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Abstract 

Purpose The purpose of this paper is to investigate the nature of independence in 

independent record labels. It is aimed at filling the gap in the literature, where the focus 

is usually on independent labels that are connected to majors. The study mainly employs 

literature on the historical emergence of independent labels and concepts of commerce 

and art, creativity and autonomy.  

Methodology I chose a qualitative research method because I was interested in how 

independent record label staff experienced and made sense of the independence status in 

their everyday lives. As a social constructivist study, the focus was on an open-ended data 

collection process which involved face-to-face interviews, email interviews, photographs 

and website texts. The study object was record label staff from five independent labels 

from Germany and Denmark. Six of the respondents were founders and (co-)owners of 

their own labels, one respondent was employed by a label as a product manager.  

Findings The research has shown that the nature of independence in independent record 

labels is constructed by a mix of features which include the celebration of the ordinary, a 

care for label communities and collective creation, the fusion of art and commerce as well 

as a high appreciation of self-rule.  

Originality/Value The study’s contribution is threefold. Firstly, it further develops the 

idea that Romantic heritage is responsible for the existence of independent record labels. 

It also suggests that another part of the cultural heritage from Romanticism, namely the 

Romantic idea of turning back to the ordinary, has influenced the way in which 

independent labels are constructed. Secondly, it complements the discussion on the two 

seemingly conflicting concepts of art and commerce. I argue for an understanding that 

independent record labels work at combining art and commerce by developing business 

models and strategies which make it possible for them to merge the existence of a 

commercial entity with the privilege of making free artistic choices. Thirdly, by focusing 

on fully independent labels, the paper fills the gap in the literature where documentation 

of professionalised independent labels is only concerned with independent labels that 

merge with majors.  
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Introduction 
The recording industry has long been marked by a division of the record labels into 

independent and major. History has seen significant changes in how both artists, 

consumers and the media experience and judge these two different forms of cultural 

production. People began equating the so-called “indies” with artistic freedom and 

musical innovation and the majors with rational money makers who did not care about 

their artists or particularly creative or original releases (cf. Gray 1988). Periodically, these 

prejudices softened when disruptive and alternative artists, such as Nirvana, were released 

on major labels. These bands served an underground scene but chose to have a major label 

back them up. 

Often, independent record labels have been regarded as the “only risk-takers, the only 

real cultural entrepreneurs” (Frith, 1981, p. 90). Peterson and Berger (1975) seek to prove 

this with their study on diversity in the recording industry by examining data about the 

structure of the music industry and the sort of music produced in a time span of twenty-

six years. By comparing these, they found that diversity in and creativity of products rise 

and fall in cycles, depending on the structure of the industry. When independent record 

labels were successful; diversity was as well.  

Independent record labels are also of special interest because as much as external opinions 

about them have gone through changes, they have changed internally as well. 

Organisational practices transformed throughout the last decades and independents have 

approached a more “major” way of doing business. With majors financing independents 

to a greater extend and independents using the majors' distribution systems to circulate 

physical and digital releases, the question quickly arises whether independent record 

labels have become small versions of majors and if nothing else distinguishes them 

nowadays. What started as a revolutionist movement directed against huge music 

corporations and motivated by a wish for more autonomy slowly developed into a system 

of small labels being financed by the big ones and thus contradicting their initial reason 

for existence.  

In his book Indie: The Institutional Politics And Aesthetics Of A Popular Music Genre 

(1999), Hesmondhalgh investigated the independence term by examining the labels 
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which cooperated with majors and asked what this meant for their authenticity. What 

literature is missing, and which gap I want to fill with this study, is the examination of 

fully independent labels; those that are not connected to or financed by majors. Because 

in this music world of majors and half-independents, there are still those labels that are 

financed privately and work with autonomous distribution systems. These labels are the 

substance of this paper. 

Research Question 

The paper could be regarded as the first part of a comparative study of major and 

independent record companies. Due to time and space limits, this paper concentrates 

solely on independent record labels and to be exact those independent labels which are 

not tied to major companies. After a political genesis of independent record labels (cf. 

Hesmondhalgh 1999, Gillett 1983), which were ultimately founded as counterparts to the 

major labels, what is then left of the original independence term in today’s music world? 

Ever since independents started getting financial support by the majors or used their 

distribution systems, the ubiquitous question of what independence constitutes has been 

present. This leads us to the research question this paper will try to answer: 

What is the nature of independence in independent record labels? 

It will not be possible to come up with a holistic answer to the very broad research 

question. However, the paper is aimed at developing concepts with which to understand 

the nature of independence in independent record labels better as well as to present their 

staffs’ experiences and lived realities in an independent cultural institution.  

Purpose  

Firstly, the paper questions the obvious by asking what it is that makes independent record 

labels independent. Everyone with a minor interest in music would probably have an 

individual answer to this. Nevertheless, this paper tries to give an answer informed by 

literature and independent label staff. This idea is taken from Weick (1979), who inspires 

to investigate and explore the obvious. This means that I will explore what independence 

is in the context of independent record labels. 

Furthermore, the paper is an answer to DiMaggio’s and Hirsch’s (1976) statement that 
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“to evaluate either theory, it is useful to know, concretely, who creates culture, with whom 

in mind, and under what constraints”. This is a reaction to Gouldner (1970), who 

wondered how actors with different motivations and individuals plans (label vs. artist) 

could create a rational system and form a collaborative unity. I thus regard the purpose of 

the paper as a way to present the realities of the independent labels in their role as cultural 

producers.  

Also, the aim of the paper is to fill the gap in the literature where documentations of 

professionalised independent labels are only concerned with independent labels merging 

with major labels (cf. Hesmondhalgh, 1999). This is done by basing my research on 

independent labels which are not connected to majors. It is therefore an important 

contribution to literature about independent cultural production, in that it creates insights 

into the nature of independence in these labels and their ways of doing business.  

Finally, the aim of this paper is to see the bigger picture and not describe the labels’ 

independence as purely organisational and structural. Gray (1999) determined that most 

understanding of cultural production is only explained theoretically and in structural 

terms. Therefore, I want to put special focus on the parts of independence in independent 

record labels that are not structural. I want to explore those parts of independence which 

are not easily tangible by simply looking at their organisational structure. Rather, I want 

to acquire a deeper understanding of the matter by listening to people’s stories and by 

getting a sense of their lived experiences within the independent label. 

Use of Literature and Theories 

I want to make sense of the characteristics of independent record labels by firstly looking 

at their historical emergence. This will give insight into the motivations for founding such 

labels and the intitial ideas that underlie the concept of independence.  

Hesmondhalgh (2013) connects the historical emergence of independent record labels to 

the Romantic idea that the artist should be granted complete artistic freedom. This was 

translated into ‘as far away as possible from commercial constraints’ by the independent 

labels. I further develop this idea and connect the existence of independent record labels 

to the Romantic concept of the ordinary, influenced by Wordsworth’s Lyrical Ballads 

(first published 1798). I use Bennett’s (2003) interpretation of the ordinary to draw a 
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comparison of the concept to the reasons why DIY labels in the UK developed in the 

1970’s and 80’s.  

After finding the ordinary in the independent labels’ tradition, I develop the idea of their 

existence for Romantic reasons further and critically examine the assumption that the 

artist exists as a lone genius. I do this by examining the concepts of art and commerce 

and discussing literature on creativity. The Romantic notion that artists shall create as far 

away from commercial constraints as possible is firstly examined by achieving an 

overview of which scientists interested in music and pop culture wrote in the last decades 

on the art and commerce paradox. I incorporate positions by Chapple and Garofalo (1977), 

Adorno and Horkheimer (1979), Chambers (1985), Grossberg (1990), Stratton (1982), 

Frith (1991) and Negus (1995).  

To be able to better understand this “struggle” of art and commerce, it is necessary to ask 

how artists create. In other words, what is creativity and how can it be influenced? Asking 

this will lead to an understanding of the effects of external constraints and answer if these 

are necessarily disruptive for artistic creation. The main theories used to explain creativity 

and artistic creation are Amabile’s work on “Motivating creativity in organizations” 

(1997) and Becker’s “Art as a collection action” (1974).  

Derived from the historical reasoning of why independents exist, again inspired by 

Hesmondhalgh (2013), is the concept of autonomy which I examine in the last part of the 

literary review.  I draw on Tomas May’s “The Concept of Autonomy” to understand 

autonomy as the ability to self-rule and study what role external influences may or may 

not play in order to remain an autonomous entity. From this, I develop an understanding 

of network potentials in the cultural industries with the help of Maskell and Lorenzen 

(2003) as well as Hirsch (2000), who focus on interdependencies in cultural production 

which, as we will see, is a big part of the nature of independence in the record labels. 

The theories used are partly in contrast with each other and partly supplement each other. 

I used them to make sense of independent record labels with all their features and to 

understand the underlying scientific concepts that are necessary in order to understand 

what independents react to with their existence.   
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Methodological Approach 

The method used to arrive at a definition of the nature of independence in independent 

record labels is qualitative and inspired by social constructivism. I chose a qualitative 

research method because I was interested in how independent record label staff 

experienced and made sense of the independence status in their everyday lives. As a social 

constructivist study, the focus was on an open-ended data collection process which 

involved face-to-face interviews, email interviews, photographs and website texts. The 

study object was record label staff from five independent labels from Germany and 

Denmark. Six of the respondents were founders and (co-)owners of their own labels, one 

respondent was employed by a label as a product manager. 

Structure of the paper 

The structure of the paper is as follows. Firstly, I will shortly display the definitions of 

the cultural industries, as influenced by Hesmondhalgh (2013), as it presents the 

challenges record labels face within the industry they are placed in. Additionally, I will 

give a snapshot of the economic value of independent record labels to understand their 

current situation and explain what I understand with the notion of the Romantic artist. 

Afterwards, the object of investigation is localised in the literary review which presents 

main theories and research on independent record labels, as described above. Then, I will 

introduce my methodology which explains my approach to data collection and its analysis, 

following the presentation of the case labels and the interview settings. Afterwards, the 

findings will be presented, giving the reader an answer to the question of what the nature 

of independence in independent record labels consists of. I will conclude this paper with 

a discussion in which I combine my findings with the literature I presented. Finally, I 

present a conclusion followed by limitations and suggestions for further research. 

Concept definitions 

The purpose of this part is to familiarise the reader with the underlying concepts of the 

cultural industries in general and the recording industry in particular to ensure an 

understanding of the challenges and special features that companies in the cultural 

industries are confronted with. 
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Cultural Industries 

I am using Hesmondhalgh’s (2013) concept of the cultural industries to understand the 

phenomenon in question and the industry, independent labels are placed within. The term 

‘cultural industries’ makes sense to use because it mentions the “historical importance of 

the cultural industries in affecting relations between cultural and economics, texts and 

industry, meaning and function” (ibid. p. 23). When investigating independent record 

labels, it is clearly important to include their historical emergence because it already 

carries a lot of understanding towards emergence of the “independence” concept in 

cultural production. 

The main purpose of companies in the cultural industries is to produce “texts” (content 

and cultural works of various kinds) that are communicative and symbolic in its nature, 

like: programmes, films, records, books, comics, images, magazines, newspapers, etc. 

(Hesmondhalgh 2013, p. 3).  Instead of using the term artists, Hesmondhalgh (2013) calls 

those who make up, interpret or rework these texts, “symbol creators” (ibid. p. 4-5).  

Their business is very risky due to unpredictable consumer behaviour and the problem of 

taste when it comes to cultural products. Customer reactions and volumes of sales are 

difficult to predict. This risk is managed differently from sector to sector and company to 

company.  

Another feature is its struggle with creativity versus commerce. This discussion stems 

from the concept of the artist as a genius (see The Romantic artist) which the Western 

society inherited from Romanticism and which regards it as a necessity to grant the 

creator artistic freedom.  

By economic definition, cultural products are ‘public goods’ because its consumption 

does not diminish the possibility of others to consume the same product. An example of 

the problems this creates is online pirating of music in today’s digitalised world. This 

makes music one of the easiest cultural products to share and cheapest to consume. Thus, 

companies need to construct an artificial scarcity of the goods to earn money with them. 

Often, this makes the products ‘semi-public’ because their access and services become 

limited (Hesmondhalgh 2013, pp. 27-30).  
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Recording Industry  

Part of the cultural industries is the recording industry. The recording industry is charac-

terised by an oligopoly and a split between major and independent record labels. Today, 

the “big three” majors dominating the market are: Universal Music Group, Warner Music 

Group and Sony Music. These corporations own many sub-labels and their own distribu-

tion networks which manage both the transport of the physical product from the manu-

facturers to the retailers and the digital distribution, including streaming etc. (Passmann, 

2012, pp.63-66). The independents are those labels that are not owned by a major and 

these are split into two groups: the “major-distributed independent” and the “true inde-

pendent”, as Passmann (2012) calls them. Major-distributed independents have deals 

with major labels to undertake all tasks except finding the artists and recording the music. 

True independents are not owned by any major and are financed by their owners or in-

vestors. They distribute their products through independent distributors that specialise in 

the needs of independent companies (e.g. small orders). Some of the big independent 

distributors are again owned by the three major labels which try to adapt to the independ-

ent companies’ smaller scales as well (ibid.).  

In June 2016, the Worldwide Independent Network (WIN) released a market report about 

the economic and cultural value of independent record labels in 2015. It includes those 

labels that use major or major-owned distribution companies. These comprise 52% of all 

global independents. Key findings are represented in Fig. 1 (Appendices) and show that 

the global independent record label sector is worth $5.6 billion and has a market share of 

37.6%. Interestingly, the market share from country to country is hugely diverse with 

16% in Finland and 88% in South Korea. Their revenues from streaming are significantly 

higher than those from physical distribution in nearly every country. Since the case com-

panies of the papers are situated in Denmark and Germany, a quick look towards their 

situation is necessary. Interestingly, streaming in Germany only accounts for $45 billion 

and the sale of physical products still wins with $251 billion. In Denmark, it is the other 

way around. Here, streaming accounts for $11 billion while physical products only sold 

for $1 billion in 2015. In Denmark, the independents’ market share is 20%, while in Ger-

many it reaches 32%. With an average of nineteen years in operation and forty artists on 
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their roster, independents “provide a crucial platform for artists that do not fit the major 

label model but deserve an audience beyond DIY platforms” (Appendix Fig. 1).  

Numbers show that record sales are declining while downloads and streams become the 

major medium through which customers consume music. In the second half of the 20th 

century, the purpose a record label was clear: releasing records. If they then sold success-

fully, the revenues would be invested in finding the “next big thing” (Negus 1995, p. 330). 

However, since records are, drastically speaking, “not selling anymore” (Galuszka & 

Wyrzykowska 2016), the purpose of a record label has changed remarkably. Technical 

developments have made it possible for all bands nowadays to produce and release their 

own material online without the need for a record label. What the label can offer are the 

costs for production, advertising and distribution that are beyond the possibilities of the 

band (Dunn 2012). Still, the record labels miss a major source of income by not selling 

the same amounts of records they did before the 21st century. They respond differently to 

this challenge and make efforts to increase income through live shows, merchandising, 

publishing or other factors (Galuszka & Wyrzykowska 2016). For bands, the importance 

of labels not only lies in their advanced cost coverage but also in community building and 

utilizing their networks (Dunn 2012).  

The Romantic Artist 

I will go into depth with the notion of the Romantic artist later in the part Independence 

in the Creative Process. But I use the expression already before that part and to make the 

reader understand my arguments, I quickly want to explain what I refer to, when writing 

about the mystification of the artist.  

The Romantic era generated a picture of the artist as a person with a very special gift who 

created without rules or laws and whose act of creation was spontaneous. This form of art 

was believed to be something that could neither be “learned, acquired or analysed” (Wyse, 

2004, p. 449), hence: it resembled a mystery. Therefore, when I mention the mystified 

artist, I refer to the Romantic notion of the artist as a genius, whose creative talent was 

obscure to ordinary people.  
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Literary Review  
The literary review will give an overview of important opinions and standpoints in more 

or less current literature about independent record labels. When critics speak about 

independent record labels, they discuss their involvement in an autonomous system of 

distributors, their existence as small companies and thus the potential to produce more 

creative and innovative products, and they typically refer to the early independent labels 

which promoted the idea that everyone can create and anyone can release an album. These 

are the themes I will discuss in depth in this chapter with the hope of coming closer to an 

understanding of the nature of independence in independent record labels. A common 

thread that runs through all literature on independent record labels is the idea that 

Romanticism, with its view of the artist as a genius and the resulting necessity for creative 

freedom, influenced the emergence and success of independent record labels. Therefore, 

I will take a closer look at main concepts of Romanticism and their existence in today’s 

label landscape with the goal of understanding independence not only as an answer to the 

creative genius theory but also as a reflection of what Romanticism understood as the 

celebration of the ordinary.  

 

A short history of independent record labels 

One of the first writers to highlight a distinction between majors and indies was Charlie 

Gillett (1983). His publication The Sound of The City, originally from 1970, focused on 

the genre of rock 'n' roll as a reaction to the changing environments and local scenes of a 

city. According to Gillett, the independent labels released the “best (musically and artis-

tically) and the most successful (commercially) rock 'n' roll records” (ibid. p. 67). Gillett 

did not only differentiate between majors and independents. He also distinguished be-

tween those independent labels where the owners had previous music experience with 

rhythm and blues labels and those that were run by plain businessmen who resembled the 

“contemptuous attitude” (ibid.) of major label A&R's.  
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Independent labels, which emerged during the rhythm and blues era in the U.S. during 

the 1950's, paved the way for new distribution companies all over the country. This cre-

ated valuable connections with local radio stations, which began to prefer playing artists 

released on independent labels rather than those released through majors. This, in turn, 

led to majors establishing subsidiary labels that created their own identity apart from the 

majors. The goal of this procedure was to legitimise the usage of independent distribution 

channels to make sure that the major’s music would still be heard (Gillett, 1983, p. 49-

50).  

