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Discourse and Sound !  Music Meanings !  Tim Lawrence 
 
 
 
Following on from last week's lecture on semiotics and genre and music, today I'm going 
to look further into the question of the relationship of language to music by looking at the 
question of discourse. In particular, I'm going to explore Michel Foucault's 
conceptualisation of discourse, which relates the idea of language to the exercise of 
power. I'll go on to introduce some examples !  both non-musical and musical !  of the 
way discourse operates in society, after which I'll take a brief look at Robert Walser's 
groundbreaking discursive examination of heavy metal. I'm hoping to have a decent 
amount of time in the second half of the lecture to organise a workshop examination of a 
a series of album covers in which I'll ask you to develop a discursive analysis of these 
covers. 
 
So: power. In many respects, the concept of power is the subplot that has run throughout 
this module. We've looked at how music can repress and can liberate; how music can 
help form or constrict identities; and so on. One of the main ways I've explored power, 
especially in the earlier lectures in the module, was to explore the relationship between 
class power and music, which required a Marxist analysis of culture and society. That 
analysis noted that economic power is central to class power inasmuch as money buys 
power and influence. It can enable a record executive to push through his or her favourite 
artist, it can help a mediocre band get to the top of the charts through advertising and 
promotion, and artists can also begin to exert economic power if they become successful 
enough, so Madonna, Robbie Williams, Maria Carey, Beyoncé and others have been 
granted contracts that are worth tens of millions of dollars and can in many respects 
dictate terms to the record companies. I should add that once artists get into this kind of 
position, they tend to develop an ideology that supports the system of extreme division of 
wealth, the wonderfulness of crass materialism, and the centrality of the individual. All of 
these ideas help reinforce the free market individualism of neoliberal capitalism. 
 
Last week, however, I started to outline the way in which identity has become an 
increasingly important issue during the 20th century, and in particular from the 1960s 
onwards, and that in many respects the concerns that emerged in this move towards 
identity have cut across this class perspective. As I noted, black, gay and feminist 
activists started to note the way in which their concerns weren't accounted for just by 
class, and one of the first philosophers to theorize this shift away from class towards 
identity was Michael Foucault. Rather than arguing that power is concentrated in the 
hands of the economically powerful, Foucault maintained that power gets to be dispersed 
throughout society and is not dependent on class relations. So prison officers assert power 
when they regulate prisoners, psychiatrists assert power when they diagnose a person as 
being mad, parents assert power over children by forbidding them to masturbate, and so 
on. To bring this closer to home, I can express power today because I'm standing at the 
front of the room while you are required to sit down passively, and because of my 
position at the front of the room I can communicate to all of you at once, whereas you are 
unable to communicate with each other but can only address me. (Or else I'll ask you to 
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stop talking or even ask you to leave the room.) There is nothing "good" or "bad" about 
this situation: all I am doing is pointing to the way in which power gets to be dispersed 
throughout society in ways that might not always seem to be obvious to us. 
 
 
Foucault, Discourse, Power 
 
The key concept that Foucault introduced to describe his critique of the dispersal of 
power is "discourse", which simply refers to a set of connected statements, or, to put it in 
everyday terms, to the way in which we talk about things. So I'm probably more powerful 
than you in discursive terms because I get to talk more than you, I've written a book that 
has been read by several thousand people, and I have a website where I post article that 
get a few thousand hits a month. Of course my discursive power !  my ability to talk and 
get listened to !  pales into comparison when compared to the power of a journalist on a 
daily newspaper, who will communicate to hundreds of thousands of people everyday, or 
Gordon Brown, the prime minister, who is able to address millions when he speaks. The 
ability to talk and be listened to, then, is connected to power, and Foucault maintained 
that power equals knowledge, and that knowledge is expressed though discourse, or 
through talking. 
 
Let me provide you with an example. Why did the UK go to war against Iraq? Many 
would say the invasion was motivated by oil, which could be described as a Marxist 
approach, and I wouldn't want to disagree with this analysis. But other discursive factors 
were at play !  factors that were linked to knowledge and language. First, there was the 
"talk" that the Middle East is fundamentally different to the West, and that the region is 
filled with fanatics who are undemocratic and irrational, and that therefore the war was 
justified. (As I mentioned a couple of weeks ago, Edward Said has analysed the 
discursive positioning of the Middle East and the way this underpinned colonialism in his 
book Orientalism.) Second, there was the "talk" about Sadaam Hussein's weapons of 
mass destruction and the argument that he could use them against the UK. Tony Blair, 
who was then prime minister, said he had knowledge and evidence that these WMD 
existed, and that because Saddam was so untrustworthy, we couldn't believe him when he 
said they didn't exist. Blair also told the UN inspectors that the reason they were unable 
to cover Saddam's WMD was because Saddam was deceiving them. We subsequently 
received a dossier that produced satellite photos of where the weapons were being held, 
and these photos along with other pieces of evidence became the basis for the UK going 
to war in Iraq. The rest is well known: something like 100,000 civilians have died as a 
result of this war, Iraq remains in a state of effective civil war, and no weapons of mass 
destruction have ever been found. So the basis for going to war was discursive !  it was 
based on the power to talk and claim knowledge. 
 
