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Abstract:
Display of disagreement in a public space under the form of strikes, rallies and not
only, is not the sole form of protest. Popular culture can easily be used to send
messages of discontent. The paper focuses on popular music by looking at one of the
most representative music charts in the world: The Billboard Chart. By screening the
Year End Billboard Rock Chart for a period of 5 years the paper tries to identify
songs that can be labelled as protest songs and see what they are protesting against,
what themes they address, what are their characteristics and how are the messages
transmitted in both textual and visual narratives, in order to draw a picture of the
contemporary protest song that is present in a popular chart. The theoretical
framework of the paper discusses popular culture, the classical image of the protest
song, the creational process of music within the music industry and its politic and
economic sides. After a first screening of the charts with the help of content analysis,
by using the concept of narrative, the paper examines the stories presented in the
lyrics and, where possible, the videos made for the songs. The findings of the paper
show that even if not respecting the theoretical characteristics of the classical protest
song, The Year End Billboard Rock Chart has several songs with strong political
messages either in lyrics or videos or in both at the same time.
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1. Introduction

Every day news bulletins report issues from around the world. Some of them have to
do with protests against different sorts of things, manifested in different ways, that
turn violent or fade peacefully. But protests can be communicated, and the reasons for
them disseminated to global audiences, in other ways than by news reports. Popular
culture texts can spread the word too. Some are clearly inspired by real protests.
Others are less obviously about protest, but are ways for artists to express their
discontent about issues behind protests. Popular culture is important for scholars to
consider because it eases the understanding of sophisticated politics (Robertson 2015:
131). The popular culture text that can depict protest, in focus in this study, is the
song. Popular songs are both words (lyrics) and images (videos and lyrics). The
narratives of both will be analysed in this paper. Reading the lyrics is seen as the
easiest way to understand a story and Robert J. Kodosky agrees with Thiery Coté and
the idea that the lyrics of a song give right to artists to “criticize, mobilize, express
dissenting views, raise an issue, and spread counter-hegemonic discourses and ideas
about rights and freedoms”(Coté 2011 cited in Kodosky 2013: 70). Visual narratives
are also important to look at, however, as the videos in which they are presented can
be considered “a catalyst of public discourse” (Kraidi 2012: 271).
One of the motivations for this study is the common sense view, often
encountered in music journalism, that the protest song is a thing of the past. In the
article “Someone out there, please pick up a guitar and howl” published in The
Guardian in 2010 by John Harris, the author notices a lack of protest songs though, he
says, there are plentiful issues that could generate such a song: “18 millionaires in the
cabinet; a war on the poor; the return of a born-to-rule elite, now clad in weekend
casualwear and affecting glottal stops, but still reeking of grouse moors and
arrogance. This is surreal, mind-boggling stuff.” 1 The article maps the way the
protest song was used in the past, when the Berlin Wall fell or somewhere around
2005-2006 (“four or five years ago musical social comment temporarily came back,
and there was a run of stuff about crap jobs, smalltown tedium, and the thin rattle of
small change”2) but does not identify any in contemporary music.
1
2
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This study focuses on popular rock songs mainly because the scholarly literature
gives them historical credit in this direction (Weinstein 2006: 3, although in reality
the large number of rock protest songs narrows down for various reasons. These
include: the music industry, the lack of access to mainstream media, the artists
themselves that do not always communicate their message in a clear manner, the fact
that the audience does not take the time to actually think about the song but just
chooses to enjoy the music, or their effectiveness (their power to actually create
political change). When talking about music’s capacity to entertain and its political
value, Van Zoonen’s idea that entertainment provides “a meaningful connection
between politics and the everyday lives of ordinary people” (Van Zoonen 2005 cited
in Robertson 2015: 131) encourages looking at music far beyond its entertaining
features.
Even though Deena Weinstein states that there are actually less rock protests
songs than people tend to believe (Weinstein 2006: 3-16), other literature comes in
support of rock music as a genre that might have a message to transmit: “Rock music
sold in large quantities and was often seen by its producers and audience to involve
the communication of authentic artistic consciousness and to have important things to
say about contemporary events” (Longhurst 2007: 100).
As shown in the book edited by Jonathan C. Friedman, “ The Routledge History
of Social Protest in Popular Music”, when talking about protest, previous literature
focuses on music from the past that is now understood as protest music (Bob Dylan,
the punk or progressive movements of the British music scene), or on specific local
cases where music was used for protest like, for example, Fela Anikulapo Kuti
singing about the political situation in Nigeria or how rock music showed dissent in
China against the traditional Chinese cultural values (Friedman 2013). The lack of
focus on current mainstream music when discussing protest is another reason behind
choosing this topic, as this paper attempts to regard contemporary popular music as
being more meaningful to the political scene than it is often considered.
The study will look into The Billboard end of Year Rock Chart as a source of
popular music in order to identify songs that can be considered protest songs or songs
that have a message of dissent towards social, political or religious values and norms.
The rock charts will be catalogued with the help of content analysis and the songs that
fit the topic of this paper will be analysed with the help of narrative analysis. The
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historical discussion that is in favour of the rock protest song and the process of
seeking the popularity and visibility of the contemporary protest song encouraged the
choice of empirical material formed of The Billboard end of Year Rock Chart for a
period of 5 years: 2010-2014. The chart is published in the online version of Billboard
Magazine, a “dominant trade magazine within the music industry” (Harrison and
Arthur 2011: 310). The charts are made according to radio airplay, sales data and
streaming data.3
More information on the rock protest song, the music industry, the political
message of music but also of the comprehension of music as popular culture, of songs
as popular culture texts and of narrative as a way of decoding their message will be
offered in the literature review section of this thesis.

1.1 Research Aim and Questions

Rock songs that made it into the Billboard End of Year Rock Chart are the empirical
focus in what follows. The aim of the study is to identify songs that can be labelled as
protest songs and classify what they are protesting against, what themes they address,
their characteristics and the way their messages are transmitted in both textual and
visual narratives, in order to gain insights into the nature of the contemporary protest
song and into how rock music communicates protest through narratives over a period
of 5 years: 2010-2014. Previous research is helpful when linking the protest song to
specific contexts like the Vietnam War or the Arab Uprisings. However, the study of
the protest music that made its way into mainstream media without any connection to
specific social events is scarce and, as noted in the introduction, has given reasons for
concluding that the protest song is no longer a vibrant form. Burnett believes that
“academic research in general has shown little systematic interest in popular music”
(Burnett 1996 cited in Sirois and Wasko 2014: 333). McQuail backs up this idea by
saying that “little attention has been given to music as a mass medium in theory and
research” (McQuail 2005 cited in Sirois and Wasko 2014: 333). Just as in the case of
music studies, political studies also stay away from the mainstream. Street says that in
political sciences “there has been a tendency […] to overlook culture generally, and
3
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music in particular” (Street 2012: 174). The intention is to fill in this blank space with
research on music that can be found in a popular music chart in order to better
understand the picture of contemporary main-stream protest song and identify its
political content.
The expected outcome of the study is to show that mainstream popular rock
songs have political content that can be regarded as a form of protest found in popular
culture. By following this assumption the mainstream protest song should exist
outside the context of a social event that creates reasons for dissent. It will be
interesting to see if it is still present in the form and with the characteristics discussed
in past research on protest songs and presented in the literature review or, if the way
of communicating protest through music is different. In this case one should look at
the observed differences between previous research and new findings.
In order to reach the aim of the study, the following research questions will be
asked:



Of all the themes present in the songs from the Year End Rock Billboard
Chart what share does protest music have? Which countries do the
performers come from and which is the genre of the artists?



What is the contemporary protest song protesting against? What are the
themes and the characteristics of the contemporary protest rock song that
made it in the charts and how are they communicated through lyrical and
visual narratives?

The first questions will address the chart as a whole, in order to better understand
the general setting for the songs that will be considered relevant for the study: the
contemporary protest songs. The first set of questions will help classify the songs and
the second set will help interpret the data catalogued as protest. The initial
interpretation of the songs will be made with the help of basic narrative analysis that
will firstly lead to a quantitative result. A more in-depth narrative analysis will be
applied to the sampled material, in order to provide answers to the latter part of the
second set of questions. Additional details on how this will be done and the obtained
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outcomes will be offered in the Methodology and Analysis chapters. In other words a
combination of quantitative and qualitative approaches is required to answer the
second research question.

2. Literature Review

In order to identify the contemporary protest soundtrack, it is important to understand
its source for this paper: popular culture. Because of this reason one has to understand
what popular culture means for this study and what are the previous theoretical views
on it. The theoretical framework part of the study will try to make the reader
understand the economical, political and social sides of popular culture, the way that
theorists debate its power to have impact by arguing with the dumbing down
(Robertson 2015: 117-118) of audiences or empowering them, between draining
popular culture as a form of mass culture of all meaning but profit and offering it
credit on how it can help for a better understanding of the world we live in. This will
be done by discussing the political-economy of the culture industry, the political and
social aspect of popular culture as a component of the culture industry and by going in
depth towards rock as a genre of popular music and the song as a popular culture text.
There will also be a discussion about the rock song and why previous research argues
for its worth to be regarded when thinking in concepts of popular culture and a
political approach given by the notion of protest.
The last part of the theoretical discussion will introduce music as a form of art in a
specific industry, not just in the economic context of the culture industries, for a better
understanding of the context within which the songs exist, with a focus on the source
of the empirical material for this study, Billboard Magazine and The Billboard Chart,
for a better comprehension of its importance and its working mechanism.
The discussion part of the paper will pull the threads together towards a
conclusion about the contemporary protest soundtrack as identified in this specific
example of popular culture that this study deals with, by linking theories with the
results obtained.

7

2.1 Popular Culture: What It Is and Why Study It

The empirical analysis of this study will be conducted on popular culture texts. For
this reason it is important to understand what popular culture is, why it is important to
study it and what is the exact meaning of a popular culture text for this paper.
In the book “Cultural Theory and Popular Culture – An Introduction”, John
Storey does an in depth definition of the concept of popular culture. He defines the
concept of popular culture by talking about culture, ideology and then stating a set of
6 definitions trying to cover all the meanings that the concept might have.
When talking about culture, he discusses 3 different aspects. The first meaning
that culture can have deals with “intellectual, spiritual or aesthetic factors” (Williams
1983 cited in Storey 2009:1). The second meaning of culture is given by the fact that
it can represent a “way of life” (Williams 1983 cited in Storey 2009: 2) of individuals,
of groups or specific for a time frame, while the third meaning is offered as “the
works and practices of intellectual and especially artistic activity” (Williams 1983
cited in Storey 2009: 2). For this study this third definition is the most appropriate, as
music can be interpreted as a form of artistic activity and an integrated part of the
cultural industries. As a popular culture text, the song can influence people’s beliefs
and values, thus influencing their way of life. Thus both the second and third
understanding of culture are important for this study.
Storey believes that popular culture cannot be discussed without talking about
ideology. In relation to pop culture he mentions ideology as a “a systematic body of
ideas articulated by a particular group of people” (Storey 2009: 2). He also sees it as a
way of presenting and promoting distorted images of reality, a power game between
the ones who are in control and the ones who are controlled. The third meaning for
ideology is used to refer to “ideological forms” (Marx 1976a: 5). And this is used to
point out “the way in which texts always present a particular image of the world”
(Storey 2009: 2). In this sense the texts offer ideological meanings on how the world
should be, turning them into something “ultimately political” (Storey 2009: 4).
Ideology can also be seen as what Barthes calls myths. Myths are related to the
connotative level of a text, how one carries or can be made to carry a certain meaning
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(Storey 2009: 4). The last meaning of ideology refers to the fact that ideology can be
found in “the practices of everyday life and not simply in certain ideas about everyday
life” (Storey 2009:5). Sellnow defines ideology as “a perception shared by a particular
group about the way things are” (Sellnow 2014: 4). Ball and Dagger define ideology
as a fairly coherent and comprehensive set of ideas that explains and evaluates social
conditions, helps people understand their place in society, and provides a program for
social and political action” (Ball and Dagger 1995 cited in Weber 2010: 4). A
mediated popular culture text can either confirm or not an ideology. In the context of
the popular culture text that is the object of analysis for this study, ideology is
important to mention because the song offers a good context for meanings, beliefs and
ideas to be transmitted by a common practice: singing. Ideology can link these
meanings to a political context, not just one linked to entertainment and art and above
all, audiences are not always aware of the ideological power of popular culture, as it is
implicitly present in a practice of everyday life.
After discussing the meanings of culture, it is time to see what popular refers
to. Lane Crothers underlines the difference between the “taste” and the “base,
common and popular” (Crothers 2007: 8) thus underlining the difference between the
culture of the elites, the high culture, and the common culture - the popular culture. It
is clear from the very beginning that one meaning behind popular culture is that of
inferiority. Popular culture may also refer to the culture made by the people for
themselves, liked by many people, well known or just as an oppositional term for high
culture. In the following paragraphs only the definitions that apply to this study will
be discussed.
One important aspect about the empirical material of this study is that the
songs that compile it are transmitted through mass media. It is for this reason that it is
important to take into consideration Storey’s definition of popular culture as “mass
culture […] mass produced for mass consumption” (Storey 2009: 8) in a passive way.
This side of the concept of mass culture will also be discussed in subchapter 2.1.2
when discussing the culture industry and the political-economic perspective of the
music industry, which deal with the idea of commodities and the fact that mainly the
voices in power get heard through mass culture, and inevitably, through popular
culture products. Mass culture has a very important commercial aspect which is one
of the key factors why certain songs get charted in the Billboard Charts, whatever
9