Majors were seen as “imitative” or “conservative” (Gillett 1983, p.51), and their organi-

sational approaches were thought of as “conventional corporation structures of admin-

istration and decision-making” (ibid., p.68). Less corporate structures were found in in-

dependents. Here the owners were often talent scouts as well as producers, distributors 

and decision makers. The artists signed to independent labels had distinct musical styles 

and audiences that were “particular, often local” (ibid., p.68). Due to serving a very spe-

cific audience, independents did not have to sell tens of thousands of records like the 

majors to cover their relatively low expenses which mainly included rental, a secretary, 

the manufacturer and gifts for DJ's to play their current releases (ibid., p. 68).  

Another important era for the development of independents were during the 1980's when 

the UK became home to many independent record labels. These labels were developed 

from a punk tradition and as a counterpart to big music corporations. They adopted the 

institutional and aesthetic ideas of punk music which served for their political stance 

(Hesmondhalgh, 1999). Important for them was a shift in attention away from markets, 

focusing more on musicians and the ability of music to work as a symbol and form com-

munities. They expressed an anti-professional attitude and regarded music as a “mode of 

survival rather than as a means to profit” (Frith 1981, p. 156-157). With this development, 

musicians found themselves faced with a choice to either keep signing with the majors 

and with this “abandon local love for mass success” (ibid.) or to follow the indies and 

their new understanding of musical passion and ambition.  

The success of the post-punk independent labels was mainly based on an alternative net-

work of distribution which created a broad publicity and challenged the cultural status 
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quo by acting against the concentration and oligopolisation that had defined the cultural 

and music industries. Independent ownership of production and distribution was sup-

posed to lead to a democratisation of the music industry.  The core idea was not the mys-

tification of the musician and the building of a commercial counterpart to his act of crea-

tion but the simplistic question of how music reaches its audience (Hesmondhalgh, 1999).   

Eventually, many of the labels from that era did not survive or had to find new ways of 

keeping their businesses going. In the mid 1980's, indie took over and replaced the exper-

imental sounds and politics of post-punk. The expression was quickly established as a 

term for a new music genre which was built around discordant guitar sounds, a focus on 

clever or sensitive lyrics resembling singer/songwriter concepts, and less focus on the 

rhythm sections (Hesmondhalgh, 1999). 

Indie had a hard time establishing itself next to pop mainstream where video promotion 

and the image of the artists played a huge role; indie rejected this as a way of expression. 

Indie developed as a genre of understatement which was manifested in dressing down and 

caring more about a unique design than putting the band members’ faces on album covers. 

Commercially, indie was far from successful; indie bands were not found in the pop 

charts, and radio stations refused to play their music or only had separate “indie” shows 

in their programmes. Thus, the post-punk independents had a difficult time getting their 

releases heard which ultimately, together with the economic recession of 1988-92, led to 

several label bankruptcies. A new form of indie, Britpop, became the centre of British 

pop music in 1995 under labels that were indeed rooted in the post-punk tradition but 

were linked much closer to major companies so as to deal with financial issues. This 

resulted in more professionalised labels that tried to settle down in a more established 

industry. To those post-punk independents, which tried to democratise and open the in-

dustry to more people through sub-professional activities, this sounded a lot like a sell-

out, as “the abandonment of idealism for financial reward” (Hesmondhalgh, 1999, p. 44).  

By looking at the historical emergence of independent record labels, I came up with three 

concepts which I will use to understand the underlying aspects of independent record 

labels. Due to Hesmondhalgh’s (2013) assumption that independent record labels 

emerged from a Romantic heritage, I will begin by taking a closer look at the Romantic 
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concept of the ordinary. I will then consider how independent record labels manage art, 

commerce and creativity in the creative process. Finally, I will examine their understand-

ing of autonomy. The goal is to answer the research question: What is the nature of inde-

pendence in independent record labels? 

Independence as The Ordinary 

The emergence of independent record labels has often been connected to the belief that 

commerce and creativity cannot and should not be united and that the artist needs space 

to create as far away from commercial constraints as possible. As Hesmondhalgh (2013) 

acknowledges, this concept is one that has been adopted from Romanticism, the era 

reaching from the end of the 18th century and long into the 19th century, and which 

established the idea of the artist as a lonesome genius. This notion has been promoted 

ever since in Western societies by journalists, fans and musicians themselves. Due to the 

mystification of the artist, the concepts of commerce and creativity was labelled as 

contradictory (ibid., p. 28). To overcome these tensions in the music industry, independent 

record labels were founded to give the artist the freedom she needed to write and produce 

her music while tightening control over distribution and marketing channels. The negative 

connotation of the “bureaucratic control of creativity” (ibid., p. 32) that one would find 

in major record companies is still today something audiences, writers and artists are 

suspicious of. This assessment of major labels has worked as the justification for 

independent labels’ existence ever since they emerged. 

While establishing the idea of the artist as a genius, Romanticism also promoted the 

concept of turning back to the ordinary and getting rid of too much complication. William 

Wordsworth was one of the leaders of the Romantic movement in the UK which he, along 

with Samuel Taylor Coleridge, initiated by releasing Lyrical Ballads. The ordinary as a 

concept runs through most of their work. The distinctive features include the contents of 

the poems, which are mainly about mundane and easily comprehensible situations, but 

also a very simple language throughout. Wordsworth’s “problem with poetry” (Bennett 

2013, p. 178) was that it was too far away from ordinary language. He understood the 

poem’s language as an adaptation of ordinary language to which the metre was 

“superadded” (Wordsworth, cited in Bennett 2013, p. 178). The result was a language, 

which was extremely dissimilar to common language. By this process of corrupting 
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language, Wordsworth believed that the “plain humanities of nature” had been forced “out 

of sight” (ibid.). Wordsworth’s plain language in contrast tried to bring the reader closer 

to the poem’s character and diminish the “artificial sense of (…) peculiarity” (ibid. p. 179) 

that both reader and poet create for themselves. Wordsworth wanted the poet to be more 

in touch with the world and their natural surroundings as he wrote: “The objects of the 

Poet’s thoughts are every where”; the poet is “nothing differing in kind from other men”; 

and “must express himself as other men express themselves” (Wordsworth, cited in 

Bennett 2013, p. 179).  

This Romantic idea of the ordinary, getting back in touch with everyday life, your 

surroundings and being more plain in word and deed, is something that is present 

throughout not only independent record labels but the indie genre and culture in general.  

DIY 

In the UK, the DIY independents that emerged from a punk ethic are the epitome of in-

dependent record labels. One can understand these as a symbol of the ordinary. In the 

1970’s, when British record companies swapped their old studio equipment to newer 

technologies, the outdated technologies and studios could be rented or bought for decent 

prices by independent record producers. Records were made from home studios, and the 

DIY attitude began to inspire enterprising people to take a chance in the recording indus-

try (Dunn, 2012). The DIY aesthetics were based on mobilization and access. Amateurs 

were encouraged to produce music, and political activism were established in some of the 

labels which led to actions against racism and gave women the chance to speak up about 

unusual and suppressed topics (Hesmondhalgh, 1999). Frith (1981) explains their views 

and logics as:  

… their own idealism. They moved attention back from markets to musicians, to the ways 

music works to symbolize and focus communities. They articulated an explicitly anti-pro-

fessional attitude to record-making, a concern for music as a mode of survival rather than 

as a means to profit. They brought a new tension into rock practice, a new concept of 

ambition, a new challenge, particularly for those musicians – the majority – who contin-

ued to sign with the majors, to abandon local love for mass success. (Frith 1981, p. 156-

157) 

DIY was all about “ordinary” people starting record companies and finding their place in 

the music industry as well as music being produced in “ordinary” places, in people’s 
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homes and without the prestige surroundings of a major record label. The labels slowly 

created paid creative jobs for people who “may not otherwise have had the opportunity” 

(Hesmondhalgh 1999, p.37).  

Communities 

Another indication of how the ordinary plays a big part in the independence debate is the 

role which “ordinary” people had in promoting independence in the 20th century. 

Especially towards the end of the century, institutional independence was characterised 

by “a strong ethical and aesthetic premium” (Hesmondhalgh 2013, p. 210). Even though 

independent labels accounted for small amounts of market share, they were getting 

recognition as the supporters and hotbeds for innovation. In many music genres, the 

musicians, fans and journalists played a big part in the discourse and rising popularity of 

independent record labels. With the help of these “ordinary” people, it was possible for 

the record labels to create centres of commercial networks which constituted an 

alternative to the dominant forms of cultural production and consumption (Hesmondhalgh 

2013, p. 210).  

Jason Toynbee (2000) explains this phenomenon of “ordinary” people supporting 

alternative cultural production as a result of a history of institutional autonomy that 

criticised large companies for making profits from music. This is because the nature of 

music-making is understood as dispersed and decentralised, meaning that the symbol 

creators should have full control of production, but it also includes production as 

“spatially dispersed (…) in small units” and the presence of “a strong continuity between 

production and consumption” in subcultures (Toynbee 2000, p. 1).  

Music production and consumption is a special case of cultural production because audi-

ence and artists meet in proto-markets (Toynbee 2000, p. 27), such as local scenes, con-

certs and performances. These are not fully commodified, and here you might find a huge 

culture of bitter feelings towards the industry and the concept of selling out,  the aban-

donment of “previously held political and aesthetic commitments for financial gain” 

(Hesmondhalgh, 1999, p. 36). This high value that subcultures placed on institutional 

autonomy led to spaces where “alternative agreements for the management and marketing 

of creativity can be tried out” (Hesmondhalgh 2013, p. 211). An extreme example of an 
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alternative space like this are the DIY labels of the punk era, which I already touched 

upon.  

Toynbee describes the places where audiences and artists meet in a non-fully-commodi-

fied environment as proto-markets, and these have transformed during the 21st century 

through the emergence of Web 2.0 and social media. Nowadays, besides meeting at con-

certs and hanging out together, most community-building takes place online. For instance, 

due to the decrease in physical record stores, which had an intense importance for music 

fans as a site of ritual, community and image building, being a part of the scene today is 

not dependant on geography or medium (the physical record). Instead, it depends on the 

level of desire for being a part of something (Stones, 2002). A recent study of the indie 

scene in South Korea has shown, for example, that consumers, driven by their passion 

and commitment for independent music, take the responsibility for building a community 

around their hobby into their own hands rather than leaving it to the profit-oriented music 

industry (Choi & Burnes, 2016). The omnipresence of media in people’s lives and its 

networked effects (ibid. p. 18) cause people to engage with it. This means that today, 

“activities in markets are not completely separated from the participants’ daily lives; ra-

ther, they are interconnected with them, influencing each other” (ibid. p. 18). This is yet 

another example of the importance of the ordinary for independent record labels. It shows 

that “ordinary” people are a great part of the indie culture because they can influence the 

continuity of a market. Thanks to digitalisation, they have this power today more than 

ever.  

Inclusion vs. Exclusion 

The concept of the ordinary has also had a few critics. The era of Romanticism with its 

celebration of the ordinary and mundane has often been criticised for actually promoting 

the extraordinary while writing about normal things. This is because “as they try to ac-

count for the ordinary, philosophers, writers, critics and others tend to insist on the para-

doxical strangeness of the familiar or ordinary” (Bennett, 2013, p. 175). Some writers, 

like Bennett, insist on regarding Wordsworth’s Lyrical Ballads as a work that shows a 

“fundamental interest, however paradoxical, however impossible, indeed, just in the or-

dinary, in ordinariness that is not made wondrous, that remains ordinary” (ibid. p. 180). 
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Whereas others are suspicious of this plain toleration of the ordinary and regard its poems 

as a critique of the mundane and an invitation to overcome it.  

Similarly, indie culture has to deal with similar criticism of their image of the ordinary 

and inclusive image. According to Newman (2009), indie culture is a concept of para-

doxes:  

Indie is in some respects radical. It calls for questioning or challenging the cul-

tural status quo. Its spirit opposes structures of media ownership. It subverts 

reigning styles, genres, and meanings. It is a voice of the dispossessed. Its sensi-

bility is intrinsically democratic: anyone can create. (…) The content of indie cul-

ture is often politically left and almost never reactionary. (…) But indie is also a 

culture of affluence, at the levels of production and especially consumption. (…) 

“Authentic” indie styles are for sale at the upscale Urban Outfitters, not the dis-

count Wal-Mart. (Newman 2009, pp. 23-24) 

 

“The voice of the dispossessed” and “anyone can create” sound a lot like the answer to a 

Romantic idea: “Wordsworth insists that we should take note, mark, or regard things, 

people and events that might otherwise go unregarded – that we should regard them even 

while others, birds included, in one poem, regard them not” (Bennett 2013, p. 182). 

Concluding Remarks 

As a conclusion, the ordinary in the independents is a new approach towards music 

production, a new approach towards the importance of the community and a sense of 

autonomy against big corporations. Independents exist with a care for the ordinary, for 

the everyday world, for plain language and for being in touch with your surroundings. 

The ordinary in the independent record labels is also connected to the idea that anyone 

can create.  If anyone can create, what does it mean to create then? What is creativity, and 

what does it mean to grant independence in the creative process? 

 

Independence in the Creative Process 

As discussed, Hesmondhalgh sees a strong urge in independent record labels to give the 

creator of the text, the musician, as much creative freedom as possible. This is an idea 

taken from Romanticism which exposed the artist, here mainly the poet, as a genius who 

needs her space to create. The mystification of the artist presents an opposition to the 
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presented concept of the ordinary. Raymond Williams (1780) described the artist as a 

“specially endowed person” (cited in: Wyse, 2004, p. 449), who communicated with a 

higher reality. The Romantic artist thus got mystified by calling him a:  

reprobate, unreliable practitioner of a dubious art which cannot be learned, 

aquired, or analysed, which does not, in fact, take a discernible form, but which 

is tautologically eventful. (Wyse, 2004, p. 449) 

 

This idea has been translated into giving space from commercial constraints so the artists 

could realise their whole potential. This seems to be directly connected to the notion of 

the artist as a “lawless’ genius” who exhibits an “artless spontaneity” (Williams, cited in: 

Wyse, 2004, p. 449).  As a result, a concept was created that sees creativity and commerce 

as two opposing imperatives that could not work together. Or, if so, only by compromising 

creative standards. Even everyday conversations about cultural products are often based 

on whether a symbol creator had commercial intentions with a piece of work or not, and 

usually those creators who dismiss these commercial imperatives are judged as the better 

artists.  

Hesmondhalgh (2013) explains this as a result of an “overly polarised view of the rela-

tionship between creativity and commerce” (p. 82) which stems from the influences of 

Romanticism and Modernism. These movements created the idea in the Western world 

that “symbolic creativity can only flourish if it is as far away from commerce as possible” 

(ibid. p. 82). What society identified as great artists in the past was often based on myths, 

and the world's greatest artists have either been unrecognised, without huge success dur-

ing their lifetime and only recognised post-mortem, or have been brought to the verge of 

despair by the commercial world (ibid.).  

Art vs. Commerce  

In popular music studies, the struggle between commerce and creativity is discussed, and 

Keith Negus (1995) describes the struggle from the following four angles: 

Firstly, there is a classical Marxist view that believes that “commerce corrupts art” (Negus, 

1995, p. 317). Here, Chapple’s and Garofalo’s (1977) core argument states that the control 

of recording and reproduction of popular music is in the hands of a few majors, which 
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makes it possible for capitalist corporations to “colonise leisure” (Negus 1995, p. 318). 

Those artists and staff involved in music production are thus becoming part of an 

entertainment business which is “firmly part of the American corporate structure” (Chapple & 

Garofalo, 1977, p.300). The pessimistic conclusion would be that “any ‘radical’ possibilities 

that might arise in the production of popular music are merely absorbed and ‘co-opted’ 

by a ruthless, cynical and exploitative commercial system” (ibid. p. 318).  

For Garofalo (1987), capitalism and the commodification of culture have a clear corollary 

for record labels in general. They are “clearly motivated by profit” (ibid. p. 80), asserting 

that independents are “straightforwardly commercial” (1987, ibid. p. 82) and that their 

motivations are rarely political. Since the record market is one that is not easily controlled, 

he argues that labels would tend to release products that have already proven to be suc-

cessful. This minimisation of risk would naturally cause a lot of music to never be heard 

by the mass public (ibid.). Garofalo (1987) views independents as a test market for ma-

jors, whereby they can assess consumer demands. Independents are usually pioneers in 

discovering new opportunities and framing new genres. While the independents take the 

risks, the majors skip this step of testing the market and contribute to a concentrated mar-

ketplace (ibid.).  

A firm nourisher of this theory was Theodor Adorno with his criticism of the capitalist 

production of culture. Alongside Horkheimer (1979) he described the “culture industry” 

as an “assembly line” (cited in Negus 1995, p. 319) which only produces standardised 

products. According to them, production and distribution were rationalised organisational 

procedures and strived only to maximise profits. As per Adorno (1976, 1991), the culture 

industry focused on creating the right conditions for producing only hit songs, and those 

forms of music that were produced outside the boundaries of the contemporary culture 

industry (e.g. opera and jazz) were eventually co-opted and standardised to fit into the 

logic of the commercial market. Adorno’s criticism was motivated by a “belief that it 

might be possible to create a form of music that was autonomous from and critical of the 

commercial production of music for a culture industry” (Negus 1995, p. 319). 

