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Abstract 

 

This dissertation titled A critical ethnography of an online file sharing community: an 

actor-network theory perspective of controversies in the digital music world aims to 

provide an understanding of file sharing activities, and the technologies and systems 

that support these activities, while also considering the influencing role that the power 

structures of the music recording industry have. In doing so, it is possible to find out 

more about the individuals who are part of this subculture, and their motivations for 

file sharing. 

Through exploring the roles, rules, rituals, norms, values, ideologies, and language in 

file sharing, this dissertation gives detailed insight into how distribution and social 

structures in the music recording industry are changing, and how these changes 

impact on the way people access (search and download) and use (listen and share) 

music. These activities make up an online music experience, which can be thought of 

in contrast to the music experience (access and use) before the Internet, which centred 

primarily on physical artifacts (CD’s, cassettes, albums) and other sources of music 

(radio, concerts). 

To fulfil this research aim, this dissertation answers the research question:  

How do information systems support unauthorised file sharing activities within an 

underground online community? 

To understand file sharing activities in an underground online community, it is 

important to situate them within a wider social, political, legal and historical context. 

Within this wider context, this dissertation demonstrates the controversies that have 

emerged with the growth of the Internet as a distribution mechanism for music.  

The empirical study contains 30 interviews with key informants in the music 

recording industry, musicians, and music consumers, 3 focus groups, and 120 days of 

observations of an underground music file sharing community, called Roswell (a 

pseudonym). The research design and analysis extends actor-network theory (Callon, 

1986; Latour, 1987) through critical theory (Habermas, 1979; Alvesson & Deetz, 

2000). The concept of controversies (Latour, 1999) from actor-network theory is used 

to identify and map issues of debate related to file sharing, a process which 

emphasises the importance of identifying the conflicts surrounding music access and 

use.  The data was collected for this dissertation in 2007/2008. 

The analysis in this dissertation reveals three main motivators for choosing file 

sharing: cost, convenience, and choice. These three criteria are often the basis for 

decision making about whether to ‘pirate or purchase’. A finding of this dissertation 

and contribution of this research is the identification of a specific reason for choosing 

file sharing, that of scarcity. This concept has not been discussed in any significant 

way in the literature and it complements the concepts of sampling and substitution 

identified in the file sharing literature. 

The ethnography of Roswell, the underground music file sharing community gives 

insight into the daily activities of file sharing within a community environment, 

revealing details of what is required in order to actively participate and reciprocate. 

Such activity of trading in music can be considered as operating on an ‘economy of 

cool’, where the act of sharing is used as a basis for a member’s status and reputation 

within the community. An important part of the attraction to communities like 
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Roswell is the desire for high quality music in open formats. In these communities, 

lossless file formats are highly regarded. 

In articulating the findings of this dissertation, it is also important to acknowledge two 

insights not clearly documented in the literature, but which were evident in the 

empirical data in this dissertation. These relate to recent changes in the music 

recording industry, which have influenced and continue to influence the way people 

access and use online music. One such change is evidence of the move to single 

tracks away from albums. It is also important to identify and acknowledge that there 

are two clear sides on the file sharing debate; there are clear divisions in the literature 

as to the impact of file sharing, and this dissertation discusses them at length.  

This dissertation contributes to an understanding of information systems a number of 

significant ways: 

• It extends actor-network theory by using a critical approach to study the file 

sharing subculture, a context to which ANT has not previously been applied. 

• It overcomes significant ethical challenges in investigating illegal behaviour 

within the information systems context, 

• It is the only study focusing on an underground music file sharing community 

(called Roswell in this study), 

• It is the only known ethnography investigating underground music file sharing 

communities 

This dissertation addresses the gap in the literature by presenting an empirical study 

based on the analysis of qualitative data, which informs about the activities of file 

sharing and the context of use. Although there are many ethnographies published on 

deviant groups, a thorough review of the literature revealed no ethnographic studies 

focusing on file sharing, nor on the systems and technologies used to distribute and 

use music in a file sharing context. 
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1. Chapter One: Introduction 

What are hopeful monsters? 

They are things born slightly before their time; when it is not known if the 

environment is quite ready for them (Mosley, 1991:9). 

1.1 Introduction 

Music downloading and file sharing over the Internet, and the people who engage in 
this activity are not well understood; “we lack a deep understanding of individuals 
downloading practices” (Kinnally, Lacayo, McClung and Sapolsky, 2008). Within 
this context, the emergence of new technologies raise ethical questions (Forester and 
Morrison, 1994; Light, McGrath and Griffiths, 2008), specifically those related to 
intellectual property. The growth of file sharing is an area of concern needing more 
attention by researchers (Andersen and Frenz, 2007; Klimis and Wallis, 2009). 

File sharing is an activity commonly referred to as ‘piracy’. Although the word 
‘piracy’ is regularly used in public and academic discussions, settling upon a specific 
and internationally agreed definition is difficult (Yar, 2005). Most academic authors 
do not even attempt to define piracy; rather they assume a common understanding of 
the meaning of the term. However it is important to define the term for this 
dissertation. ‘Piracy’, as defined by Yar (2005), refers to an infringement of copyright 
manifested through the unauthorised copying and distribution (often for commercial 
gain) of copyrighted content. This act is also called file sharing, which is the topic of 
investigation in this dissertation, however there is one important distinction. File 
sharing in this dissertation refers to copying and distribution of mostly unauthorised 
content, but in almost all instances, this is not done for any commercial gain; it is for 
personal use. Therefore, in this dissertation, unless otherwise specified, the term file 
sharing refers to unauthorised content as Yar (2005) defines except it refers to using 
downloaded content for personal use. This distinction is made in contrast to music 
accessed from paid online stores such as iTunes – where content is authorised. 
Importantly, the term file sharing is used in this dissertation in order to avoid the 
negative connotations (for profit and malicious) associated with the term ‘piracy’. 
Refer to the Glossary in Appendix I for definitions of commonly used terms in this 
dissertation. 

File sharing has received little attention in the Information Systems literature, with 
discussions often based on quantitative analysis (Chidambaram and Tung, 2005; 
Smith and Telang, 2009), or focused on a resource view of technology (Caldeira and 
Ward, 2003; Wasko and Faraj, 2005), rather than a people view. Often the discussion 
is related to managing or determining the costs of piracy (Sandararajan, 2004; Bagchi, 
Kirs and Cerveny, 2006). This dissertation addresses the gap in the literature by 
presenting an empirical study based on the analysis of qualitative data, which 
provides rich insights into file sharing activities and systems, and the context of use. 

In order to study the topic of file sharing in an information systems context, it is 
necessary to build upon these discussions in the Information Systems literature. It is 
also appropriate to draw on the discussions on file sharing by key authors in the 
literature of reference disciplines including sociology (Kretschmer and Pratt, 2009), 
law (Bhattacharjee, Gopal, Lertwachara and Marsden, 2006), economics (Rob and 
Waldfogel, 2006), and political science (Zentner, 2006). In doing this, it is possible to 
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focus on the information systems that support the use, behaviour and motivations for 
participating in downloading activities that often occur in file sharing networks and 
communities.  

The research question posed in this dissertation is presented in the following section. 
The scope and context of the ethnography is introduced, and the significance of the 
empirical research for this dissertation is outlined. The methodology’s fit for this 
dissertation is briefly outlined, and details of the conduct of the study are presented. 
This dissertation extends actor-network theory (Callon, 1986; Latour, 1987) through 
critical insights (Habermas, 1979; Thomas, 1993; Alvesson and Deetz, 2000), an 
approach argued in the literature to be commensurable (Klecun, 2004; Doolin & 
Lowe, 2002). Lastly, the dissertation is outlined chapter by chapter. 

1.2 Research Aims and Question  

The empirical research literature on music downloading and file sharing in 
information systems and in reference disciplines to date has primarily focused on 
three aspects (Kinnally et al., 2008): 

• Legal – relating to the implications of copyright protection of downloaded 
music 

• Commercial – relating to the economic impact of music downloading 

• Cultural – situating the phenomena as a musical component of cyberculture 

This dissertation is situated in the cultural classification exploring the way that music 
consumer’s file sharing activities are part of every day life. Taking a cultural 
perspective inherent in doing ethnography, it is possible to provide rich insights into a 
context not often visible by those outside of the file sharing subculture. Although this 
dissertation is situated in a cultural context and there are many ethnographies 
published on deviant groups, a thorough review of the literature revealed no 
ethnographic cultural studies focusing on file sharing, nor on the systems and 
technologies used to distribute and use music in a file sharing context (see Appendix 
H – Table of Empirical Studies). 

Therefore this research aims to provide an understanding of file sharing activities, and 
the technologies and systems that support these activities, while also considering the 
influencing role that the power structures of the music recording industry have. In 
doing so, it is possible to find out more about the individuals who are part of this 
subculture, and their motivations for file sharing. 

Through exploring the roles, rules, rituals, norms, values, ideologies, and language in 
file sharing, this dissertation gives detailed insight into how distribution and social 
structures in the music recording industry are changing, and how these changes 
impact on the way people access (search and download) and use (listen and share) 
music. These activities make up an online music experience, which can be thought of 
in contrast to the music experience (access and use) before the Internet, which centred 
primarily on physical artifacts (CD’s, cassettes, albums) and other sources of music 
(radio, concerts). 