Let me introduce a further point about Foucault's concept of discourse. Foucault also 
noted that discourse amounts to a field of practices, institutions and actions that use 
language in a particular way, so doctors use a medical discourse, engineers use an 
engineering discourse, military offices use a military discourse, Cultural Studies lectures 
use a CS discourse (which includes use of the term discourse) and so on. Discourse is 
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therefore the rhetoric that any branch of knowledge uses. In the run up to the war on Iraq, 
scientists used a scientific discourse to describe the way Saddam was attempting to build 
nuclear weapons, intelligence specialists used an intelligence discourse to describe 
Saddam's tactics for maintaining his own power and deceiving the UN weapons 
inspectors, military officers used a military discourse to describe the need to go to war 
right away and not delay while the weapons inspectors had completed their search, and 
Tony Blair used a discourse that mixed politics and Christianity to explain the morality of 
the war. So discourse !  talk that is related to power !  is the way in which language gets 
to be used in a particular field. 
 
 
Examples 
 
Let me introduce a couple more examples to describe how discourse works !  how the 
use of language frames the way in which we can or can't act, and is therefore linked to 
power. 
 
First, immigration. At the moment immigration is a hot political topic. The widespread 
belief is that immigration levels are out of control, that the UK is being flooded by 
immigrants from Eastern Europe and elsewhere, and that these immigrants are taking 
jobs away from so-called British workers. Politicians and journalists are at the forefront 
of making this case, and they turn to experts to justify their position. Yet within the whole 
debate, one rather telling fact has hardly been talked about at all: that is, there are more 
UK citizens leaving the UK than there are immigrants coming into the UK. In other 
words, there are more UK immigrants outside of Britain than there are non-UK 
immigrants coming to Britain. This kind of fact is impossible to hear in the debate about 
immigration, because the discourse of "invasion" and "flooding" is so pervasive it has 
become commonsense, or natural. The idea that the biggest group of immigrants are UK 
citizens going to live in Italy or Spain or Australia cannot be heard in all of this talk, all 
of this discourse, about immigration. 
 
What's this got to do with music? 
 
IMAGE: Robbie Williams Sing When You're Winning 
 
Robbie Williams is a UK citizen living in Los Angeles, but this isn't judged to be about 
immigration !  it's about UK pop conquering the United States. As we see on the cover 
of his album Sing When You're Winning, he's football mad and he's proud to be British 
(because he's holding a Union Jack flag and his football shirt matches those colours). The 
Brits invented football and often believe that they have some sort of special place in the 
world that allows them, for example, to break international law and go to war against 
Iraq. So the Bris, according to this logic, should be free to roam wherever they please, but 
Britain should ideally be immigrant free.  
 
Another example: black urban culture and guns. Again, there's been a lot of recent talk 
from politicians, and in particular the Conservatives, that UK inner cities are out of 
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control and experiencing some kind of anarchy, and that there is a major problem around 
black gangs and their use of guns. Again, the fairly simple facts haven't been allowed to 
interfere with all of this talk. As Wikipedia records, the number of homicides committed 
with firearms has remained between a range of 46 and 97 for the past decade, standing at 
50 in 2005/06. This figure marks a fall from 75 the previous year 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gun_politics_in_the_United_Kingdom). In other words, 
there has been no clear increase in the number of gun deaths in recent years. The only 
thing that has changed is that amount that it gets talked about. 
 
What's this got to do with music? 
 
IMAGE: Megaman of So Solid Crew 
 
Dwayne Vincent, known as Megaman, the founder of So Solid Crew, the two-step 
collective, was charged with encouraging a friend, who was also in So Solid, to shoot 24-
year-old Colin Scarlett. The judge at the original trial said: "Gun use is the scourge of our 
streets and causes misery and distress. The message must be all one way, that it will not 
be tolerated." As Megaman's solicitor noted, the charge was made because of the 
assumption the Metropolitan Police made about the relationship between UK Garage and 
gun crime !  much of it because some So Solid Crew tracks contained lyrics (words! 
discourse!) about guns. 
 