An almost contrasting opinion is viewing the production of popular music as trivial be-

cause the creative potential of popular music is only activated in the act of consumption. 
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This idea is rooted in youth subcultural theory and assumes that record companies are 

only able to control the production process in popular music and not the way the audience 

uses and attributes meaning to it. Due to the uncontrollable response of the audience, it 

limits the control the corporations have over the consumer. In this approach, the consumer 

is not the “passive victim” (Negus 1995, p. 321) but controls how she wants to make use 

of the music. A firm supporter of this approach is Iain Chambers (1985), who explains 

the changes in pop music with the diversity of styles as well as the range of ways it has 

been utilized in response and articulation to social and cultural events. Larry Grossberg 

(1990) supports this idea by analysing rock ’n’ roll as a “set of strategies for struggle” 

(cited in Negus 1995, p. 321) which gives people a feeling of empowerment and a way to 

showcase their difference. 

Thirdly, rooted in Marxism and Romanticism is the notion of a “continual tension be-

tween commerce and creativity; this is either never resolved, or is merely resolved in an 

imaginary way” (Negus 1995, p 317). Jon Stratton (1982) argues that this is not only a 

problem for the recording industry but all cultural industries. According to him, everyone 

concerned with music production and consumption has to confront this tension and re-

solve it; it is not concluded by co-optation. He is of the opinion that by mystifying the act 

of writing and good or bad music musicians and journalists deal with the contradictions 

around art and commerce under capitalism. In a Marxism manner, Stratton says that “at 

the level of ideology both commercialism and art exist as equally real, even though the 

former reflects a ‘real’ economic system whilst the latter may be a socially constructed 

category dependent on the former” (Stratton 1982, p. 269). 

Lastly, Negus (1995) presents a position which assumes that commerce and creativity are 

closely linked and “continually produced together” (ibid, p. 317-18). A supporter of this 

approach is Simon Frith who criticises the “clichéd opposition of art and commerce” 

(Frith 1991, p. 106), especially in regards to distinguishing the good guys from the bad, 

or as he writes the “small businessmen heroes” from the “corporate clowns” (Frith 1981, 

p. 91). He is also of the opinion that the idea of the independents as more innovative than 

the majors is just taken from management theory which argues that small organisations 

would be more innovative than big one. Frith instead advocates for pop music in general 
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being the solution to the conflict between commerce and creativity with the help of British 

art schools and argues that “art categories have been dissolved by commerce, commercial 

categories have been dissolved by art” (Frith & Horne, 1987, p. 180).  

Negus concludes the discussion by arguing that “from the knowing perspective of de-

tached academic theory, commerce versus creativity may be a clichéd argument, from the 

perspective of participants in music scenes these ideas are part of the way in which they 

make sense of what is happening to them” (Negus 1995, p. 325). He continues arguing 

for a new way to approach the commerce versus creativity discussion, which is an exten-

sion of Frith’s arguments. Negus’ approach is informed by record company personnel and 

wants to advocate for an understanding that producing commercial music entails several 

struggles and both creative and commercial criteria are taken into consideration by the 

ones working with it. Producing pop music is often about working in a “very conscious 

manner to meet deadlines, fit specific formats and to suit other day-to-day necessities 

involved in the industrial production of music” (ibid. p. 329). Staff, he interviewed, was 

very concerned with thinking ahead of time and finding artists that the market would 

demand in the future and produce the “next big thing” (ibid. p. 330). This includes taking 

risks and trusting your personal belief in what could work: “They must adopt an antici-

patory approach to the acts they sign and develop, rather than just response to market 

indicators or attempt to reproduce existing styles” (Negus 1995, p. 331). The music busi-

ness personnel he interviewed were working on making non-commercial music into com-

mercial music (Negus 1995). 

To reduce risks, record companies have established commercial hierarchies in which “po-

tentially commercial music is ordered and certain categories of music are prioritized over 

others” (Negus 1995, p. 331). Those categories can for example be music genres or ge-

ography. Several alliances and music networks between personnel and groups in different 

nations have been created because of these hierarchies to intervene against the major 

transnational music corporations. Negus (1995) calls these “explicit attempts to redefine 

and to re-make the commercial music markets of the world” and concrete examples of 

the struggles taking place over what is to be commercial music” (ibid. p. 334).  
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Creativity & its Motivators 

To be able to add to the conversation about commerce and creativity, one must understand 

what creativity is and how it might be influenced externally. Teresa Amabile explains 

creativity as “simply the production of novel, appropriate ideas in any realm of human 

activity” (Amabile, 1997, p. 40). Those ideas should be novel but at the same time famil-

iar; “they can’t be simply bizarre” (ibid.). Innovation then is the successful implementa-

tion of these ideas.  

Individual creativity is influenced strongly by the person’s intrinsic motivation. Intrinsic 

motivation is something that exists in a person’s personality but can also be affected by a 

person’s social environment. Two theories on a person’s creativity skills exist. Tradition-

ally, one assumed that “creativity is something done by creatives” (Amabile 1997, p. 42). 

This is reminiscent of the Romantic notion of the artist as a genius. On the other hand, 

the assumption exists that every single person with common capacities can produce cre-

ative work. The latter, which I will focus on in this paper, is the core of the Componential 

Theory of Creativity which further considers following three components as necessary for 

creativity to develop: Expertise, creative thinking-skills and intrinsic task motivation. The 

higher the level of these components, the higher a person’s creativity. Also, the higher 

the overlap of a person’s skills and their strongest intrinsic motivation – “their deepest 

passion” (ibid. p. 42) – the higher their creativity.  

Expertise is the base of creative work. While this is a relatively self-explanatory concept, 

being the “set of cognitive pathways that may be followed for solving a given problem or 

doing a given task” (ibid. p. 43), the creative-thinking skill needs more explanation. It is 

the concept that contributes to a little extra creative performance. Creative-thinking skills 

are connected to certain cognitive characteristics which make a person more likely to get 

new perspective on problems and adopt a working style that is persistent and energetic. 

Some personality traits have also been connected to the creative-thinking skill, such as 

independence, self-discipline, orientation toward risk-taking, tolerance for ambiguity, 

perseverance in the face of frustration and a lack of concern for social approval (Amabile 

1997, p. 43). While expertise and creative-thinking skills regulate what a person theoret-

ically is able to do, the intrinsic task motivation component is crucial in deciding what 
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the person actually will do. Research has shown that intrinsic motivation is way more 

favourable for creativity than extrinsic motivation. When a person is intrinsically moti-

vated, she will fully use her expertise and creative thinking skills and thus deliver more 

creative results.  

However, intrinsic motivation can be mixed with extrinsic motivation, and if correctly 

applied, these might enhance creativity (Amabile 1997, p. 45). One can distinguish be-

tween informational, enabling and controlling motivators. Informational motivators in-

clude certain forms of reward, recognition and feedback which confirm competence or 

give important information and can enhance intrinsic motivation. Enabling motivators 

can have the same effects. Here, reward, recognition and feedback are meant to directly 

influence the person’s engagement with the work. Other forms of reward, recognition or 

feedback, however, can have negative effects if they include constraints on how the work 

could or should be done. These controlling motivators have a negative influence on a 

person’s sense of self-determination and thus cannot influence creativity and performance 

in a positive way (Amabile, 1997, p. 45). All this leads to the Intrinsic Motivation Prin-

ciple which is defined as follows: “Intrinsic motivation is conducive to creativity. Con-

trolling extrinsic motivation is detrimental to creativity, but informational or enabling 

extrinsic motivation can be conducive, particularly if initial levels of intrinsic motivation 

are high” (Amabile, 1997, p. 46).  

In continuation of the discussion about creativity and commerciality, one should under-

stand that “commercial success and artistic quality are not mutually exclusive, nor does 

commercialisation necessarily preclude artists from contributing to a culture of re-

sistance” (Garofalo 1987, p. 84). Similarly, Hesmondhalgh (2013) argues for the under-

standing that every creator needs to locate her audience and the fact that it is being done 

with the help of technological mediation or big organisations is just a reflection of the 

modern world we live in. He adds that managerial implications of the creation of texts do 

not necessarily result in a negative influence on the text itself. As an example, he names 

genre formatting and calls this a “productive constraint” (ibid. p. 82) within which crea-

tivity is allowed to flow freely but in a certain set of boundaries. One might argue that 

such a “productive constraint” might in fact be a controlling motivator which in turn, as 
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we saw in Amabile’s research, counteracts creativity as it limits the creator’s sense of 

self-determination. However, one can also link it to what Amabile calls the appropriate-

ness of new ideas. New music cannot just be strikingly different from everything that 

mankind has ever listened to before. It has to be framed in a way that it is familiar and 

novel at the same time, and this can only be done when boundaries are taken into consid-

eration.  

Collective Creation 

Another important author who dealt with creative processes is Howard Becker who, in 

1974, wrote a highly influential piece on art being a product of collective action. Becker 

realised that the art worlds he studied divided people connected to the production of an 

art work in two groups: The artists and the support personnel. The essence of this idea is 

the notion that the artist works in a “large network of cooperating people, all of whose 

work is essential to the final outcome” (Becker 1974, p. 769). The greater the division of 

labour is in the production of the arts and the higher the professionalization and speciali-

sation of the support personnel, the greater will the fields of financial and career interests 

and aesthetics of the artist differ from those of the support personnel. Since the artist can 

hardly do every step from production to getting the work to the audience by herself, she 

is dependent on the cooperative links which, nevertheless, due to the different interests 

put constraints on the work she can produce.  According to Becker (1974), conventional 

artists yield to these constraints or “he must (…) expend the time and energy necessary 

to provide it some other way” (Becker 1974, p. 770). Simultaneously, Becker argues that 

artists might as well boycott such cooperation and constraints by trying to do everything 

themselves. However, this will in the end happen at the price of the art for example not 

being circulated or getting publicity. Similarly, constraints exist that influence the actual 

creation process of the work. These constraints, however, are earlier agreements which 

have become customary – “agreements that have become part of the conventional way of 

doing things in the art” (Becker 1974, p. 770). These can include form and material, ap-

propriate dimensions, relations between artist and audience which include rights and ob-

ligations. Such conventions have been described as useful by humanistic scholars, as they 

resemble a formula where emotional response in audiences is possible. Shared knowledge 

and experiences make it possible for the artist to manipulate an audience’s expectations 
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and trigger emotional stimulation. Conventions lead to easy decision making in the crea-

tive process and make it easy for artists and support personnel to coordinate activities. 

They are, however, not ultimately rigid and unchangeable but can be interpreted and ne-

gotiated: “Even where customary interpretations of conventions exist, having become 

conventions themselves, artists can agree to do things differently, negotiation making 

change possible” (Becker 1974, p. 772). The complicated part with conventions is that 

they are usually interdependent; when one thing is changed or re-interpreted, others would 

ultimately need to be changed as well. Conventional practice and the limitations it implies 

is not absolute. Artists can do things completely outside the box and break with the con-

ventions which increases effort and decreases circulation of their work but at the same 

time increases the independence to use or produce unconventional alternatives and frees 

the artist from customary practice. Becker concludes that “if that is true, we can under-

stand any work as the product of a choice between conventional ease and success and 

unconventional trouble and lack of recognition, looking” (Becker 1974, p. 773). Conven-

tions, by carrying a specific aesthetic, help people judge artistic beauty and effectiveness. 

Changing conventions are costly and difficult but it does occur when someone finds a 

way to gather the greater resources needed: “Conventional modes of cooperation and col-

lective action need not recur because people constantly devise new modes of action and 

discover the resources necessary to put them into practice” (Becker 1974, p. 775).  

Concluding Remarks 

To conclude this chapter, one can note that creativity happens when social environments 

of the creatives are not controlling them but enhancing their creative thinking skills with 

constructive feedback and rewards. This is also, as Becker states, due to the fact that art 

is a collective action and it can hardly occur without a network of supporting personnel 

that brings the artist’s idea or work into form, finds or shapes an audience for it and makes 

it circulate. Independence in these topics can for example be found in the amount of pres-

sure that is put on the artist to produce a conventional work or in the way the support 

personnel imposes their financial, aesthetic and career interests on the artist. Granting 

independence seems to be necessary to let the intrinsic motivation of the creative take 

over the creative process instead of imposing those extrinsic motivational factors which 

in the end could hinder the production of an original piece. Nevertheless, some parts of 
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the art production can only exist with a certain degree of dependence: The dependence 

on support personnel (which in this case would be the independent record label) and the 

satisfaction of a few conventions and appropriateness so that the audience can understand 

and respond emotionally towards the piece of art. 

 

Independence as Autonomy 

Autonomy has been an important factor in reasoning the existence of independent record 

labels ever since their emergence, and it refers to small companies resisting the gigantic 

and impersonal conglomerates. Before going into depth with what this meant in practice 

for the independent record labels, I will explain how I understand autonomy as a concept 

for this paper. 

Autonomy as self-rule 

For the purpose of this paper, I understand autonomy as a limitation rather than an 

elimination of external influences. As we will see, independent record labels are 

dependent on certain factors, players and networking effects and still remain autonomous. 

To make sense of this paradox, I will use Thomas May’s “The Concept of Autonomy” 

(1994) to understand in what way external factors may be influential to the extent that an 

agent can still act autonomously.  

Historically, autonomy has been divided into autonomy as autarkeia and autonomy as 

self-rule. Autonomy as autarkeia is a concept mainly supported and developed by 

Aristotle and Kant in whose philosophy external factors were regarded as threads on an 

agent’s autonomy and autonomy equalled self-sufficiency. According to May (1994), this 

concept is very drastic and too rigorous to actually be applied in practice. He therefore 

accounts for an understanding of autonomy as the ability to self-rule. Here, the idea is 

that external factors can influence action without eliminating autonomy. This concept 

allows for a fuller range of actions influenced by the outside without losing autonomy. 

Also, it allows the agent to request help from authorities in areas where competencies are 

missing (May, 1994, p. 38). This is not to say that external influences cause action but 

they inform the agent. This approach realises that individuals live in a structure of political 

and social systems which they cannot easily break free from. They can, however, make 



 

29 

 

choices informed from the outside world which they actively assess rather than be the 

victims of those influences (ibid.).  

This is a relevant concept in relation to independent record labels because they as well 

are dependent on outside influences, networks, industry connections etc. One example is 

that labels are part of geographical clusters which are spatial configurations in which 

networks are used to create and transfer knowledge and resources to maximise efficiency 

(Maskell & Lorenzen, 2003). Apart from that, record labels could not survive or act 

without numerous collaborations beyond these geographical clusters to reach their 

audiences. Another example for the relativity of the autonomy term is the importance of 

networks for independent record labels. Paul Hirsch (2000) has been a forerunner in 

understanding and writing about the interdependencies in cultural production necessary 

to arrive at a final product. He developed the industry systems framework. This framework 

assumes that the cultural industries exist of profit-seeking organisations that meet as a 

network of creators (e.g. artists or musicians), brokers (agents), producers (e.g. studios), 

distributors (e.g. wholesalers or concert locations) and media outlets (Hirsch, 2000, p. 

356). All of these are significant for the production of cultural goods and interdependent 

on each other (ibid.).  

Autonomy in independent record labels is thus a question of self-rule and of making own 

decisions. These might be informed by external influences but not caused by them. 

Resisting the gigantic 

The wish for organisational autonomy in the independent scene is closely connected to a 

mistrust of corporations and a resulting resistance against gigantic and impersonal 

conglomerates. Small firms were established in the 20th century simultaneously with 

companies becoming bigger and bigger. The commodification of culture brought 

companies along that resembled “vertically integrated giants” (Hesmondhalgh, 2013, p. 

72). While the years before the 1960's mostly saw companies which focused on the 

cultural production of one type, the 1960's became the decade of conglomerates – not 

only in the cultural but in all industries. Conglomerates are combinations of corporations 

which focus on diversification and vertical integration to achieve growth (ibid.). At the 

same time, though, as mentioned, a lot of small companies proliferated within the cultural 
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industries and with them the perception that they were “sites of creative independence” 

(Hesmondhalgh, 2013, p. 73). This was the result of mistrust of the big organisations 

which were assumed to be highly bureaucratic and have negative effects on society and 

cultural production. Young pop and rock writers and critics in the late 1960's reinforced 

this idea by relating corporations to commercial control while praising small independent 

labels for their homemade entrepreneurship and closeness to local scenes and trends (cf. 

Gillett 1983).  

The proliferation and success of the small companies are due to their small scale and 

relatively cheap conception stage of texts and the fact that this happens quite autono-

mously. In the 1980's, other reasons supported the birth of new small companies. Among 

others, the discourse and positive attitude towards entrepreneurialism as well as the value 

of doing it yourself and the disintegration of vertically integrated companies 

(Hesmondhalgh 2013, p. 209-210).  

Autonomous Distribution 

An example of how autonomy from the giants was achieved in the independent scene can 

be found by looking at the post-punk indie labels in the UK. These labels accomplished 

an institutional intervention through a very detailed understanding of the processes in the 

industry which went beyond the Romantic idea of musical creativity. They realised that 

independent ownership of production and distribution was a more powerful way of 

democratising the industry than a commercial and corrupt counterpart to the independent 

creative act of the musician. Instead of mystifying the musician, as rock history did, they 

saw another question at the centre of cultural production: How does the music come to 

its audience? (Hesmondhalgh, 1999). Their success was mainly based on their alternative 

network of distribution which helped to reach a broad public with their music. This 

distribution system acted against the concentration and oligopolisation that until then 

defined the cultural and music industries. An important player in this movement was the 

Rough Trade record store in London which cooperated with other independent retailers 

in the UK to form an independent record distribution system under the name Cartel. It 

was autonomous within the music industry. As punk helped create the system, the system 

helped punk reach a wider audience and gain recognition and popularity (Dunn, 2012). 
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Basically, an interdependent system of retailers made independence possible. One can 

thus assume that independence and autonomy cannot exist without interdependence and 

a successful use of networks.  