To fulfil this research aim, this dissertation answers the research question:  

How do information systems support unauthorised file sharing activities within an 
underground online community? 
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To understand file sharing activities in an underground online community, it is 
important to situate them within a wider social, political, legal and historical context. 
Within this wider context, this dissertation demonstrates the controversies that have 
emerged with the growth of the Internet as a distribution mechanism for music.  

The term controversies is a concept from actor-network theory (Callon, Latour and 
Rip, 1986:11) and it is used in this dissertation as a tool for analysis to identify points 
of difference, or problems in the file sharing context. Complementing the use of actor-
network theory in this dissertation is a critical research approach, which focuses on 
the oppositions, conflicts and contradictions in contemporary society (Doolin & 
Lowe, 2002). In this dissertation, actor-network theory is used with a critical spirit, 
providing the concepts and tools to enable an understanding of the marginalised 
subculture of underground file sharing communities. In line with actor-network theory 
traditions for empirical research, four main controversies were identified during the 
analysis of the data in this dissertation, and these were used as a basis for further 
exploration of underlying issues (discussed further in Section 1.6). They are: 

1. Changes in music distribution channels have an influence on how music is 
accessed and used – pirate vs. purchase ideologies, complex relationships 
between stakeholders, the move to digital music, legal 
cases/issues/interventions – discussed in details in Chapter Seven. 

2. Legal online music distribution do not appear to meet the needs of many users 
– quality, cost, choice, convenience, interoperability, value – discussed in 
detail in Chapters Seven and Eight. 

3. Technical competence is an influence on choices about which technology to 
use for music access, and general acceptance/non-acceptance/awareness 
restrictions such as Digital Rights Management - discussed in detail in Chapter 
Seven and Eight. 

4. Community life/culture including the every day activities of file sharers is 
relatively unknown – roles, rules, rituals, norms, values, ideologies, and 
language – discussed in detail in Chapter Eight. 

Controversies 2-4 relate to music access and use. The first controversy influences 
access and use. The research literature related to these controversies is presented in 
Chapters Two and Three. An examination of the underlying issues at the core of these 
controversies from the empirical data is presented in Chapters Seven and Eight. In 
these chapters, an insider’s account is given and this is presented in the form of a 
‘critical tale’ of ethnographic writing (Van Maanen, 1988:45). This approach enables 
the reader to be situated within the context of file sharing. Analysis of these 
underlying issues, and the interpretation of the controversies within the wider social, 
political, legal and historical contexts inform the findings for this dissertation 
(presented in Chapter Nine). 

1.3 Scope of the Dissertation 

The scope of this dissertation is to understand the activity of file sharing, and the 
motivations of participating in underground music file sharing communities. This 
dissertation is grounded in previous research conducted for the Australian Smart 
Internet Technology Cooperative Research Centre, completed in 20051. This previous 

                                                
1 http://www.smartinternet.com.au/default.aspx?ArticleID=98 
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empirical research of which I was a part (before commencing this doctoral study) 
found that individuals accessing online music sit on a continuum of use “between 
downloads and purchases rather than the dichotomy that industry presents” (Singh, 
Jackson, Waycott and Beekhuyzen, 2005) – See Figure 1. The free download side of 
the continuum is dominated by issues of affordability and access, where the purchase 
only side emphasises a professional concern for copyright issues accompanied by a 
lack of technological expertise (Singh et al., 2005). See the Glossary in Appendix I 
for a definition of key terms. 

 

 

Figure 1: Continuum of Use (Singh et al. 2005) 

The continuum situates those who download as either always/sometimes paying for 
music in online stores, to always/sometimes getting music for free through 
unauthorised file sharing networks (often illegal). Individuals are often situated at 
varying points on the continuum at different times and in different contexts of use. 
The scope of this dissertation is highlighted in Figure 1 (in blue/bold), situated around 
individuals who sometimes pay for music and sometimes do not. These research 
subjects are interesting to explore, as they are the most likely to pay given the right 
incentives.  

File sharing is a cultural activity at the source of many discussions, but it is not well 
understood by the mainstream, or well documented in the academic literature. There 
are common perceptions of what file sharing is, however there has been no systematic 
research on this topic; who participates, how do they participate, and why do they 
participate. This dissertation addresses this gap in the academic literature. 

A critical approach requires the researcher to question the very values and 
assumptions that form the basis of one’s activities (Stahl and Brooke, 2008). Using a 
critical approach in this dissertation, it is possible to reconceptualise common 
understandings of file sharing, to be better informed when designing new online 
music systems. This is done through studying the everyday activities of online music 
consumers, and by examining motivations behind choosing free/unauthorised music 
found in underground music file sharing communities. It is also necessary to explore 
the systems that enable and support such activities. By identifying the barriers to 
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using paid systems and the benefits of engaging in file sharing communities, it is 
possible to draw on this knowledge to build better online music systems in the future. 

Four main music distribution channels are identified in Figure 2; this figure illustrates 
a categorisation developed for this dissertation based on the research literature, and is 
explained further in Chapters Two and Three. This categorisation helps to situate this 
dissertation among the available options for accessing and using music.  Online music 
information systems can be categorised into two main areas based on the cost and 
authorisation of the available content; authorised and unauthorised, and then further 
defined as paid or free as the following figure shows. Music distributed on the 
Internet is situated within these dichotomies.  

 

Figure 2: Classification of Music Distribution Channels 

The well-known paid authorised distribution channel of Apple’s successful iTunes 
Online Music Store (and other online stores) is used as a reference point to discuss 
activities in the not so well known free unauthorised music distribution channel, 
which is where Roswell – the underground music file sharing community observed in 
this dissertation, sits. The observations of the Roswell community are discussed in 
detail in Chapter Five. Many of the research subjects interviewed for this dissertation 
find themselves situated within the free unauthorised channel (highlighted in Figure 
2); they identify themselves as having alliances with underground communities 
similar in nature to Roswell, and/or using more public file sharing communities like 
LimeWire, and/or public torrent communities (discussed in more detail in Chapter 
Three). 

Referring to the highlighted section in the categorisation of music access and use in 
Figure 2, this dissertation focuses on systems that enable the free sharing of 
unauthorised music. Paid authorised systems such as the well-known iTunes are used 
to contrast the similarities and differences between these systems. Free authorised 
music, and paid unauthorised music are not discussed in detail as they are not the 
focus of this dissertation, however they need to be acknowledged as alternative 
methods of music distribution, access and use. Note: see the Glossary in Appendix I 
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for a definition of terms and the Glossary in Appendix J for a list of websites referred 
to. 

1.4 Significance of the Research 

File sharing is a subculture, and subcultures are a useful segment of society to study 
as they are often not well understood (de Laine, 1997:17). The technology enabled 
Roswell community is an example of an artifact (defined later in this section) situated 
within the file sharing subculture: a culture that operates as deviant from mainstream 
ideologies (discussed in detail in Section 1.6.2). Some music consumers belong to a 
clearly identifiable file sharing subculture such as the Roswell private/underground 
community, while others belong to the more general subculture of public file sharing 
using systems such as LimeWire (see Figure 2). Both groups situated within the free 
unauthorised subculture are considered subversive and against mainstream ideologies 
which propose that file sharing is a negative and harmful activity.  

One key difference of these two groups within this classification is that the public part 
of the free unauthorised subculture is not as organised and structured as the 
private/underground Roswell community in terms of roles and rules, or exclusive in 
terms of membership. Public communities tend to be less constrained by rules. This 
dissertation considers the activities of those engaging in music file sharing, regardless 
of whether they are part of an exclusive (private/underground) subculture or not. 
However this dissertation particularly explores those participating in underground 
music file sharing communities. 

Therefore this research is significant as it provides an ‘insider’ account of the file 
sharing subculture through questioning commonsense assumptions about file sharing. 
It explores the ‘underground’, a context often hidden from view and not easily 
accessible by researchers, to reveal details about the systems used in file sharing 
activities. In doing so, it is possible to gain insight into a different way of doing 
things. As most file sharing activities are considered illegal, this research is 
significant as it explores a topic not often discussed in the IS literature. 

The critical ethnography approach is employed in this dissertation as a means of 
yielding rich insights into file sharing activities, the systems used for file sharing, the 
individuals who participate and their motivations for doing so, and the communities to 
which they belong. 

1.4.1 The File Sharing Phenomenon 

Music file sharing (often termed piracy) is a much-discussed topic in contemporary 
society (Andersen and Frenz, 2007; Johnson, Mcguire and Willey, 2009). Sharing our 
works and sharing the works of others through technology such as the Internet is 
unprecedented in human history. Concerns about changing ownership and the control 
of cultural works were raised with the revolution of the printing press many centuries 
ago, and now a revolution on the Internet is raising similar concerns. 

Entire cultural industries exist to find, record, and distribute music, movies and games 
for a commercial profit. Those who were essential parts of these industries for a 
number of decades are now finding that as a result of the Internet, they face 
significant changes in the distribution, access and use of cultural artifacts 
(Premkumar, 2003). These changes have resulted in many of the traditional players 
being removed, a process called ‘disintermediation’. Changes in the costs of 
producing music have also changed the role of musicians in this new online space 
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(Russell, 2006; Tschmuck, 2009), enabling consumers to become creators of digital 
content like never before. 