A third example: single mums. As with immigration and black male criminality, this is an 
issue that rarely goes away. The popular assumption about single mums, which is echoed 
repeatedly in the tabloids until readers start to believe that it's actually true, is that single 
mums are a bunch of scroungers who don't want to work and simply give birth to 
children because that's the best way for them to get a council flat and child benefit 
support. Not only are they assumed to be scroungers: single mums are also supposed to 
be bad mums. They don't care for their children and therefore betray what is assumed to 
be some kind of biological responsibility: that women are designed to look after children, 
and any deviation from this is quasi-criminal. In contrast, dads are pretty much free to do 
what they want, and rarely get castigated for not looking after their children. 
 
What's this got to do with music? 
 
IMAGE: Britney Spears 
 
Poor old Britney lost the plot one night when she shaved her head, and as a result of this 
and other supposedly irresponsible actions, she has had to contest the right to look after 
her child. The point isn't whether Spears behaved properly or not: it's the weight of 
condemnation that comes down on a mother who doesn't lead her life according to the 
rule book because of the power of the discourse around motherhood. Meanwhile, dad's 
are allowed to behave according to an entirely different set of rules in which it's assumed 
to be natural and reasonable for them to fuck around outside of wedlock and have 
children with man women. 
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IMAGE: Mick Jagger 
 
Mick Jagger has seven kids, including three with Jerry Hall, whom he divorced a few 
years ago. He also contested a paternity suit with a Brazilian model which he lost. In an 
interview with the Guardian, Simon Hattenstone noted that Jagger "enjoyed the company 
of numerous models young enough to be his grandchildren and tall enough to turn him 
into a wizened old man." Hattenstone continues: "He looks amazing these days. His face 
is more rock than human —lined with great vertical cracks like so much erosion. At the 
same time, it is remarkably unchanged —those exaggerated features, the leering 
sensuality, that pornographic beauty." In other words, it's fine to be a dirty old dad, but 
not fine to be a dirty young mum. 
 
 
More on discourse 
 
There are two further points that need to be made about the concept of discourse, and its 
relationship to power: 
 
1. Although discourses can appear to be static, they also change over time. For example, 
the discourse around immigration might continue, but today there's also a newer 
discourse around multiculturalism that has arisen as a result of decades of immigration 
and the belief that this has made the UK a more varied and interesting country !  a 
discourse that rivals the discourse around immigration and that idea that a non-white 
presence in the UK is a bad thing. Similarly, women are still expected to be good mothers 
and good wives, but there's also an acknowledgement that they might also want to pursue 
a career, an idea that has accelerated since the introduction of more flexible working 
conditions during the 1980s and the rapid rise of part-time work (work that was often 
filled by mums). As with multiculturalism and immigration, this discourse of working 
mums doesn't rest easily with the tradition framing of motherhood. So discourses change 
according to shifting historical circumstances. 
 
2. Discourses are not singular but are complex. Or, to put it another way, people don't 
always say the same thing about the same topic. So while the argument that immigrants 
are flooding Britain continues to dominate the argument, there are many other voices 
contributing to the debate, including the voices of economic experts who assert that 
immigrants are contributing to the growth of the UK economy, the voices of immigrants 
who are now UK immigrants who welcome the deepening diversity of UK society, and 
sometimes even the voices of immigrants themselves. So lots of things get to be said 
about immigration, and many of these statements are contradictory. Likewise, lots of 
things get to be said about UK Garage or Two Step. Yes, the mainstream media and 
politicians often associate it with gun grime, but they don't always do this, plus the 
mainstream media and politicians aren't the only entities that can talk: black culture 
magazines and websites clearly have very different things to say about UK garage, and 
consumers who buy the music also help generate an alternative discourse about UK 
garage !  that, for example, it's part of a recent tradition of black musical innovation that 
has occurred in the UK and is distinctively British (and not from the US). So lots of 
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things get said about immigration and about a music culture like UK Garage, and 
Foucault describe this kind of field of speech as a discursive formation. 
 