Conclusion 

To conclude, autonomy in independent record labels stems from a distrust of impersonal 

and giant conglomerates which were believed to bureaucratise creativity. In practice, this 

led to independent distribution networks in the UK with Rough Trade as a pioneer. 

Independence and autonomy are thus connected to self-rule which means that one is 

connected to and influenced by an outside world and market but that one’s actions are not 

caused by these external factors. 

Summary: Concepts of Independence  

This literary review has shown that independent record labels developed mainly due to 

two reasons: A mistrust of big corporations when these became bigger and bigger during 

the 20th century, and a cultural heritage of Romanticism with its characterising ideas of 

the artist as a genius and the desire for the ordinary. The distrust of big corporations led 

to a wish for more autonomy and independent cultural production that supported the 

genesis of small firms and independent record labels. They were quickly associated with 

being risk-takers and drivers of innovation since they did not try to please a mass audience. 

If independent record labels were additionally born out of a Romantic heritage, it means 

that we can make sense of them by assuming that they place special emphasis on being 

ordinary and offering artistic freedom. Being ordinary in the sense that they are in touch 

with their surroundings (may it be geographically or digitally); that they offer an 

approachable culture of access and mobility; and that they share a homemade 

entrepreneurialism which reflects the DIY attitude of early punk labels that saw music as 

a means of survival rather than a means of profit-making. This “ordinary” attitude will 

then affect the way labels deal with creativity and the “struggle” between creativity and 

commerce. They do not mystify the artist anymore but rather build on a collective creation. 

Through the influence of the “ordinary”, the idea of the artist as a genius granted complete 

artistic freedom would be complemented by a culture of collaboration with the creators 

that builds on agreements and constraints.  
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I thus regard the nature of independence in independent record labels as connected to the 

following concepts: 

 The Ordinary (includes an approachable culture of access and mobility, 

homemade entrepreneurialism). 

 Collectivity (includes collective creation, community building, utilising 

networks). 

 Commerce & art (includes the historically loaded “struggle” of combining 

artistic freedom with selling music as a commodity). 

 Autonomy (includes a mistrust of corporations, the wish to self-rule).  

 

I will explore these concepts by investigating five independent record labels from 

Denmark and Germany. The purpose of this is to better understand the nature of 

independence in independent record labels. 

Methodology 
This chapter explains and corroborates the methods chosen for the study at hand. It 

demonstrates my philosophical approach, the choice of research design, design of the 

interviews, usage of secondary data as well as the way I treated the raw data. The chapter 

concludes with remarks on generalisability, validity and reliability.  

Philosophical Approach 

This section will develop my social constructivist perspective as the basis of my research 

methods which are outlined in the following sections. As per Kvale (2007), a researcher’s 

goal should always be to obtain a deeper understanding of the social world by allowing 

subjects to express their perspectives on a situation in their own words. The philosophical 

approach explains how this understanding is obtained. The next paragraphs will go into 

depth with the theoretical elements of social constructivism and explain its implications 

on the chosen methodology and design. 

The study at hand is based on a social constructivist worldview. Social constructivism is 

a sociological theory of knowledge highly influenced by Berger and Luckmann’s work 
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“The Social Construction of Reality”, first published in 1966. It “views knowledge as 

socially constructed and may change depending on the circumstances” (Golafshani, 2003, 

p. 603). 

From the social perspectives, constructivism has been defined as "the view that all 

knowledge, and therefore all meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon human 

practices, being constructed in and out of interaction between human beings and their 

world, and developed and transmitted within an essentially social context" (Crotty, 1998, 

42). According to Creswell, this worldview consists of four core concepts: Understanding, 

multiple participant meanings, social and historical construction and theory generation 

(Creswell, 2014, p. 6). It assumes that individuals develop subject meanings of their lived 

experiences which help them understand the realities in which they work and live. These 

understandings are diverse and individual and cannot thus be easily placed into few 

categories. Social constructivism assumes that meanings are created in the interaction 

with other individuals and through historical and cultural norms that have an influence on 

the individuals’ lives. Due to this, I used open-ended questions in the interviews giving 

the interviewees the possibility to share their own views and construct the meanings in 

the interview situation (Creswell, 2014, p. 8-9). Social constructivist research is not led 

by theory but it rather wants to come up with its own theory or  pattern of meaning, just 

like the study at hand. This study is not a theory generating study but it wants to 

understand how different actors experience the phenomenon of independence in the music 

industry.  

 

Qualitative research method 

The theme of this paper is the detection of the nature of independence in independent 

record labels from the perspective of the record label's personnel itself. To arrive at a 

conclusion, it must be asked how people working in the field experience independence in 

their everyday life and how they react to factors potentially threatening the business' 

status of independence. To get a sense of the actor's lived experiences, I apply a qualitative 

research method. The intent of this kind of inquiry is to understand a certain social 

situation, an event, a role, a group or an interaction (Locke, Spirduso & Silvermann, 1987) 

by developing a “complex picture of the problem (…) under study” (Creswell, 2009, p. 
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176). Qualitative studies derive knowledge “from experiences by interpreting and 

summarizing the organized empirical data” (Malterud, 2012).  

My primary sources of data are interviews with individual respondents, one email 

interview and visual material to support the knowledge created through the interviews. 

The qualitative approach allows one to examine the meaning related to the respondent's 

experiences without constraining oneself with scientific explanations. The data collection 

method is explorative in that I conducted three of the interviews early in the research 

process to get a first impression of lived experiences in the field. Some steps of the data 

collection procedure emerged during the process itself. This is identified by Creswell as 

one characteristic of a qualitative approach where you leave the initial plan of research 

open for change (2009, p. 175-176). This inductive strategy made the research open-

ended and bases the conclusion on what the data led me to. 

Data collection method 

The next section will present the different aspects of my data collection method. The data 

consists of individual semi-structured interviews with seven actors working at 

independent record labels, two E-mail interviews and secondary data consisting of 

imagery and website text. 

Primary Data: Interviews 

I used interviews as my primary source of data because the goal of this paper is to define 

the nature of independence in independent record labels as experienced from the 

perspective of the personnel of the companies in question. This corresponds with Kvale's 

(1996) argument that interviews are an especially useful method if you want to learn about 

“people's understanding of the meaning in their lived world”, hear about their descriptions 

of “experiences and self-understanding” and for “clarifying and elaborating their own 

perspective on their lived world” (p.105) 

Purposeful Sampling 

The companies chosen for this research are purposefully selected due to their status in the 

studied field and their diversity. Patton (1990) describes purposeful sampling as “the logic 

and and power of purposeful sampling lies in selecting information-rich cases for study 
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in depth. Information-rich cases are those from which one can learn a great deal about 

issues of central importance to the purpose of the research, thus the term purposeful 

sampling” (p. 169).  My aim is to present a variety of independent labels with different 

size, different years of existence, different rosters in regards to musical genres and 

different significance in the field. Due to time and budget limitations, the chosen labels 

are based in Germany and Denmark as it was important for me to conduct the interviews 

face-to-face and on site, meaning at the interviewee’s place of work. Two of the 

interviews were conducted by email.  

The companies chosen, their locations and the number of personnel interviewed: 

 ListenRecords, Berlin, GER – Clemens, Daniel, Sönke (founders & owners) 

 Crunchy Frog, Copenhagen, DK – Poe (at the time Product Manager)  

 Back To Future, Frederiksberg, DK – Amanda (founder & owner) 

 Tambourhinoceros, Copenhagen, DK – Kristoffer (founder & owner) 

 Audiolith, Hamburg, GER – Lars (founder & owner) 

 

Face-to-face interviews 

Five of the seven conducted interviews were face-to-face and in-depth. I chose in-depth 

interviews as they are “appropriate for situations in which you want to (…) elicit depth 

of information from relatively few people” (Guion, Diehl & McDonald, 2001, p. 1).  

The interviews were conducted individually, face-to-face and in a natural setting. A 

natural setting is an important characteristic of qualitative data collection which explains 

that the data should be collected “at the site where participants experience the issue or 

problem under study” (Creswell, 1996, p. 175). In this particular case, I visited the offices 

of the labels and conducted the interviews at the site.  

The interviews were conducted in German with ListenRecords and Audiolith and in 

English with Crunchy Frog, Back to Future and Tambourhinoceros. 

For the experience of asking and listening, I got inspired by Guionet et al.’s guide for in-

depth interviews. They advise the interviewer to be flexible, responsive and open-minded, 
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in that no judgement or criticism is shown. They also suggest to be patient by letting the 

respondent set the pace and observant by picking up body language, facial expressions 

and tone of voice. Lastly, they advise that a good listener is one who listens actively by 

attending fully to what the speaker says, paraphrases what the interviewee and reflecting 

to the speakers emotions in the message (Guionet et al., 2001, p. 2). 

I regard the interviews as explorative as they are not based on pre-established hypotheses. 

The first three interviews were conducted at ListenRecords and were rather structured 

because I wanted to see all aspects of the work of an independent record label to begin 

with and did not want to miss any questions. Still, the setting was and the interviews 

resembled a conversation rather than an interview situation. The structural part was the 

interview guides which, for the first three interviews, had very detailed questions. I 

changed this during the process of data collection and the next interviews were conducted 

with lesser specific questions and a focus on themes, as Kvale (1996) proposes. Those 

semi-structured interviews allowed for the questions and sequences to be changed and 

adapted to the situation. This encouraged the interviewees to put the focus on topics that 

concerned them the most which is important to “elicit views and opinions from 

participants” (Creswell, 2009, p. 181). The questions chosen were open-ended so that the 

respondents had to expound on the topic and had the “freedom to answer the questions 

using their own words” (Guionet et al., 2001, p. 2).  

Transcriptions 

To make the process of coding and analysing easier, I transcribed all face-to-face 

interviews right after conducting them. The interviews were recorded and with the help 

of the recordings the spoken language was “transformed” to written language (Kvale, 

1996, p. 166). Words such as “hm” and “mm”, pauses and self-corrections were only 

included if they gave meaning to what the interviewee was saying. Parts of the 

conversations that were not connected to the project were also not included, such as small 

talk in the beginning or end of the interviews or disruptions by other employees. The parts 

of the recordings that are not understandable will be marked as [inaudible]. The 

interviews were transcribed in the language they were conducted in (three in German, two 

in English). However, I translated the important parts of the German interviews that I 

need for the analysis in English and try to translate the meaning in the best way possible 
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without losing the essence of the statement. 

Email interviews 

The interviews with Tambourhinoceros and Audiolith were conducted by email, due to 

issues with time on their part. I made their interview guides short and asked broad and 

open-ended questions to see where they would put the focus themselves. Email interviews 

do not provide the researcher with information about facial expressions, gestures and 

emotions; nevertheless, I still feel confident using the data in the analysis as this might as 

well be a part of the work of independent record labels; that they do not have time for 

non-business-related inquiries. I found the email interviews useful to support the data 

collection because they contribute to an understanding of  the phenomena in question (the 

nature of independence) and they showcase two very significant independent labels of the 

Danish and German markets.  

Secondary Data: Imagery and Text 

Photographs of the labels’ work settings and their websites completed my data collection 

process. How I used this data is described below. 

Photographs 

Instead of taking field notes, I took photographs to record the surroundings of the 

interviews and the work environment of the labels. The advantage of using photographs 

is their unobtrusive character which shows the reality of the participants in a very direct 

way (Creswell, 2009, p. 180). The photographs were taken respectively after the 

interviews were conducted when trust was already gained, and I asked the participants for 

permission to stay a bit longer and take photographs of the work setting. 

Due to the many interpretative limitations that photographs have, I only used them as my 

own field notes and decided not to analyse them. They gave me a better understanding of 

the work places and will influence the part about the setting of the interviews as they allow 

me to give better descriptions of the interview settings. 

Websites 

I examined text and visuals from the labels’ websites to get a better idea of the work they 

are doing and how they present themselves. This investigation also informed my research 
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with important key data about company divisions and collaborations. I did not use the 

websites’ contents’ directly in my analysis, but rather to complete my information about 

a label when this was necessary. This was especially the case with the two labels I 

interviewed via e-mail and not face-to-face, because certain basic information about the 

labels were missing (eg. structure, collaborators). 

 

Data analysis strategy 

This section is meant to help understand how I processed the raw material. My data 

analysis is inspired by Creswell’s data analysis strategy (2009, p. 185ff.) which consists 

of several steps that I will present now and has an inductive nature.   

At first, the data was organised and prepared by transcribing it. I then read through all the 

transcriptions again to get a general idea of what was said and took notes on which themes 

they put their focus on and talked the most emotional and personal about. To categorise 

my material, I used Nvivo, a qualitative data analysis software. With the help of the 

program, I coded my raw data, which is the “process of organizing the material into 

chunks or segments of text before bringing meaning to information” (Rossmann & Rallis, 

1998, p. 171). I segmented sentences and the fitting pictures into categories and gave 

them a name, when appropriate an in vivo term (Creswell, 2009, p. 186) that has been 

used by the participant herself during the interview. This helps to limit the amount of 

interpretation at this point. I used the traditional approach of the social sciences which 

lets the codes emerge organically during the process of analysis (ibid. p. 187). This is 

especially important, because the purpose of the paper is to gain an understanding of a 

phenomenon, which only the actors in the field have the answer to and not the theory. 

Next, I questioned the codes in regards to my research question to figure out if they got 

me closer to a definition of independence. I then gathered the results in different 

categories, which are inspired by the literary review, which makes it easier to present 

them in a descriptive form in the findings section and to support them with theoretical 

comments in the following discussion chapter. As Malterud (2012) notes, this “theoretical 

analysis will always add important surplus value to descriptive, empirical findings”.  
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Generalisability, Validity, Reliability 

Due to the fact that the interviews conducted are not huge in numbers, the findings are 

not easily generalizable. Reflecting on the premise of qualitative research though, this 

type of research does not “strive to generalize findings to individuals, sites or places 

outside of those under study” (Gibbs, 2007). According to Creswell (2009), “the value of 

qualitative research lies in the particular description and themes developed in context of 

a specific site” (ibid. p. 193). Kvale (1996), taking ideas from psychology, adds that the 

focus on well picked single cases, rather than a huge amount of cases, makes it possible 

to get in-depth insights into experiences and “logics of the relationship between the 

individual and the situation” (ibid. p. 102). Thus, the value of this study is found in its 

description and themes which developed through the investigation of the specific sites. 

Not generalisability but particularity is the focus of this study and qualitative studies in 

general, as Greene & Caracelli (1997) emphasis.  

Validity deals with whether a method is correctly chosen and whether the “study 

investigates the phenomena intended to be investigated” (Kvale, 1995, p.26). It is also 

connected to a researcher’s person and “the quality of craftsmanship in an investigation, 

which includes continually checking, questioning, and theoretically interpreting the 

findings” (ibid. p. 27). Validity of a qualitative study is thus achieved by constantly 

checking for the accuracy of the findings (Creswell, 2014, p. 201). I used the following 

the strategies presented by Creswell (2014) to ensure validity. 

Firstly, the findings are presented in rich, thick descriptions (ibid. p. 202) which are 

supposed to transport the reader to the setting and hopefully transport a feeling of shared 

experience, making the results more realistic to the reader. Creswell also urges the 

interviewer to honestly and openly mention biases, which I have already discussed in the 

Methodological reflection section. I also argue for the validity of this paper due to the fact 

that I spent prolonged time in the field, mainly before the research. This experience gave 

me an understanding of the everyday struggles of the participants and let me acquire their 

language. Having known three of the interviewees beforehand and knowing the site of 

work in detail will give even more credibility to the narrative account.  

The philosophical stance of this paper, social constructivism, assumes that reality changes 

constantly, no matter what, and the observer must deal with this. Therefore, multiple or 
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different understandings of reality exist and get valued, which the researcher must take 

into account when trying to acquire reliability and validity. This asks for using multiple 

methods of gathering data (Golafshani, 2003). The open-ended character of 

constructivism fits well together with the notion of triangulation, where respondents in a 

research are allowed to assist the researcher in, for example, the data collection. Since 

“triangulation may include multiple methods of data collection and data analysis, but does 

not suggest a fix method for all the researches” (Goladshani, 2003, p. 604). But, as 

Golafshani (2003) also suggests, “engaging multiple methods, such as, observation, 

interviews and recordings will lead to more valid, reliable and diverse construction of 

realities” (ibid. 604). Due to the implications, that social constructivism brings along and 

to lead to valid and reliable data, I used interviews, audio recordings, photographs and 

texts from websites to complete my data collection. I also always ended the interviews by 

asking the respondents if they felt like telling me anything, that I have not asked them 

before (sometimes when the recorder was already off, so they felt more comfortable). 

Additionally, I told them I was open for suggestions, if they wanted to complete my 

research with any more additional information.  

Methodological reflections and limitations 

This part is meant to give an overview of possible limitations the chosen methodology 

implicates and add reflections on the methods chosen. The qualitative method seems to 

be well suited for the purpose of my study, but of course it comes with certain limitations.  

As already mentioned, due to the chosen method and the number of interviewees chosen 

for the study, the results are not easily generalizable. A quantitative study or a mixed-

method approach with for example complementary survey, would have resulted in more 

generalizable data analysis. 

Also, the social constructivist approach with its great focus on repetition and the valuation 

of several truths and realities, should have led me to conduct the same interviews 

repeatedly with the same questions and same respondents. This would have led to more 

trustworthy results. One could as well have involved more investigators and peer 

researchers to interpret the data at different time and location, which Golafshani (2003) 

suggests for constructivists to ensure validity and reliability. 
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I also want to address that, in hindsight, it would have been rewarding to be able to not 

just do interviews but enrich the data collection with extensive fieldwork. Herman Gray 

(1999), who examined the experiences of an independent Jazz label in the U.S., noted in 

his methodological notes that through observation and participation in the study object’s 

experiences from their vantage point, one could better understand the companies and 

products. He puts emphasis on this, because much understanding of cultural production 

is typically only explained theoretically and in structural accounts (Gray, 1999). Even 

though I did not have the time to do extensive fieldwork, I tried to take this statement into 

account while conducting the interviews by creating them as open and relaxed for the 

interviewees as possible. This meant that I could get an idea of the interviewees personal 

thoughts of and statements on how they make sense of their work, business, and products. 