type of chart it is: sales figures are taken into consideration when a track is charted.
More details about the Billboard Charts are offered in the methods chapter dedicated
to this topic. Crothers is an author who believes that “mass production does not
eliminate meaning” (Crothers 2007:9), on the contrary, it highlights the importance of
cultural boundaries. “Popular culture thus provides a way for researchers to learn
about the values, needs, concerns, and standards by which different communities of
people live” (Crothers 2007: 9). Deanna Sellnow defines popular culture as “everyday
objects, actions and events that influence people to believe and behave in certain
ways” (Sellnow 2014:2). She is also the one who brings into discussion the concept of
“mediated popular culture texts” (Sellnow 2014:2), referring to the popular culture
transmitted to the audience through mass media. For this reason, when speaking about
the songs analysed in this study, they are also referred to as popular culture texts. For
this study, the text (song) is the entity formed by the visuals presented in the video
and the textual message of the lyrics.
Another definition of popular culture is wrapped around the concept of
hegemony. The reason why this approach is important for this study is because it
makes the term of popular culture “profoundly political” (Storey 2009:11) which is an
important aspect to take into consideration in relation to protest. Antonio Gramsci
uses the term hegemony to describe how the elites of the society try to dominate the
subordinate groups through “intellectual and moral leadership” (Gramsci 2009 cited
in Storey 2009: 10). Popular culture is given a political aspect by the fact that cultural
theories see it as the battlefield between these elites and the dominant groups, a place
where resistance takes place. Popular culture becomes a “terrain of exchange and
negotiation between the two: a terrain, as already stated, marked by resistance and
incorporation” (Storey 2009: 10). This argument leads to believing that it also
becomes a terrain where protest can occur, which makes popular culture interesting to
analyse in this paper.
Deanna Sellnow offers several reasons why popular culture is important to
study. She states that popular culture offers messages about what is “desirable and
undesirable, appropriate and inappropriate, normal and abnormal beliefs and
behaviours” (Sellnow: 2014: 7). She believes that popular culture has the power to
convince and that by doing so it can have either positive or negative implications. One
can say that, according to her statements, popular culture needs to be taken seriously
10

because it has influence upon people, it can reinforce or challenge beliefs and help
“challenge an ideology about what is normal, desirable and appropriate” (Sellnow
2014: 8). One last reason she offers to underline the importance of studying popular
culture is that it is pervasive and impossible to avoid. “Becoming educated consumers
of it provides us the freedom to choose what and how its messages will influence our
beliefs and behaviours” (Sellnow 2014: 9).
It is for these reasons that the study of popular culture is important because it
may offer a better understanding of the world. It is also interesting to see what
messages mediated popular culture texts transmit, whether they challenge, reinforce
or try to change beliefs, and how political their messages are. But in order to
understand the messages popular culture sends, one must find the way to approach
popular culture texts. One method is looking at the popular culture texts from a
narrative perspective. More theoretical details about it are offered in the next chapter.

2.1.1

Decoding popular culture

The operational approach on the empirical material is discussed in the methodology
section of the paper. This chapter will look at the theoretical concept of narrative and
other theories that help decode the meaning behind popular culture. Looking at a
popular culture text from a narrative perspective “helps us discover the underlying
moral of the story […], how we ought to and ought not to believe or behave”
(Sellnow 2014: 11). When regarding a popular culture text from this perspective we
are offered reasons to accept a moral as being valid, with the help of the presented
actions and their consequences (Sellnow 2014:11).
Barthes and Bremond recognized the narrative as a “semiotic phenomenon that
transcends disciplines and media” (Herman, Jahn and Ryan 2005: 344). Creating
narratives is a strategy that allows us to understand the world, as it is a way in which
we organize information (Frumusani 1999: 105). Labov and Waletzky define
narrative as “the choice of a specific linguistic technique to report past events”4, but

4
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their study focuses more on the narrative of personal experience. What is interesting
in their study is that they pay attention to the reaction created by this type of narrative
within the audiences it has been presented to, thus showing that narratives influence.
The study of the structure of the narrative has its origins in the Russian formalism,
greatly represented by Vladimir Propp. His model of analysing the fairy tales can be
seen as the triumph of structures upon the thematic (Frumusani 1999: 112). As for this
study the thematic is more important than the structure, it is necessary to move
beyond his theories. Gerard Genette divides the narrative text into three levels: the
narration (it is linked to word choice, sentence length and narrating agency), narrative
(“the story as it plays out in the text” (Genette in Herman and Vervaeck 2005: 42), the
chronology and perspective) and story (an abstract construct). According to Herman,
Jahn and Ryan, the story is “a mental image, a cognitive construct that concerns
certain types of entities and relations between these entities” (Herman, Jahn and Ryan
2005: 347). In order for a mental image to be considered a story it has to be
“populated with individuated agents (characters) and objects (spatial dimensions)”
(Herman, Jahn and Ryan 2005: 347) For this study it is important to look at the story,
the abstract mental image that a text creates. Sellnow believes that “the bigger picture
narrative, complete with plot, characters and actions, ought to be examined as it
influences us in how to believe and behave” (Sellnow 2014: 37). Her narrative
perspective applied on a popular culture text is based on description, interpretation
and evaluation. First one describes the settings and characters then the narrator, who
offers the interpretation for the events. The characters can be predictable (or flat),
which means that it is clear what is expected of them and most of the times they
oblige social norms, or they can be unpredictable (or round). Some events can be
major, they can not be left out from the story, others are minor: they are used to add
depth to the story as a whole. Causal relations can appear between events and they
can be the outcome of human actions, accidents or forces of nature. The temporal
relations between events can be syntagmatic or paradigmatic. The story can be told in
past, present or future tense and paradigmatic relations are used for flashbacks or
flashforwards. The intended audience is the last component of Sellnow’s narrative
perspective and it is related to the presumed values that a narrative text transmits.
Some of these criteria are also used in the structuralist analysis of a narrative text.
Actions and events, characters and settings are interpreted according to structuralism
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in the story level of the narrative text. In structuralism the actant refers to a “specific
role a character plays” (Herman and Vervaeck 2005: 52). The connection of the actant
and its actions and depth leads to the movement from the abstract role to the character
(Herman and Vervaeck 2005: 55). This study will not address only the characters
portrayed in the lyrics or videos of the songs but also the roles that are presented. It is
important to say that one role can be played by many characters just as well as one
character can play several roles. Based on structuralist theory the difference between
actions and events is given by their relation to the actant: “an action derives from an
actant while an event happens to an actant” (Herman and Vervaeck 2005: 55) It’s also
important to say that actants are not only roles of the human characters. According to
Herman and Vervaeck emotions, motivations or ideas can have the same function of
an actant. The specific time and place where events happen is described by the term
“setting”. Structuralist theory states that roles and events can not be imagined without
“embedding them in time and space” (Herman and Vervaeck 2005: 57).
According to Frumuşani, in order to have a narrative, the constant character (the
hero, main character) must be a recurring appearance within the story and there must
be a logical link between the initial and final state of the story (Frumusani 1999: 110).
The chronological evolution of a story should start with an initial state that gets
complicated, generates a state of imbalance within which the action takes place after
which the balance is restored and the final state of the story can lead to the drawing of
conclusions and underlining the morals (Frumusani 1999: 110). According to
Sellnow, in order for a text to be analysed as a narrative it has to be formed of two
events that are organized in time with a relationship depicted between them and a
unified subject. It has to be formed of stative or active events between which a
temporal relation must exist, causation must exist and a story with a unified subject, a
beginning and an ending that have sense (Sellnow 2010: 39).
While some songs and videos have a main hero around which the story unfolds,
many are narrated in first person and tell the story from a more discursive point of
view rather than from an omniscient perspective. That is why it will be important to
look at who is telling the story and from what perspective, it will be important to see
who is the author of the message sent and who is sending the message
(author/narrator relation), what is the story and what is the context within which the
discourse is being communicated because, as H. Porter Abbott states, the narrative is
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“the combination of story and discourse” (Abbot 2002 cited in Herman, Jahn and
Ryan 2005: 347). In structuralist theory the narrator is part of the narration level of
the narrative text. The narrative voice can “hover over the narrated world” (Herman
and Vervaeck 2005: 81) making the narrator type extradiegetic or he can “belong to
the narrated world” (Herman and Vervaeck 2005: 81), he is narrated by an agency
above him, making the narrator type intradiegetic. If a character tells a story then he
or she becomes an intradiegetic narrator. The degree of involvement of a narrator is
established by identifying if he or she experienced what is being narrated or not.
For this study it is also important to look at the concepts structuralism
discusses and combine several of them with the narrative perspective, not only
because narratology, or as Todorov calls it, “the science of narrative” (Herman and
Vervaeck 2005: 41) draws from the works of the French structuralists, but also
because previous studies on music actually used structuralism to decode its messages.
This can lead to a better understanding of the empirical material analyzed in this
paper. One solution offered by Middleton is to look at pop music and analyze it in a
textual form. Longhurst proposes structuralism and semiotics as means of analyzing
music (Longhurst 2007: 153).
Structuralism is linked to the linguistic theories developed by Saussure, Barthes
and Levi-Strauss, just to name a few of the influential writers from this domain. Keat
and Urry identify 7 main features of structuralism. They state that a system must be
regarded as a set of elements that are interrelated and that these elements should not
be regarded in isolation. In their opinion structuralism attempts to uncover the
structure that lies behind or beneath what is clearly visible and that this structure is a
“product of the structural properties of the mind” (Keat and Urry 1975 cited in
Longhurst 2007: 153). Other features of structuralism that they underline are: the
linguistic methods can be applied to other social and human sciences, “culture can be
analyzed in terms of binary oppositions” (Keat and Urry 1975 cited in Longhurst
2007: 153), the distinction between synchronic and diachronic analyses must be
adopted, and the different elements of social life can have similar structures, like for
example the structure of society can be the same as the structure of popular music
(Keat and Urry 1975 cited in Longhurst 2007: 153). The next 3 subchapters will offer
more information on popular music as a form of popular culture and as a part of an
economic, politic and social context.
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2.2 Popular music: between profit and empowerment

According to Encyclopaedia Brittanica, from a historical perspective popular music is
“any non-folk form that acquired mass popularity”5. For this study, popular music
involves it being main-stream and communicated by a well known media source.
Longhurst draws attention on the fact that previous research on music
analyzed it from two perspectives. The first is a critical one where music is most of
the time regarded as popular culture, a commercial activity made to create profit, with
regressive ideas and labeled as poor quality art. The other perspective is celebratory
and sees music as criticizing political elites that hold the power, leads to social and
cultural changes and is innovative. (Longhurst 2007: 1). His first perspective is linked
to the political-economical view on music, strongly linked to profit and its commodity
features, while the second has a more political approach. The next two subchapters
will deal with how music is regarded within these two perspectives. Afterwards in this
chapter the focus will turn to discussing the popular music genre that is central to the
empirical analysis of this study: rock music.

2.2.1 Popular music and the culture industry

Besides being a wide spread form of mass-media, music is also an easy way to
transmit messages. Music plays an important part in today’s society but in order to
truly understand what this role is, it is important to analyze the interaction between
music and economical and political factors. As chapter 2.3 discusses, popular music is
a part of a globalizing music industry. Andre Sirois and Janet Wasko say that
“recorded music is a significant component of the culture industry, providing
entertainment and leisure activities for audiences and contributing to other media and
cultural production” (Sirois, Wasko 2014: 331). Theodore Adorno initially discussed
the concept of culture industry in his research that he developed as a member of the
Frankfurt School. His research focused mainly on popular music from the first half of
5
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the 20th century. Simon Frith is one author who draws attention on Adorno’s work on
popular music and the media by saying that his work is “the most systematic and most
searing analysis of mass culture and the most challenging for anyone claiming even a
scrap of value for the products that come churning out of the music industry”(Frith
1983 cited in Longhurst 2007:2). Together with Horkheimer, Adorno used the term of
culture industry for the first time as a substitute for mass culture so they would not
create confusion between products aimed to be consumed by masses and culture that
arises from the masses themselves (Adorno 1991: 98). These products aimed to be
consumed by the masses are named commodities. Andre Sirois and Janet Wasko
believe that with the technological development that led to the evolution of the music
industry, music became a commodity and the music industry became a part of the
culture industry which, in their opinion, deals with “the industrial production and
circulation of texts” (Hesmondhalg 2007 cited in Sirois and Wasko 2014: 332). As the
music industry is controlled by important media players, it can be regarded from a
political-economic perspective, which is an approach that focuses more on “economic
structure rather than on ideological content of media” (McQuail 1987: 64). The media
institution is part of an economic system with strong links to the political system. The
global music industry has a few main players that have plentiful resources to reach
global audiences. Murdock and Golding believe that the voices lacking economic
power or resources will never be able to make themselves heard by wider audiences
which will only get the messages from those “least likely to criticize the prevailing
distribution of wealth and power[…]those most likely to challenge these
arrangements are unable to publicize their dissent or opposition because they can not
command resources needed for effective communication to a broad audience”
(Murdock and Golding 1977 cited in McQuail 1987: 64). Following this theory would
mean that mainstream media products, music included, lack messages of discontent
directed at the political and economical elites and values.
Theodore Adorno took the criticism of the culture industry even further. One of
his ideas is that music as commodity led to audience obedience and “the advice to be
gained from manifestations of the culture industry is vacuous, banal or worse, and the
behavior patterns are shamelessly conformist” (Adorno 2001: 103). He believes
cultural industry has “nothing to do with freedom” (Adorno 2001: 104) and only
makes people conform without even letting them know what they are conforming to.
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He states that “the power of the culture industry’s ideology is such that conformity
has replaced consciousness” (Adorno 2001: 104). His input on how the culture
industry can actually benefit society is rather pessimistic. Following the idea that
anything related to the culture industry is a commodity, he sees profit as its sole
purpose. He goes as far as criticizing theories of sociology of communication saying
that researchers give importance to culture industry without thinking of its quality,
aesthetics or truthfulness. He sees the members of the contemporary society as
powerless, with a weak ego and, using the example of film producers he states that the
ones in charge of the production of cultural industries would rather turn adults into
children. He believes that “the system of the culture industry that surrounds the
masses tolerates hardly any deviation and incessantly drills the same formulas of
behavior” (Adorno 2001: 105). Adorno is very critical of these cultural products,
going as far as trying to dismiss the opinions of researchers who believe that these
products do actually have an important role in society. The reason why his view is so
important for this study is that he wrote a lengthy study about the popular music of
the 1930s, ‘40s and ‘50s in which he treats music as a component on the cultural
industry, highly standardized. He regards popular music as a product created for the
masses following the principles of mass-production. He even believes that audience
reception is standardized and the masses are manipulated into being “passive and
falsely happy”( Longhurst 2007: 6) while the society is dominated and controlled by
the elites. While his theories of standardization and mass production may be valid for
the manufacturing cultural products, in what the messages the songs transmit these
days, his theories are not fully applicable. Other authors like Longhurst and McQuail
criticize Adorno’s works and give more credit to music. This study tries to do the
same.