The music recording industry is the term used to refer to individuals and organisations 
involved in creating, recording and distributing authorised music. Often considered 
the ‘mainstream’ in relation to ‘independent’ musicians (those without a recording 
contract with a major recording label) and those deviant from the mainstream (the file 
sharing subculture), the music recording industry operates on an economy of scarcity, 
an economy that allows those in power to have ownership over ‘knowledge’ (music) 
and to allow access to it when, where and how they say. These power relations 
changed with the advent of Napster a decade ago and its various incarnations since, 
which have given consumers more choice in accessing music at their convenience, 
and according to the price they are wiling to pay (Poblocki, 2001). However, the legal 
cases against consumers and software intermediaries have driven technology that 
supports such activities out of the mainstream.  

Internet technologies have bought new challenges for the music recording industry in 
how to best distribute their music online, while consumers now have more choice 
than ever about where to get their music. There are online stores such as iTunes who 
provide digital music for a fee, and there are a plethora of systems available for 
accessing unauthorised (often illegal) music. There are arguments in the literature that 
refer to two main reasons why people file share; these are to sample - characterised by 
Andersen and Frenz as “individuals downloading music in order to listen to it before 
buying it” (Andersen and Frenz, 2007). The other reason is for substitution – also 
characterised by Andersen and Frenz as “individuals downloading music instead of 
purchasing it” (Andersen and Frenz, 2007; Quiring, von Walter and Atterer, 2008). 
This dissertation reveals a third reason for file sharing, that of scarcity which refers to 
a motivation to file share because music is not available for purchase either online or 
in physical stores. The concept of scarcity is a topic not previously discussed in detail 
in the literature. 

Copyright infringement was previously a civil matter in the legal arena, but it has now 
become a criminal act in many jurisdictions, even when it is engaged in for personal 
use reasons. However in fighting file sharing, which in the majority of instances is the 
unauthorised downloading and file sharing of music (in this case), the industry is 
fighting the fundamental infrastructure of the Internet. The Internet was originally 
designed as part of the United States government’s Defense Advanced Research 
Projects Agency (DARPA) as a way to share files without reliance on one centralised 
computer. The result was what could be considered a ‘copying machine without 
master’. Tim Berners-Lee makes it clear that his original design of the World Wide 
Web did not account for commerce or security of any kind (Berners-Lee and 
Fishchetti, 1999). Therefore it is important to note that the act of sharing digital music 
artifacts and other cultural works uses the Internet and the World Wide Web as they 
were originally intended. 

1.4.2 Coping and Sharing Activities 

In order to share digital music, a copy is made. Intellectual Property rights are the 
application of legal rights that were previously only associated with physical property, 
to property ‘of the mind’. This is often seen as an inadequate application of the law in 
the Internet space (Sag, 2006), and it is suggested that new ways to manage creative 
rights online are needed (Howard-Spink, 2005). Creative Commons (Lessig, 2001) 
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has been one such approach, relatively successful in being accepted by the 
mainstream.  

The widespread access to Internet technology enables sharing to be easier than ever 
before and most people acknowledge that they have at some point either taped music 
from the radio, made a mixed CD for a friend, or shared a friend’s playlist on their 
iPod. So has technology just caught up with something that we have always done, and 
always wanted to do by allowing us to do it quicker and easier than ever before?  

There is little doubt that technology is pushing changes quicker than the music 
recording industry responds. But in order for those in the music creation and 
distribution value chain to still be relevant in this ‘new’ online music industry, it is 
necessary for them to rethink their role and adjust their commercial activities 
accordingly. There is no way to stop file sharing and “put the genie back in the bottle” 
(von Lohmann, 2004), so it is important for the industry to understand and consider 
alternative ideologies and revenue streams. In order to do this, it is necessary to have 
an understanding of the activities consumers engage in to access and use online 
music, which is discussed in detail in this dissertation. The literature about music 
downloading and file sharing is presented in Chapters Two and Three, and a summary 
of empirical studies to date are published in Beekhuyzen and von Hellens (2008) and 
an updated list can be found in Appendix H.  

1.5 Methodology and Conduct of the Dissertation  

Historically situated as a prime technique in anthropology, it is necessary to define 
ethnography, and what ethnography means in this dissertation. However de Laine 
(1997:15) argues that a definition of ethnography is problematic because ambiguity 
surrounds the term. There is agreement though that ethnography is about cultural 
interpretation by way of cultural analysis, referring to thinking, doing and reporting 
(de Laine, 1997:16).  

de Laine provides a useful way to define ethnography by saying, “It refers to the 
research processes for conducting research (fieldwork and reorganising and editing 
materials for presentation); and it is the product of research (prose)” (de Laine, 
1997:16). The task is to “pull together numerous observations of actual behaviour, 
coupled with insights and explanations to form some comprehensive blueprint, 
archetype ‘code’ or set of implicit ‘rules’ or ‘standards’ for behaviour” (Wolcott, 
1990:55). The 120 days of observations of Roswell form the basis of this 
ethnography, strengthened through insights gained from interviews and focus groups 
with music consumers, musicians, and key informants from the music recording 
industry. These insights are presented through a rich description of music 
downloading and file sharing. 

Thomas (1993:p3), in his extensive work on critical ethnography, agrees with Schutz 
(1972) that we live in a ‘taken for granted’ reality; one that is often too confusing, too 
powerful, or too mysterious to look below the obvious. He argues that, “it is not 
always easy to see clearly, let alone address, the fundamental problems of social 
existence that we confront daily”. This dissertation argues that file sharing has 
become one such fundamental problem, made considerably more important with the 
recent criminalisation of file sharing activities. 

Ethnography implies the investigation of culture; critical ethnography is a type of 
reflection that examines the interrelationship between culture, knowledge and action. 
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Critical ethnographers “describe, analyze, and open to scrutiny otherwise hidden 
agendas, power centres, and assumptions that inhibit, repress, and constrain” 
(Thomas, 1993:p2). Through studying online communities as a critical ethnography, it 
is possible to answer the research questions, ‘how do information systems support 

unauthorised file sharing activities within an underground online community?’  

In the 1960’s ethnography became more widely practiced in the study of deviant 
groups (de Laine, 1997:20). Studies of subcultures and deviant groups such as 
‘outsiders’ by Becker (1963) and the study of pollution by Douglas (1966) provide a 
foundation from which to explore other deviant groups. Important to note is Becker’s 
description of how a deviant group is identified; when others observe their behavior 

and react to it by labeling that person as deviant (Becker, 1963). He argues that no 
particular act is inherently deviant until a group in socially powerful positions label it 
as such. The activity of file sharing now shares such notoriety. In using Becker’s 
argument, file sharing as an act is not deviant in itself, however groups in socially 
powerful positions such as mainstream record labels and the legal arm of the 
recording industry label it a deviant act. Part of the reason for this is the negative 
affect that file sharing is reported to have on the profits of the established power 
structures as the music recording industry, so it is in their interests to present it in a 
negative way (often referred to as ‘piracy’). The community at the centre of this 
dissertation is one such deviant group, a technology enabled community providing the 
infrastructure and creating a culture for engaging in unauthorised (illegal) file sharing. 

There are criticisms of ethnographies that need acknowledging, the main criticism 
being the choice of small samples in an ethnography which represents a trade-off 
between studying cases in depth or breadth (de Laine, 1997:24). However the choice 
of small sample sizes provide an opportunity for deep analysis in an ethnography, 
resulting in thick descriptions (Geertz, 1973) of a particular setting or scenario. Rather 
than seeing this as a negative, purposefully choosing the setting (Patton, 1990:169) 
can provide a good opportunity to investigate a problem in great detail. The setting of 
Roswell was chosen purposefully as it provides a research site not usually accessible 
to researchers.  Because the purpose of this dissertation is to understand the meanings 
shared by a social group and their culturally specific model of experience (de Laine, 
1997:46) this approach can help to gain a community member’s (or actor-oriented) 
perspective.  

To summarise the ethnography, tertiary students are the music consumers at the centre 
of this dissertation, contributing to sixteen2 interviews and three focus groups with 2-4 
people. Six musicians and eight music recording industry stakeholders also informed 
the dissertation through interviews. A key feature of ethnography is spending 
extended time in the ‘field’ so observations of the technology enabled Roswell 
community over 120 days also contributes to an understanding of everyday online 
music access and use. Details of how the observations were recorded are discussed in 
Chapter Four – Methodology. Details of how the analysis was conducted are 
presented in the following section, and further outlined in Chapter Four – 
Methodology. The data for this dissertation was collected in 2007/2008. 

This dissertation is motivated by a lack of clear understanding of the motivations 
behind my own personal downloading activities. Based on my research experience, 
and my exposure to a number of underground music file sharing communities, I am in 

                                                
2Two ex-tertiary students were included as a reference point 
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a strong position to carry out the research in this dissertation. A reflexive account of 
my personal history and influences is presented in Appendix G. 

1.6 Guiding Theories 

Considered a valid approach to understanding social phenomena in academic circles, 
critical research or Critical Social Theory (Habermas, 1979) as it is formally called, is 
critical of the very social and economic systems within which technology and cultural 
activities are embedded (Stahl and Brooke, 2008). While social theory in general is 
used to describe and explain (what is), critical social theory is used to consider change 
(what could be) (Thomas, 1993). A critical stance requires the examination of day-to-
day activities in order to consider how the current situation came into being, and the 
social arrangements that have formed as a result of the ‘problem situation’. These 
arrangements are based on routines and rituals of everyday life, and are part of the 
daily practice of organising in order to stabilise the actor-network. Actor-network 
theory (Callon, 1986; Latour, 1987; Law, 1991) is used as a meta-theory for 
interpretation and analysis. 