In that way, I hope to have overcome the risk of solely focusing on structural and 

theoretically explainable themes and instead take a holistic approach. 

Furthermore, I want to add that the quintessence of qualitative research is to regard the 

researcher as a key instrument of the data collection and social constructivism supports 

this notion. This does not only mean that she collects the data herself but also that she 

must consider in what way biases, values and personal background might influence the 

interpretation of the data (Creswell, 2009, p. 177). Because of that, I should add that I 

have been working for ListenRecords (then “Trickser Tonträger”) twice, in 2012 and 2013, 

both times for the duration of three months. I am thus not only professionally but also 

personally connected to this label as I am friends with its owners and do hear news and 

stories about the label from time to time independently from this study. This might 

influence me in some way that are unconscious to me as I have experience with working 

in an independent record label myself. 

However, I also see this as a great advantage as well because a) it gave me the opportunity 

to talk to the interviewees from ListenRecords in a very informal manner with pre-

established and reciprocal trust in each other; b) it made the interviewees talk in depth 

about experiences and opinions since they knew I already understood the business-related 

facts (I still asked for some of these facts during the interview to make sure they are to be 

found in the transcription to ensure validity); and c) I had an idea of what their daily 

routines looked like and was able to dig into some of these and ask specific questions. 
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Kvale (1996) also highlights the advantages of having been in touch with the field before 

by noting that “hanging out in the environment where the interviews are to be conducted 

will give an introduction to the local language, the daily routines, and the power structures, 

and so provide a sense of what the interviewees will be talking about” (p. 96). 

For the analysis, I will make sure to only process the information given to me by the 

collected data and not to include own experiences from the past, since these are not 

written down and captured in any sort of journal. However, I still cannot contest that my 

former experience in the field influenced my data collection. 

 

The setting of the interviews 

The next section is meant to give an overview of the settings of the interviews that were 

conducted. It will give basic information on the labels and their history, a short presenta-

tion of the actual interview settings and an overview of the interviewees and their roles 

and functions in the labels. 

ListenRecords  

In 2012, German indie-pop band Yesterday 

Shop decided to give up the search for a suita-

ble label to release their debut album and came 

up with the idea of releasing it themselves. 

Three of the five musicians, who lived closest 

to each other and finished or were about to finish their studies, took it into their own hands 

and founded the label Trickser Tonträger. What started as a fun idea during a car ride 

turned into a full-time job for all three of them during a period of three and a half years. 

It was clear from the outset that they would also open the label for other bands as well, 

and they quickly noticed that industry contacts and friends were interested in their ser-

vices. Located in Berlin, they started to sign bands from Germany, Scandinavia, the UK 

and Canada, ranging from singer-songwriters to indie bands.  
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Shortly after Trickser Tonträger's third anniversary in 2015, the company merged with a 

booking agency and several local event planners in different cities in Germany to estab-

lish ListenCollective. Now, they consolidated bookings (ListenAgency), local events (Lis-

tenBerlin, ListenHamburg, ListenLeipzig, ListenMünster), music publishing (Listen-

Publishing), promotion and the former stand-alone label (ListenRecords).  

With the restructuring of the label, they also ended the collaboration with a Hamburg 

based PR company to deal with promotional matters in-house from now on. Their distrib-

utor, Broken Silence, has been the same since the beginning and now they also collaborate 

with Roba Music, a music publishing firm.  

I interviewed the three founders of the label: Clemens, Daniel and Sönke. The interviews 

were conducted in Sönke's home in an alternative and edgy neighbourhood of Berlin 

which is currently the label's workspace, alternating with Daniel's home. I met one of the 

founders at the co-working table in the huge kitchen/living room area of the apartment 

where he was sitting by his computer. The other two were having a Skype-meeting with 

a business partner in Sönke's bedroom. Florian and Oliver, the last two members of the 

band Yesterday Shop, were sitting in the next room next, working on sounds for their new 

album and waiting for the others to be done with “office” for the day so they could head 

to their rehearsal room together.  

Clemens 

Clemens is one of the label founders and completed his studies in political science while 

in the process of founding the label. He deals mostly with promotional matters, marketing 

strategies and to some extent also artist care. His main areas of responsibility are radio-, 

print-, and online-promotion in Germany, social media for the label and the artists. He 

also works with the strategy planning of new releases which includes marketing concepts 

and making schedules.  

Daniel 

Daniel is one of the other label founders and was about to begin his bachelor thesis in 

cultural management while establishing the label. Due to his studies, his main financial 
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and business responsibilities were quite clear from the beginning. He oversees all num-

bers, bills and tax matters while also being responsible for dividing and paying salaries.  

Sönke 

Sönke is the third and last label founder. He holds a bachelor degree in geography and is 

referred to as the “foreign minister” of ListenRecords by his colleagues. He is the one 

who travels the most for the company, be it to go to showcase concerts or festivals, net-

working events, business meetings or as tour manager for the artists on their booking 

roster. All initial contacts with artists, their managers or potential business partners are at 

his hands. He is also the one communicating and working closest with their publishing 

partner Roba Music. He also helps Clemens from time to time with promotional matters, 

especially in periods of new releases and is responsible for graphics and the visual identity 

of the collective.  

Back To Future  

Two years ago, Amanda and her mentor, who 

had been in the music business for around thirty 

years, founded Back To Future. They wanted to 

mix up the Danish label landscape and do some-

thing different from the long-established inde-

pendent labels. The label focusses on electronic 

music in all its facets.  

The label is located at the Copenhagen School of Entrepreneurship (CSE) in Frederiks-

berg, Denmark, which is a student entrepreneurship community and supports students 

establishing their start-ups by offering workshops, free office space, coaching and advice 

from business developers.  

Today, Amanda is the sole owner of the label and has two people interning and working 

for free for her since she cannot pay them any salary yet. So far, they have signed five 

artists as well as begun a collaboration with a distribution company, and they try to ap-

proach brands which they regard as their main business partners. By cooperating with 
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brands, they hope to “bring more value into music” (Amanda, 2016, 105), essentially 

meaning to earn money with the music, because “we are selling ourselves so cheap” 

(Amanda, 2016, 107). 

I conducted the interview at CSE where Amanda is usually working. Before we went to 

a meeting room for the interview, she let me know that she must brief her interns on some 

tasks because she had to rush to another business meeting right after the interview.  

Amanda 

Amanda has just finished her master’s degree in economics and business administration 

and had been working in PR long before she started thinking about an own label. Her 

experience made her want to establish a label with a new focus on how to present music 

to its audience and now does this with help of two interns/employees – one, who is a law 

student, and one with a focus on management and artist development.  

Crunchy Frog  

Crunchy Frog is one of the oldest independent record companies in Denmark 

with its existence of twenty-two years. The label was founded in 1994 by the 

four members of the band THAU who still own the company today and are 

associated with it to greater or lesser extent. Yebo, one of the founders, is still 

the label manager while the other three are “sleeping partners” (Interview Poe). 

Crunchy Frog generally occupies six people and one or two interns. They host 

the in-house publishing company Crunchy Tunes, which was born with the la-

bel, and Bobkat agency, which deals with PR and promotion for the artists. 

Crunchy Frog has business partners from all over the world. Some of them are 

stable, like their distribution partner, sub-publishers and the factory of physical 

sound carrier production. Besides that they have collaborations that change 

from release to release, for example partner labels in other countries.  

The interview with Poe from Crunchy Frog was conducted in their office spaces in an 

industrial quarter of Copenhagen where I was welcomed with open doors and a casual 

atmosphere. The office space is relatively huge with several desks, computers and a lot 
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of vinyl records and bottles of wine. An interesting conversation started long before I 

switched on the recorder and we made it to the conference room, a clean room with a 

huge poster of one of their signed bands.  

Poe 

Poe has been a long-time friend of label manager Yebo and worked as an editor for two 

book publishing houses for fifteen years of his life. When he lost his job, the label was 

looking for someone in product management, and Yebo asked him to fill the position. 

Poe knew nothing about the music business but knew all the signed bands because he was 

regularly at concerts. Besides his product management responsibilities, he also deals with 

digital distribution and is, at the time of conducting the interview, in the process of shift-

ing to the role of music publisher.  

Tambourhinoceros  

“Adventurous Music For The Masses” is the kind of mu-

sic Tambourhinoceros releases and what the label stands 

for, according to the cover page of their wesite. Tam-

bourhinoceros was founded in 2010 by two members of 

the Danish indie band Oh No Ono. Aske Zidore and Kris-

toffer Rom had been thinking about creating their own 

label for some time and eventually decided to do it, since 

they had a lot of friends in bands who were looking for a 

label to release their music. Aske left the label in 2012, and in 2013 Tue Kjerstein joined 

the company. He and Kristoffer Rom have been running the label together since. They 

employ interns to help them in various areas like PR and product management and have 

a huge global network of distributors, sync agents and PR people. Besides the label, they 

also run a promotion agency and offer management services for their artists.  

© Stefan Björklund 
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Tambourhinoceros was recognised by PIAs (a record label that additionally supports a 

network of international independent labels) and IMPALA (Independent Music Compa-

nies Association) as one of the five best local young labels in Denmark, as voted by their 

peers (PIAS 2016). 

Kristoffer 

The interview with Tambourhinoceros was conducted by email. Since Kristoffer is one 

of the founders of the label and has thus been in the company for the longest time, he was 

the right person to answer the questions. He and Tue share ownership and responsibilities 

and are also equally involved in all areas imaginable. 

Audiolith  

People, music, being independent. Just do it, whatever you 

fancy, keep going, stay approachable. On eye level with 

the people, who love our music. Work, think, have fun. 

Give everything. Don’t take anything too serious. Freak 

out. Scrutinize yourself. Speak out. Talk shit. Do boloney. 

Be a projection surface, wanted or un-wanted. Didn’t 

learn a job. Didn’t finish school. Made the hobby the job, 

music, friends, fans, people. Business partners, brand. 

Pay health insurance, invent paroles, sell t-shirts, pay 

taxes, spit at cops. Stay creative. Keep moving… I can’t 

hear it any longer! Be a good example, be a bad example. 

Socialization, critic, punk. Stay healthy. Get old, stay cool. 

– audiolith.net 

 

Nobody probably describes Audiolith better than Audiolith themselves. The About us 

section of their homepage gives quite a clear first impression of the label. Founded by 

Lars Lewerenz in 2003, the label was meant as a platform for releasing his friends’ music. 

He started running the label next to a full-time job as a caretaker (Spiegel 2010). Since 

2008, however, the label is his full-time job and basically a one-man label with some 

freelancers and interns helping from time to time.  

Audiolith is not only a label but unites publishing, merchandising and booking. It is 

located in Hamburg and the releases range from independent rock to electronic music, 

while the label is very influential in German-speaking electro punk. Often, Audiolith’s 
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releases have a political message and in an interview from 2012 with a local newspaper, 

Lars explains that “nothing is further away from us than wanting to release the party song 

to freak out about next weekend. (…) We drive to the East to play gigs for kids, who are 

afflicted by daily terror from Nazis, and support them in that way” (Hamburger 

Abendblatt, 2010).  

Lars 

The email interview was conducted with Lars who is the founder, owner and face of the 

label. He is the A&R, product manager, promoter and everything that would have its own 

division in a major label in one person. 

 

Findings: The Nature of Independence in 
Independent Record Labels 
Interviewing seven employees, most of them owners, of respectively five independent 

record labels located within two different markets, presents various opinions about the 

importance of carrying the title “independent”, but it also reveals strategies, approaches 

and principles they all have in common.  

The raw data was coded by looking for themes that showed similarities between the 

different labels. In a second round of coding, these themes evolved into the following 

categories which will be explained in detail below: 

 Genesis 

 The Ordinary  

 Collectivity 

 Art & Commerce 

 Autonomy 

 

All first-level codes developed from the data itself and thus let the data speak for itself.  

The codes were then organised into categories that resembled the categories that I 

established in the literary review to make sense of independent record labels.  
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I will begin by presenting the genesis of the different labels. This will be necessary to 

better understand their attitude towards the independence term and how they approach 

the themes discussed in the different categories.  

Genesis of the labels 

To begin with, all interviews started with a question about the genesis and personal 

motivations of the respondents to found an independent record label. Already here, I 

found similarities and differences between the labels. This led to the first category of 

explaining the nature and origin of independence in independent labels.  

The narrative of the genesis of an independent label often begins with the story of a band 

looking for a label to release their music which they then end up deciding to do themselves.  

Clemens from ListenRecords explains their genesis as follows: 

All three of us are musicians ourselves and we were weary of looking for a label 

for our own band and just decided to do it ourselves. We also said, that if we do 

it, we don’t only do it for us, but we make it a real label, where we also release 

other artists. And this took its course and it from a basic idea, I still remember it 

was on a car ride, it became a serious project and now, 3.5 years later, it is a full-

time job for all three of us. (Clemens, 2016, 3-10) 

 

A different setting but basically the same idea drove four band mates of the band THAU 

to establish the label Crunchy Frog in 1994: 

It started out in someone's bedroom, basically. It took like 3, 4 years where it was 

just Yebo's band mate's own record, then they made another one, then some of 

them were in a second band, they made an album as well, then they knew these 

guys, album, and then (after) three fours years, they signed for the first time people 

they didn't know. (Poe, 2016, 80-84) 

 

And it was the same for Tambourhinoceros which was founded in 2010:  

We were two members of a band, Oh No Ono, that both were interested in starting 

a label. After a year of consideration we had a lot of friends in Bands without 

labels so the timing felt right. (Kristoffer, 2016, 2-3) 
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The reasons for deciding not to work with another label to release their music but to take 

it in their own hands contains feelings of discontent with the way one was treated as a 

musician. These include a feeling of “necessity, or being tired of waiting so long” (Sönke, 

2016, 46-47) and a feeling of not being treated respectfully: “especially the way labels 

communicate, especially with newcomers and unknown musicians, we very often felt 

looked down at” (Clemens, 2016, 35-36).  The founders of Crunchy Frog found 

themselves in a situation of necessity as well. The only label they were interested in 

collaborating with as a band was Cloudland, one of the only indie labels in Denmark in 

the early 90’s, which was just about to shut down: 

So they told them, we can't release your album, but if you decide to make your 

own Record Label and you promise us that you will do it properly, and act like a 

record company, then we'll help you out. Give you the right contacts with distri-

bution and so on. So they were really helpful in the beginning. And making sure 

that they got some good contacts and good deals. (Poe, 2016, 113-115) 

 

For Lars from Audiolith, his main motivation to run his own label was his own friends, 

as he explains: 

I have played in bands myself, which released records. Then I worked for Dim 

Mak1. At some point I changed sides from making music to selling music. Basi-

cally, I just wanted to release my friend’s music. (Lars, 2016, 2-4) 

 

Amanda, who founded Back To Future while still a student at Copenhagen Business 

School, tells a different story: 

I've been working in PR around the business for two years. And been to all of the 

meetings and all that and then I suddenly felt like – something needed to change, 

like something else needed to happen. The music industry, especially in Denmark 

with the independent labels, they needed something fresh, they needed something, 

a new way to work around music. So, it isn't that new (…)  I mean we're still 

working with PR, we're still working with distributing the music and all that, but 

I think what we wanted to change was the way we presented it. The way people 

get it presented is through all the music magazines, but what about presenting it 

in a new way? And discover new channels? (Amanda, 2016, 6-16) 

                                                 
1 An independent record label based in Los Angeles, CA.  
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After presenting the labels’ somewhat similar, somewhat different historical origins, I 

now want to go in depth with the nature of independence in independent record labels by 

exploring in what way they are ordinary, how they deal with the tension between art and 

commerce, in what way they encourage collectivity and what drives them to run a 

company based on a principle of autonomy.  

Category: The Ordinary 

Being in touch with your surroundings, using plain language, and giving a voice to those 

that would usually not be heard. This is the core idea of those who in the Romantic era 

asked to bring back the ordinary. How is this visible in today’s independent record labels? 

It materialises differently today than it did in the 19th century but there is a common thread 

in the interviews that reflect a wish for a more down-to-earth approach to the music 

business than the major labels represent. 