2.2.2 Popular music and politics

John Street wrote in “Music and Politics” “about the politics of music and about the
music of politics” (Street 2012: 1) but he draws attention on the idea that “the
connection between music and politics is less simple than it may appear” (Street
2012:1). Though one deals with the organization of public life and the other deals
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with the creativity behind sound, its beauty and meaning, Street believes that music
and politics intersect in “the protest song or in the censorship of music, one sees
music intervening in politics, the other politics in music” (Street: 2012: 1). Street
believes that music and politics should not be seen as two separate things which clash
occasionally, but as an extension of each other. He wants to persuade his readers that
“music embodies political values and experiences and organizes our response to
society as political thought and action” (Street 2012: 1). Further on, Street sees music
as political expression. Of course these theoretical ideas about music and politics are
close to those presented previously about popular culture and politics, especially in
the discussion about popular culture, in chapter 2.1 and how the concept of hegemony
transforms it into something deeply political. This point of view leads to seeing music
as popular culture and applying the methods of analyzing popular culture in order to
answer the research questions asked at the beginning of this paper. John Street
debates many topics on how music and politics can inter-relate. However, he states
the idea that only “under specific conditions, music does animate political action”
(Street 2012: 175). This is an idea to remember: one must not expect all music to have
political influence or to carry a political meaning. As stated before in this study there
are a set of factors that influence this view: from the story the song or video transmit,
if they transmit any, to what the audience makes out of them, to the context they are
played or watched in, to the credibility of the artist or the genre the song belongs to.
As the study focuses on rock music, the next subchapter will deal with understanding
this concept and its political and social grounds.

2.2.3 Rock music and its socio-political involvement

As “genre mediated the possibility of political engagement, or at least its credibility
and effectiveness” (Street 2012: 56), it is now time to say what rock music, as a
popular music genre, means for this study and why it was chosen as empirical source.
Historically, Simon Frith, for Encyclopaedia Britannica, defines rock music as a
“form of popular music that emerged in the 1950s [and] that by the end of the 20 th
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century […] was the world’s dominant form of popular music” 6 . However, Frith
believes that it is difficult to define rock music as a genre. It has been labeled as loud,
played by groups, involving electric guitars or drum machines, a type of music
created especially for the youth, more album-oriented than single-oriented or just a
hybrid.7 Nowadays nearly every celebrity is considered a rock star8 and as a musical
genre, rock is considered dead. Of course, this is not the first time that rock has been
considered dead, the same thing happened in the 1960s, but The Beatles resurrected it,
and also in the 70s when it was resurrected by punk (Grossberg 2005: 338-340).
Rock’s evolution as a genre can not be seen outside of the evolution of the music
industry. The same economical and technological challenges that led the industry to
where it is now also led rock music to where it is nowadays. The first appearance of
rock music in the 1950s has been interpreted as a way out of the obtuse post-war
lifestyle (Peterson 2005: 273-296, Bradley 1992 in Longhurst 2007:106) and it was
characterized by being named “vibrant and something that authority did not like”
(Longhurst 2007: 106), positioning itself against dominant values and elites from the
very beginning. The association between rock music and protest emerged in the
1960s, when it started to be called “the music of protest, the movement or the
underground” (Ibid: 106). Historically, that was the same time when rock’s main
sociological feature made it to be associated with the youth, it started to be seen as a
“collective, collectivizing, communal phenomenon” (Bradley 1992 cited in Longhurst
2007:106). Simon Frith believes that rock as popular music made it possible to
provide a global experience of belonging to a local scene, a subculture, and it helped
spreading the phenomena of youth cults9. “Subcultures are ways of dealing with the
difficulties that structural transformations in society have created in the parent culture
to which they belong” (Longhurst 2007: 213). This is one reason why rock music can
be seen as a form of resistance, just as Bradley does: “Youth culture involves a
resistance to atomization and massification, and to the boredom, the loneliness, the
fear and the experiential vicariousness they produce” (Bradley 1992 cited in
Longhurst 2007:106). According to Cohen the lifestyle of youth subcultures have two
6
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components: “plastic” components such as music and the dress code and
“infrastructural” components - argot and rituals. (Cohen 1980 cited in Longhurst
2007:213). Music plays a very important part in the existence of a subculture: “the
symbolic fit between the values and lifestyles of a group, its subjective experience
and the musical forms it uses to express or reinforce its concerns [is a way to describe
the] relationships between different aspects of a youth subculture” (Hebdige 1979
cited in Longhurst 2007: 214). The youth subculture, with the help of its style defined
by a genre of music, in this case, can help express an opposition to the form of
dominant culture, of dominant social order as “a response to social conditions and
experiences” (Hebdige 1979 cited in Longhurst 2007: 215). But subcultures are often
integrated by the mass culture into society. However, according to Frith, even if rock
developed globally, thus becoming mass mediated it continued “to define itself as
youthful […] and remained somehow against the establishment even as it became a
part of it” 10. This encourages the belief that messages addressed to the subcultures,
messages of resistance and protest, can be found and identified in mainstream media.
This strengthens the choice of looking for protest music in The Billboard Year End
Rock Charts, powered by Frith’s belief that “rock, in short, not only reflects (and
reflects on) social and cultural change; it is also a social force in its own right” 11. For
this study, the rock song is any song from the The Billboard Rock Charts that has
made its way to the End of Year Charts that form the empirical material for this paper.
Seen as a form of popular culture, music is worth analyzing in order to help
understand different aspects about the world that we live in. It is important to take
into consideration the social-cultural approach on media which is “marked by a more
positive approach to the products of mass culture and by the wish to understand the
meaning and place assigned to popular culture in the experience of particular groups
in society - the young, the working class, ethnic minorities and other marginal
categories” (McQuail 1987: 67). This approach also offers insights on how mass
culture integrates oppositional and sometimes deviant elements into society. As a
form of popular culture but also as a form of mass media, the music that is the subject
of the empirical material of this study will be analyzed in order to identify the
messages transmitted by the songs charted in The Billboard end of Year Rock Chart
10
11
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with a particular interest in identifying the messages of discontent in order to draw a
picture of the contemporary protest song that is present in a main stream chart.

2.3 A Globalizing Music Industry

Because Billboard Magazine, the source of the empirical material used in this paper,
is an important actor within the industry, as it will be shown in chapter 3.1, it is
necessary to understand the larger context in which popular music is produced and
distributed. Historically, the music industry started its development with the first time
music was distributed to masses or used commercially (Tschmuck 2006: 1).
Tschmuck believes that this start can not be traced to an exact moment in history but
he says that “the foundations of the industrial basis for the music industry only
resulted from the interplay between a blossoming music publishing business and an
emerging public music concert culture in the 18th century” (Tschmuck 2006: 1). For
almost a century music was consumed under the form of live concerts (Vaugn 2013:
2). In early 20th century the industry was drastically changed with the invention of the
phonograph, which allowed recording for the first time. Slowly, several shifts helped
the music industry to evolve into what it is known to be today, and the present
landscape of the industry is changing continuously mostly because of technology and
its use in the music business. Besides the phonogram, which was the first
technological item that influenced the evolution of the industry, this sector was also
affected by the invention of the Walkman, the compact disk and later, the digital song.
But, as Vanessa Vaughn states in her article about the industry, its development was
not only influenced by technology but also by the emergence of new musical genres,
the establishment of MTV and the possibility of artists promoting their music through
music videos. The development of the industry brought with it the emergence of
music as discourse. After the 1950s music became “a force for social protest and
change” (Vaugn 2013: 2), and videos are now seen “as a catalyst of public discourse
in the digital age” (Kraidy 2012: 271). But the same development also brought more
control on what is being recorded, distributed and even on the creational process
behind a song. It also helped creating a mix between business and culture, as the
music industry is seen as a “culture institution” (Tschmuck 2006: xviii). Tschmuck
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believes that the industry is understood as an institution in which cultural symbols
(music) are turned into objects of exchange, thus charging the symbolic entities
economically” (Tschmuck 2006: xviii).
Nowadays the industry is formed of a network of large and small labels, which
are interrelated (large companies own small indie labels that seem independent, in
order to promote certain types of music (Longhurst 2007: 35)). In 2009 four
companies were dominant within the business: Sony BMG, Warner Music, Universal
Music Group and EMI (Vaugn 2013: 3). All the processes of recording, producing
and promoting music are usually undertook in only one group (Longhurst 2007: 29).
As a reaction to this dominance, several smaller record labels appear in order to
promote different types of music. While these small independent record labels are
seen as innovative, in the digital age, the big actors on the music market are seen as
“conservative forces in resisting change whenever they can” (Longhurst 2007: 33).
The best example to illustrate this resistance is related to the digitalization and
downloading of music. When Napster first appeared all industry actors tried to shut it
down on grounds of copyright infringement. Later, the industry started using online
distribution platforms in their favour in order to make profit, just like they did with
any other new innovative technology that appeared throughout the industry’s history
(Longhurst 2007: 33, 43)
The digitalization and online distribution of music brought into attention
another issue: music piracy. This led to strong discussions related to copyright, which
is strongly linked with the commercial value of music, especially in the digital world.
Tom Phillips and John Street are two authors that understand the importance of
copyright in the contemporary music business. They use Wikstroms’s idea that the
current industry is a “copyright industry” (Wikstrom 2009 cited in Phillips and Street
2015: 343) that creates “rights” (Frith 1988 cited in Phillips and Street 2015: 344)
rather than products. The Musicians Union sees the copyright as a “musician’s friend”
(Phillips and Street 2015: 345) but artists are usually split between those who consider
copyright useful and those who see it as restrictive, or even irrelevant, especially for
those for which music is seen as a form of art (Phillips and Street 2015: 351-356).
Caught between art and business, music can also be seen as “emotional
labour” (Long and Barber 2015: 152). Paul Long and Simon Barber discuss the
emotional involvement of the composer within the industry. Music is seen as full of
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emotion and as creating passionate reactions among its audience but while it is seen
as the work of talented artists, it does not reach the consumers without the help of
other factors that “respond to ordinary economic incentives” (Caves 2003 cited in
Long and Barber 2015: 144). Thereby the “emotional economy of songwriting can be
set in the context of the financial worth of the music industry” (Long and Barber
2015: 144) and the types of economic rewards it generates. The same authors believe
that the success of a composer and his song, which generates an emotional reaction, is
measured first of all “in financial rewards when it is bought for use in particular
contexts or when it becomes a hit with the consumers” (Long and Barber 2015: 149).
This is an idea that Vanessa Vaughn develops as well in her writings. Even more, the
use of a song in a video, commercial or a game offers exposure and revenues that are,
according to her, “vital to the music industry” (Vaugn 2013: 4).
When talking about the music industry there is one last thing that needs to be
taken into consideration: globalization. The main markets for pop music and any
product related to it are the USA, Europe and Japan. When talking about the
production of popular music with sales as the main purpose, US and UK hold the
leading positions. However, there are other markets that develop rapidly outside these
territories, markets like Latin America, The Middle East or Eastern Europe. Brian
Longhurst believes that the music industry in these areas is influenced by the
“attempts of the big music companies to sell in this markets” (Longhurst 2007: 45).
Longhurst links this influence to the process of globalization and cultural
transmission. He quotes Wallis and Malm who talk about cultural exchange, cultural
dominance, cultural imperialism and transculturation. Cultural exchange refers to
“two or more cultures or subcultures [that] interact and exchange features under fairly
loose forms and more or less equal terms” (Wallis and Malm 1990 cited in Longhurst
2007: 45). Cultural dominance refers to the enforcement of a powerful culture upon a
weaker one. Cultural imperialism is linked to the “transfer of money and/or resources
from dominated to dominating culture group” (Wallis and Malm 1990 cited in
Longhurst 2007: 44). Transculturation is a process of interest to this paper, as it is
seen as cause for the emergence of terms as world music or global culture. This
process is the outcome of the “worldwide establishment of the transnational
corporations in the field of culture” (Longhurst 2007: 47). Technological development
and worldwide marketing play an important role in this process as well. According to
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Tomlinson “the world is becoming, for the first time in history, a single social and
cultural setting” (Tomlinson 1999 cited in Longhurst 2007: 48) however, this does not
mean that because of globalization everything becomes the same. Both Longhurst and
Tomlinson argue in favour of this idea, sustaining that “globalized spaces and
connecting corridors which ease the flow of capital (including its commodities and its
personnel)” (Tomlinson 1999 cited in Longhurst 2007: 48) are created. I believe that
these spaces and connecting corridors that they are talking about allow music to travel
faster from one side of the world to the other, allow artists to make their voices heard
on more than their national market and permit the transmission of messages to a
global audience. It is for this reason that a song created and promoted in a specific
region can have an impact in the sense of generating an affective reaction, in
audiences located miles away. The music business is not local. Once intercepted by a
global player like a dominant record label, a song travels across borders and may end
up being listed in one of the world’s most prominent music chart like the Billboard
Chart. The algorithm and implications of this listing process are described in the
methods section, in the chapter dedicated to the Billboard Charts. The discussion of
the industry and of the global features of music were needed to show that a chart or
magazine, even if published in the United States based on data collected from around
the world, is not relevant only for the American market, but can also be of interest in
understanding the global perspective on music.

