometimes it seems like little has changed. Digital 
music and earbuds are pandemic, as we increasingly listen to recorded 
and radio music alone. Yet, concert attendance, especially performed 
by older, established groups, continues to grow. The varieties of dance 
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X PREFACE

and hip- hop styles continue to expand—dubstep, for example—yet 
Jay-Z and Beyoncé are clearly the (conservative) fi rst family of pop 
music. We now archive our personal music collections in the clouds, but 
the music per se does not seem all that different. We have Lady Gaga, 
Katy Perry, and Nicki Minaj—are they that much different from 
Madonna and Mary J. Blige? 

 What has changed, and continues to change, is the audience for all 
this music. There seems to always be a market for a Taylor Swift or a 
Justin Bieber; as we continue to replenish the population, we will have 
a constant infl ux of pre- adolescent kids who are anxious to learn about 
themselves, others, relationships, and feelings. So that, as is convenient 
for we sociologists, there is constant social change impacting the world 
of popular music. Baby boomers have not changed their tastes in music 
much from the 1960s and 1970s, but their ability and desire to keep 
purchasing music in various formats has not slowed down much over 
the years. 

 Popular music is ubiquitous; it truly serves as the soundtrack of our 
everyday lives. Indeed, it seems as if a tune is always accompanying 
our daily rhythms: from the wake- up call through our alarm radio and 
our favorite morning tunes on the ride to work and school, to the beats 
of campus life or offi ce cubicle culture, and from the gas pumps to the 
supermarket and health club—not to mention music television, ubiqui-
tous MP3 players, movie scores, and the very sounds and melodies of 
the spaces that surround us, from the chirping of sparrows to the 
crashing of waves. Music is everywhere. There is a sonorous dimension 
for everything—for every purpose, every group of listeners, every mood, 
and every occasion. And, everywhere we listen, music comes to us (or 
from us) as a product: the product of technological relations which 
resulted in its creation and distribution; the product of geographic 
dimensions which shape trends, availability, and connection to space 
and place; the product of historical periods which shape fashions, costs, 
expectations, and considerations on what is appropriate or not appro-
priate; the product of social classes, genders, age groups, and ethnicities, 
each with their relation to preferred forms of musical styles; as well as 
the product of familial, religious, and biographic particulars which 
infl uence the tunes that strike a chord with our heart and our sense of 
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self. Indeed, ask yourself what you did when we asked you to turn some 
music on. Did you look for your iTunes library? Scrambled to dig out 
your latest favorite CD? Rolled the dial to fi nd your favorite radio 
station? Turned on MTV, VH1, CMT, or BET? Whatever you did, and 
whatever we all do, music is not just the product of harmony, melody, 
and rhythm relations, but perhaps more importantly a  social  product. 
Many people are involved with creation of our musical experiences, as 
well as our music per se. 

 Our purpose and approach mark an important difference between 
our book and other texts. This concise textbook is organized in terms of 
conventional sociological topics and is oriented to the needs of two 
precisely defi ned audiences. The fi rst audience is made up of under-
graduate students of introductory sociology, for which the textbook is 
meant as a supplemental text. Each chapter is tied to a traditional topic 
in introductory sociology. We use popular music to illustrate funda-
mental social institutions, theories, sociological concepts, and processes, 
and we are the fi rst in doing so in the hope of drawing our readers into 
the fascinating and ever- relevant world of sociology. We write with 
confi dence that reading and thinking about popular music will open up 
class discussions, debate, and refl ection on the power of sociological 
study and the importance of a sociological imagination. The second 
audience is made up of students of courses in the sociology of popular 
music. The uniqueness of our book for that audience comes from our 
placing popular music within the complex and ever- changing context of 
everyday life. We help students  see  popular music through a distinctively 
sociological lens. We hope that both audiences benefi t from our acces-
sible language, our use of diverse and contemporary data from the world 
of popular music and popular culture, and our personable tone. 