Approachability 

Being approachable is an important ingredient for independent record labels. Audiolith 

express in their business description that they want to be a label that is “at eye level with 

the people, who love our music” (audiolith.net). When asking what that exactly means 

Audiolith’s founder and owner Lars explains:  

Be approachable, don’t hide away, don’t think your something better. (Lars, 2016, 

8)  

 

Interestingly, Sönke replies with the same vocabulary as Audiolith when asked what he 

thinks artists appreciate the most about being on the roaster of ListenRecords: 

I hope, what they appreciate about us the most, is honesty, and that it all happens 

at eye level, especially because we are musicians. (Sönke, 2016, 122-123) 

 

Lars’ and Sönke’s statements about working in an honest way and at eye level align with 

the motivation to found ListenRecords that Clemens talks about: 
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The core motivation was of course, that we were tired of looking for a label and 

as well the manner the labels communicated with, especially with newcomers and 

unknown musicians, we often felt looked down upon and that was the origin, that 

we said, we want to work on an honest level with people. Sure, we also work with 

music, which a) we like personally and where we b) see a perspective, which is of 

use for everyone involved. But still in an honest manner. This means we always 

try to reply nicely to all requests we get and also denials and sort of transport an 

underlying feeling, that we respect what people are doing, even if we don’t like it 

or don’t have the time to do it. (Clemens, 2016, 34-43) 

 

Honesty towards the artist and an understanding for each other seem to feed into the 

down-to-earth approach that independent record labels have in common. Poe from 

Crunchy Frog makes this clear: 

(But) We're not here to conquer the world. We bring good music to people. Music, 

that we love. Which we think is so great that everybody should hear this. (Poe, 

2016, 327-329) 

 

Do It Yourself: Homemade Entrepreneurialism 

As discussed in the literary review, independent record labels started out of a punk 

tradition, carried a strong affinity towards the ordinary and created their own 

understanding of the ordinary. This took form in a Do It Yourself approach. This idea 

connects the will to sell the music you make with the efforts to sell and distribute it 

yourself and comes with a learning-by-doing method towards business and all that comes 

with it. This “homemade entrepreneurialism”, as I will call it, is still to be found in most 

of today’s independent record labels. Their genesis is built on the motivation to do it 

themselves, to “change sides, from making music to selling music” (Lars, 2016, 3-4). 

Because few of the labels and their employees have a background in music business, most 

of them talk about learning-by-doing as a primary method for their daily business:  

You know, things come up where none of us know anything about it and we just 

have to figure it out – who has the time and the ability to do it. (…) Very much 

learning by doing. (Poe, 2016, 38-41) 

Finding the right level of communication [for Europe-wide distribution], like, 

we’re still at the beginning a little bit, a little bit unexperienced and that is, where 

I sometimes wished, that one of us had already done all of that before, that would 



 

53 

 

of course make it easier. But it is just like everything else, it is still kind of a learn-

ing-by-doing process. (Clemens, 2016, 121-125) 

Since nobody of us actually learned this. For example, nobody of us studied at the 

Popakademie1, nobody of us studied business administration, so definitely - actu-

ally in every area there are things, you have to learn. Publishing is very extreme, 

because it has so much to do with copyright law, which changes constantly, and 

differs from country to country. This is where I learn something new every week. 

(…) But these are all things, you must teach yourself basically. (…) For me, such 

things like Popakademie were always out of question, because I always thought, 

ok, it also works out like this. Simply, if you want to do it. (Sönke, 2016, 131-142; 

347-348) 

 

This assumption, that everything is possible, simply if you are willing to put the time and 

effort into learning it, combined with a certain welcoming culture in the indie scene for 

amateurs and lateral entrants also shows in Poe’s case. He worked in book publishing for 

fifteen years before he was asked by label owner Yebo to start working at Crunchy Frog: 

Well, I lost my job, for one. And then I've known the guys who founded this label 

since before they founded it, old old friends. The owner of the company, day to 

day director or what you call it, Yebo, it's his name, he and I studied together ages 

ago. So we've known each other for 25 years. They asked me if I wanted to join. I 

didn't know a thing about the music business, they said well, we'll teach you. 

You're a smart guy. Well, thank you. So, yeah, that's how I came into it. And I've 

known all the bands, cause I've been to all the shows. (Poe, 2016, 5-10) 

 

Category: Collectivity 

Collectivity and inclusion are important factors that are touched upon when theory 

discusses independent record labels or creativity in general. It is also a topic that derives 

from the ordinary. It is here the labels are in touch with their surroundings and 

environments. Independent record labels for one are focused on creating a community 

around their label. This has been the case since their emergence and is closely connected 

to the approachability term that has been discussed earlier. Also, independent record 

labels do not regard themselves as plain managers who are only there to release one album 

                                                 
1 Popakademie is a public institution for higher education focusing on popular music and music 

economics in Mannheim, Germany.  
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after another but rather, and this was certainly clear through the research, agree to 

collaborate with their artists.  

Collective Creation 

How do artist and label collaborate? Every single interviewee in this study emphasised 

the importance of being close to the artists the label work with. The artists are named first 

when the respondents are asked about their most important collaborators – even though 

the question was meant to tackle their business partners. For example, when Poe (Crunchy 

Frog) was asked about important partnerships, he replies with:  

Well, the bands of course. Speaks for itself. Very close to the artists, always. (Poe, 

2016, 65) 

 

From being a the product of a label, the role of the bands change, and they are now viewed 

as the labels most important collaborators. An important detail here seems to be a close 

communication with the artist:  

We are really trying to keep it on a personal plan. Still professional, you know 

what I mean, like. But we really wanna talk with our artists, we really wanna 

engage with them, we don't wanna just so, hey you need to do this and this and 

this. We need to collaborate with them. So it's a 50/50 effort. (Amanda, 2016, 121-

124) 

I think the most important thing, which we also tell them in the first conversation 

if we are interested in something, is that we want to have very close communica-

tion, in that we want to talk with the bands as often and as extensive as possible. 

With the ones, who don’t live in Berlin, which are not a lot, we actually also try 

to skype on a regular basis, to not only exchange emails. (Clemens, 2016, 92-97) 

 

An important detail in this way of communication is the will to talk to the bands directly 

and not to go through their management because this is where the most creative ideas 

develop:  

I guess some labels mostly deals with managers but we deal just as much with the 

bands. (Kristoffer, 2016, 12-13) 
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I mean of course, some bands have a manager and stuff, and you have to talk to 

them as well, but for us it is still important, to always talk directly with the artist, 

because especially in this creative process between artist and us, most ideas 

evolve and of course their management is often part of that as well, but we always 

want to be in close contact to the artists. Yes, I do think this might be something 

that many appreciate about us, that we always have a sympathetic ears and we 

challenge them in a positive sense, asking “yo, what’s going on, guys?” and are 

side by side. (Clemens, 2016, 101-109) 

I think what labels also sometimes forget is to listen to the artist. Because artists 

have a lot of good ideas that I even haven't thought about. And if you bring those 

ideas together it can evolve. For example someone saying „hey my music friend 

did this and that was really awesome“ and then you think about it and the we build 

on the idea you know. So I think it's very important that you bring in all the as-

pects. (Amanda, 2016, 150-154) 

 

Artists and labels thus get together to exchange views and swap creative ideas. They 

create collectively. In regards to collaborating with their artists, the interviewees also 

constantly discuss the way in which the labels give feedback to the artists. For one, as 

stated earlier, they “challenge” the artists in a “positive sense” (Clemens, 2016, 108). 

Additionally, they seem to create collectively by offering guidance:  

First of all, giving the artists as much freedom possible. (…) When it comes to the 

songs, we give recommendations, but we are never a typical manager, who says, 

no, this cannot be done that way. (Sönke, 2016, 58; 61-63) 

It's always suggestions of course. They have their artistic independence of course. 

Unless they decide to be a band of only harmonicas. That might be a challenge. 

(Poe, 2016, 185-187) 

So I think the uniqueness of the artist is when they evolve themselves, you give 

them some sort of directions where to go but otherwise than that.. We're not pro-

ducers, we're not like ok so that hi-hat right there it needs to be different. But 

sometimes actually we do tell them like "maybe it shouldn't be that aggressive" or 

something like that. But we only tell them what we hear and they can use that 

feedback or not. (Amanda, 2016, 134-138) 

Now in autumn there is some stuff coming up where we also listen to demos in 

advance and give our opinion. But then it’s more something like ok, we can imag-

ine this song to be a good radio single, try to make it quite short, but how they do 

it in the end is up to them. (Sönke, 2016, 65-69) 
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Closely related to the creative guidance seems to be the fact that most of the label “bosses” 

are musicians themselves. This creates an atmosphere at eye level and of mutual 

understanding:  

Well, for one thing, the bands love it. They know that we know what it's like to be. 

Well, I'm not a musician myself, but they know what we know what it's like to be 

a band on the road. Or what terms they are given and how they work. And Yebo1, 

he is very hands on with the A&R work and producing the albums and helping out 

and so on. And that's quite important. (Poe, 2016, 181-122) 

Sometimes we see, that artists are at the same point, where we were once as well, 

like not having a plan of anything, but thinking you know what you’re doing. And 

then we have to make it work and try to give a direction in cooperation, which is 

accepted by everyone. Because if it doesn’t get accepted, you can’t collaborate. 

(Daniel, 2016, 77-82) 

 

As a result, the collaboration and artist-label relationship leads to collective creation and 

a friendly or family like atmosphere:  

Friendship / Business. Two things which supposedly can’t be connected to each 

other, but it works. Arguments inclusive. (Lars, 2016, 13-14) 

Well, with the artists it tends to become one big family. It's very close. They trust 

us, we trust them, and they have to trust us cause [otherwise] it's not gonna work. 

And we are a small label, so everybody knows everybody. (Poe, 2016, 253-255) 

 

Label Community  

Labels do not only collaborate with their artists. Another important “collaboration”, if you 

can say so, is their relationship with their listeners; the ones that go to the labels artists’ 

concerts, label nights and showcases, buy their artists’ music and merchandise and engage 

not only with the artists but with the labels online as well. History has shown the 

importance of independent record labels especially for local communities. The owners 

were generally well connected in these communities and the other way around. The 

audience of independent labels were just as good at joining forces and creating support 

systems. What is it like in today’s label landscape and local music communities? All 

                                                 
1 Yebo is one of the founders and the daily manager of Crunchy Frog. He is a musician himself. 
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independent labels in this study acknowledged the importance of their audience and 

additionally they acknowledged the importance of making a name for themselves in the 

industry:  

There is a connection. Well you saw the movie of the 20th birthday party, of course 

we had a lot of great bands but we could sell out the venue. And people also come, 

and whenever that happens we get REALLY proud, get into the music because of 

the label. That's the best that can happen to us. Then we're doing something 

right.(Poe, 2016, 258-261) 

But we are really trying to, you know, get the urban city, the hipsters, (…) how 

can you say, the firstmovers within music and cultural stuff. Those are we trying 

to appeal to our events and to our side. And also sort of in to our community 

around the label. (Amanda, 2016, 96-98) 

 

Building a community around the labels means trying to build an audience that trusts the 

label with their musical choices. This is also reflected in the way the labels describe their 

target audiences: 

Music lovers that are into the label-idea of a collective of likeminded artists + 

more specific audiences per release. (Kristoffer, 2016, 20-21) 

Well I would say, that in general it has softened a bit when it comes to genre-

boundaries, it is more like, you have quite a broad spectrum of people, who listens 

to quite a lot and then it becomes more a question of the attitude, it is presented 

with. (…) It has something to do with a kind of lifestyle. It can be Hip Hop, it can 

be Folk, but it can also be Neo-Classic or whatever. (Clemens, 2016, 456-463) 

 

It seems that independent labels today try to go back to a way of community building, at 

least to some extent, which was the case before internet and web 2.0:  

 We grew up in the, we're elderly people right now, we grew up in the 80's  with Indie 

music and back then we didn't have the internet, we had such a limited access to 

information. You could go into a record shop and buy a record based on what label 

it was. Oh this from [inaudible] records, and then you know, never heard anything 

about the band, haven't heard a single song, but I know I'm gonna like it. (Poe, 2016, 
262-266) 
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Network Potentials 

Another factor to take into consideration when trying to understand the nature of 

independence is the way in which independent record labels use their networks. I will 

argue that this form of collectivity and mutual support makes the preservation of the 

label’s independent status possible. 

Independent record labels use their networks to find new artists to sign:  

It's very much word-of-mouth and then we would know someone who knows some-

one. (Poe, 2016, 301) 

By now, or it has actually always been like that, you know someone, who shows 

you something and says like “there is this guy from Canada, who sent me this, I 

can’t do it, maybe it’s something for you” or “I have a friend in Sweden, who does 

this and that”, that is mostly the way. (Clemens, 2016, 51-54) 

The traditional way, which every band is wishing for, like sending a unsolicited 

demo, we’ve actually never done that. Most often it’s through recommencations 

(…) There is quite a big giving and taking approach within the branch. (Sönke, 

2016, 82-88) 

It's usually someone we stumble upon in our existing network. We've never signed 

an unsolicited demo. (Kristoffer, 2016, 10-11) 

 

It also comes down to knowing the right people that can get you to the next level or 

acquaint you with someone else who could be important for the business:  

Crucial. It's crucial. If it wasn't because people working for the company had been 

doing it for twenty years, we wouldn't be where we are. It's always a question of 

knowing the right people. If you know the right people, they can get you in contact 

with the next level and so on and so on. (Poe, 2016, 288-291) 

Network is the key. (Poe, 2016, 298) 

And having a good network can help you when other resources might be missing:  

It’s been learning by doing but whenever there was something they knew they 

didn't know themselves, they were smart enough getting in touch with someone 

who would know. Getting the best lawyer and stuff like that. Getting an American 

lawyer and just making sure everything goes the right way. (Poe, 2016, 91-94) 
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Sönke explains how these networks are created and nurtured, and this connects closely to 

the idea of the ordinary and the concept of simply being connected to your surroundings:  

I see the people all the time and everywhere, always the same. The music industry is 

pretty small, at least when it comes to our spectrum. And then it doesn’t matter if I 

am at Eurosonic or in Brighton at the Great Escape Festival or at Reeperbahnfestival, 

I always see the same people. It definitely is an evening thing. There are few people 

who I call from time to time, let it be 50 people, or skype with them, just asking how 

it’s going, how they are, or with all the others grabbing a beer in the evening from 
time to time. (Sönke, 2016, 231-238) 

 In the past I thought, that the New York scene is pretty big and diverse, but it 

actually isn’t, it’s just like it is here: when you know five people, you actually know 

them all and can use Facebook to research a bit or you check which agency artist 

XY works with and then look at their roaster and you just ask, do you already have 

a partner or not. (Sönke, 2016, 91-97) 

 

Category: Art & Commerce 

In theory, there is a big discussion when it comes to combining art and commerce. There 

is the view that art is corrupted by commerce and that majors control the distribution of 

popular music. Adorno and Horkheimer (1979) fed this idea with their criticism and 

comparison of the culture industry as an “assembly line”. Similarly, there is the idea that 

there is a constant tension between commerce and creativity. Lately, writers, such as 

Simon Frith, are arguing against these drastic standpoints and has begun regarding art and 

commerce as “continually produced together” (Negus, 1995, 317-18). 

Asking independent record label employees what their thoughts on a potential tension 

between art and commerce are and if they might see a problem, their reply is often 

optimistic:  

The thing is, we live in this world. If we would create another, where it is not about 

counterbalancing everything with money, then I would say, it is a huge paradox - 

but in this world it is no paradox, because we couldn’t work for the music, if we 

couldn’t live from it. (Daniel, 2016, 224-227) 

 

Poe from Crunchy Frog supports this comment and explains that nowadays it is 

completely acceptable to sell your music to a brand for publishing because this is where 
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the money is:  

And it has totally changed like in the last at least 15-20 years. 20 years ago it 

would be a total sell-out. Unless you're Michael Jackson and allow to not give a 

shit. You can promote all the Pepsi Coke you want in the world. But if you were 

an Indie band, 20-25 years ago, say „oh, but we're gonna promote this soap prod-

uct“ it would have been total sell-out. You can’t do that. Today, nobody would 

care. Everyone's like „that's cool, you make a living of your music and more peo-

ple hear it and so on and you get paid“. Absolutely. That has changed a lot. (…) 

Yeah, it's ok to wanna make a living.  (Poe, 2016, 237-242; 245) 

 

Artistic Freedom 

Today, in a world where it is accepted to make money from music as a means for 

businesses to survive, independent record labels are still concerned with granting full 

artistic freedom. Instead of producing music that follows a hit formula, they give away 

the control of what the final product will sound like. This becomes obvious, for example, 

when asking how it is possible to manage commercial and artistic claims:  

Firstly, by giving the artist as much freedom as possible. (Sönke, 2016, 58) 

 

Poe from Crunchy Frog shares the opinion when asked what makes their label 

independent:  

That we have our full artistic freedom. Basically, we don't have to deliver a hit, to 

anybody. Well it would be a good idea if we wanna survive, but we don't have a 

budget or income that we have to generate during a year or so. Which a non-

independent label certainly would have. So we don't have to sign any hit-artists. 

And that's a very privileged position to be in. As a label of our size. That's mainly 

because we make quite a lot of our income on the publishing side. (…) It gives us 

the income that allows us to be totally independent. But, you know, this label  was-

n't founded to make money. And in some strange way, that's why it all works. We 

are so priviliged that we only release the music that we think is the best. If we 

don't think, this new album is the best album ever recorded, there's no reason to 

release it. And of course we know it's not the best album ever recorded, but that's 

how we feel about it. At least for some time. (Poe, 2016, 190-195; 200-204) 

 

In practice, granting creative freedom but balancing it with the need to make a business 

means:  
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We plan for the worst delays imaginable! Our timelines stretch over a long period. 

Artistically we don't sign bands we don't feel we can sell over time. But we're 

usually loosing money on the first releases with new bands. A label like ours are 

a long term investment, not quick  and dirty money. (Kristoffer, 2016, 16-19) 

 

And as we learned from the Collective Creation section, the labels still put their opinions 

into the process and try to guide the artists. However, as long as they do not decide to be 

a “band of only harmonicas” (Poe, 2016, 187) or “subjectively deliver shit” (Sönke, 2016, 

59), they basically do what they want to do and reach a level of full artistic independence.  

Music as Commodity 

Granting artistic freedom, of course, is naturally what you would expect from an 

independent record label. Nonetheless, in today’s competitive music industry, it is not 

enough to be passionate about a project or band, at least if you want the label to survive. 

It has a lot more to do with finding a “product” and this might challenge the idea of the 

continuous tension between art and commerce: 

You can find products that are really good but you still have the passion within it. 