2.4 Singing protest. The Rock Protest Song

In the text “Rock protest songs: so many and so few”, Denna Weinstein defines the
protest within the protest song as “an opposition to a policy, an action against the
people in power that is grounded in a sense of injustice”(Weinstein 2006: 3). The
powers against which opposition is directed against in the songs are especially
represented by the authorities that make improper use of force, like governments or
the police, but also by corporate powers and teachers and parents.
Weinstein makes a classification of the protest song that can be extended to
other musical genres and does not apply only to rock music. However, in the context
of rock music, she defines it as a genre as “a style of music born out of teenage
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rebellion and idealistic youth confronting hypocritical authorities” (Weinstein 2006:
3).
When identifying the types of protest songs, the author takes into
consideration three dimensions. The first one is the one mentioned above: the
authority that the songs are directed at. The second dimension refers to acts of
injustice given by “some particular policy or a specific instance of abuse of power”(
Weinstein 2006: 3) and Weinstein names these songs “lamentations” (Weinstein
2006: 3). The last dimension that she uses for classifying the protest song refers to its
visibility: many protest songs are not perceived as such thus they have no influence,
while other are automatically understood as protest songs. However she says that
“there is no consensus on what targets of opposition are to be included in the category
of protest” (Weinstein 2006: 4), there is however an agreement on the obvious types
of protest like ones against political policies, for example against war.
Protest songs are labelled as such mostly because of their lyrics but the impact
they have is also created by the combination of the words with “the emotionality of
the music, strength and confidence of the vocals or their simplicity and repetitive
phrases” (Weinstein 2006: 4) that lead to sing-alongs. In rock songs the music itself
can be interpreted as the place of protest. However Weinstein thinks that the
omnipresence of protest in rock music is just a myth that does not get confirmed by
an in-depth analysis, which shows that there are more songs about love and lust rather
than protest. Even so, the importance of the protest in rock music must not be ignored.
One can say that there are other styles of music that offer more protest songs,
literature brings to the foreground folk as a genre dedicated to protest, Jerry
Rodnitsky talks about “the decline and rebirth of folk-protest music” (Rodnitsky
2006: 17-29) as the only genre that kept the protest music alive. Rodnitsky, like many
other authors, focuses on a very local musical market namely the US, however,
looking at a rock chart opens the way to a global market and a wider audience for the
songs that express opposition.
The historical importance of the rock protest song is given by the fact that the
dawn of this genre was marked by numerous social protests like, for example, the
protest against the Vietnam War. But the protest songs were not very commercially
successful then: “there were only a few protest songs on the billboard charts”
(Weinstein 2006: 5). The rock protest songs played during those times are glorified
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now but back then they were not getting radio airplay, record companies were not
interested in these artists and protest songs were not shown on TV. Yet the Vietnam
Era is named by Weinstein the “golden age of rock activism [created by a] unified
youth culture” (Weinstein 2006: 8).
Denna Weinstein tries to find an explanation to why there are so few rock
protest songs. Her first argument is that there are indeed just a few songs that address
politics. She argues that, economically speaking, it is better for the artist to stay away
from the political scene, though she notices that around the year 2004 many artists
were addressing politics. This can be explained by the existence of a social
movement: if one does not exist then protest songs do not exist. After the attacks of
September 11, the fight against terrorism and the demand to end the war in Iraq, there
were many social stirrings. “Protest songs appear in eras of assertive and highly
publicized social movements, especially against wars” (Weinstein 2006: 8). In his
article in The Guardian, John Harris notices the same period as the last time “musical
social comment temporarily came back”.12
Another reason for the low numbers is that protest songs are not widely heard,
they exist in the underground and have no easy access to the general public. Most of
them are released on labels that do not have enough money to invest in promoting
these songs. A good example of the fact that these songs do not get promoted on
mainstream media is offered by the “Occupy Wall Street” movement that generated
many protest songs most out of which only have a few hundred views on YouTube
and about which David Montgomery from The Washington Post said that they do not
get played on the radio. But the authors of some of these songs, like David Rovics, are
happy to say that “It’s nice to write songs about things that are actually happening”13
backing up the idea that a protest song needs a social movement in order to exist. The
analysis on the Year End Billboard Rock chart will show what are the protest songs
protesting against outside the context of an intensely mediated social movement.
The last reason offered by Weinstein as a pro argument to why there is such a
small number of protest songs is that many are not understood as such because of
“commercial mediators, the limitations of listeners and factors inherent in the music”
(Weinstein 2006: 9). A song’s meaning might change with time. Mäkelä believes that
12
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“songs can be connected to different political agendas in quite specific
circumstances”(Mäkelä 2004 cited in Weinstein 2006: 10). In an article for Oxford
Music Online, Jerry Rodnitzky says that protest songs “must reflect universal
concerns or commonly shared problems”14 in order to be understood as such from one
generation to the other.
Also nostalgia can take away the political feature from a protest song, or a
MTV video with no sense or link to the song can avert the viewer from the meaning
of the song as Weinstein states that viewers “take the meaning of the songs from the
visual, not the lyrical, input”(Weinstein 2006: 10).
Commercial reasons or understanding only parts of the songs, ambiguous
lyrics, “vague and obscure” 15 as Rodnitzky calls them, might be other factors that
influence the way the audience perceives a song. The composer might write the track
in his own creative way or might use ambiguity just because it would make it easier
for a song to gain airplay. On the other hand Friedman comes with the argument that
some songs can be interpreted as protest songs even when they are not created to be
so, but they can be “reinvented and encoded with protest content over time”
(Friedman 2013: xvi). This might be one of the reasons why the myth of the rock
protest song is so popular: some songs, combined with the rebellious characteristics of
rock music and its opposition to authority might lead to new and unintended protest
meanings totally different from the message that the artist or composer wanted to send
initially.
The effectiveness of the song is also questionable as Weinstein quotes R.Serge
Denisoff on this issue: “There is little, if any, concrete or empirical evidence that
songs do in fact leave an independent impact upon attitudes in the political arena”
(Weinstein 2006: 14). Songs do not attract new recruits but reinforce beliefs. By
singing along to a song people feel like they join the cause and imagine themselves as
a part of the same community that Steger describes as a “global imaginary” (Steger in
Lule 2012: 52). Garofalo is an author that took into account the fact that a song can
resonate with an international audience (Garofalo 1992a cited in Longhurst 2007: 47).
As a form of media, one can say that music can be used to link “the globe with
stories, images, myths and metaphors”(Lule 2012: 52). Weinstein quotes Vortis, a
14http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/A2252188
15Ibid
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singer who believes that “music is providing symbolic and emotional support to
activists” (Weinstein 2006: 15). In reference to the fact that the audience might be
indifferent to a social issue, Pete Seeger, a renowned activist singer praised by
cultural editors but also fellow musicians16, is quoted by Hajdu saying that “it’s not
how good a song is that matters, it’s how much good a song does” (Weinstein 2006:
15). If we take these affirmations ad litteram than the impact of the protest song upon
society is decreased to almost nothing, and this applies to any type of protest song, not
just the rock protest song. This would imply that the audience of the songs is mostly
passive regarding the messages sent by them, an idea this study those not agree with.
In support of the idea that songs can create a reaction Friedman is one scholar who
believes in the power to change of a song: “a song's poetry and music can change
reality, maybe not by immediately resulting in changes in law but by having a deeper
impact on the society that makes laws”(Friedman 2013: xv).
It is for these reasons that Weinstein thinks that the effectiveness of the
protest song has been exaggerated. Yet, an in depth audience study might actually
show how efficient a protest song really is and how the public perceives the music.
Until such a study is done, which is not the focus of the current paper, and far more
complex than what the current study can do, the popular protest songs will be
analysed with the limitation of not always being understood as such, of being
catalogued as protest when the initial intention of doing so is absent and not being as
many as one might believe because of all the reasons stated above.

3. Methodology

Some of the previous studies on music have been conducted with the help of
musicology. Middleton talks about the terminology, methodology, and ideology used
by the study of music (Middleton 1990 cited in Longhurst 2007: 150-151).
Ideologically, musicology developed in the 19th century in order to analyse European
classical music and it is strongly linked to the values this type of music transmitted. It
uses terms as harmony and tonality, ignoring others such as rhythm and timbre. Some
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terms are not used in a neutral way as Middleton says: “connotations are ideological
because they always involve selective, and often unconsciously formulated,
conceptions of what music is” (Middleton 1990 cited in Longhurst 2007: 150) which
would make the analysis of other types of music problematical. Methodologically
musicology focuses on the written notes of a song leaving aside other important
elements that can be analysed like, for example, the performance. Obviously, when it
comes to the song, the music itself is important and arguably carries meaning. While
bearing this in mind a decision was taken when designing this study to focus on the
interplay of lyrics and video instead. Frith believes that both the performance of the
artist and the genre within which the song is included should be taken into
consideration when analysing music (Frith 1988b cited in Longhurst 2007: 159). The
question of genre is very important because different genres are understood
differently by audiences and have different rules. For this study, from a musicological
perspective, rock music will be considered as an ultimate genre of protest music due
to several theories that associate it with protest.
As the songs analysed in this study are part of popular music and not close to
the category of the elitist classical music, and based on Frith’s statement that
audiences “feel words and music and develop them in their imagination” (Frith 1988b
cited in Longhurst 2007: 162), other means of analysing it must be found. As stated in
the theoretical framework section of the paper, the empirical material will be analysed
with the help of narrative analysis in combination with theoretical concepts from
structuralism.
More theoretical information about narrative and how the concepts can be
applied to pop music have already been presented in the literature review part of this
study. Looking at the songs from a narrative perspective would also offer the
opportunity to study the symbols and metaphors used in the context offered by a song
thus briefly going into Longhurst’s second suggestion for studying music: semiotics.
His idea is backed by Sellnow’s opinion that popular culture can communicate
messages with the help of signs. According to her, a sign is “something that makes
you think of something else” (Sellnow 2014: 26). A rhetorical perspective on the sign
treats it as either an icon, an index or a symbol. An icon has similarity of the object it
represents, an index makes it be associated with something else and a sign is a symbol
when it has a meaning established through a convention (Sellnow 2014: 26). The
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study of signs and sign systems has been developed by semiotics as a response to the
problematic of meaning and representation (Boklund-Lagopoulou et all 2003: 3). The
origin of semiotics lays in structuralism. Several structuralist concepts will be used for
a better understanding of the textual and visual narratives analysed in this study.
When looking at the song, which represents the popular culture text for this
study, both lyrics and videos are taken in consideration. Barbara Bradby believes that
lyrics address the listener and that they refer to and construct discourses (Bradby
1990, 1992 cited in Longhurst 2007: 159). Frith speaks about the “lyrical realism”
(Frith 1998b cited in Longhurst 2007: 159) that is given by content analysis in the
form of connecting “the content of songs to general social attitudes or beliefs in a very
straightforward fashion” (Frith 1988b cited in Longhurst 2007: 159). He states that
this may not lead to understanding the song correctly, or at least it may not lead to
understanding what the writer wanted to say, but as stated before, it is a risk that must
be assumed when working with popular culture texts.
The video may have an even greater impact on the audience than the lyrics
have. Visual messages can support what the lyrics say or can transmit a totally
different message. Kraidy believes that videos encourage public discourse because
they “promote ideas and make them visible, conjure up several meanings and
interpretations and circulate through ‘hypermedia space’, a communicative space
created by networked broadcast, mobile, and online platforms” (Kraidy 2012: 272).
He sees the videos as catalysts for people’s attention, as a resource or semiotically
rich audiovisuals and as ways of bringing into the spotlight controversial topics
(Kraidy 2012: 271). For these reasons the videos represent an important source for
looking for protest and politically loaded content.
But until getting to study the narratives behind the songs and the signs they
use, it is important to understand where the songs that are the object of study come
from, and, by using content analysis, to catalogue them, in order to create an overview
of the material.
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3.1 Billboard Magazine and the Billboard Charts

The empirical material for this study consists of The Year End Billboard Rock Chart
established in 2009 by Billboard Magazine. This section will present more details
about billboard magazine and the way that songs make it into the charts, in order to
understand the historical and industry value of the charts and the media that publishes
them. Specific information about the Year End Billboard Rock Chart will be offered
later in this section when focusing on the material that is subject of analysis for this
study.
The paper version of the magazine was established in 1894 and was used as
the main “trade magazine for the advertising industry” (Harrison and Arthur 2011:
311). It later changed its orientation towards music and music charts and now it is
“without question the definitive trade journal for the music industry” (Harrison and
Arthur 2011: 311). Its revolutionary role within the industry was underlined from
early days: in 1920 it proudly announced that businessman James “Billboard” Jackson
will be the author of a new weekly feature “written by a Black man and devoted to
Black performers” (Harrison and Arthur 2011: 311). It was the first time this was
happening in mass-media: “We feel that the professional artists and entertainers of the
race have fairly won this recognition.... We are according the representation gladly—
even enthusiastically”(Hill in Harrison and Arthur 2011: 312). It is unsure when the
first chart was published in the magazine, but it is suspected to have been around the
year 1940. According to the article written by Harrison and Arthur, in the 1950s they
started publishing charts under the name “Top 100” and, after several other magazines
started using the same name, Billboard changed and copyrighted the name to “Hot
100”, a name that they still use today. The importance of Billboard Magazine and its
archives are recognized by scholars interested in the history of popular music and
culture analysis: “Trade magazines like Billboard play a 'vital role in the evolution of
modern culture industries'”(Anand in Harrison and Arthur 2011: 322).
The Billboard Charts are available online via www.billboard.com, an online
platform launched in 1995 as Billboard Online, and has, according to their official
website, over 10 million unique visitors each month from more than 100 countries.17

17http://www.billboard.com/articles/news/467859/about-us
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Chart archives are also available on www.billboard.com/biz and are accessible by
subscription. Right now Billboard has “nearly 300 charts with 500-plus rankings
available on Billboard.biz” (Pietroluongo 2013: 2). Charts are constructed according
to airplay, sales data and streaming data. These charting criteria are used either
separately or combined in organizing a chart. The streaming information is taken from
popular services such as Youtube, Spotify, Rhapsody etc. Billboard gets its data from
Nielsen Entertainment and Nielsen BDS (Broadcast Data System). According to their
website Nielsen collects weekly information about online streams, radio airplay and
music consumer behaviour as well as sales information for both online and physical
sales for 19 countries from the US and Canada to Europe and Oceania. “Nielsen’s
data serves as a major source for the Billboard charts and is widely cited by numerous
publications and broadcasters as the standard for music industry measurement.”18 A
Broadcast Data System identifies each time a song is played via a “digital
fingerprint”19 especially created for that song. The system runs on a non-stop basis
and can identify precisely the hour and the radio station that broadcast a song. Nielsen
handles radio-tune measurements since 1936 and “using a combination of listener
panels and electronic measurement technology, Nielsen knows who’s listening, what
they’re listening to, and how.”20
It is for these reasons stated above that the Billboard Charts represent a good
source of empirical material for this study: the magazine and charts have a history that
can be used as a reference within the industry and the tradition of publishing popular
music charts. The charting methods and the fact that the data is collected from a
worldwide setting expand the relevance of the chart to more than a local music
market. The charts for the selected time frame will be used to identify protest songs.
More theoretical details about the protest were already presented. The definition and
types of protest songs used specifically for this study can be found in the appendices
where all variables used are explained.