1.6.1 A Critical Approach to Using Actor-Network Theory to Explore 

File Sharing  

Firstly, it is important to address the commensurability of the critical research 
approach with the use of actor-network theory (ANT). ANT proponents have often 
been accused for their non-critical stance, and Latour (2005) himself has been 
somewhat critical of ‘critical research’. It is therefore important to discuss the key 
issues of using critical theory to inform an ANT study. 

Alvesson and Deetz (2000) argue that there are three major tasks for conducting 
critical research: to investigate the nature of phenomena at local levels (a call for in-
depth qualitative work), to critique taken-for-granted assumptions underpinning 
organisational and managerial practices, and to develop relevant knowledge and 
practical understanding that enables change and indicates new ways of working. Each 
of these tasks are attempted in this dissertation. 

Two of the most commonly cited weaknesses in adopting a critical approach are the 
lack of a social theory (specifically on the nature of emancipation) and an inadequate 
conceptualisation of power (Alvesson and Deetz, 2000). The use of ANT overcomes 
both of these weaknesses by giving an equal voice to all actors, therefore 
emancipating those (human and objects) that often do not get the opportunity to 
‘speak up’. Unfortunately this is a luxury not available in public discourse about file 
sharing, where those in power often focus discussions on marginalising file sharers. 
Because the emancipation aspect of critical research is often criticised it not a specific 
focus of this research.  

Alvesson and Deetz (2000) recommend the application of actor-network theory 
within a critical approach to research, because ANT offers a particularly effective way 
of increasing our insight and understanding of organisational life. This is because of 
its emphasis on empirical inquiry and its lack of constraining structure and ontology. 
Critical research has been criticised for its often non-empirical nature, however most 
research in ANT is concerned with the empirical description of the actor-network 
systems that have stablised around various technologies (Doolin & Lowe, 2002). 
Therefore it is reiterated here that ANT is not only a theory but also a research 
methodology with the potential to address some of the problems facing the IS 
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researcher who seeks to draw from critical theory (Klecun, 2004). 

One other significant difference between ANT and the critical research approach is 
that ANT investigations are situated within a particular time and place, without 
concern for historical context. However a central tenet of critical theory is that social 
phenomena are historically situated. Combining these approaches brings benefits in 
looking in detail at the phenomena under investigation (file sharing), while 
considering the broader social, political, legal and historical context of such activities 
and systems. 

Therefore this dissertation questions the status quo through a detailed and systematic 
study of file sharing activities within one particular community in which these 
activities occur. It questions commonsense assumptions about the nature of file 
sharing and those who participate. According to Klecun (2004), “the empirical study 
should concentrate on local, situated action and relationships and see them as 
historically situated”. By extending ANT through a critical approach, this dissertation 
is in line with that proposed by Klecun. 

1.6.1.1 Identifying Controversies in the Music Actor-Network 

Despite its extensive use, there are few detailed accounts of how different researchers 
apply actor-network theory to empirical data. The ANT approach to analysis and 
interpretation used in this dissertation is in line with the approach outlined in the 
collection of articles in Actor-network theory and organising (Czarniawska and 
Hernes, 2005:9; Hernes, 2005:117). Firstly, actants (those which act and are acted 
upon) are identified, and then the actants are followed through a trajectory or 
programs and anti-programs until they become actors (acquiring a distinct and 
relatively stable character). Those with successful programs (e.g. iTunes), or 
successful anti-programs (e.g. Roswell who has strength in opposition and resistance) 
become actors. Their success is due to association: the formation and stabilisation of 
networks of actants, who can then present themselves as actor-networks (Czarniawska 
and Hernes, 2005:9) 

File sharing can be considered a black box in ANT terms; a topic taken for granted, 
containing issues often not given any explanation. As a starting point for the analysis 
in this dissertation, actants in the network were identified. These include those 
identified in Figure 3; music consumers, musicians, and those involved in distributing 
music. This was not an easy task due to the many new players continually entering the 
industry, and the changing alliances between those in the network. However the 
associations between each of the actants at a point in time are identified and 
documented. An example of an association between music consumers and musicians 
is that consumers may feel that musicians get a low monetary return from music sales, 
so they choose not to pay. 

The documented associations are traced to identify the actant’s connections with the 
programs (paid authorised systems) and anti-programs (free unauthorised systems) 
available. These programs/music information systems become actors in the music 
actor-network. In doing so, details of how the groups/actors form and stabilise is 
explored; for example, details of how Roswell came to exist, and the use of the 
concept of translation to gain knowledge of Roswell’s cultural practices and the 
technology artifact itself (Czarniawska and Hernes, 2005:9). Through this analysis, 
Roswell is seen as a “super actor that seems to be much larger than any individuals 
that constitute it, and yet it is an association – a network – of these individuals, 
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equipped with a ‘voice’” (Czarniawska and Hernes, 2005:7). The super actor is akin 
to the Leviathan identified by Callon and Latour (1981). Through tracing and 
organising these associations, power relations become visible, and the Roswell 
artifact (the anti-program) is given a voice and allowed to tell its own story 
(Porsander, 2005), discussed in detail in Chapter Eight. Therefore this dissertation 
agrees with the literature that ANT is useful in observing, describing and interpreting 
the formation of power (Czarniawska and Hernes, 2005:13); the power relations in the 
music actor network are framed within the discussion of controversies in Chapters 
Seven and Eight. 

Once the actor-network was established, ANT was used to problematise file sharing 
in order to identify the main controversies. This was done through documenting all of 
the issues raised by the research subjects, and identifying patterns between them. The 
issues fell into four main areas or controversies (see section 1.2). In focusing on the 
controversies, the black boxes begin to open to show the complex chains of actor-
networks which are normally concealed by the black box effect (Latour, 1999). This 
grouping into controversies then provided a basis for further analysis of the 
underlying issues in order to answer the research questions for this dissertation. The 
analysis of these issues is presented in Chapter Seven. The findings based on this 
analysis are presented in Chapter Nine. The findings contribute to the gap in the 
information systems literature on file sharing and music downloading. 

It is important to note that the controversies were identified through an analysis of the 
empirical data, and then used to frame the discussion of the analysis presented in 
Chapters Seven and Eight. The literature review (Chapters Two and Three) was then 
rewritten to highlight the discussion of the topics related to the controversies in the 
research literature. 

According to Latour (1993b), science and its products (such as music technologies) 
are intricately and inextricably related to power, and the study of science from an 
ANT perspective inevitably leads into politics. Mapping the controversies emphasises 
the importance of identifying the problems related to music access and use to see how 
the current situation came to be. Latour proposes that culture and nature are 
connected, and that the often-discussed divide is fictitious (1993b:13). He argues that 
it is the networks that tie the natural and the cultural together. Latour and Woolgar 
(1986) expand on this a little further, viewing scientific activity “as a system of 
beliefs, oral traditions and culturally specific practices— in short, science is 
reconstructed not as a procedure or as a set of principles but as a culture”.  

1.6.2 Understanding the Community Subculture 

Culture is inherent in conducting ethnography; power is an essential tenet in critical 
theory. Both concepts are relevant in the use of actor-network theory. Therefore these 
concepts guide the discussion of file sharing discussed in the literature in Chapters 
Two and Three, and manifestations of them interpreted from the empirical data are 
discussed in Chapters Seven and Eight. An important concept that does need 
introducing here though is subcultures, and their role in online communities. 

The media has demonised file sharing as a representative subculture, through the use 
of language such as ‘pirates’ and ‘piracy’. In a similar way to how the media has 
spotlighted and inadvertently heroized hacking activities in the past (Cohen, 2002), 
the media continues to stereotype all file sharers as being part of the same subculture. 
To some extent this is true that they do belong to a general subculture, however there 
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are many levels of subculture even within the subculture of file sharing, of which 
Roswell and underground music file sharing are just one part.  

Community is about shared interests and shared practices and having a ‘sense of 
community’. Rheingold (1993), refers to shared social codes (‘netiquette’) and 
reciprocity (‘knowledge-potlatching’) as social cement to bind communities, in 
addition to having longevity, critical mass and ‘sufficient human feeling’; combined, 
these characteristics make a community an interesting focus. This view of 
communities is in line with the categorisation of networks of practice identified by 
Wasko and Faraj (2005), which they identify as being large, loosely knit, 
geographically distributed individuals who may or may not know each other, and may 
never meet. 

Roswell is a community and can easily be considered a subculture, as it uses 
computer technologies to subvert in some way, dominant social norms of what 
technology is for (Bell, 2001). Subcultures can usually be found to be working in 
opposition to another group, often the mainstream. That is the case with Roswell; it is 
an online community that supports the sharing of unauthorised free music – an 
activity considered illegal in many countries around the world, including Australia. 
However as Thornton argues (1997), sub does not mean sub-standard, rather it refers 
to subterranean – the excluded, the oppressed, the underground. 

1.6.3 Systems Analysis using the Work System Method  

The Work System Method can help in summarising virtually any system (Alter, 
2006). More specifically, it is a “broadly applicable set of ideas that use the concept 
of ‘work system’ as the focal point for understanding, analyzing, and improving 
systems in organizations, whether or not IT is involved” (Alter, 2002). It includes 
both a static view of a current system, and a dynamic view of how a system evolves 
over time through planned changed and unplanned adaptations (Alter, 2002). 