And I think when you combine those two things, then the magic happens. But yes, 

it's hard, it's super hard finding that, what you're passionate about and then also 

earn money on it. Sometimes it's hard. But I think it's possible. (Amanda, 2016, 

158-161) 

 

Regarding music as a product is something that is necessary, since the people are running 

a business that needs to survive, but it sometimes still feels like a word they would rather 

not use when talking about music. This is the case, for example, when Daniel talks about 

“placing the product artist” in TV commercials and then adds “I find the term product 

artist difficult” (Daniel, 2016, 255). Clemens also gets caught up on the term while 

explaining who decides which artists to sign:  

Yes, exactly, all three of us decide together. Of course there might be a case, where 

one of us might say “oh wow this is absolutely awesome” and the others say “it’s 

ok” and then the perspective has to be right, economically, you consider the prod-

uct, in the end it is that dry, the product, can it be sold. (Clemens, 2016, 64-66) 
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When Sönke is asked if he regards music more as a product now than before the founding 

of ListenRecords, he argues:  

Yes and no. Music stays art, but you can make music a commodity, what I see 

extremely in publishing, if you only serve the market blindly. Theoretically, we 

know that from next month on there will be a high demand on Christmas songs for 

advertising jingles. Theoretically, we could ask our authors, write 10 Christmas 

songs right now, which you basically don’t even have to release - then music be-

comes indeed only a commodity. Music also becomes a commodity for me, if we 

host a concert, where I don’t really like the music. (Sönke, 2016, 390-396) 

 

He also thinks that it becomes more difficult when he records new music with his own 

band Yesterday Shop. Here, it seems, music becomes more of a commodity, especially 

now that he is included into the structures of the music business. I want to know if having 

an artistic claim and wanting to sell the music is a paradox. Sönke explains: 

Not necessarily, but sometimes is it difficult not to change too much. Especially, 

when I make music myself with Yesterday Shop. (…) That is why the new songs 

will be 3.30 minutes and not seven minutes long. Even if we would like to do that. 

But that is just not possible with this kind of music anymore - nobody would listen 

to it. (Sönke, 2016, 403-404; 407-409) 

 

Regarding music as a product thus seems to be something that independent record labels 

do have in common and have in common with their major label acquaintances as well. 

However, they mix it with their passion for music and are hesitant about describing their 

artists’ music as a commodity. 

The difference between how majors and independents regard music as a commodity also 

leads to an understanding of why independent labels are often seen as the source of 

diversity and innovation. In a study, Peterson and Berger (1975) shows that diversity in 

the music industry was highest when the success of independent record firms was equally 

high. Clemens from ListenRecords explains why independents bring more diversity to the 

table than major labels like this:  

That is simply because, as a major label of course you throw stuff on the market, 

if you know there is a demand for it. (…) For example when Universal releases 

something that works extremely well, then you can be sure that Sony releases 
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something similar in a couple of months, only to steal market share from the com-

ponent. And this approach just isn’t existent in indie labels. I would say, the com-

petitive thought doesn’t exist. I would say, there are enough bands in the indie 

area, I really think so. That’s also the thing we always talk about with our col-

leagues from other labels, ey guys, actually we are not components and there are 

so many topics, which haven’t been worked at. Thus, you really are interested in 

the music first and THEN ask yourself the question, is there a target audience. 

And you don’t have the target audience first and then build a band, which serves 

this target audience. I think that’s an important difference and leads to a lot more 

diversity.  

 

Category: Autonomy 

As discussed in the literary review, I base my understanding of the term autonomy on 

Thomas May’s “The Concept of Autonomy” from 1994. Here May describes autonomy 

as a wish to self-rule, where external factors could inform our considerations but would 

not cause our actions. 

Mistrust of corporations 

Mistrust of corporations was the root that led to the wish for autonomy and the emergence 

of small companies in the 20th century. This scepticism also resulted in the emergence of 

independent record labels during that time. The research showed that today independent 

labels still identify with this idea of being able to do something different and being nicer 

than the big corporations. It becomes obvious when asking Kristoffer from 

Tambourhinoceros or Lars from Audiolith what it means to them to run an independent 

label: 

We don't make filthy rich people even richer from exploiting artists. (Kristoffer, 

2016, 25-26) 

We do everything the way we want to do it and not what some venture capital 

investor wants us to do. (Lars, 2016, 16) 

 

The distrust also stems from stories that are told in the industry:  

There are two sides to each story, of course. As a small indie label we can’t afford 

to have a distributor, who puts loads of CD’s to the stores, which at the end all 
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come back, this would break our neck financially. And all those things happened 

before. We also know stories from other people, where that happened, and our 

distribution is suited to the needs of indie labels of course. And a major distribu-

tion isn’t. For them it is a lot about “bragging” and if you’re unlucky at the end, 

you have to pay petty cash, which we can’t. (Clemens,  2016, 159-168) 

 

On the other hand, you can hear that there is a certain respect for the work major labels 

do and what they can accomplish for their artists and that an exchange of ideas might 

happen: 

I mean, when it comes to the work with artists, I mean we are also in touch with 

major-people and you exchange views and I wouldn’t really say that there is a 

distinction. (Clemens, 2016, 193-196) 

I find the idea of the structures in majors not bad, because you can accomplish 

way more. (…) It’s fascinating, for example the cooperation with advertisement 

or product placement in TV or movies or wherever, with which you also connect 

radio stations or TV channels, that is extremely good, because then you can reach 

so much with the product artist, I find the term product artist difficult, but you can 

reach so much. And these structures are pretty interesting. (Daniel, 2016, 251-

256) 

 

Or you look at it like Sönke from ListenRecords who neither trusts nor mistrusts the 

corporations:  

I think, we can do the same things as they can, only they have more money to back 

them up. And can push their topics more. (Sönke, 2016, 304-305) 

 

The wish to self-rule  

The desire to live a life and run a business in a state of self-rule is ubiquitous in the 

conversation with independent record labels. May it be in their personal or professional 

lives, it is all about doing it the way they want to do it and not being told how to do it: 

I think independent label is [means] also being independent. Like you don't have 

to rely on too many big actors, you know. But you're kind of doing your own life. 

(Amanda, 2016, 188-190) 
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Right now I am my own boss. In that way I can do anything I want. Seriously. I 

was thinking this morning: the limit is the sky. Seriously, we can do what we want 

to do. There is not one big boss telling us you need to do this and this and this. We 

are ourselves. (Amanda, 2016, 202-204) 

We do everything the way we want to do it and not what some venture capital 

investor wants us to do. (Lars, 2016, 16) 

Basically, we don't have to deliver a hit, to anybody. Well it would be a good idea 

if we wanna survive, but we don't have a budget or income that we have to gener-

ate during a year or so. Which a non-independent label certainly would have. So 

we don't have to sign any hit-artists. (Poe, 2016, 190-195) 

We only answer to ourselves. We don't have someone calling us for a board meet-

ing or so. Which also means that we have to deal with our problems ourselves. 

(Poe, 2016, 208-209) 

 It means we make the decisions, take the responsibility and all the pleasure and 

pain of stuff going right and wrong. (Kristoffer, 2016, 24-25) 

 

Besides running a business, in which you do not have to justify every decision made, the 

wish to self-rule is also apparent in the way the respondents talked about their private 

lives. This showed, when I asked Clemens and Sönke if they always wanted to work 

within the music industry. I learned that the nature of independence also has something 

to do with a personal characteristic trait of the label’s founders and not just with the way 

a label is organized and structured:  

No. Not at all. [Was I thinking I would work in music.] Until I realized, that I 

thought my studies were boring. I studied political sciences, and I realized that 

that is a world I don’t want to work in, at least not yet. Because you have to plan 

your career meticulously and take care of everything you’re doing and I wanted 

to keep the feeling of making my own choices, have more freedom and then I sort 

of slipped into it through the band and then everything developed from there. 

(Clemens, 2016, 334-340) 

I definitely always fancied it. I had the choice to study medicine. I didn’t do it, 

because you have to give up on too much for that. And I like to delegate, but don’t 

like to get delegated. And in medicine it actually takes a lot of time until you are 

in a position, where you can do that. That’s why I didn’t consider it further. 

(Sönke, 2016, 339-344) 
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Decision Making & Flexibility 

Attaining self-rule has two main consequences for independent record labels in regards 

to their business: Quick and easy decision making followed by and connected to a general 

business approach of flexibility. 

For example, when it comes to deciding a promotion-strategy and executing it right away:  

By now, we are quite cautious, how to invest money. If you feel like an artist can’t 

be successful in press, then we completely bet on live and then they have to play, 

play, play [concerts] and may it be small living room concerts in the end, it just 

has to happen that way. (Clemens, 2016, 526-530) 

In our daily lives, we can take decisions really quick. Like we did a snapchat re-

lease concert. We figured it out on a Tuesday and we had a release concert on 

Thursday or Friday. We sent out a press release right away, we got in to the big 

newspapers and people were really digging it. So, in that way, we have creative 

thoughts and can get them out there right away. (Amanda, 2016, 204-208) 

 

Or when it comes to running day to day business in general:  

We're only six people working here so everybody does a bit of everything. (…) The 

days are most certainly different. The hardest part is getting to the work that you 

actually plan to do for the day, cause you're too busy answering more emergency 

stuff. Answering Emails and all sorts of stuff. And then a brief, as we call it, would 

come in, that sync-agent as we call him, supply the music for, they find the music 

to present to, for example, the TV companies and put it in, that's their job. The 

syncing agent would write us and say „oh I need a, we're looking for a track such 

and such, it should be summery and purple and instrumental and we need it in two 

hours“. Oh boy. And then you get up and supply some stuff. (Poe, 2016, 18-19; 

220-227) 

And then there are days, where we would work together and then things happen 

like earlier, when we sat there and Sönke had some concern about something and 

then I dealt with it right away. (Daniel, 2016, 361-363) 

Some projects just need a little more time and then it is nonsense to only finishing 

it half and do the rest the next morning. Then I’d rather finish work a little earlier 

and start with it first thing the next morning. (Sönke, 2016, 327-330) 

 

Short ways of communication, flexible office hours and barely any routines make it 

possible for independent record labels to react quickly when they get requests. They can 
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manage projects the way that is most effective and can be flexible when it comes to the 

needs of the particular artists.  

Discussion 
The purpose of this chapter is to connect the theoretical findings from the literary review 

with the findings of the data analysis. By connecting these parts, we will come to an 

understanding of the nature of independence in independent record labels and of how 

labels make sense of their independence by the way they run their businesses.  

In the literary review, I analysed three levels of independence to make sense of the 

independence in independent record labels: The ordinary, the creative process and 

autonomy. Putting these findings in relation to the data analysis, I came up with four 

concepts which are the basis of understanding the nature of independence in independent 

record labels:  

 Retaining a feeling of the ordinary  

 Building communities and creating a sense of collectivity  

 Merging the conflicting concepts of art & commerce  

 Seeking to work in a condition of autonomy 

 

The discussion will end with a section on the paper’s contributions.  

The Ordinary 

Hesmondhalgh (2013) quoted the cultural heritage of the Romantic era as one of the 

reasons for the emergence of independent record labels. He explained it by the era’s 

mystification of the artist and the causing effects of wanting to grant the artist as much 

freedom from commercial constraints as possible. I expanded the idea of the Romantic 

heritage and connected the existence of independent record labels to the concept of the 

“ordinary” from the same era. Wordsworth served as the creator of this notion by uttering 

his concerns with poetry in his and Coleridge’s publication Lyrical Ballads (first 

published 1798). As Bennett (2013) argues, Wordsworth problems were with the poets’ 

ways of complicating language leading to the non-poets not understanding what it was 

about. His wish was to create a language that would be understood by ‘ordinary’ people 
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and in that way to re-connect with the world and with ones’ surroundings. Consequently, 

he started writing in a comprehensible manner and about mundane situations which 

brought him closer to the world around him.  

The desire for the ordinary is certainly visible in the studied independent record labels. 

This desire takes different forms and is for one manifested in the wish to be approachable. 

This is indeed reached through language – namely, through clear and respectful 

communication. Frequent communicating is also a way in which the labels aim to be 

approachable – be it with their collaborators or artists. Through this, they want to establish 

a feeling of being at “eye level” which is a prominent vocabulary for independent record 

label staff and demonstrates their wish to connect to their surroundings. Instead of 

complicating things and divorcing from reality, they see themselves in the middle of it. 

This is for one because they literally are in the middle of it, meaning that they are 

geographically centred in the middle of cultural sites (Berlin, Hamburg, Copenhagen), 

but also because they were/are themselves musicians and can thus comprehend the 

realities of the artists they work with.  

As a specific example of the ordinary in independent record labels, I named the Do-It-

Yourself approach with a heritage from post-punk indies. It implies the inclusion of 

amateurs into the music business and a learning-by-doing approach to daily challenges as 

well as the pure way of running a business. My research confirmed the existence of this 

approach in today’s independent labels and I translated this into homemade 

entrepreneurialism, a term taken from Gillett (1983). Not only were most of the labels 

founded at home and run from home, at least periodically, but they were also founded by 

musicians who had to teach themselves most business skills from scratch. I learned from 

interviewing labels which have been in business for some time that they still after years 

of existence talk about learning-by-doing and having to acquire new knowledge.  

In conclusion, I can prove that running an independent record label is closely connected 

to the Romantic notion of the ordinary as they are concerned with approachability, 

working at eye level with others and having an understanding and a respectful connection 

to their surroundings. They also demonstrate the ordinary by establishing a business 

though basically only knowing the artist’s side of it and running it through learning-by-

doing.  
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Collectivity 

Collectivity has been shown in the literary review to be an important part of both the 

creative process and the concept of the ordinary. Since it also showed importance in the 

data analysis, I figured that it needed to be a standalone concept to understand the nature 

of independence.  

Beginning with the creative process, independent record labels did start out as a platform 

which allowed their artists to make music as far away from commercial constraints as 

possible and give them creative independence. This concept, which comes from 

Romanticism and mystifies the creative processes by claiming it must happen behind 

closed doors and in a momentum of the genius, has only partly made their way into 

today’s independent record labels. The labels care a lot about granting their artist the 

necessary freedom they need to write music; however, at the same time they are not afraid 

to bring in their own opinions. Literature on creativity at the end of the 20th century has 

been supporting the notion that creation is not just dependant on the symbol creator. As 

Teresa Amabile (1997) states, there are two opposing understandings of creativity. On the 

one hand is the Romantic notion that creativity is something that creatives do, and on the 

other hand there is the Contemporary Theory of Creativity which assumes that everyone 

can be creative as long as they have certain levels of expertise, creative-thinking skills 

and intrinsic task-motivation. Important in the work with artists for independent record 

labels is the last component. While expertise and creative-thinking skills are connected to 

personality traits and cognitive pathways and describe what a person theoretically would 

be able to do, it is the intrinsic motivation that decides what the person will do. 

Interestingly, the intrinsic motivation is 1) connected to one’s social environment, and 2) 

can together with extrinsic motivation enhance creativity.  

My research showed that this importance of intrinsic and the right amount of extrinsic 

motivation is a significant balance to manage for independent record labels that at the 

same time support the premise to give as much freedom to the creator as possible. Since 

deadlines must be met and releases must be planned, it is important for independent record 

labels to not only grant full freedom but also to give guidance when necessary. As per 

Amabile (1997), enabling and informative extrinsic motivators are encouraging creativity 

while controlling motivators have the opposite effect. I figured that independent record 
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labels mainly use enabling and informative motivators to support their artists. They do 

not tell them what to do or how not do it but rather give guidance and informative 

feedback, which they can use and implement (or not) in whatever way. To make sure that 

no controlling motivators get in the way, they plan for delays and due to their flexible 

business structures can adapt to the artist’s pace and creativity. Helpful in this case is that 

most of the label owners are musicians themselves and know what kind of motivators are 

useful and encouraging and they are sympathetic with the struggles the artists might face 

during the creative process.  

Similar to Amabile, who says that creativity can be influenced by the artist’s environment 

through certain motivators, is Becker’s thesis on “art as a collective action” (1974). Here 

he argues similarly that art is not a product only of the creatives, but that it takes support 

personnel to make art happen. Because a network of cooperating people is necessary to 

create a final outcome, there are certain constraints that have to be taken into 

consideration to make cooperation easier. I see this form of cooperation in the way the 

independent labels talk about being in touch with their artists and collaborators constantly 

to discuss where each of the partners are in the process and make sure that conventional 

practices are stuck with. In addition, I found that there are certain constraints that simply 

need to be considered by a label. For example: When their artists would deliver a 10-

minute song, the label would not be able to find a spot for it on the radio. The song would 

thus not be played and the band would lose this form of publicity. As a result, they do care 

a lot to grant artistic independence for the artists, but for this kind of collaboration to work, 

it is also necessary to stay within certain industrial boundaries.  

My research has also shown the importance of collectivity for independent record labels 

in the way they wish to build communities around their labels. For bands, this community 

around labels is what makes them so important (Dunn, 2012). Especially unknown bands 

can profit if labels have a loyal audience and a strong brand. If the audience is composed 

of “music lovers that are into the label-idea of a collective” (Kristoffer, 2016, 21), it means 

that they get their inspiration for new music from attending the labels’ events or give their 

newest releases a listen. A strong label brand means better publicity for the bands. 

Clemens confirms that nowadays you cannot easily divide audiences by genre. Today, it 

is more about the way and attitude with which the music is presented that makes the 
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audience decide whether they like something or not. It seems that it is not the appreciation 

of a certain genre but instead a similar lifestyle that unites the audience. The same is 

confirmed by Amanda who calls Back To Future’s audience the “first movers within 

music and cultural stuff” (Amanda, 2016, 91).  