18

http://www.nielsen.com/us/en/solutions/measurement/music-sales-measurement.html
http://www.musicmedianetwork.com/diy-bds.html
20 http://www.nielsen.com/us/en/solutions/measurement/audio.html
19
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3.2 The material in Brief

The empirical material of the study consists of The Year End Billboard Rock Chart
for the time frame 2010 – 2014. According to the official website of the magazine, the
songs end up in the charts according to radio airplay, sales data and streaming data. 21
The Billboard Year end charts represent “aggregated numbers for each artist, title,
label and music contributor from Billboard’s weekly charts” (Pietroluongo 2013: 2)
based on the data collected by Nielsen. The charting period for a Year End Chart uses
the data published between the previous December to the chart’s year end of
November. For example, 2013 has been charted for the period 1 December 2012 – 30
November 2013. The rankings for the year-end charts are “based on accumulated
BDS-monitored plays or audience impressions, depending on each list’s weekly
methodology, for each week a song appeared on the chart” (Pietroluongo 2013: 2).
The Year End Billboard Rock Chart has been published online for the first time in
2009. For the time frame chosen for this study, in the first 3 years the chart has 50
positions, starting 2012 the chart has 100 positions.
The charts will be the subject of a two-step analysis. First, with the help of
content analysis, all songs will be catalogued according to different criteria that will
help offer an overview on the charted songs and second, songs categorized as protest
songs or relevant for the study will be interpreted with the help of narrative analysis
in order to find out the characteristics of the protest song, the themes they address and
the visual and lyrical way in which they communicate their messages.
The songs coded as protest songs or relevant that have the same topic will be
grouped according to message specificity and type of protest. The sampling for the
narrative analysis will be made according to the year (the best charted song coded as
protest for each year) and topic (if two songs holding the highest rank for two years
have the same topic, the one with the lower rank will be replaced with a song with a
different unique topic).

21http://www.billboard.com/charts/year-end/2009/hot-rock-songs
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3.3 Limitations

Finding the source for the contemporary protest song was a difficult task for this
study. Like John Harris and previous literature discussing protest music, it is easy to
find protest songs linked to a historical context, a specific event 22 or underground
music. When looking at the music of the Occupy Wall Street movement, for example,
the Youtube videos for the songs that appear on “Occupy this Album:99 songs for the
99 Percent”23 have only a few hundred views. This study sought more visibility for its
empirical material. Turning to The Billboard Charts offered songs with enough
visibility but also brought to the surface more difficulties. As said before when
discussing the material, going through these songs involves, just like in the theory
about the rock protest song, the risk of seeing protest where the artist or composer did
not intend to present it, or overlooking a political message because of the creational
process that makes it too embedded in metaphors.
The length of the study did not allow an in depth analysis of all the songs. The
sampling has been done in an objective way: according to year and protest specificity.
Going in depth and analysing all the other songs coded as protest songs or relevant for
the study, further than the basic screening that was needed for the initial coding,
would definitely bring to the surface more messages that critique or raise awareness
on political or social issues. It would also bring to the surface a wide variety of
narratives in which these messages get pictured by popular culture. A further study
can do that. Also, even though rock music is sustained by a solid body of literature as
being an appropriate source for protest songs, looking at other genres would represent
an optimum source of finding politically charged texts.

22

http://www.rollingstone.com/music/news/song-premiere-tom-morello-tim-mcilrath-serj-tankian-andoccupy-wall-street-we-are-the-99-percent-20120927
23
http://newsfeed.time.com/2012/05/14/listen-occupy-wall-street-gets-an-album-and-everyone-is-on-it/
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3.4 Content Analysis

Content analysis will be used to catalogue all the songs included in The Year End
Billboard Rock Chart for the chosen time frame in order to create an overview of the
characteristics that these songs have. As research technique, content analysis is used
for “systematically and objectively identifying specified characteristics within text”
(Stone et all 1966: 5). Methodologically, content analysis implies designing a coding
scheme, measurement units, latent and manifest content, sampling, intercoder
reliability or the statistical treatment of results (Bryman 2008: 283-288). The type of
content analysis can be quantitative, qualitative, thematic or referential and is in fact
use by some narrative analysts such Franzosi (2008). The qualitative study of texts or
symbols is still considered content analysis by some scholars like Starosta and
Altheide, but they can be approached by other very specialized techniques as well like
narrative analysis or semiotics (Starosta 1987 and Altheide 1984, 1988 cited in
Franzosi 2008:13).
The coding questions used to understand the general settings of the charts can
be found in the appendix on page 61. Not all questions are quantitative. As the
empirical material as a whole will be analysed using both quantitative content
analysis and narrative analysis, some questions are strongly linked to the narrative
analysis theory presented in the paper. The quantitative data obtained from analysing
the charts will offer an overview of who is the voice behind the song and implicitly,
who is the voice behind the protest music, what is the country of origin and gender of
this voice. Placing the rock song in a globalizing music industry, it is important to see
from where the performers come from for a better understanding of the part of the
world that plays the part of the broadcaster of the message. The gender of the artists is
intriguing to have into consideration especially after previous research showed that
“the popular cultural stereotype if not the reality of the ‘typical musician’” (Phillips
and Street 2015: 348) is that it is mostly represented by males. Also, the data will help
realise if the protest was voiced by an individual or by a group or if the message was
sent visually, lyrically or both. Promotional videos, artist country, types and gender
will be counted. The topics of the songs and their relevance for the study will be
decided with the help of content analysis applied on the narrative of the song or the
video. Songs can be seen as poems and their writers can be seen as poets. Content
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analysis can be used to go in depth when trying to find out the message a song sends
but Dave Laing believes that “content analysis is a rather crude form of analysis. It
tends to abstract the specific content from its context and does not pay much attention
to the detail of the modes of expression in the lyrics” (Laing 1985 cited in Longhurst
2007: 158). For this reason another method was needed in order to go in depth with
the analysis of the songs. This second method, as stated above, is narrative analysis.
Theoretical details about it have already been offered. The algorithm applied on the
lyrics and videos are explained in the next part of this study.

3.5 Narrative Analysis

As previously discussed, the songs will be analysed from a narrative perspective. In
order to be analysed as narratives, the songs and videos used for this study will be
regarded as popular culture texts. The idea of narrative as a method was influenced by
previous research. As Longhurst proposed structuralism as a method but because the
songs are popular culture texts, Sellnow’s theory on narrative perspective and popular
culture seems to represent the best way to look into the themes and the characteristics
of the contemporary rock protest song that made it in the charts and how they are
communicated lyrically and visually. Theoretical concepts belonging to structuralism
will also be used where they can help in decoding the moral of the story. A theoretical
overview of concepts that might be considered useful for this study has been made in
the theoretical framework section of this paper.
Narrative analysis will be used first of all in understanding the topics of all songs
and videos and second, to understand the stories behind the songs coded as protest
songs. The sampling for the narrative analysis is done per year. For each year the
best-charted song catalogued as protest will be the subject of narrative analysis. If for
two years the best positioned songs have been catalogued as representing the same
type of protest, one of the songs will be replaced, keeping for the analysis the one that
had the highest position in the chart.
When analysing the lyrics and the videos of the songs included in The Year End
Billboard Rock Chart it must not be forgotten that it is popular culture texts that are
being reviewed. I find it important to state that lyrics and videos do not always fit the
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classical structure of a narrative and for this reason some stages of analysis might be
omitted or, on the contrary, some other criteria might be added in order to better
understand the message sent.
The coding for the topic is based on understanding the narrative behind the songs.
For the initial stage only the stories presented in the lyrics and the videos will be
taken into consideration. For this stage only the description stage of Sellnow’s
narrative perspective will be used. The story will be analysed from the perspective of
the mental image that builds when the video is being watched or the lyrics read. In
order to do that, the unfolding setting, the characters that are present in the story, the
causal and temporal relations between events and actants will be taken in
consideration in order to try to identify the presumed values, especially for the songs
for which the stories suggest a protest-oriented interpretation.
For the songs that have been sampled to go into the second part of the analysis
stories will be regarded in depth (events and actions, actants/roles and characters,
settings) metaphors (which in structuralist theory are created with the help of analogy
on the narrative level of a narrative text), narrating voices, but also symbols will be
taken into consideration in order to show the message sent by a song, either through
lyrics or through the video or both, and the connection to the criteria that makes a
song to be considered a message of protest. Concepts belonging to structuralism may
help in identifying the features of the narrating voice but also in establishing the
binary opposition presented as the moral of the story: what is good and what is bad.
This will help linking the interpretation of the songs to the theories regarding popular
culture and the way it helps make sense of the world (Sellnow 2014: 7-9) All these
details will be analysed in order to understand the moral of the story, and it’s
presumed implication on the intended audience. The coding questions for the
narrative analysis are listed in the appendix of the study on page 62.

3.6 Explaining the coding algorithm

The coding sheet consists of the song name, artist, topic (two topics will be taken into
consideration in case the song deals with more issues or the topic of the lyrics differs
from the one pictured in the video but not all songs will have two topics in the final
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code sheet), information about the presence of the protest in the lyrics and/or in the
videos, details about why a song can be considered relevant even though it can not be
considered a protest song, information about the artist’s background (country of
origin, type of artist and gender). A number of 250 songs have been coded for this
study. As some songs make it in the charts more than once, only one entry will be
coded, and the other will be considered a duplicate and not counted for the total. In
the coding sheet they are marked with yellow. There are 32 songs that appear more
than once so the total number of coded songs is 218.
It is important to know whether the song has a video or not because this means
that the song sends both lyrical and visual messages to the audience. The visual
message might back up the lyrics. Also, the message in the video might be different
than the one in the lyrics and it is important, for the songs chosen for the second part
of the analysis, to see if the textual and visual messages blend together, what message
they send, and if they do not complement each other, what is the outcome of this
procedure. A song might loose its activist feature on the lyrical side, but the video
might bring to front exactly the protest message that the lyrics lack to present.
It is also important to know the country of origin of each artist to see from which
corners of the world the messages emerge from, the type of artist: solo or group and
the gender of the persons singing in order to see who voices the message: an
individual or a group, a male, a female or both.
The topics of the lyrics have been catalogued according to key words and symbols
used in sending a message and the topics of the videos according to the story they tell
and symbols they use. This has been done with the help of basic narrative analysis by
focusing on the initial mental image these words, symbols and stories picture in the
mind of the coder. For example a song that talks about love in the form of desire to be
with somebody will be identified by lyrics like “Maybe I’m too busy being yours to
fall for somebody new”.24 A song that talks about sex can be identified by lyrics like
“all night long I’ve been thinking/Bout how to get your clothes on the floor”25 and
further more it is backed up by a video using the classical image of the rebel rocker,
the over-sexualised image of the woman, the party and gestures that suggest a sexual
intercourse, within the limit of not getting the video censored. The result of this initial
24
25

Arctic Monkeys - Do i Wanna Know - http://www.arcticmonkeys.com/song.php?id=136
Puddle of Mudd – Spaceship - http://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/puddleofmudd/spaceship.html
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narrative analysis has a quantitative outcome that is presented in the appendix in
tables 8 and 9.
Songs catalogued as protest are the ones that send a message of opposition
through their lyrics, criticize, or show opposition to an idea or a policy. The videos
labelled as protest use images of war and violence, suffering, media related imagery
or the narratives send clear messages of opposition, discrimination or an apocalyptic
future.
Songs catalogued as relevant for the project do not have a clear protest message
incorporated in their lyrics and/or videos but use metaphors or symbols to draw
attention on social issues, marginalized groups, moments of importance in life, are
inspired by pop culture related to protest or use political satire. More information on
the coding criteria is offered in the section of the appendices where the variables are
defined.
The values of the songs coded as protest songs and the ones coded as relevant for
the study may sometimes overlap. The reason why some songs are considered protest
while other are just relevant is because the narratives, lyrical or visual, do not clearly
depict a clear opposition or critical message directed at authority or policies and the
consequences of their actions, do not clearly instigate or express dissent. Instead they
use symbols in videos or metaphors in the lyrics. Some songs might have ended up in
this category because of the ambiguity of lyrics caused by the artist’s or composer’s
creational vision. This is one of the reasons why songs might not be considered
protest songs or might be assigned a political message when the initial intention to do
so does not exist, as discussed in the literature review chapter.
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4 Analysis
4.1 What to expect

As a first step of analysing the Year End Rock Chart for the years 2010-2014, content
analysis will show that indeed there are not as many rock protest songs as one would
expect, thus confirming Weinstein’s theory on their scarce number (Weinstein 2006:
3-16). The charts are dominated by songs that deal with love and sex, confirming the
stereotypes related to rock music: “the immediate thrills of sex’n’drugs’n’outrage and
never mind the consequences” 26 . However, the screening of the charts identified
several songs that spread messages of discontent or can be interpreted as having
political meaning. These songs have been coded as protest songs or relevant for the
study and their presence in the charts encouraged the second part of the analysis: the
narrative approach on the stories they address. The reader should expect the coding to
bring to the surface the material that this study aimed to bring to the foreground: the
contemporary protest song.