 Popular music provides the soundtrack for everyday life for many 
people, while providing practical meanings for making sense of everyday 
life. Accordingly, the textbook is organized to accomplish two instruc-
tional objectives. First, we show how popular music affects all major 
social institutions. Second, we show how popular music can be used to 
illustrate fundamental sociological theories and concepts. In other 
words, we are using a social phenomenon of great interest to students to 
draw them in, to bring life to their/your study of sociology. 
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XII PREFACE

 This textbook is derived both from our personal interests in music, as 
well as our teaching and scholarly research on popular music. 

 I have taught undergraduate and graduate courses in the sociology of 
popular music at the University of Houston for 20 years, and currently 
at Texas State University-San Marcos. He is a scholar in the fi eld of the 
sociology of everyday life and popular music. He has recently estab-
lished and continues to curate an online community for the interac-
tionist study of music and society, which can be accessed at www.
symbolicinteraction.org. He has conducted research and published 
essays on popular music topics including the postmodernization of rock 
music, as exemplifi ed by the popularity of Metallica, and punk, heavy 
metal, and Christian heavy metal club scenes. I recently collaborated on 
a team project, funded by the U.S. National Institute on Drug Abuse, 
examining the multi- faceted use of Internet- based support groups by 
rave party, designer drug users. While serving as Chair at the University 
of Houston, he organized a team of graduate students to conduct a 
comprehensive ethnographic study of the various Latino music scenes 
in Houston, funded by the Joseph Werlin Foundation. His most recent 
book on popular music is  Baby Boomer Rock’n’Roll Fans: The Music Never 
Ends , published by Scarecrow Press in 2012. As founder of the Center 
for Social Inquiry at Texas State University, he is directing research on 
the role rap music is playing in the North African and Middle Eastern 
resistance movements, and Americana music, among other topics. I 
enjoy all styles of popular music, new and old: music I share with my 
children (e.g., Chopin and Radiohead), and music I share with my wife, 
Polly (e.g., Sting and Paul McCartney). 

 One summer in the mid-1990s, Bryce Merrill rode in the back of a 
pick- up truck with four other band mates from Pensacola, Florida, to 
New Orleans to play a punk show. Upon arrival, the club owner looked 
at the band and asked, “You boys have your own sound, right?” Bryce 
and his band responded, “Hell yeah, we do. Nobody sounds like us!” But 
the club owner wasn’t asking if Bryce’s band had a novel sound. He 
wanted to know if they’d brought a PA with them, because the club 
didn’t have one. They stayed at the club about as long as Bryce’s career 
as an aspiring musician lasted, which is to say not long at all. A failed 
musician, he was reborn many years later as a sociologist. (Sociology has 
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been famously derided as being obsessed with “nuts, sluts, and perverts,” 
so the transition from punk to sociologist always made a lot of since to 
Bryce.) He has since published on topics ranging from home music 
recording to music’s relationship to the brain. Bryce currently works at 
the Western States Arts Federation, a research, technology, and cultural 
policy organization, and has been instrumental in developing the 
nation’s fi rst performing arts grant program for independent musicians, 
the Independent Music on Tour (IMTour) program. His applied 
research now examines the working lives of touring independent 
musicians in the Western United States. He is also a fellow at the Center 
for Social Inquiry at Texas State University-San Marcos. 

 Patrick Williams teaches and conducts research in culture and 
media. In addition, he works in the area of youth culture and is particu-
larly interested in the experiences of participating in youth subcultures, 
many of which are rooted in music. Ironically, Patrick’s work has partly 
functioned as a critique of the assumptions many people make about 
the signifi cance of music in subcultural experience. Studying the 
straight- edge subculture in the early 2000s, he found that music was 
only one of several different media channels through which young 
people were attracted to music subcultures. Nevertheless, his work has 
not rejected the importance of music, but rather sought to clarify its 
relevance versus other media. Patrick’s interest in straight edge came 
out of his own participation in the subculture, having been introduced 
to it via punk bands like Minor Threat and Seven Seconds in the 
mid-1980s. By the end of the decade he had begun an amateur career as 
a drummer and crossed over from hardcore punk and straight- edge 
music to extreme metal in the early 1990s. For a decade he played in 
death metal bands and in general has long been a fan of “unpopular” 
music. We put the word “unpopular” in quotations to let the reader 
know that we do not easily buy into categories such as popular and 
unpopular. As we will discuss in the Introduction, such categories are 
useful for people, though not real in an objective sense. One of the ways 
Patrick has attempted to expand students’ experiences with various 
music genres is through study- abroad trips during the summer months, 
in which he has led groups to various music festivals across Europe, 
from world- class jazz festivals in Switzerland and heavy metal concerts 
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in Romania to tiny, multi- ethnic folk festivals in Serbia—with lots of 
stops in between. 