Originally termed the Work Centered Analysis (WCA) framework by Alter (1999), 
the Work System Method (WSM) has evolved over the past decade. Based around 
practices of the ‘work system’, the WSM has 9 elements customers, products and 
services, work practices, participants, information, technology, infrastructure, 
environment and strategy to guide systems analysis. All of these elements are 
inextricably linked. The following definitions are presented by Alter (2006). 

Customers: “the people who receive, use, or benefit directly from products and 
services that a work system produces”. They have the ability to “experience or 

perceive the quality of products and services” (p37). 

Products and services: “work systems exist to product products and services for 

their customers” (p39). 

Work Practices: “all of the activities within a work system…may combine 

information processing, communication, decision making, coordination, thinking and 
physical actions” (p40). 

Participants: “people who do the work in a work system” (p42) 

Information: computerised and non-computerised – pre-formatted data documents, 

text, images, sounds, video, databases, documents (p43) 

Technology: both information technologies (IT) and non-IT technologies e.g. 

Application software, non-application software, computing technology, 
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communication technology, data capture technology, display technology, data 
networks, intranets, extranets, web sites (p45) 

Infrastructure: telecommunication network services, provision and management of 
large scale computing (servers and mainframes), management of shared customer 

databases, enterprisewide intranet (p45/46). 

Environment: “aspects of the surrounding environment that have significant impacts 

on the situation (p46) 

Strategies: “should support the firm’s strategy” (p46) 

One continuing central element of the theory is ‘work’. Korpela & Mursu (2003) 
argue that if work is indeed the primary unit of analysis (Alter, 1999; 2001; 2002), 
“networks of purposeful activities of work are to be analysed first in their entirety 
including all kinds of means that they subsume”. They believe that “it is only within 
such a holistic framework that the current or required new ways of using ICT as 
means in work practice should be analysed”. Petkov & Petkova (2006) agree with 
Ramiller (2005) about the positive influence of introducing work system concepts to 
understand business and IS issues.  

This dissertation uses Alter’s Work System Method as a tool to understand the 
differences between authorised and unauthorised systems for online music. The 
application of the Work System Method to music downloading and file sharing can be 
found in Chapter 5.4.  

1.7 Outline of the Dissertation 

In order to answer the research question posed in Section 1.2, the dissertation is 
structured accordingly. 

Chapter Two – Literature Review on Music Creation and Distribution – 

Industry Perspective introduces the research literature related to the controversies 
that surround music creation and distribution. It provides context for the discussion by 
presenting some social and historical information about how the music recording 
industry is changing, including some new distribution strategies being adopted. The 
significance of the MP3 brings about a discussion of the death of the album, and the 
importance of tangibility in music. New issues of compensating musicians and the 
issues facing independent musicians in the online environment are discussed. Lastly 
recent changes to copyright and how they now apply to music distribution, access and 
use are presented.  

Chapter Three – Literature Review on Music Access and Use – Consumer 

Perspective continues the discussion of controversies, focusing in this chapter around 
issues of music access and use, particularly those relating to file sharing. Firstly, the 
literature on online communities is discussed, including topics such as community 
participation the act of free-riding. Actor-network theory is introduced as the guiding 
theory for this dissertation, and its use in the literature is situated within the online 
music community literature. This chapter then presents a discussion of the ‘piracy’ 
debate, and growing research evidence that it is possible to compete with freely 
available music found in file sharing networks and communities. The motivations for 
music downloading and file sharing are discussed. The research literature on file 
sharing is presented, discussing public file sharing applications, BitTorrent protocols 
in public file sharing, moving to a discussion of private/underground music file 
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sharing communities, such as Roswell which the ethnography in this dissertation is 
based on. The literature review provides the context for the methodology adopted for 
this dissertation, presented in Chapter Four. 

Chapter Four – Research Methodology outlines the research design which extends 
actor-network theory using a critical perspective. The critical ethnography approach is 
presented discussing details of the ethnography methodology, including the use of 
qualitative data, the participant observations, interviews and focus groups. Limitations 
of the ethnography are outlined, and details are given about writing up the 
ethnography. Lastly, the ethical and practical issues in data collection are discussed, 
which are significant with this dissertation investigating illegal behaviour. The 
reflexivity of the researcher is also discussed, and then extended in Appendix G.  

Chapter Five – Introducing the Roswell Community presents the research site, 
discussing in detail the online community under investigation. Doing an ethnography 
of an underground music file sharing community gives insight into a relatively 
unpublished/unknown area of the use of systems for downloading and sharing music, 
and the ethnography is focused on a community named Roswell (pseudonym) that 
was developed by consumers for their (and their peer’s) use. This chapter applies 
Alter’s Work System Method (2006) to contrast the well-known iTunes with Roswell. 
The comparison is then summarised to give insight into the similarities and 
differences of these systems. 

Chapter Six – Exploring the IT Artifact and the Underground Subculture 

presents the guiding theories used to study the controversies in online music access 
and use. The importance of the IT artifact in this dissertation is discussed, and its role 
in enabling technology-based subcultures is explored. Then actor-network theory is 
applied to the Roswell community to explain how power is manifested within an 
underground music file sharing community. The music actor-network is mapped by 
tracing the associations between the various actors (music consumers, musicians, 
music recording industry). Details are given on how the Roswell community formed, 
and how actors translated its ideologies, to eventually become enrolled in the 
community. 

Chapter Seven – Controversies in Music Distribution introduces the empirical data 
related to the controversies of music downloading and file sharing through a 
discussion of the changing values in music distribution. Based primarily on the 
interview and focus group data, the domination of the iTunes ecosystem is explored, 
as is the role of the commercially successful iPod mobile music device3. The iPod has 
had a significant impact on the way music is consumed as music consumers are now 
more mobile with their music, and often listen to music in an unpredictable way. 
Using music on a mobile phone is now also becoming more common. These issues 
related to music distribution are discussed in details in this chapter. 

Chapter Eight – Controversies in Music Access and Use – Underground Music 

File Sharing Communities continues the discussion about controversies from 
Chapter Seven, drawing firstly on the observation data to explain how the Roswell 
underground file sharing community works (continued from Chapter Five), and then 
using the interview data to give insight into the daily activities within the Roswell 
community. Latour (2005:31) argues that a key aspect of ANT is to map the 
controversies about group formation (how did Roswell and other underground file 

                                                
3 For details, see http://www.apple.com/itunes/ 
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sharing communities come to be), through the traces that actors leave during this 
process (the rules, roles etc. explained in this chapter). This chapter traces the group 
alliances and their formation as part of the underground ‘scene’, as group formations 
are dynamic and more traceable than established connections (Latour, 2005:31). This 
chapter focuses on one particular community (Roswell) and through cultural 
interpretation it attempts to discuss the community’s cultural norms, values and 
beliefs, roles, rituals, ideologies, and specialised language. 

Chapter Nine – Conclusion presents the findings of this dissertation. The analysis in 
this dissertation reveals three main motivators for choosing file sharing: cost, 
convenience, and choice. A further finding of this dissertation and contribution of this 
research is the identification of a specific reason for choosing file sharing, that of 
scarcity. This concept has not been discussed in any significant way in the literature 
and it complements the concepts of sampling and substitution identified in the 
literature. This chapter outlines the theoretical and practical conclusions of the 
dissertation, the limitations and opportunities for future research. Also discussed are 
the ethical challenges faced in investigating illegal behaviour within the information 
systems context. This dissertation contributes to an understanding of information 
systems in three significant ways; it is the only study focusing on the Roswell 
community; it is the only known ethnography investigating underground music file 
sharing communities; it extends actor-network theory by using a critical approach to 
study the file sharing subculture, a context to which ANT has not previously been 
applied. 

1.8 Conclusion 

This chapter provides an introduction to the dissertation by presenting the research 
questions and aims, the scope and context of the study, and the empirical research for 
this dissertation. The methodology’s fit for this dissertation is briefly outlined, as is 
the conduct of the study. The extension of ANT through the critical approach is 
discussed. 

This dissertation investigates how information systems support unauthorised file 
sharing activities within an underground online community. This topic is important 
for practitioners and researchers alike, as it informs those developing online music 
information systems and technologies. In portraying music consumer’s activities as 
investigated through participant observations, interviews and focus groups, the rich 
descriptions give a detailed understanding of how people are using online music 
systems, and how different technologies influence access and use. It provides a cross-
section of important perspectives, including those that create music (musicians), those 
that produce and distribute music (record labels and distributors), and those that 
access and use online music (consumers). Previous studies on online music have been 
criticised for only presenting one perspective, however this dissertation attempts to 
bring together the competing values in the file sharing controversies. 

By examining an online community in detail (Roswell), and using a well-known 
music system (iTunes) as a reference point, it is possible to gain insight into the 
aspects of the various systems that appeal to music consumers. The mainstream 
perspective against file sharing perceives file sharers malicious and uncaring or 
unconcerned about current copyright regimes. As such, the peer-to-peer technologies 
underlying such systems are often not considered as a legitimate distribution option. 
To gain insight into the motivations for using a particular system/technology, this 
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dissertation includes consumers engaging in a variety of downloading activities (see 
Chapter Seven). Then specifically it investigates every day file sharing activities 
within a community context, identifying characteristics that contribute to making the 
community sustainable (see Chapter Eight). By understanding the online music 
experience, it is possible to develop better systems that fit as closely as possible with 
the needs of those using them.  

Chapter Two introduces the research literature that discusses the controversies related 
to online music distribution, which then leads to a discussion of the controversies of 
access and use presented in Chapter Three. 