As Toynbee (2000) argues, these label communities are partly built in “proto-markets” 

where artists and audience meet in a place that is not fully commodified. Toynbee 

connects the importance of proto-markets especially to subcultures. Although times have 

changed since web 2.0 and the possibility of creating such spaces online, I want to argue 

for the importance of these physical proto-markets. Still today, concerts and music events 

are a significant arena for artists and audiences to meet in uncommodified surroundings. 

On the other hand, my research has shown that these places indeed have a commercial 

context. Independent labels today use local events not only to promote their artist but also 

to drive profit. This profit is comprised of ticket and merchandise sales which is why 

labels often cooperate with agencies or manage booking in-house. Only two of the five 

labels I interviewed did not regard booking as an important aspect next to their label 

activities. This shows that concerts often have a commercial aspect to them and are not 

completely un-commodified. However, this is not to be judged, since we learned that 

today it is accepted to earn money from music. For the artists and audiences this proto-

markets, the physical space where the music meets its audience, remain of huge 

importance since it is here music can finally enfold its power. 

Art & Commerce 

Theorists have different opinions and strategies when understanding and explaining the 

correlations between art and commerce. There are Marxist informed views which assume 

that commerce corrupts art (Chapple & Garofalo, 1977) and that only a few big capitalist 

corporations control the entertainment market by simply releasing hit proven products 

(Garofalo, 1987). The main nourisher of this view is Adorno who compared the “culture 

industry” to an “assembly line” only producing standardised products and was driven by 

a “belief that it might be possible to create a form of music that was autonomous from 

and critical of the commercial production of music for a culture industry” (Negus 1995, 

p. 319).   
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My research has shown that this wish is utopian – at least it is not to be found in an 

independent record label that has a will to keep the business going for a while. Still, I 

cannot confirm Garofalo’s (1987) presumption that independent record labels only exist 

to make money and that they are rarely political. It may help to recite Poe from Crunchy 

Frog: “This label wasn't founded to make money. And in some strange way, that's why it 

all works.” (Poe, 2016, 201). The labels regard money as a means to keep the business 

running and not in relation to profit making. Only in Back To Future money seems to play 

a larger role than in the other labels. It is true though that political motivations are rarely 

the reason for the establishment of the labels. The only political label in this study is 

Audiolith which is home to several political bands. The label promotes themselves and 

their events as politically left. I would still argue that if the motivations to found a label 

are based on a mistrust of corporations or a displeasure with the way unknown bands are 

treated by more established labels, there is a political component and matter to it. This 

kind of political protest is, however, not visible by a statement of political affiliations but 

rather by the sheer fact of offering a platform for unheard artists who would not get a 

chance of releasing their music elsewhere. They thus contribute to a great extent of 

diversity and make a case for the importance of “small” cultural producers.  

An opposing assumption which understands art and commerce as linked and as produced 

simultaneously is brought forward by Simon Frith who regards the opposition of art and 

commerce as a cliché (ibid. 1991, p.106). I see the logic of this approach by comparing it 

to my findings. They show that independent record labels and music communities in these 

days find it okay to make money from music, to keep a song short so it can be played on 

the radio and get publicity and to sell music to brands that use it for advertisement. It is 

accepted because it is necessary if you want to make a living from your art, and it is 

necessary because we live in a commercial world where everything come down to money. 

It does not mean that the product is less creative or that the bands are selling out.  

Considering my findings, I want to support the approach that is suggested by Keith Negus 

who extends Frith’s arguments. He advocates for an understanding that art and commerce 

are created simultaneously; that both creative and commercial criteria are considered 

when producing music and that it is a constant struggle that labels must deal with. I can 

agree with this approach after analysing my data and finding that commerce and art do 
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not seem to be in conflict. Rather, the labels have found a way to reconcile these two 

concepts in their business models which allow for the merger of art and commerce. By 

focusing efforts on those types of businesses where money can actually be made from 

music, they leave space for their artists to create without too many commercial constraints. 

None of the presented labels are simply record labels. They all have a publishing 

department in-house and some have additionally connected their businesses with booking. 

None of the label seems to make enough profit from simply selling records. As Poe stated, 

“You can't sell CD's, but you can sell cars and cookies and soap and cereals. And for that 

you need music.” (Poe, 2016, 196-197) and this “gives us [Crunchy Frog] the income that 

allows us to be totally independent.” 

To conclude, I want to argue that this strategy of deriving the profit from another source 

other than the actual music sales is the solution to the art and commerce struggle in 

independent music production. It leaves freedom of creation to the artist because they 

have no pressure to produce hit songs, and labels still gain the income they need to stay 

independent and autonomous. 

Autonomy 

Autonomy is still today, just like in the 20th century, one of the main features when 

justifying the existence of independents. It is the image of a label that does not need to 

constantly feed the market blindly because it is independent from big corporations and 

their opinions. Emerging in times where companies became bigger and bigger, smaller 

firms were quickly seen as places of artistic independence and places that reflects a 

distrust of corporations (Hesmondhalgh 2013).  

My research showed that this mistrust of corporations still exists today. It is also what 

many associate with being independent: Not being connected to a major, not having to 

report to a board or capital investor and more general not making rich people even richer. 

This I interpret as a clear statement against big corporations and the way they manage 

their businesses. Nevertheless, there are also signs of respect for the work majors are 

doing and there is supposedly no separation between indie and major personnel.  

The search for autonomy shows mostly in the labels’ wishes to self-rule. The term is 

borrowed from Thomas May (1994) who used it to the describe the concept of autonomy 
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in a more realistic way than early writers such as Aristotle and Kant, who regarded 

autonomy as autarkeia where outside influences are regarded as threads, had done. 

Autonomy as self-rule on the other hand regards outside influences as components which 

can inform your decisions but do not hinder you from keeping the autonomy status.   

My research has shown that the autonomy concept is a very important factor that 

independent record labels use to make sense of their work and their existence. Their wish 

to self-rule is both present in the way the interviewees want to create their personal life 

but also in the way they want to run their businesses. The dimensions are various but all 

of the interviewees enjoy doing everything the way they want to do it and appreciate that 

they can deal with the “pleasure and pain” (Kristoffer, 2016) as well as problems of 

running an independent label yourself. One of the interviewees even regarded the sky as 

the only limit – these expressions certainly entail a wish for and a pride in being able to 

self-rule. Likewise, the data analysis has shown that most of the interviewees are 

independence-seekers in their personality as well. They like the idea of being their own 

bosses and to an extent free to plan their life the way they want to and not having a career 

predesignated. 

The results of this level of autonomy are high degrees of flexibility and very quick 

decision-making. This shows in the labels’ everyday business practices. They have short 

ways of communication, they need to and can be quick in responding to internal and 

external requests and it is possible for them to execute strategies, creative ideas and 

release content quickly.  

In conclusion, one can say that autonomy as the ability to self-rule is still one of the most 

important factors in making independents feel independent. Based on a distrust of big 

corporations, they appreciate being able to make their own decisions and not having to 

deliver anything to anyone, except themselves. All the label owners I interviewed enjoyed 

being their own bosses and having the ability to experience self realisation in their 

creative projects. This shows that the wish to self-rule is not just an important business 

feature for independent record labels but also entails that the owners share a venturesome 

soul and independence-appreciating personality traits. 
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Contribution 

Regarding the theories used, I will end this chapter by presenting the paper’s contribution 

to the field. I understand the contribution of the paper to be threefold.  

Firstly, it further develops the idea that Romantic heritage is responsible for the existence 

of independent record labels. Traditionally, the cultural heritage of the Romantic era has 

only been used to describe why independent record labels exist. They connected their 

emergence to the mystification of the genius and the idea that artists should be granted 

the freedom to create. My research has taken it a step further and suggests that another 

part of the cultural heritage from Romanticism is seen in the way the independent record 

labels are constructed, namely the Romantic idea of turning back to the ordinary.   

Secondly, the paper complements the discussion on the two seemingly conflicting 

concepts of art and commerce. Theorists have developed different viewpoints on how 

these two can or cannot be combined. There is the opinion that commerce corrupts art, 

that there is a continual tension between commerce and that art and commerce are 

continually produced together. I argue for an understanding that independent record labels 

work at combining art and commerce, in that they develop business models and strategies 

which make it possible for them to merge the existence of a commercial entity with the 

privilege of making free artistic choices.  

Lastly, the paper fills the gap in the literature where documentation of professionalised 

independent labels is only concerned with independent labels merging with major labels 

(cf. Hesmondhalgh, 1999). My research is based on independent labels which are not 

connected to any majors. It is therefore an important contribution to literature about 

independent cultural production, in that it creates insights into the nature of independence 

in fully independent labels and their ways of doing business.  

Overall, the paper offered an understanding for independence in independent record 

labels in more than structural and organisational terms.  In that sense, it reached the goal 

of exploring those parts of independence, which are not visible by simply looking at the 

organisational structure of an independent label. Rather, the paper uncovered those parts 

of independence, where it becomes inalienable to listen to the stories of the ones who are 

involved with independence daily and give them the possibility to provide all the answers. 
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Conclusion 
The aim of this study was to understand the nature of independence in independent record 

labels. The interest in this topic stemmed from the related literature not exploring fully 

independent labels as well as the personal wondering of how these labels are able to 

survive without any connection to major labels. Additionally, I wondered whether there 

is a reason why independents are called the more innovative and artist-friendly cultural 

producers and what exactly it is that makes them unique? To combine all my interests and 

wonderings, I came up with the research question: 

What is the nature of independence in independent record labels? 

To approach the question, I initially needed to understand what theorists had said about 

independent record labels so far. By exploring the topic historically and from social 

scientists’ points of view, I understood independent record labels as carriers of a certain 

Romantic heritage in their treatment of the artists. This triggered my interest and made 

me explore how far they also incorporated the Romantic notion of the ordinary. 

Consequently, the literary review made me understand independent record labels as 

special in the ways they approach the ordinary, the creative process and autonomy.    

Since the research is based on social constructivism and asked for the nature of 

independence in independent labels, I needed to research in the field how the nature of 

independence is constructed. For this, I interviewed seven label employees of five 

different labels, six of them founders and (co-)owners of their own labels.   

I organised, coded and categorised the raw data initially based on what the data itself told 

me. With the goal of understanding the characteristics of an independent record label, my 

analysis focused on finding patterns in how the respondents described the labels, their 

jobs, their way of doing business and their dealings with mixing artistic freedom and 

commerce. Afterwards, I compared these patterns with how the literary review informed 

my understanding of independent record labels. I then came up with four categories in 

which the nature of independence in independent record labels develops: The ordinary, 

collectivity, art and commerce and autonomy. Within each category, I organised the 

different themes which the prior first level coding came up with. In the chapter on findings, 

I presented those themes that most respondents talked about as I was looking for 
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similarities between the different labels. In the discussion chapter, I connected the 

findings to the literary review and came up with an explanation of how the nature of 

independence in independent labels may be thought of hereafter. In the following, I will 

briefly summarise my discoveries. 

Firstly, my research has shown that all labels share features that reflect the concept of the 

ordinary. Wordsworth initiated this movement in the Romantic era. It was aimed at poets 

and promoted a plain language, a care for mundane topics and a focus on one’s 

surroundings (Bennett, 2013). I translated the promotion of the ordinary into the case of 

independent record labels with the help of the history of DIY labels which promoted a 

similar avoidance of the extraordinary. These labels existed as counterparts to the major 

labels and were established out of a homemade entrepreneurialism which relied on 

inclusion rather than exclusion and the conviction that anyone can create. I have shown, 

that this aspect of the ordinary is still present in today’s independent record labels. They 

promote a culture of approachability and honesty and place emphasis on collaborating at 

eye level. Furthermore, most of the label owners in this study are homemade 

entrepreneurs who were or still are musicians before founding the label and practice 

learning-by-doing on a regular basis.  

Secondly, they are all concerned with supporting collective creation and community 

building within and outside the label. Just as Amabile (1997) explained, creativity can 

actually be influenced from the outside, and the labels offer their artists guidance in the 

creative process. Amabile’s argument that the right external motivators can increase 

creativity actually disproves the Romantic mystification of the lonesome artist and instead 

advocates collective creation. Similarly, Becker (1974) made a case for art being a product 

of “collective action” by discussing the necessity of support personnel in the creative 

production, who support the artists in all the essential steps when making and distributing 

an album. My research has shown that it is important for all the labels in this study to be 

in close contact with their artists and communicate with them on a regular basis. They 

give guidance and feedback which serve as external motivators that influence the artist’s 

creativity positively, in the best case. When it comes to other collaborators, the feeling of 

community also plays an important role. Business partners are as important and need to 

be updated and communicated with regularly. Furthermore, networking is a big part of 
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the labels’ daily businesses, from discovering new artists to finding new business partners. 

Moreover, labels regard the ways they build communities as crucial for their 

independence status. They build communities around their labels with an audience who 

does not necessarily share the same love for a specific genre but who likes the label-idea 

and regard it as a part of their lifestyle. 

Thirdly, the nature of independence contains ways of dealing with the concepts of 

commerce and art which theorists have often described as conflicting. There are opinions 

stating that commerce would corrupt art (Adorno; 1976, 1991; Adorno & Horkheimer, 

1979; Chapple & Garofalo, 1977) or that there would be a continual tension between the 

two concepts (Jon Stratton, 1982). I see independent labels’ practices more in the 

traditions of Negus and Frith and their understandings of art and commerce being 

produced simultaneously (Frith, 1991; Negus, 1995). My research has shown that the 

labels have found their own ways of dealing with the combination of commerce and art. 

None of the labels are just labels. This is probably a) the reason they survive as 

independents, and b) the way they merge commerce and art. They either work with 

booking, merchandising or publishing (or several of these) besides running the label. It 

gives them the necessary income to remain independent in their artistic choices and gives 

artists, who would not necessarily be heard otherwise, a platform.  

Lastly, I have shown that a big part of the nature of independence in independent record 

labels is their status of autonomy and their continuous aspiration to self-rule. In his “The 

Concept of Autonomy” (1994), May defines autonomy as the ability to self-rule and 

criticises the view of autonomy as complete autarky which disapproves all external 

influences. I have shown that the staff of independent record labels highly appreciates the 

ability to self-rule. This is not only apparent in the owners’ pleasures of being their own 

bosses and arranging their lives how they want to do it but also in the way it gives them 

the freedom to make business choices without having to justify everything in front of a 

board. I have shown that this form of autonomy makes decision-making easy and quick 

and fosters flexibility in the labels in general.  

I thus come up with following answer to my research question: 

The nature of independence in independent record labels is constructed by a mix of 
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features which include the celebration of the ordinary, a care for label communities 

and collective creation, the fusion of art and commerce and a high appreciation of 

self-rule.  

This answer to the research question entails that there is not one universal way to describe 

independence in independent record labels. Equally, there is not one universal formula 

for running and managing an independent label. Nonetheless, what my research has 

shown is that no matter what type of independence the labels focus on professionalism 

and a sense for commerciality are necessary ingredients. This is especially important 

today where CD’s do not sell that much anymore and this huge source of income 

disappears. If labels did not find new ways of profit-making they would possibly not 

survive in the long-run or would not be able to grant their artists full artistic freedom 

because they would always be in search of the “next big thing” (Negus, 1995, p. 330).  

The opening statement, that independent labels carry a big amount of Romantic heritage, 

has only been confirmed to a certain degree. They do promote the notion of the ordinary 

to great extent. However, they do not seem to want to create a Romantic picture of 

themselves as the better and more creative counterparts to the majors while mystifying 

the artist. All in all, they rather focus on conservatism and realism, and I have the feeling 

that all respondents would agree with what Poe tried to explain me:  

“We're not here to conquer the world. We bring good music to people. Music, that 

we love. Which we think is so great that everybody should hear this.” (Poe, 2016, 

327-328) 

 

Limitations  

This part is meant to give an overview of the limitations of the paper at hand and suggests 

what could have been done differently and where one could go from here.  

Due to the research design and the study being qualitative, its findings are not easily 

generalizable. One could go from here and test the findings in a quantitative study with a 

higher number of respondents. This could for example be done with a survey, which 

would deliver a broader overview and come up with more generalizable results.  

Also, the paper focuses solely on independent record labels and not on major labels. It is 
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therefore delimiting, in that it only focuses on the one side in the cultural production and 

does not ask majors how they make sense of their work. The findings of this study would 

be interesting to compare to the way the major labels do business and react to the 

challenges that changes in the music industry impose upon them.   

Lastly, most of the labels in the study do not describe themselves as genre specific. Still, 

most of them seemed to serve a similar, young, academic target group with cultural 

interests. Also, most of their music could be described as indie, alternative and electronica. 

It therefore delimits the study in that it does not include more subcultural and genre 

specific labels, like jazz or rap.  

Further Research 

The paper at hand is an excellent source to start either a quantitative or a comparative 

study from. One might go from here and ask, if the findings are replicable for other 

independent record labels. This could be performed with a survey that is directed towards 

a broader scope of labels to come up with a more generalizable study. One could also take 

the findings as a basis for a comparative study and examine how major labels deal with 

the challenges that cultural production imposes on them. This would be clearly interesting, 

since the division of major and independent labels is what defines the recording industry.  

Further research could also go in depth with my findings, that the right business model is 

necessary to make labels survive. It would be interesting to compare different labels’ 

business models or compare them to majors’. In doing that, one would get an 

understanding for how “small” and “big” cultural producers cope with challenges and 

changes in cultural industries different or similar to one another.  

While conducting my interviews, I noticed that the respondents had a hard time answering 

my question “what do you think artists value most about being signed to your label?”.  

Therefore, further research could focus on independence from another point of view: the 

artists. One might research what it to means to artists to be signed to an independent label, 

and by comparing the findings to my findings, create a comparison of different realities. 

This would be interesting in so far as labels would understand how to provide the best 

service for their artists. 
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