 Like Patrick, Phillip Vannini teaches popular music in relation to 
cultural theory, media, and cultural studies. A sociologist by training 
and a communication and cultural studies scholar by vocation, he has 
examined a range of cultural phenomena, ranging from the value of 
authenticity in music, to cultural representations of the popular self and 
youth culture. His theoretical focus in terms of popular music is on 
developing models for the practical ways people use music in everyday 
life. One of his most recent pieces is the application of the logic of 
music to understanding the logic of social interaction. He has also 
published essays on Avril Lavigne, Britney Spears, the indie- rock 
produced by Constellation Records, and the genre of teen pop. Phillip 
is very picky about his music. He loves progressive hardcore punk, space 
rock, grunge (yes, still), and music with roots in his local beloved envi-
ronment of Vancouver Island, British Columbia. 

 The present text evolved from a previous collaboration. In 2006, 
Phillip and I co- edited a special issue of the sociological journal  Symbolic 
Interaction . The topic was popular music, and the contributions refl ected 
both the enthusiasm and the sophistication of the study of popular 
music through an interactionist perspective. Papers included discus-
sions of the jazz music scene; grotesque rock music, such as the Marilyn 
Manson phenomenon; and the work of the hip- hop DJ. This work 
produced the idea—leading to the design of this text—that the soci-
ology of popular music had evolved to the point where it could, and 
should, make an impact on the ways we understand and teach sociology 
in general. For the revised edition of our text, Phillip and I decided to 
enlist the assistance of two scholars of everyday life, Patrick and Bryce. 
They have enriched and enlivened the text with cutting- edge thinking 
on, and current examples of, subcultures, politics, and technology. 

 Although we work within our own particular theoretical styles, 
ranging from symbolic interactionism to social constructivism, we are 
all students of what we call  everyday life . That means that we study, 
teach, and write about the ways people deal with practical problems in 
very practical ways. The “stuff ” that we observe and use as data are  social 
meanings  (Kotarba 2002b; Vannini 2008); that is, the rules, values, 
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rituals, customs, understandings, and experiences that people use on a 
daily basis to make sense of the world in which they live. Therefore, the 
topics we choose to examine in our work and to discuss in this text are 
topics that are important to the people for whom popular music is a key 
source of meaning for their lives. 

 The term “ethnographic tourism” (Kotarba 1984) pretty much 
summarizes the way we study popular music in everyday life. Our work 
is ethnographic to the degree that it attempts to describe popular music 
in terms of the natural situations in which it occurs, and in terms of the 
language, feelings, and perceptions of the individuals who experience it. 
When the researcher assumes that the phenomenon in question is 
everywhere, then he or she should act like—pretend to be—a stranger 
or tourist in a foreign land. Indeed the researcher should act like a 
foreigner in one’s own land in order to  observe  the phenomenon that was 
previously ignored or taken for granted by both researchers and members 
of the culture at large. The world of everyday life and popular music fi ts 
this scenario well. Our primary research strategy involves observation of 
ordinary, everyday life activities of ordinary people, musical perfor-
mances, personas, texts, rituals, and music- related objects. And we hope 
to have some fun while doing this, too, not unlike a tourist would. 

 In assembling the second edition, we have kept what we believe, and 
the reviewers and our students have told us, are the most valuable and 
sociologically interesting features of the fi rst edition. We have updated 
that material, and have added new topics to refl ect the increasingly 
complex world of popular music, but also to refl ect areas of intellectual 
growth in the sociology of popular music. Briefl y, our Introduction and 
nine chapters are as follows. 

 The Introduction presents a brief discussion of the four major 
theoretical paradigms in sociology, with examples of how each approaches 
the study of popular music. In addition, the varieties of the sociologies 
of everyday life—symbolic interactionism, dramaturgy, phenomenology/
ethnomethodology, social constructivism, existential sociology, and 
postmodernism—are presented, the theoretical perspectives used by the 
authors of this text in their own research. 