This dissertation is distinct and innovative for the following reasons: 

• It extends actor-network theory by using a critical approach to study the file 
sharing subculture, a context to which ANT has not previously been applied. 

• It overcomes significant ethical challenges in investigating illegal behaviour 
within the information systems context, 

• It is the only study focusing on an underground music file sharing community 
(called Roswell in this study), 

• It is the only known ethnography investigating underground music file sharing 
communities 

The papers already published (peer-reviewed) based on this dissertation include: 

Beekhuyzen, J. (2007) Putting the pieces of the puzzle together: Using Nvivo for a literature 
review. Proceedings of QualIT2007: Qualitative Research, From the Margins to the 
Mainstream, Wellington, New Zealand, Victoria University of Wellington, 18-20 Nov, 
http://www.qualitconference.com/. 

Beekhuyzen, J. and L. von Hellens (2008) How does Technology Influence Online Music 
Access and Use? A Taxonomy of Empirical Studies 19th Australasian Conference on 
Information Systems Christchurch, New Zealand, University of Canterbury, 3-5 Dec 

2008. 

Beekhuyzen, J. and L. von Hellens (2009). Reciprocity and Sharing in an Underground File 
Sharing Community. Australasian Conference on Information Systems. Melbourne, 
Australia, Monash University, 1-3 Dec 2009. 
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2 Chapter Two: Literature Review on Music Creation and 

Distribution 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter and the following chapter present the research literature related to 
exploring the research question in this dissertation; How do information systems 
support unauthorised file sharing activities within an underground online 

community? In line with the macro/micro distinction presented in Chapter One which 
separates music distribution, and music use, this chapter presents the research 
literature related to the macro layers of Benbasat and Zmud’s IT Artifact (2003) – See 
Figure 3. The literature related to music distribution can be considered within the 
structure and context layers of the model. This chapter presents the arguments related 
to the systems and technologies used to distribute music, and identifies those involved 
in the creation and distribution of music. Also discussed in this chapter is the 
changing music recording industry, identifying some significant changes which 
influence the way that consumers access and use music. Chapter Three continues the 
discussion about the research literature, moving to discuss issues related to music 
access and use (searching, downloading, listening and sharing); situated within the 
micro layers (artifact and task/s) of the model.  

The literature in the Information Systems discipline in regard to file sharing, the 
changing music recording industry, copyright and underground music file sharing 
communities is limited, with the exception of the regular insightful commentary 
provided in the Communications of the ACM (Lam and Tan, 2001; Lee, 2003; 
Premkumar, 2003; von Lohmann, 2004; Bagchi et al., 2006; Johnson et al., 2009). 
Because of this limitation, it is appropriate to draw on the discussions on file sharing 
by key authors in the literature of reference disciplines including sociology 
(Kretschmer and Pratt, 2009), law (Bhattacharjee et al., 2006), economics (Rob and 
Waldfogel, 2006), and political science (Zentner, 2006) in order to contribute to the 
information systems body of knowledge. 

A few key special issues of journals in reference disciplines have been dedicated to 
the debates of online music. Those most recent is the 2009 Information, 

Communication and Society special issue on music, copyright and culture. The cross-
disciplinary special issue presents discussions about the production of culture, and 
how this relates to online music. The special issue grew out of a seminar series funded 
by research councils in the UK between 2003 and 2006. Kretschmer & Pratt (2009) 
argue in the introductory paper that now is the time to take the opportunity to redefine 
the relationships of production and consumption of music. They argue that in the 
same way we would be wary of technological determinism, we “ought to be wary of 
‘legal determinism’”. A number of key authors in reference disciplines, such as 
George Klimis and Roger Wallis (2009), and Martin Kretschmer (2009), contribute to 
the debate. 

A journal in sociology focused exclusively on online music and the changes in the 
recording industry was the July 2005 special issue of First Monday named ‘Music and 
the Internet’. This collection of articles are “stories of music theft, illegal downloads, 
unresolved court cases, and anti-piracy technologies” (Beer, 2005); issues at the 
forefront. Other articles present “stories about the creation of real-time music 
composition, music's increasing accessibility, the regeneration of music collecting, 
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and the development of virtual music communities” (Beer, 2005). Beer, the author of 
the introduction to the special issue, presents the papers in the collection as a 
representation of these transformations. 

A special issue from 2006 but in the legal literature this time was presented in the 
Journal of Law and Economics. Highly cited authors such as Zentner (2006) and 
Liebowitz (2006) contributed to the issue, which included papers attempting to 
measure the effect of file sharing on music purchases, and the impact of legal threats 
on online music file sharing. These and other such discussions are presented in this 
chapter.  

The research literature in this chapter and Chapter Three is presented in line with the 
four controversies introduced in Chapter One; summarised they are:  

1. Changes in music distribution channels have an influence on how music is 
accessed and used 

2. Legal online music distribution do not appear to meet the needs of many users  

3. Technical competence is an influence on choices about which technology to 
use for music access 

4. Community life/culture including the every day activities of file sharers is 
relatively unknown  

Controversies 2-4 relate to music access and use. The first controversy influences 
music access and use. This chapter presents the research literature on the changing 
nature of the music recording industry, which provides the context for the discussion 
of file sharing in Chapter Three. It is argued that an understanding of the historical 
context is necessary to situate contemporary file sharing and its associated 
systems/technologies. A historical perspective also helps in understanding the 
motivations and culture of those who participate in file sharing. 

Note: This literature review was written to support the analysis presented in Chapters 
Seven and Eight. The controversies were identified through an analysis of the 
empirical data, and then the controversies were used to outline the research literature 
in this chapter and the following chapter.  

In this chapter, the research literature on the growth of digital music is discussed, 
which leads to a discussion about the changing music recording industry partly due to 
this move to digital music. The MP3 phenomenon has prompted new strategies for 
music distribution, and the ‘death of the album’ is central to the widespread adoption 
of the iTunes online music store. Tangibility of music is still important to some. 
These changes in the industry are prompting new ways to compensate artists, and 
many musicians are moving towards an independent approach to creating and 
distributing their music, which is very different to the much sought after record label 
contracts of decades ago. An important part of these changes in the music recording 
industry in Australia are due to changes in copyright and intellectual property 
legislation.  

Note: The empirical studies discussed in this chapter are summarised in Appendix H. 

2.2 Introducing the IT Artifact and its Context 

At the core of information systems is the ‘IT artifact’: an object that is man-made. 
Research in information systems addresses questions of adopting, implementing, 
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using, and building the IT artifact (Matook & Brown, 2008). It is often argued that the 
IT artifact is an under researched topic in information systems research (Benbasat & 
Zmud (2003). 

The extensive study of cell phone culture presented by Goggin (2006) in his well 
cited book examines this important IT artifact which is now prevalent in all aspects of 
society. His study is concerned with the way that power relations and structures shape 
cell phone culture. He proposes that actor-network theory has merit for investigations 
of IT artifacts (p11), with many ANT-informed studies providing insight into the cell 
phone. Goggin refers to similarities between his work and the work of du Gay, Hall, 
Janes and Mackay (1997), they argue in their book on the Sony Walkman that it is a 
“typical cultural artefact and medium of modern culture” (p2). 

Figure 3 presents the context of this dissertation pictorially using Benbasat and 
Zmud’s concept of the IT artifact (2003). The activities on the continuum of use in 
Figure 1 are situated within the task(s) layer of the IT artifact in Figure 3. They 
conceptualise the IT artifact as the “application of IT to enable or support some 
task(s) embedded within a structure(s) that itself is embedded within a context(s)”. 
Their view is that “hardware and software encapsulates the structures, routines, norms 
and values implicit in the rich contexts within which the artifact is embedded” 
(Benbasat and Zmud, 2003).  

Benbasat and Zmud (2003) argue that the IS discipline involves more than the study 
of the IT artifact, which in this study refers to the technology that enables the Roswell 
underground music file sharing community, it also needs to consider the conception, 
construction and implementation of the IT artifact (the artifact); the use, support and 
evolution of the IT artifact (the task(s)) and the structure(s)); and the influence of the 
contexts in which they are embedded on the IT artifacts (the context(s)). It is 
important to note that there is some difficulty in conceptually separating the Roswell 
community from the technology that enables the community because without the 
technology, there would be no community. Therefore when the Roswell community is 
referred to, it is the IT artifact that is being discussed.  

In understanding how Roswell came into being, how it is used and evolving, it is 
possible to understand the impact it has on the context in which it is embedded. The 
empirical research for this dissertation includes an investigation of Roswell 
(pseudonym) an underground music file sharing community (artifact). The Roswell 
community enables and supports the access and use of music within the community 
(task), and these activities take place within the structure of the available music 
distribution technologies (structure). Those distribution technologies are embedded 
within the context of the Australian music recording industry (context). 

 



A critical ethnography of an online file sharing community: an actor-network theory perspective of 

controversies in the digital music world  

Chapter Two: Literature Review on Music Creation and Distribution 

Page 21 of 269 

© J.P. Beekhuyzen 2009 

 

Figure 3: The IT Artifact (based on Benbasat and Zmud (2003) 

This dissertation makes a distinction between the macro/micro contexts of file 
sharing. This distinction is useful in this dissertation to identify and contextualise the 
actors in the actor-network (discussed further in Section 1.6.1). The micro layers of 
Benbasat and Zmud’s model (artifact and task/s) generally refer to music access and 
use; searching, downloading, listening and sharing music, and the location within 
which it occurs (Roswell). The macro layers (structure/s and context/s) include the 
systems and technology used to distribute music, and those involved in the creation of 
the music. The members of the actor-network are briefly discussed here, and in more 
detail in Section 1.6.1. 