4.2 Content Analysis Outcomes

This section presents the results of the content analysis of the Billboard Year End
Rock Chart for the years 2010-2014. These results will first help in offer a better
understanding of the overview image of the songs in the charts and offering a
percentage of songs that can be labelled as protest or relevant that will be further
analysed in order to see how protest is now communicated in popular music. 218
distinct songs (also mentioned as entries) have been coded. These 218 entries are
performed by a total number of 120 distinct artists. The artists come from 16 countries
and are classified as groups (bands and featuring) or solo artists. The country with the
most representatives in the charts is the USA followed by the UK. Detailed
percentage of the provenience of the artist is shown in Table 1 in the appendices on
page 65.

26

http://global.britannica.com/art/rock-music/Musical-eclecticism-and-the-use-of-technology
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This shows a clear predominance, almost 90%, of artists coming from English
speaking countries. Actually, all songs are sung in English. The predominance of the
US-based artists might be influenced by the fact that this is an American chart but
also by the fact that the USA is one of the biggest powers in the record industry.
When coding, the lyrics to all 218 have been taken into consideration. Also,
coding has been done to the visual messages transmitted for 206 songs as seen in
Table 2 in the appendix, presenting the total number of promotional videos.
There are 198 group performers (including featuring acts) and 20 entries are solo
artists. Out of the 198 entries 169 are songs performed by all male groups, 1 group is
all female and 28 are mixed groups. There are 12 male solo artists and 8 female solo
artists. Table 3 shows the allocation of artists based on performer type and Table 4
shows the gender ratio. The tables can be found in the appendices on pages 65-70.
There is a clear dominance of male artists in the charts, confirming previous research
on the “typical musician” (Phillips and Street 2015: 348) however, in mixed groups
the female members often hold the role of front-person directly voicing the messages.
It is very important to mention that coding the topic of the song is a very difficult
process. The coding of lyrics is made by understanding them as a narrative, and the
main topic is extracted by identifying the story and key words. When coding the
videos the narratives of the scenarios are analysed. However, some videos are
represented by live footage of the band or the band playing in a static set. Also, some
videos have no link to the narrative of the lyrics and can thus transmit a different
message or contain a different topic compared to the lyrics. The coding of the topic
has been made only by reading the lyrics and watching the videos, when promotional
videos are available. Looking into other details like the meaning of the lyrics given by
the artist or by the creational process of the director of the video when filming have
not been taken into consideration. As literature often mentions, the artistic process is
sometimes hard to understand and artists do not always help the audiences with clear
messages. Because of these issues it is possible that some topics have not been
identified in an accurate and detailed matter. For examples all songs that deal with
every-day issues (like describing family life, difficulties, hesitation) have been coded
under a general topic: “life”. There have been identified 47 main topics for the songs.
The most popular topic is love: 68 songs representing 31.19% of the total. It is
followed by Life (23.85%) and Sex (6.42).
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Table 5 presents the results of the coding after applying the above-mentioned
criteria about protest songs and songs that are relevant for the study.
Criteria

Yes

No

% Yes

% No

Total

Protest

18

200

8,26

91,74

218

Protest in lyrics

16

2

88,89

11,11

18

Protest in video

15

3

83,33

16,67

18

Protest only in lyrics

3

16,67

18

Protest only in video

2

11,11

18

Protest in both lyrics and video

13

5

72,22

27,78

18

Relevant

30

188

13,76

86,24

218

Table 5: Songs coded as “protest songs” and “relevant for the study” from the Year End Billboard
Rock Charts, first 50 positions for the years 2010-2014

The types of protest encountered in songs are grouped based on the topic. The
topic has been identified with the help of basic narrative analysis and the initial
outcome to this analysis is presented in a quantitative form. The in depth decoding of
the narratives from the next chapter will surface more important details about the
messages transmitted by these songs. There are six values used to define the protest
songs: protest against authority, economical protest, environmental, political protest
in which protest against war is included, social protest and multiple messages of
protest included in the same song. These variables are defined in the appendix. Table
6 shows the results:

Type of protest

Recurrence

In lyrics

In video

% of Total

Total

Against Authority

1

0

1

5,56

18

Economical

3

3

2

16,67

18

Environmental

2

3

3

11,11

18

Multiple

5

5

5

27,78

18

Political/War

4

4

4

22,22

18

Social

3

2

1

16,67

18

Table 6: Types of protest encountered in the songs charted in the Year End Billboard Rock Charts,
first 50 positions for the years 2010-2014
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The songs coded as relevant have also been grouped according to topic into 9
categories. The definitions of these categories are presented in the appendices section
of this study under the definition of values of the relevant for the study variable
heading. Below is a summary of the results:
Relevance values

Recurrence

Total

Critique/Satire

7

30

Destruction

1

30

Economic issues

1

30

Image of others

4

30

Media stereotypes

1

30

Motivational message

1

30

Pop Culture inspiration

1

30

10

30

4

30

Social Issues
War/Apocalypse

Table 7: Overview of the relevant for the study songs charted in the Year End Billboard Rock
Charts, first 50 positions for the years 2010-2014

After a detailed analysis of the overview of the Year End Billboard Rock Chart
coding, 22.02% of songs can be used to go into the second part of the analysis that
this study contains: that of the songs coded as protest songs or relevant and the way
they are used to communicate the messages of protest transmitted with the help of
lyrics and videos. An in depth narrative analysis will be conducted using the coding
questions mentioned in the appendix section on each group of songs sampled together
on the criteria of type of protest or value of relevance for the study.

4.3 Decoding the Narratives

As previously mentioned, the narrative analysis will be made on one protest song for
each year, as long as the type of protest does not repeat itself. For these reasons the
songs sampled are as follows. For 2010 the best-positioned song coded as protest is
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“Uprising” by Muse coded as economical protest and occupying the second position
of the chart. For 2011 the chosen song is “Help Is On The Way” by Rise Against,
number 9 in the chart, and coded as environmental protest. 2013 is represented by
“Hail to the King” by Avenged Sevenfold. It is the only protest song of the year,
ranked 29, and it has been coded as political/war. For 2014, “Take me to church” by
Hozier holds the highest rank, 13, and is coded as “multiple protest”. 2012 has only
two songs both coded as economical protest and because the list already has an
economical protest song, another one will be picked, from another year. From the
other types of protest songs, against authority and social, the best position in a chart
belongs to “Every Teardrop Is a Waterfall” by Coldplay, coded as social protest and
ranked 23 for 2011. These are the 5 songs that will undergo an in depth narrative
analysis.
When analysing the songs, the lyrical and/or visual messages transmitted by them
will answer the questions addressed to the narrative and stated in the appendix. The
analysis will follow Sellnow’s algorithm of description, interpretation and evaluation.
Some songs have been catalogued as protest songs of a single kind, for example
economical, several songs have messages of dissent directed at various social or
political components. More information about the type of protest and the elements
that encouraged the coding of a song or video as protest song can be found in the
coding sheet in the appendices starting with page 71.
“Uprising” by Muse is an example of how popular culture depicts economical
protest. Even from the first glimpse at the title of the track, “Uprising”, it is clear that
this popular culture text makes a stand for something. According to Britannica
Academic, an uprising is “a localized act of popular violence in defiance of an
established government”27. This encourages going deeper for the protest or political
message of the song. The setting of the video is rather dreary: it depicts a city at night,
where several sparks and fires create a distressing picture. Plastic statues picturing
people are shown as watching or being in the vicinity of these sparks. 3 musicians,
with the role of protesters, are seen playing in the back of a truck that drives through
the city. As the setting unfolds, billboards and posters show messages like “going out
of business”28 or “building for the future”29. The window of a shop shows more TV
27
28

http://academic.eb.com/bps/dictionary?query=uprising
Muse , Uprising: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w8KQmps-Sog
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sets where several teddy bears picture different media transmitted messages. They
represent the actants for the uniformity of the messages transmitted, for the elite that
talks through media, for the authority and the brainwashing it does using television.
One of the singers uses his guitar to break down this shop’s window and tear down
the TV sets thus suggesting the power of music in fighting dominant elitist messages.
Plastic dolls representing the people of this city are seen as burning teddy bears – the
symbols of dominance but authorities are seen fighting back under the form of giant
teddy bears running through the desolating city. The last image of the video is of a
giant teddy bear collapsing, thus symbolising the fall of the dominant power.
The band playing in the back of the truck guides the viewer through the story and
offers an interpretation for the events. The singer sometimes looks straight into the
camera as trying to address the viewer in a very close and personal way, he is also the
narrator. The story told in the lyrics supports the images shown in the video. The
people involved in the uprising presented in the video are against the people who
“push drugs that keep us all dumbed down/and hope that, we will never see the truth
around”30. There is an attempt to keep people “trapped in greed”31, thus suggesting
the values of capitalist societies but the same people fight back: “They will not force
us/ They will stop degrading us/ They will not control us /We will be victorious”32.
The lyrics encourage the listener to open his or her third eye, to not be afraid to die
and engage in a revolution that would give the fat cats (a term used for extremely rich
people who have the power to increase their own income) a heart attack thus
suggesting the disruption of the known world elitist order. The song is also an
encouragement message to unify in order to win. The victory should be marked by
using a very powerful symbol: the one of the risen flag: “We have to unify and watch
our flag ascend”33.
The story presented in the video and lyrics is coherent, has a clear starting point
and a clear ending. The actants in the videos stand in for: protesters – the band,
subdued people – the plastic figures, authority – the teddy bears, capitalist values –
the media messages shown on TV. The narrator is part of the story, he is in the middle
of the events and is even the performer of a major event that can not be left out of the
29

Ibid 27
Muse , Uprising - http://muse.mu/music-video/music/47.htm
31
Ibid 30
32
Ibid 30
33
Ibid 30
30