 Chapter 1, on interaction, is new to our book. Social interaction is 
the fundamental feature of social life, especially as seen by everyday life 
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sociologists. We present two contrasting examples of interaction to 
illustrate its importance. The fi rst is a discussion of internal interaction, 
specifi cally, the phenomenological- existential process by which we 
experience “catchy” pop songs. The second is a discussion of group- level 
interaction, specifi cally the importance of the  scene  in the experience of 
popular music. 

 Chapter 2, on families, focuses on the impact popular music has on 
this venerable social institution. We examine the way certain moral 
entrepreneurs have tried to defi ne popular music, rock and roll in partic-
ular, as a social problem. After conceptualizing popular music as a feature 
of children’s culture, we present a recent example of the social construc-
tion of (music) evil: the banning of Katy Perry from  Sesame Street . 

 Chapter 3, on the self and the life course, now contains an enhanced 
discussion of the key concept of the  self  in everyday life sociology, 
including the relationship and contrast between  self  and  identity . Popular 
music supports a range of adult self- experiences we conceptualize as the 
 e- self, self as lover, self as parent- self , and, increasingly among baby 
boomers, the  self as grandparent . Popular music provides the opportu-
nity for growth during middle age and beyond. 

 Chapter 4 is a complete rewriting and expansion of the discussion of 
deviance in the fi rst edition. We go into greater detail on the labeling 
perspective on deviance—a cornerstone of the constructivist perspective 
on deviance—and the specifi c process by which some music comes to 
be defi ned as (un)popular, immoral, and so forth. The concept of  sub-
culture  is a powerful tool to examine political resistance among youth. 

 Chapter 5, on religion, is new. We discuss the complex relationship 
between popular music and religion, especially in terms of how, increas-
ingly, religious music refl ects the musical styles and marketing strategies 
of secular popular music. We explore fi ve different ways popular music 
and religion relate in everyday life. 

 Chapter 6, on politics, explores some of the key sociological concepts 
in the area, with a bit of a critical take. We present a more developed 
discussion of Constellation Records as an example of a progressive, 
albeit small, force in the record industry. Our best example of the unfor-
tunate use of popular music to gain unfair political ends is the recently 
resolved case of the “West Memphis Three.” 
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 Chapter 7, on gender, race, and class, explores these three key vari-
ables in sociological analysis of music. Additions to this chapter include 
an extended discussion of the social construction of gender in popular 
music, not only among female stars but also among male performers, 
such as everyone’s favorite—Justin Bieber. 

 Chapter 8, on technology, is a new, exciting, and timely addition 
to our book. We examine the intricate ways in which music and 
technology make each other possible. We use the term “technoculture” 
to explain the complex interconnections between technology as things, 
symbols, and practices. All sorts of activities that involve music—from 
bike riding to memory making and Christmas shopping—are 
infl uenced by technology. 

 Chapter 9 describe the process of globalization and social change 
taking place throughout the world. Globalization refers to the multidi-
rectional networking of culture(s) that allows for, and in fact encour-
ages, creative cultural experiences around the world. We present 
examples from Phillip’s visit to Nepal, my visit to Poland, and other 
ways popular music serves as a medium for that networking. 

 We did not work alone on this book. We enlisted the assistance of 
students in our undergraduate and graduate courses in the sociology of 
popular music, as well as courses in mass media and popular culture 
studies. These students not only help us learn about other people’s 
musical experiences, share their rich musical experiences with us, and to 
further refl ect on our tastes and ideas, but also help us stay abreast of 
changing styles, artists, music performance activities, and technology. 
We also make good use of data or information derived from observa-
tions and refl ections on our musical experiences as well as those of our 
families—all rock’n’roll fans. We also benefi ted from the gracious help 
of our editor at Routledge, Steve Rutter, and our reviewers, who helped 
us to clarify our ideas, stay on task, and organize our thoughts. Just like 
music, a book, too, is a collective social product. 

 Joe Kotarba 
 San Marcos, Texas 

 August 23, 2012       
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