The IT Artifact - Micro: The Roswell community was observed over 120 days to get 
an understanding of the patterns of activities (norms), rituals and the language of file 
sharing within in the community (the participant observations are discussed in detail 
in Chapter 5 – Methodology). 

The Task(s) – Micro: The research subjects access music from a range of sources 
using a range of technologies, and use it in a variety of ways. Tertiary students who 
access and use music were interviewed (16)4 and participated in focus groups (3) – 
discussed in detail in Chapter 4 Methodology and presented in a summary in 
Appendix A. Some interviewed were members of underground communities similar 
to Roswell (due to ethical limitations, no members of Roswell could be 
identified/interviewed), and some were not part of any community, and did not 

                                                
4 Two ex-tertiary students were included as a reference point 
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engage in file sharing. The individuals engaging in downloading and file sharing can 
be considered key informants to their culture as they provide insightful details about 
the activities of accessing and using music (searching, downloading, listening and 
sharing), and how it is done in different settings using a variety of technologies. 

The Structure(s) - Macro: Music information systems and technologies provide the 
infrastructure for downloading and file sharing music. This includes hardware, 
software and online store providers like Apple, and mobile platform providers like 
Telstra5. Music can be accessed from authorised online stores such as iTunes, from 
free music sites such as MySpace, and also from communities sharing unauthorised 
music such as Roswell (see Figure 2). The categorisation in Figure 2 was constructed 
for this dissertation in order to situate the ethnography within the options to access 
music.  

Context - Macro: The Australian music recording industry provides the overall 
context for this dissertation. Music activities can be separated into recorded music and 
live music. Recorded music is the focus here, with live music discussed where 
relevant. It is important to note that the music recording industry is heavily reliant on 
the legal and technology industries to provide the legal, social and economic 
environment for distributing music online.  

Eight key informants related to the music recording industry were interviewed; see 
Appendix A for details. Additionally, six musicians who are themselves looking at 
new ways to distribute their music either with or without a record label were 
interviewed (two musicians interviewed are also students but gave a musicians 
perspective). Unauthorised file sharing is part of the music recording industry, and the 
research subject’s interviews help to put file sharing in context. As de Laine 
(1997:16) explains, key informants can be a useful way to explore the how cultural 
ethos is reflected in selected aspects of everyday. They allow us to focus on particular 
behaviours in particular settings rather than attempt to portray a whole cultural 
system.  

This classification proposed by Benbasat & Zmud is useful for a number of reasons 
when considering the critical approach adopted in this dissertation. Doolin and Lowe 
(2002) argue that IT is both a condition and a consequence of power relations in 
organisations and society, and in order for IS to be critical, the practices that surround 
and involve IT need to be analysed in the context of a wider set of social and political 
relations. Klecun (2004) points out that the central idea in critical theory is that all 
social phenomena are historically created and conditioned. She reflects that within the 
IS field there is concern that researchers often neglect the technology itself, treating it 
as a black box, with more focus on the organisational, social and political issues. She 
proposes that to overcome these concerns raised by various IS scholars, an IS 
researcher should conduct a study that is all of the following: 

“informed by a social theory, in our case critical theory, and taking 

into consideration different macro trends but also focused on the 
local; eschewing grand narratives and a priori classifications but also 

rejecting relativism; sensitive to social, political, and economic factors 
but also not forgetting or black boxing the technology itself” (Klecun, 

2004). 

                                                
5 Australia’s primary telecommunications provider 
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In the presentation of Benbesat and Zmud’s model for this dissertation, there is a 
distinction made between the macro and the micro contexts however there is cross 
over between the categories, one does not exist without the other. Klecun (2004) 
terms this “micromacro”. She rejects the micro-macro dichotomy of perspectives, and 
argues that such an approach allows us to consider how wider (macro) trends 
influence local developments (micro). Those actors that operate in the context and 
structure categories of the model create the wider trends, and it is argued in this 
dissertation that they influence the task and the artifact, namely music downloading 
and file sharing behaviour, and the creation of underground communities like 
Roswell. 

Klecun (2004) argues that although it is customary in IS research to focus on one unit 
of analysis, consideration of multiple units of analysis is important for capturing 
different perspectives. In referring to Markus and Robey (1998:596), Klecun notes, 
“by consciously mixing levels of analysis, researchers can explore the dynamic 
interplay among individuals, technology, and larger structures”. Although focus is 
given in this dissertation to music users, particularly those that operate within the 
underground file sharing scene, it is important to remain aware of other levels and 
their influence on the research area. 

2.3 The Emergence of Digital Music 

The introduction of the compact disc in 1982 bought about an “enchantment” with 
technology; an overwhelming feeling that we could no longer understand the 
intricacies of how technology worked (Blythe and Wright, 2008). CDs once had a  
‘magical’ nature, and were demystified when it became easy to ‘rip’ and ‘burn’ them, 
essentially at the same time that their production was no longer exclusively owned by 
the recording companies (Blythe and Wright, 2008). 

Experiencing music is not just about sound; it is also about the context in which it is 
accessed/played/sung/listened to. In addition to the physical nature of the CD artifact, 
the social and cultural contexts in which it is consumed are also important. Based on 
their empirical study in the UK in 2008, Blythe and Wright argue that dancing and 
drinking are social situations in which music is often enjoyed, and it is often 
associated with fashion, youth culture and group identities (Blythe and Wright, 2008). 

The Internet is now a reliable way to get music. The process of doing this is referred 
to as ‘downloading’. Gilbey (2000), an Australian music industry insider and 
computer programmer, defines downloading music as:  

“A process whereby a piece of music can be taken from a remote 
server and copied to a PC for later access and playback. 

Downloading is only constrained by time, not by bandwidth, so the 
file types that are access can be larger than for [content] that is 

streamed and therefore the fidelity of the [content] can be expected 
to be superior”  

The definition needs some expanding to include mobile devices, to where content can 
now be downloaded directly, and used for playback. Originally developed in 1994 
(Russell, 2006), the piece of music (referred to in the definition above) is most 
commonly found in the form of an MP3 file; one which is technically stripped of the 
sound that is not usually heard by a human ear in a household music listening 
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situation, thus reducing the file size so that it can still be enjoyed but can also be 
easily distributed (Sterne, 2006a). 

Based on his interviews with media journalists reporting on file sharing during the 
Napster trials in 1999, Russell argues that downloading, like hacking, is not always 
malicious (2006). There is often more to the music experience than just listening to 
the music. The empirical studies in Australia by Waycott, Jackson, Singh and 
Beekhuyzen (2005), and in New York and Hong Kong by Nettamo, Nirhamo and 
Häkkilä (2006) found that the music experience is based around things consumers feel 
are valuable; interaction with the artifacts, such as reading the lyrics on the inside 
cover of a CD, reading all about the artist on their website, and playing with the 
interactive component of the CD. Some even derive pleasure from the technical 
apparatus itself, as one anonymous newspaper critic wrote in 1953 (in (Steven, 
2003:85)):  

“There is something intrinsically pleasurable about the whole 

process of selecting, buying and playing a record. Indeed the hi-fi 
enthusiast probably derives as much pleasure from extracting the 

record from its sleeve, carefully cleaning its surfaces, and 
adjusting the controls of his hi-fi, as from listening to the music” 

This part of the music experience exists in the offline world (as this example shows) 
and continues to be relevant in the digital world, as found by Livingstone in her study 
of 160 school children across twelve European countries (2002). Predominantly now, 
our music is digital. We have CDs, MP3s, DVDs and mobile phones, in replace of our 
LPs and cassettes; and digital music on the Internet is growing. Based on interviews 
with eleven 15-17 year olds in Australia, Sirotic (2005) argues that the Internet now 
plays an important role in our music habits. Some suggest it is changing the way 
music is used (Fetscherin and Schmid, 2003; Sandararajan, 2004). Add to this the 
varying technologies used in order to participate in this online social music space and 
it may be surprising to realise just how much impact the Internet is having on our 
online music experience, across all age groups (Livingstone, 2002:93). 

Referring to the highlighted section in the categorisation of music access and use in 
Figure 2 in Chapter One, this dissertation focuses on systems that enable the free 
sharing of unauthorised music. Paid authorised systems such as the well-known 
iTunes are used to contrast the similarities and differences between these systems. 
Free authorised music, and paid unauthorised music are not discussed in detail as 
they are not the focus of this dissertation, however they need to be acknowledged as 
alternative methods of music distribution, access and use.  

Four main channels are identified in Figure 2; this classification has been constructed 
for this dissertation based on the research literature. This categorisation is important 
to situate this dissertation among the available options for accessing and using music. 
The well-known paid authorised distribution channel of iTunes is used as a reference 
point to discuss activities in the not so well known free unauthorised music 
distribution channel, which is where Roswell – the underground music file sharing 
community observed in this dissertation, sits. The observations of the Roswell 
community are discussed in detail in Chapter Five. Many of the research subjects 
interviewed for this dissertation find themselves situated within the free unauthorised 
channel (highlighted in red); they identify themselves as having alliances with 
underground communities similar in nature to Roswell, and/or using more public file 
sharing communities like LimeWire (discussed in more detail in Chapter Three). 
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Free unauthorised music is digital music that is made available through public or 
private file-sharing technologies without the permission of the content owner. The 
technology artifact – the online community - supports the distribution and access to 
digital music content. The other parts of the model also need discussion to put the 
focus of this study into context. The part of the model highlighted in red is the focus 
of this research. 