45

story and that suggests the power of music against media. The temporal relations of
the video and song are syntagmatic: they flow to a clear and predictable ending. The
characters are flat, it is easy to predict what their role in the disclosure of the story is.
The moral of the story can be that any form of authority can be overtook if people
unify and fight together against it. When evaluating the potential implications of this
popular culture text, the receiver of the visual and textual message can either be
encouraged to fight against the system, empowered to take a stand, or at least he could
be made aware of how things work in a capitalist society that the song so strongly
criticizes.
The second song chosen for the narrative analysis, “Help Is On the Way” by Rise
Against is a way to show how popular culture focuses on environmental awareness.
The video for this song presents the struggles of a family, mother, father and two
children, a boy and a girl, with the consequences of extreme weather: their house is
flooded and they have to take shelter to the roof. The opening scene shows the scared
children and the worried parents getting ready to take shelter in the attic. The father
seems worried about everybody’s safety while the mother collects food and a box
with old photographs. The parents sooth the children: they tell them stories and show
them pictures. But because the level of water is rising the father has to tear a hole in
the roof and they all go outside. The whole neighborhood is flooded, a dog is seen
swimming through the water, the setting looks apocalyptic. A helicopter approaches
and the family tries to signal it hoping they will be saved but the helicopter leaves.
Still on the roof, they undergo different activities to make the time pass. A snake
crawls to the family and the mother sends it away using the family photo album. This
depicts an antithesis with the Biblical image of Eve giving in to the snake: now the
mother sacrifices her beloved memories printed on paper to save her family. A
butterfly resting on the boy’s knee pictures the innocence and the joy of the children.
Even if the family seems more and more despaired, they save two people who drift in
a boat and offer them water. The boy is involved in a scene in which it is suggested
that he has a nightmare. This nightmare looks like the images of natural disasters and
other atrocities that are usually broadcast in a news program. When the boy wakes up
he sees a drifting corpse, gets scared and falls into the water. The father rescues him
and while he is holding him close in his arms the sound of an approaching helicopter
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is heard34.
The only link between the lyrics and the video is given by the line “help is on the
way” 35 . Other than that the lyrics do not describe anything that has to do with
flooding but they do picture a distressing setting: giants in the sky get ready to “let
loose a might cry”, maybe suggesting airplanes releasing bombs, “the bayou is
burning/the cypress is dying”36, the ocean floor is exploding while mothers cry and
people choke “on the black gold/on which we rely” while cameras are seen in the sky.
Compared to the video in which help seems to arrive for the family, though it is not
shown, the lyrics state “it never came”37.
The narrator of the story in the video is extradiegetic: omniscient and watching the
events unfolding without being involved in them. However, the story of the lyrics is
told in first person. The actants in the video stand for the people in distress – the
family, the danger –the snake, the innocence – the children and the butterfly, the
atrocities of everyday life – the boy’s nightmare, the hope – the sound of the
helicopter. The temporal relations of both stories are syntagmatic, the characters are
flat. The moral of the story for the video may be interpreted as global warming leads
to environmental crisis and puts families in danger which is not normal or desirable.
This can lead to raising awareness about environmental issues and determine people
to help those in need. The moral of the story presented by the lyrics is much somber:
as much as one waits for help, it is too late to get it, it will not come. However, this
story can encourage people to keep hoping and fighting, no matter what happens: “I
have my mother’s dreams/I have my father’s eyes/You can’t take that from me/Just
go ahead and try”38. The song and video transmit a strong social and political warning
regarding the consequences of global warming and natural catastrophes caused by it.
“Hail To The King” by Avenged Sevenfold is an example of a metaphor for war
that occurs in popular culture.
The video for this song does not present a story in a cinematographic way as the
previous popular culture videos did. One has to look closely to understand the story
behind the large amount of symbols used. The events depicted, and their importance,
exaggerated with a large amount of signposting towards the same apocalyptic symbol,
34
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show the coming to power of a king, pictured as a person wearing a black cloak and
having a black skull instead of a head. His coming to power is a consequence of
fighting and blood spill, sprinkled with religious intervention. Though it is clear
where the story heads, the only characters who appear throughout the video are the
King, who is fully shown in the end, and the child that brings him his crown. Scarce
characters are represented by religious figures and fighters. In the end this child is
pictured as having bat wings, showing maybe that the consequence of fighting is the
loss of your innocence and the becoming of an angel of death. The band members are
a constant presence in the video but their only role is to tell the story, they are the
extradiegetic narrators. The symbolism of the video is abundant, from the skull
appearing in the sky through the clouds, just like the Dark Mark in Harry Potter and
the Goblet of Fire, a premonitory symbol of evil, to the dead tree that appears to be
burnt, the fading white rose or the extinguished candle light, that can be interpreted as
symbols of decay. The images of fighting and war are presented as snapshots of
knights battling monsters, dead soldiers bearing the sign of the Cross on their armours
and all these happen in front of a coat of arms that bears the letters HTTH standing for
Hail To The King suggesting that the fighting and the death are in his name. The dark
skulled king can be a metaphor for death.
The lyrics support the story told in the video and even add more details to it. From
them we find out that there is no freedom of speech: “watch your tongue or have it cut
from your head/Save your life by keeping whispers unsaid”39, that the children are
orphans of war. The King brings chaos with him and with this chaos people loose
their rights. If they try to escape him they “learn the price to be paid” 40 The price is
shown in the video: an executioner swings his axe. The story behind both the lyrics
and the video is sombre and it shows how authority can use its power to subjugate.
The moral of the story can be interpreted as fighting in the name of power or religion
will only lead to chaos and death. The potential implications upon the audience of the
popular culture text could be to take a stand against war, to fight against children
remaining orphans because their parents die in battle, and to understand that the voice
of authority does not always send the appropriate message. The song can be seen as a
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message that raises awareness: if wars fought for whatever reason do not stop, this
might be the future of human kind.
“Take Me to Church” by Hozier is a love song with a video that deals with the
subject of LGBT discrimination and homophobia. The visuals used in the music video
are very strong and suggestive and they tell a story. Thus we can apply a narrative
analysis in order to understand how the message is communicated. The setting in
which the story develops in what seems to be the suburb region of a city. The main
characters of the story are the lovers, a family member of one of them and a group of
people with extreme homophobic behaviour: the attackers. All characters are flat: it is
easy to predict what their role in the story is: the lovers are the ones who suffer the
consequences of homophobic behaviour, the attackers are the ones clearly against the
relationship between two persons of the same sex and they are the ones who apply
correction according to their values, and the family member shows that the actions of
external groups also have consequences on the people standing by someone who does
not fit fully accepted social norms. The minor and major events entwine to help give
the story a full meaning. Paradigmatic relations between events offer the possibility to
understand the story as a whole with the use of flash-backs. The main character is a
constant presence in the video and creates a logical link between the beginning and
the end of the story. Also, the main character is the narrator, he belongs to the
narrated story, making him, according to structuralist theory, an intradiegetic narrator.
He is the one who is telling the story with the help of the lyrics. In this case the lyrics
and the video support each other. The lyrics tell the story of a love that should be
worshiped, between two people who were labelled as sick: ‘“We were born sick’ you
heard them say it!”41.
Some of the symbols used throughout the story are presented in a visual manner in
the video: the fire, that can represent the idea of correction applied by the attackers,
the chained box, that can be seen as a secret that the lovers have or can be interpreted
as their forbidden love. Other symbols can be found in the lyrics: the church is a
metaphor for the lover, the one that makes the narrator feel like the love he’s feeling
makes him go to Heaven: “The only heaven I’ll be sent to/Is when I’m alone with
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you”42. In this case however the visual message has more impact than the one in the
lyrics as it clearly depicts the drama of a same sex couple.
The intended audience can be formed of same-sex couples who can identify with
the main characters, their families or people with discriminatory beliefs towards
persons with a different sexual orientation than them. A more general audience
watching this video can understand that extreme behaviour towards someone, for
whatever reason, can hurt both the person it is directed at or his or hers loved ones,
and this is the moral of the story. Looking at the way the song as a popular culture
text can help us understand the world this moral presents the contradiction between
the appropriate and inappropriate, normal and abnormal behaviours that Sellnow
discusses (Sellnow 2014:7). It is clear that both the lovers and the attackers present
their beliefs as good and correct from their own perspective, but the viewer can be
found in the challenging position of taking sides according to his or her own ideology.
The protest message can be interpreted as being against same sex relationships or as
against violence directed as same sex couples. This makes the message transmitted in
the song even more controversial and politically charged dealing with the issue of
othering members of the society, discrimination and using religion to justify these
actions.
“Every Teardrop Is a Waterfall” by Coldplay is an example of how music can
transmit an empowering message. For this song the lyrics play the important part in
telling the story, the video is just a way to support their message. The video starts
with a sunrise over a city that gets transposed on a wall under the form of graffiti.
That is when the lyrics of the song start appearing as graffiti on the walls of what
seems to be a deserted industrial building. The graffiti is in powerful colours,
sometimes even in neon colours. Besides the lyrics, the drawings show hearts, tears,
musical notes, vinyl discs, stars and several other drawings that relate to the title of
the song: teary eyes, water marks or the word water. In the end the graffiti becomes a
blend of colours that brighten the façade of the deserted building. The band is guiding
the viewer through this lapse of graffiti messages and they are the ones telling the
story, in first person. The main focus in this video is the graffiti, it can not be seen as
the main character but as an actant that stands in for youth, as young people use
graffiti to express themselves, for protest, as graffiti is located at the limit of
42
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vandalism and art, and change, it transforms something dull and grey into something
colourful and happy.
The message makes more sense when attention is turned to the lyrics. Music is
seen as something that brings heaven in sight and is a way of shutting the world
outside and dancing is seen as making Monday morning feel like another life. But
what seems to be just youthful fun turns into a message of encouragement: “I turn the
music up, I got my records on/From underneath the rubble sing a rebel song/ don’t
want to see another generation drop/I’d rather be a comma than a full stop” 43. By
listening to music, the youth climb walls, start sirens that turn into symphonies, their
tears turn into waterfalls but, even if they get hurt they still raise the flag. This is a
metaphor used to show how music can empower. The moral of the story sits in the
details: a small tear becoming a waterfall can show that once united, small things can
lead to change, even if not definitive changes, but they are the first step that is better
to be taken rather than doing nothing This idea is suggested by the comma and full
stop metaphor. The intended audience for this song, this youth, should be encouraged
to take a stand for their beliefs. The political message of this song is linked to popular
culture theory: music can be used to send a message of empowerment.

5. Discussion and conclusion

Analysing songs and videos may not be the simplest thing to do. Looking just at their
content would dry them of the amazing stories they tell, but looking at the stories can
be somewhat difficult. The study has placed the song, through its source for this
paper, The Billboard Charts, inside an industry and in a global context. Being
incorporated in an industry that can be named an artistic or cultural industry, it was
important to see the economical, political and social implications of the songs seen as
products. To be able to analyse them, the songs have been named popular culture
texts and protest messages were sought within their whole by applying methods of
decoding them and overlapping them with the academically recognized traits of a
protest song. After scanning the Year End Billboard Rock Charts for the designated
43
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time frame, Weinstein’s idea that there are more songs about love and lust rather than
protest was confirmed (Weinstein 2006). Out of the 18 songs coded as protest songs
for this study only 5 have been analysed in depth and even if oppositions to policies
or actions directed at a specific authority were not clearly pictured, the messages of
discontent or that trigger alarms are there. “Uprising” by Muse clearly criticizes and
encourages taking a stand against economic elites. “Help Is On The Way” by Rise
Against encourages activism and tries to show the people who take the time to watch
and listen, what the consequences of environmental unfriendly policies are. “Hail To
The King” by Avenged Sevenfold could not have done a better job to show the
desolation of death and power abuse as a consequence of fighting in a war. “Take Me
To Church” by Hozier focuses on a problem that contemporary society struggles to
fight against: discrimination. This is probably the most controversial video selected
for the study, and the message is embedded in a video for a love ballad. This shows
that political or protest messages are not as obvious as some might think and can
sometimes hide in that majority of songs about love and lust. This might be a
justification why John Harris did not see the protest song when he wrote his article for
The Guardian44. The detailed coding sheet found in the appendices on page 71 shows
more information about the other factors that encouraged the coding of some songs as
protest. The songs might not send a clear message that encourages people to go out on
the street and demonstrate, but they encourage people to think about important issues
like global warming, discrimination, war, religion, or media manipulation. All the
songs that address war and use its image in the video make a statement: war leads to
apocalyptic outcomes and death, whatever their reason. Discrimination is learned at
an early age and videos showing the consequences of young people having this
behaviour against other young persons might raise awareness among them that they
are doing something wrong, might raise awareness that this is something they learn
socially and that the change has to come from getting proper education on the topic. It
also shows that even if society others someone this does not mean that life should
come to an end, on the contrary, it should encourage one person to move on in their
own unique way 45 . Media manipulation and oversexualization for the purpose of
selling is ironically criticized, the audience has to watch, learn and filter the message
according to their values in order to comprehend the differences between what a
44
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popular culture text presents as right or wrong, or as Sellnow says, between what is
“desirable

and

undesirable,

appropriate

and

inappropriate,

normal

and

abnormal”(Sellnow 2014: 7).
The complete coding sheet from the appendix, found on page 71, shows the
reasons why some songs have been labelled as relevant for the study. Most of these
songs use metaphors: some hide their resistance message in a love story just like in
Orwell’s “1984”46. Other songs use political satire, for, as an example, depicting a
young Kim Jong-Un who offers flowers to everybody thus showing what it would be
like if a dictator was not a dictator anymore. This story is embedded in a love song47,
showing once more that popular culture can be used to send significant messages in
the most unexpected and creative ways. Most of these songs address every day life
and its difficulties, exaggerating them with the use of metaphors: breaking the rules
and paying the price in an amusing way for the viewer48, picturing the toughness of
life using apocalyptic images49, telling a love story from the perspective of a soldier
on the war front50, or using satire to picture American society and politics51. Other
songs deal with important topics like youth gun violence52, suicide as a solution to
life’s difficulties 53 or the issues a drug-addicted prostitute faces on the streets of
London54. As popular culture texts, these songs use their affective powers to speak to
emotions (Van Zoonen 2005 cited in Robertson 2015:132) and engage the viewers
with the help of the textual and visual narratives they present. Their entertainment
characteristic and the theory that states that “economic forces have an interest in
cultivating public ignorance and apathy” (Robertson 2015: 118) are topped by the
power of the narratives sent in the songs that not just inform, but also explain “how
the world works” (Robertson 2015:132). The study brought to the surface ways in
which the lyrical and visual narratives of popular culture, under the form of
mainstream rock songs, are used to transmit messages that raise awareness on social,
political and economical issues, thus bringing critique to some problems of the
46
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contemporary society.
Literature talks about the protest song as belonging to the underground, and
about how mainstream artists avoid singing anything that has a message of discontent
directed at authority, whatever its nature is and, as stated before in this paper,
Weinstein believes there are few rock songs that address politics. Yet, according to
Frith, rock “remains the most democratic of mass-media – the only one in which
voices from the margins of society can still be heard out loud”55. The videos that have
been analysed might not fall into the patterns of a protest video, or in the classical
image one has on this type of videos, but they can be considered what Kaplan calls
“socially conscious” (Kaplan 1987 cited in Longhurst 2007: 166) type of videos that
have kept “elements of the critical rock stance that was supposedly at the center of
1960s and 70s rock music.” (Kaplan 1987 cited in Longhurst 2007: 166). This is a
modernist type of video that uses art to criticize. Goodwin talks about videos that deal
with “social criticism” (Goodwin 1993 cited in Longhurst 2007: 172). He underlines
the idea that the video is used as promotion for other kind of texts and draws the
attention on the interconnections between music and image as “the way in which pop
creates meaning” (Goodwin 1993 cited in Longhurst 2007: 171). He believes that
when analyzing the meaning of a music video it is not enough to look at the visuals
and analyze them according to cultural theories. There are other factors that need to
be taken into consideration: the institutional, textual and consumption relationships
that emerge” (Goodwin 1993 cited in Longhurst 2007: 173) but also “it is important
to remember that videos are embedded in a commercial context” (Longhurst 2007:
167).
Further studies on music and the way it links the song to protest should be
done in order to counterattack the idea that the protest song is gone and to show that
mainstream music can and still is used as a way to embed politically significant
messages that can gather more meaning depending on the context in which they are
approached and the ideologies of the people sending and receiving them. As stated
before in this study, a deeper analysis of the rock songs could bring to the surface
interesting ways in which popular culture presents the world with the help of the
narrative. The studies should not stop only on rock music as a genre; other styles
deserve as much attention in trying to understand how mainstream music spreads
55
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messages of discontent or of political importance across the world.
The choice of researching music beyond this study is supported by Friedman’s
statement saying: “protest through song has become embedded in the DNA of our
modern social and political fabric (Friedman 2013: xvii). In relation to social
movements and other politically charged contexts Eyerman and Jamison say that
“musical and other kinds of cultural traditions are made and remade, and after
movements fade away as political forces, the music remains as memory and as a
potential way to inspire new ways of mobilization”(Eyerman and Jamison in
Friedman 2013: xvi).
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Muse, Resistance https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TPE9uSFFxrI
Muse, Uprising https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w8KQmps-Sog
Rise Against, Help Is On The Way
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JHiqGqoIGII
Rise Against, Make it Stop https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XP4clbHc4Xg
Stained, Not Again https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v_hyHSZ7bQw
Ways To Go, Grouplove
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VGvHnDeS12o&list=RDVGvHnDeS12o

