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What’s your favorite kind of music?
 Sociology: survey data since 1980s

Move from “snobbishness” to “omnivorousness”

 Answer with a label or two or three

 Prototypical artists: Clara Schumann, The Rolling Stones, Biggie



What’s your favorite kind of music?
 Sociology: survey data since 1980s

Move from “snobbishness” to “omnivorousness”

 Answer with a label or two or three

 Prototypical artists: Clara Schumann, The Rolling Stones, Biggie

 Elementary school students: Drake! “Hotline Bling”!



What’s your favorite kind of music?
 Glenn McDonald (head of Spotify metadata and algorithmic predictions):

focusing on “connections between artists rather than individual songs or 
albums as a way of organizing the similarity relations on which the 
company’s taxonomies are based.” (Brackett 2016)

Maybe not the best idea!



#genre and Spotify
1. #genre: 

1. total interactions, groupings

2. genre-thinking or generic episteme

3. Experiential 

2. Focus on:
1. Combination of genre tags

2. Clusters of related aritsts



#genre: tags
Tame Impala (2015) – “New Person, Same Old Mistakes”

 Spotify’s labels for Tame Impala: 
 australian alternative rock, indie pop, indie rock, indietronica, neo-psychedelic, and 

psychedelic rock

 Derived from listening habits and social media activities

 Reflects common tactic:

 Artist website: “Parker’s resultant record calls to mind contemporary hip hop 
production, Thriller, fried 70s funk, the irreverent playground Daft Punk presented 
on Discovery, swathes of future pop and emotional 80s balladry, all filtered 
through a thoroughly modern psychedelic third eye.”



#genre: tags
Tame Impala (2015) – “New Person, Same Old Mistakes”

 Spotify’s labels for Tame Impala: 
 australian alternative rock, indie pop, indie rock, indietronica, neo-psychedelic, and 

psychedelic rock

 style: “intra-musical”. Rockwell (2007): “manner of performance”

 genre: “extra-musical”. Rockwell (2007): “wider cultural complex”



#genre: tags
Rihanna (2016) – “Same Ol’ Mistakes”

 Spotify’s labels for Rihanna: 
 “dance pop, pop, r&b, and urban contemporary.”

 These labels aren’t good enough!
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#genre: tags
Born (2014): 

“I find productive Franco Moretti’s thinking about genre, notably his idea of
tracing the movements of macro ‘textual populations’ – such that genre
participates in the mobile organisation of a whole population of texts that
‘continually deviate, innovate, branch out, flourish for a while, fail and are
eclipsed’. This is particularly apt for periods like the present in which every
musical assemblage protends a slightly different future, a minor variation––
adding up to mobile congeries, fields in flux.”



#genre: related artist clusters
 combination of listener activity, social media activity

 actual habits, not survey data



• n = number of related artists (e.g., n = 3)
• For later examples, n = 10

• First cluster size = (1 + n)

• Possible second cluster size = (1 + n + n2)

• Possible third cluster size = (1 + n + n2 + n3)

• More generally (c = cluster level):
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Cluster size method
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What I’m working on:
2) Genre in popular music
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Towards some conclusions
 Hagstom-Miller (2010): 1880s–1920s, popular music develops a color line

“black and white performers [who had] regularly employed racialized 
sounds” slowly became expected to “embody [racialized sounds].”

Hyden (2013): “In 10 years, all pop music genre classifications
will be obsolete. … I’m sure there will still be “rock” music and
“country” music and “rap” music in 2023. I just don’t think
there will be discernible musical differences between them. …
The more you hear, the less genres matter.”

Perry (2014): “Genres are a crutch for incompetent music
writers. What do such vague terms as Americana, metal (which
has more subgenres than most of us have had hot dinners) or
country mean? Do any of those genres convey anything about
how the music sounds? Not really.”



Towards some conclusions
 James (2017): 

“Claims to genre transcendence are credible when they are made by artists who, 
like [Taylor] Swift, appear free of any particular social identity. In order to sound 
post-genre, one has to seem post-identity. Beyoncé works all sorts of genres … 
but when the idea of her genre-transcendence is floated …  most people still 
interpret her as operating somewhere within R&B, a black genre. … Only artists 
who inhabit the ‘non-black’ side of the post-identity colour line, artists who 
appear to have progressed past old-school white racism and love & theft, only 
they are legible as post-genre practitioners.” 



Towards some conclusions
 Genres are frequently adjectives or verbs to nouns (nominalization)
 “jazz,” “soul,” “rock ’n‘ roll,” “rap”

 Now: all of these (and many more) become (re)adjectivized

 Adjectives as weaponized descriptors



spotifyforbrands.com/us/targeting/



spotifyforbrands.com/us/targeting/



Thank You! tjohnson@gradcenter.cuny.edu – @tgj505 
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