 
Music and discourse 
 
Robert Walser, the author of today's set reading, was one of the first academics to take 
discourse and apply it to music. In his book on heavy metal, Running with the Devil, 
Walser says that in order to understand metal we need to look at the way in which it 
occupies a whole terrain. This includes the way in which journalists write about the 
music, the way in which fans talk about the music, and so on. And it also includes the 
sound of the music itself (timbre and guitar distortion , vocal timbre and distortion, mode 
(or scale) and harmony, rhythm, melody, guitar solos) and the way in which sound 
connects to society. 
 
As Walser puts it: "So while meanings are negotiated, discourse constructs the terms of 
the negotiation… For music is not just a symbolic register for what really happens 
elsewhere; it is itself a material, social practice, wherein subject positions are constructed 
and negotiated, social relations are enacted and transgressed, and ideologies are 
developed and interrogated." (Running with the Devil, 33) 
 
Now this raises a question that we began to look at last week: can we think of music in 
terms of a language? Last week I outlined semiotics theory and suggested that music 
ultimately doesn't not generate in the same way as a verbal language, but that linked 
sounds are often recognisable in terms of their generic meaning and their affective 
meaning. 
 
Because discourse refers to language, the question of whether the sound of music itself 
functions discursively returns us to the terrain of language and signification and semiotics 
!  or the idea that music communicates a concrete meaning. Well, as I've noted before, 
lyrics can to this, but music has difficult in communicating anything beyond sound itself. 
So while groupings of sounds can reference genre, the genre itself does not communicate 
meaning so much as feeling. As a result, Walser is right to draw our attention to the way 
in which discourses around music generate meanings, and he's also right to look at the 
way that music can affect bodies, but it is questionable whether the sound of music itself 
functions discursively. 
 
As my colleague Jeremy Gilbert has written, "The problem with [Walser's] model, as 
powerful as it is, is that its use of the term 'discourse' to cover a very wide range of 
practices must either expand the definition of 'discourse' to the point where it is not clear 
why that term and not some other one is being used, or the analysis must maintain the 
assumption that music’s primary function is expressive and significatory rather than 
affective (an assumption that Walser’s sophisticated analysis clearly eschews)." xxxx 
GET REFERENCE xxxx 
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Whether or not you come to terms with these theories around semiotics, discourse and 
language !  and it's a good idea if you do !  there's still something quite simple and 
important to be grasped from these theories. That is, they ask us to pay close attention to 
the way in which something generates meanings and affects, or, to put it another way, the 
way in which it makes its presence felt through speech, sound or image. As Barthes 
began to note, and as Foucault takes much further, these acts are linked to power, or the 
way in which society is organised, and who that organisation benefits. To return to the 
question of coursework two and the analysis you will write of the recording of your 
choice: what can you say about the specificity of that piece of music; how does it 
generate its meanings in relationship to, say, other sounds and the organisation of genre; 
and, in relation to the question of discourse, what kinds of things get to be said about that 
piece of music. And if you want to look have a clearer idea of how to go about analysing 
what gets to be said about a piece of music, I'd suggest you take the following factors into 
consideration in your essay: 
 
 
The recording: 
 
* vocals 
* song/album title 
 
Packaging/marketing: 
 
* album art 
* sleeve notes 
* video 
* websites 
* advertising 
* positioning in record stores 
 
Reception: 
 
* places where the music is consumed: concert, living room, club, radio, pubs, street 
* media reviews 
* general media coverage 
* artist interviews 
* fan responses (including chat forums, fanzines) 
* placement in records stores 
* sales and charts 
 
All of these factors can be taken into account when analysing the position of a piece of 
music within a wider discursive formation. And it should go without saying that this 
analysis of discourse should be developed hand-in-hand with an analysis of the other 
theoretical tools I've been outlining in previous weeks !  around shifting historical 
contexts, around identity, and around sound itself, including genre. None of these 
elements exist outside of discourse, because everything, including sound, gets to be 
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talked about. So even if you go along with the idea that discourse relates to language and 
therefore cannot be used to meaningfully address the question of sound, discourse must 
still be central to analysis of music culture. 
 
Next week I will return to the question of sound and introduce a theoretical way to think 
about sound that doesn't rely on either semiotics or discourse theory. But for the rest of 
today's session I want to get you to do a discourse analysis of the following images and 
think about the way in which they relate to wider discourses that circulate in society. 
 
 
WORKSHOP 
  
Develop a discursive analysis of the following album covers 
 
Grace Jones Slave to the Rhythm 
 
Eminem The Slim Shady LP 
 
Michael Jackson Bad 
 
David Bowie The Best of Bowie 
 
Missy Elliott Respect M.E. 
 
Amy Winehouse Back to Black 
 
Beyoncé Dangerously In Love 