Lyrics:
(Last accessed 19.08.2015)



Arctic Monkeys, Do i Wanna Know
http://www.arcticmonkeys.com/song.php?id=136
Avenged Sevenfold, Hail to the King
http://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/avengedsevenfold/hailtotheking.html
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Coldplay, Every Tear Is A Waterfall
http://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/coldplay/everyteardropisawaterfall.html
Hozier, Take Me To Church
http://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/hozier/takemetochurch.html
Muse, Uprising http://muse.mu/music-video/music/47.htm
Puddle of Mudd, Spaceship
http://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/puddleofmudd/spaceship.html
Rise Against, Help Is On The Way
http://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/riseagainst/helpisontheway.html
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Appendices
1. Coding questions:
In order to catalogue the criteria of analysis of the songs, the following questions will
be asked to all the songs that made it in the charts for the years 2010-2014, the first 50
positions of each chart, duplicates removed.
1.1 Content analysis coding questions
1. What is the chart position of the song?
2. Does the song have a promotional video? (Yes/No)
3. What is the main topic of the song, either in lyrics or the video? (Love,
Sex, Life story, Protest, Lies, Despair, War, Environment etc)
4. Does the song have another topic? If yes, what is it, either in lyrics or the
video? (Love, Sex, Life story, Protest, Lies, Despair, War, Environment
etc)
5. Is protest present? (Yes/No)
6. Is protest present in the lyrics? (Yes/No)
7. What type of protest is it? (against authority, economical, environmental,
political, social or multiple)
8. Is protest present in the video? (Yes/No)
9. What is it against? (against authority, economical, environmental,
political, social or multiple)
10. Is the song relevant for the study though not clearly picturing protest?
(Yes/No)
11. Reason behind the relevance? (it is critical or satirical, discusses
distruction, an economic issue, uses the image of the others, uses
stereotypes, a motivational message, is inspired by other pop culture text,
discusses social issues or presents war or apocalyptic images)
12. What country is the artist coming from? (US, UK, Canada, Australia etc.)
13. Is it a group or a solo artist? (group, solo, featuring, project featuring)
14. What is the artist’s gender? (male, female, mixed)
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Some answers will be obtained using quantitative analysis, for example when
summing up the countries where artists come from. Other answers, like identifying
the topics of the songs, will be answered by analysing the content of the songs and
videos with the help of narrative analysis by looking into the stories presented in the
lyrics and videos.
1.2 Narrative analysis coding questions
Narrative analysis of songs coded as “protest songs” or “relevant for the study”,
coding questions:
1. What is the object of protest behind the story of the song?
2. What is the story behind the lyrics or the video?
3. Who is the narrator and the narrating voice?
4. Who are the actors, actants and the characters in the story?
5. What are the lyrics and the video communicating as the moral of the story?
6. What are the metaphors and symbols used to back up the message sent, if
there are any?
2. Variables:
In order to code the information provided by the empirical material, the below set of
variables has been used. Each is defined according to the meaning given and used by
the coder when gathering information.
2.1 Definition of variables. Cataloguing variables:
Year: The year in which the song appeared in the chart
Chart Position: The rank obtained by a song
Song title: Name of the song
Artist: Name of the artist
Promotional video: Official video-clip for the song made with the purpose of
promoting it
Topic: the subject presented in the story of the song

62

Type of protest: Songs catalogued as protest send a message of opposition through
lyrics, criticize, instigate. Videos labelled as protest use images of war and violence,
suffering, media related imagery or the narratives send clear messages of opposition,
discrimination or have an apocalyptic setting.
Relevant for the study: the protest message is not clear in the lyrics or videos but
metaphors or symbols are used to draw attention on social issues, marginalized
groups, moments of importance in life, are inspired by other pop culture texts that are
related to protest or use political satire.
Artist country: Country of origin of the performer
Artist type: - Multiple performers: group, group featuring or project featuring
-

Single performer: solo artist

Artist gender: Gender of performer:
-

Male: all male group or solo artist

-

Female: all female group or solo artist

-

Mixed: both male and female group, group featuring or project
featuring

2.2 Definition of variables. Narrative analysis variables:
Object of protest: what is the message of protest in the song against
Narrator: refers to who is telling the story, whether it is told by the performer in first
person or from the point of view of a character
Narrative: story, succession of two events or more
Actor: the one who interprets a role
Actant: the role interpreted by the actor
Moral of the story: values and beliefs described by the songs and/or videos with the
purpose of promoting/encouraging or criticizing them.
Metaphor: concept/item used to stand in for something else, a comparison made for
artistic purpose that helps to understand “one thing in terms of something else”
(Herman, Jahn and Ryan 2005: 306)
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Symbol: item with a generally accepted meaning that is established through
convention

2.3 Definition of the values of type of protest and relevant for the study variables
Type of protest values:
Protest against authority: There is a message of protest against authority when
opposition against an authoritarian power is showed whether in the lyrics or the video
Economical protest: The message of the song raises awareness on an economical
issue, uses economical inspired metaphors or finds inspiration in real economical
events
Environmental protest: The lyrics and/or the video of a song clearly depict an
environmental crisis or transmit an eco-friendly message
Multiple type of protest: There is a combination between two or more types of
protest, whether economical, social or environmental; lyrics or videos might present a
critique of current issues or difficulties of minorities
Political/War protest: The lyrics and videos tell stories about war that show the
atrocities created by this phenomenon, most of the time fought because of political
reasons
Social protest: The songs defend or contest social beliefs or encourage social
implication

2.4 Definition of values of the relevant for the study variable
Critique/Satire: Songs criticize aspects of life like stereotyping or material values,
use an amusing tone to satirize real facts or persons, use metaphors of protest
variables but place them out of the context that would include the lyrics or videos in
the “protest” category
Destruction: The song and/or video describes the idea of destruction but does not
specify what is being destroyed
Economic Issues: describes the daily economical difficulties of a person
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Image of others: The videos use visuals of marginalized groups, minorities
Media stereotypes: The song and/or video depicts media imposed values
Motivational messages: The lyrics deal with self acceptance, preserving of identity
and power to carry on
Pop culture inspiration: the story behind the song is inspired by another popular
culture text
Social issues: Discusses life unfairness, rule breaking, draws attention to important
social issues like suicide, violence on a person-to-person level, youth power
War/Apocalypse: The songs and/or videos use war as a metaphor; usage of war or
apocalyptic scenery as setting for the video or the story in the lyrics

3. Tables:
Table 1: Country of origin of artists and percentual representation of each country according to
artist and chart entry for the Year End Billboard Rock Charts, first 50 positions for the years 20102014

Country

Total per
country artist

% per
country
artist

Total per
country entry

% per
country entrance

Total
artists

Total entries

Australia

4

3,33

6

2,75

120

218

Belgium/NewZeeland

1

0,83

1

0,46

120

218

Canada

4

3,33

8

3,67

120

218

Canada/US

1

0,83

1

0,46

120

218

Denmark

2

1,67

3

1,38

120

218

Finland/UK

1

0,83

1

0,46

120

218

France

3

2,50

4

1,83

120

218

Germany

1

0,83

1

0,46

120

218

Iceland

1

0,83

2

0,92

120

218

Ireland

1

0,83

1

0,46

120

218

New Zeeland

1

0,83

4

1,83

120

218

South Africa

2

1,67

5

2,29

120

218

UK

17

14,17

35

16,06

120

218

US

79

65,83

144

66,06

120

218

2

1,67

2

0,92

120

218

US/UK

n = 120

n = 218
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Table 2: Total number of promotional videos for the Year End Billboard Rock Charts, first 50
positions for the years 2010-2014
Criteria

Yes

No

Promotional video

% Yes

206

% No

12

94,50

Total
5,50

218

Table 3: Type of artist for the Year End Billboard Rock Charts, first 50 positions for the years
2010-2014
Criteria

Group

Group/Solo artist

Solo

% Group

198

20

% Solo

90,83

Total
9,17

218

Table 4: Gender of artists present in the Year End Billboard Rock Charts, first 50 positions for the
years 2010-2014
Criteria

Male

Gender/Entry

Female
181

Mixed
9

% Male
28

% Female

% Mixed

4,13

12,84

83,03

Total
218

Table 5: Songs coded as “protest songs” and “relevant for the study” from the Year End Billboard
Rock Charts, first 50 positions for the years 2010-2014
Criteria

Yes

No

% Yes

% No

Total

Protest

18

200

8,26

91,74

218

Protest in lyrics

16

2

88,89

11,11

18

Protest in video

15

3

83,33

16,67

18

Protest only in lyrics

3

16,67

18

Protest only in video

2

11,11

18

Protest in both lyrics and video

13

5

72,22

27,78

18

Relevant

30

188

13,76

86,24

218

Table 6: Types of protest encountered in the songs charted in the Year End Billboard Rock Charts,
first 50 positions for the years 2010-2014
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Type of protest

Recurrence

In lyrics

In video

% of Total

Total

Against Authority

1

0

1

5,56

18

Economical

3

3

2

16,67

18

Environmental

2

3

3

11,11

18

Multiple

5

5

5

27,78

18

Political/War

4

4

4

22,22

18

Social

3

2

1

16,67

18

Table 7: Overview of the relevant for the study songs charted in the Year End Billboard Rock
Charts, first 50 positions for the years 2010-2014
Relevance values

Recurrence

Total

Critique/Satire

7

30

Destruction

1

30

Economic issues

1

30

Image of others

4

30

Media stereotypes

1

30

Motivational message

1

30

Pop Culture inspiration

1

30

10

30

4

30

Social Issues
War/Apocalypse

Table 8: Overview of Topic 1 for the songs charted in the Year End Billboard Rock Charts,
first 50 positions for the years 2010-2014
Topic 1
Anger

Total per topic

% per topic

Total

3

1,38

218

Change

5

2,29

218

City nightlife

1

0,46

218

Confusion

1

0,46

218

Death/Apocalypse

1

0,46

218

Deceit

2

0,92

218

Despair

1

0,46

218

Destruction

1

0,46

218

Disappointment

2

0,92

218

Dreams

2

0,92

218

Drugs/Addiction

5

2,29

218
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Economy

1

0,46

218

Environment

2

0,92

218

Failure

1

0,46

218

Faith/Religion

5

2,29

218

Fear

1

0,46

218

Fiction

1

0,46

218

Freedom

1

0,46

218

Greed

1

0,46

218

Happines

1

0,46

218

Heartbreak

5

2,29

218

Isolation

1

0,46

218

Lack of choice

1

0,46

218

LGBT Discrimination

1

0,46

218

Lies

2

0,92

218

Life

52

23,85

218

5

2,29

218

Life Struggles
Longing

2

0,92

218

Love

68

31,19

218

Music

1

0,46

218

Mutiny

2

0,92

218

New start

2

0,92

218

Obsession

1

0,46

218

Opportunity

1

0,46

218

Popularity

1

0,46

218

Regeneration

1

0,46

218

Regret

1

0,46

218

Relationships

1

0,46

218

Retreat

1

0,46

218

Revenge

1

0,46

218

Self

2

0,92

218

Sex

14

6,42

218

Stereotypes

1

0,46

218

Strength

2

0,92

218

Violence

4

1,83

218

War

4

1,83

218

Youth power

3

1,38

218

Table 9: Overview of Topic 2 for the songs charted in the Year End Billboard Rock Charts, first
50 positions for the years 2010-2014
Topic 2
Aid

Total per topic

% per topic
1

1,08

Total
93
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Anger

1

1,08

93

Change

4

4,30

93

Childhood

2

2,15

93

Confusion

2

2,15

93

Critique

1

1,08

93

Death/apocalypse

3

3,23

93

Decay

1

1,08

93

Destiny

1

1,08

93

Difference

2

2,15

93

Dreams

3

3,23

93

Drugs/Addiction

5

5,38

93

Economics

1

1,08

93

Enstrangement

1

1,08

93

Environment

1

1,08

93

Faith/Religion

7

7,53

93

Family

1

1,08

93

Forgiveness

1

1,08

93

Fun

7

7,53

93

Heartbreak

1

1,08

93

Hiding

3

3,23

93

Hope

1

1,08

93

Ideals

1

1,08

93

Indifference

3

3,23

93

Life

8

8,60

93

Love

2

2,15

93

Lust

3

3,23

93

New start

1

1,08

93

Nuclear War

2

2,15

93

Obsession

1

1,08

93

Origin

1

1,08

93

Outlaw

1

1,08

93

Peace

1

1,08

93

Philosophy

1

1,08

93

Power

1

1,08

93

Recovery

1

1,08

93

Resistance

1

1,08

93

Responsibility

2

2,15

93

Revenge

1

1,08

93

Self

1

1,08

93

Separation

1

1,08

93

Sex

2

2,15

93

Sorrow

1

1,08

93

Stereotypes

1

1,08

93

Suicide

2

2,15

93

Unfairness

1

1,08

93
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Violence

1

1,08

93

Weakness

1

1,08

93

Youth

1

1,08

93
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4. Coding sheet
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