Free authorised music is digital music that is made available free of charge to the 
public. It is authorised for free use by the content owner (usually either a record label 
or a musician). Examples include downloadable or streaming music on MySpace. 
Music on MySpace is usually made available to promote the musician and to give a 
‘try before you buy’ marketing concept. Free authorised music is not the focus of this 
study. 

Paid authorised music is digital music that is made available through corporate 
distribution systems or through a musician’s e-commerce website. It is authorised for 
download after a monetary payment is exchanged for the content. Examples include 
iTunes and Amazon. Paid authorised music is not the focus of this study, however it is 
used as a reference point to discuss the differences of the free unauthorised music 
distribution. 

Paid unauthorised music also needs mentioning although it is far less available than 
the other distribution systems. It is digital music that is made available through e-
commerce sites that do not pass on royalties to the content owners. These sites are 
often found in countries that do not enforce copyright infringement e.g. Russia. 

2.4 The Changing Recording Industry 

According to a recent report from the International Federation for the Phonographic 
Industry (IFPI), the recording industry is reinventing itself to meet new forms of 
consumer demand in an environment that has been revolutionised by new technology 
(2009). In his theoretical paper, Peter Tschmuck provides an interesting discussion of 
the impact of the digital revolution on the development of the music industry in 
contemporary Europe (2009); an industry called “fundamentally cyclic” by the 
Committee for Economic Development (CED) (2004), meaning it has exhibited a 
trend of regular highs and lows for overall sales over the past few decades.  

Consumers now have more choice than ever when accessing music: they can access it 
from a variety of sources, and often from a combination of sources (Singh et al., 
2005; Bhattacharjee et al., 2006; Tanner, Ashbridge and Wortley, 2008), with some of 
them being illegal in many countries, as shown by Cooper and Harrison’s pioneering 
empirical study of audio piracy subcultures (2001). Consumers can still buy physical 
media such as CDs and music DVDs from stores, as well as digital downloads from a 
variety of authorised sources such as iTunes and BigPond.com (Australia-only). They 
can also get music from free authorised online sources such as MySpace.com, or they 
can access it through public and private file sharing communities, as illustrated in 
Figure 2. 

Traditionally, record labels play a key role in creating and distributing music. “The 
Internet is changing the music industry” is the title of the 2001 article in the 
Communications of the ACM by Lam and Tan (2001). They begin their article by 
quoting the Vice President of EMI (one of the big 4 record labels) as saying, “The 
threat to the music industry is not MP3s but the arrival of a consumer distribution 
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channel that is not controlled by the music industry”. Here they are referring to peer-
to-peer (P2P) networks used for file sharing as the ‘consumer distribution channel’ 
(identified by ‘Internet P2P’ in Figure 4).  

 

Figure 4: Different Music Markets 

Figure 4 illustrates the different music markets presented by the European Music 

Lessons project6, which illustrates this change in music distribution. They argue that 
that at the intersections between physical-P2P and concerts-P2P, new businesses are 
starting to appear. Adomavicius, Bockstedt, Gupta and Kauffman (2008) present a 
timeline of these changes in digital music technologies developed for their mixed 
methods study presenting the concept of the IT ecosystem model which they illustrate 
within the context of digital music. Note: the launch dates are US-based and not 
Australian based. The Australian iTunes online music store opened on the 25th of 
October 2005, and the iPhone was launched in Australia on the 11th July 2008. 

                                                
6 http://xml.nada.kth.se/media/Research/MusicLessons/ 
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Table 1: Time Line of Digital Music Technologies (Adomavicius et al., 2008) 

Adomavicius et al. (2008) define an IT ecosystem as “a subset of information 
technologies in the IT landscape that are related to one another in a specific context of 
use”. They refer to the wider (macro) context in defining their IT ecosystem, however 
it also applicable as a descriptor for the iTunes application and online music store. 

Authors of theoretical research in technology and law argue that the Internet has 
bought about disintermediation in the music recording industry (Bakos, 1998; Lam 
and Tan, 2001; Litman, 2004); where intermediaries in the music recording industry 
(like record labels) are no longer essential in the process of music creation and 
distribution. Tschmuck (2009) theorises that the production and distribution of music 
has become a service, and the Internet has challenged the three pillars of traditional 
recording companies: control over publishing rights, marketing and promotional 
power, and control of distribution networks. Notable authors in sociology agree that 
the recording industry is stuck in seeing their business mainly as that of printing and 
distributing bits of plastic instead of redefining their markets to include peer-to-peer 
technologies (Klimis and Wallis, 2009). 

The music recording industry has responded to file sharing through a variety of legal, 
technological and economic measures; legal mostly consists of filing lawsuits against 
alleged ‘pirates’, technological consists of ‘spamming’ efforts to reduce the quality of 
available files, and digital rights management systems, and economic measures refer 
to the introduction of legal alternatives to file sharing (such as iTunes, who have sold 
more than 1 billion music files since it began) (Quiring et al., 2008). In their 
conceptual MIS Quarterly article in the early days of file sharing, Lam and Tan 
(2001) propose a number of ‘action items’ in order for record labels to continue to 
compete in this changing environment. These include: 

• Distributing songs to consumers through traditional and emerging retail 
avenues 
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• Becoming online retailers and distributing songs with a concept of anytime, 
anywhere, and anyhow; 

• Focusing on core competency of music creation and proactively searching for 
talented new artists 

• Strengthening strategic alliances with Internet and media companies to 
develop secure standards for encoding music files without sacrificing 
portability 

Sundararajan (2004) extends the discussion of music distribution to propose a theory 
of music pricing schedules and related strategies for technological deterrence. He 
argues that sellers can influence the degree of piracy by implementing digital rights 
management (DRM) systems. However, an analysis of the literature points to some 
reported misunderstandings as to what digital rights management is (Fetscherin, 
2005), and how it enhances or restricts, the music experience (Dufft, 2005), as the 
findings for the 2005 European INDICARE project reveal. Some argue that 
“technological fixes to ‘fight piracy’ may impose important limitations on how 
individuals use a cultural product” (Barub, 2006:71). 

In 2009, Apple removed all digital rights management technologies from their music 
catalogue in a widely publicised strategy discussed in the media. As such, DRM is 
beginning to play less of a role in online music as many distributors are moving away 
from using such technology (Beekhuyzen and von Hellens, 2009). However DRM is 
still prevalent in a number of online music stores such as the Nokia mobile music 
store, so it needs mentioning. 

2.4.1 New Strategies for Music Distribution 

Kasaras (2002) presents a critical review of the literature related to the phenomenon 
of music piracy on the World Wide Web and proposes that opportunities for the 
digital delivery of music have brought about new tools and technologies for accessing 
and listening to music. Established music providers have attempted to move their 
traditional ideologies to online distribution with varying success. The Internet 
removes physical distribution as a barrier to entering this established industry, and has 
bought “a flood of new players” (Porter, 2008). In a review of British and German 
music industry data on artists' earnings and copyright, Kretschmer (2004) argues that 
competition to capture the paying music customer is strong as the industry goes 
through these major changes. 

Many of these new players are not traditional music providers or distributors. 
Tschmuck (2009) comments on the emergence of these new players in the ‘new’ 
music industry, and how they did not emerge from ‘traditional’ music industry actors, 
but instead from industry outsiders such at technology companies (Apple Inc.) and 
Internet companies (Amazon.com). Lam and Tan (2001) argue that new entrants such 
as these into the music industry are outpacing traditional record labels, who have 
limited experience with new technologies. 

Klimis and Wallis (2009) draw on their extensive knowledge and experience in 
studying digital music distribution (Kretschmer, Baden-Fuller, Klimis and Wallis, 
2000; Wallis, 2000; Kretschmer, Klimis and Wallis, 2001; Wallis, 2002) to argue that 
a disruptive technology such as peer-to-peer file sharing always fosters 
entrepreneurship and allows for new business models. In reviewing the economic 
literature, Varian (2005) presents a number of alterative strategies for digital music 
distribution.. Those presented in Table 2 are already in place in Australia in some 
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capacity; the strategies presented in Table 3 are music distribution options not already 
in place in Australia for the majority of creators and distributors. It is argued in this 
dissertation that new distribution strategies need to be considered.  

Make a copy more expensive than the original 

- The seller could use a DRM system such as the 

one used until recently by iTunes, or engage in 
threats of legal action that would increase the cost 

of copying and, therefore, increase the price that it 

could charge for its product (which is currently 

being done).  

Monitoring - ASCAP7 (US-based) monitors the 

playing of music in public places and collects a 

flat fee, which it then divvies up among its 
members. Shares are determined by a statistical 

algorithm. This system is already well established 

in Australia, with royalties gained through 

agencies such as APRA (Australia Performing 

Rights Australia) and CAL (Copyright Agency 

Ltd). 

Advertise other things - Broadcast television and 
radio give away content in order to sell 

advertisements. Advertising can also be placed 

within content, something that is now happening 

with some free music.  

Subscriptions - Consumers purchase music as a 
bundle over time, with the motivation being 

convenience and timeliness of the information 

delivery. In Australia, Nokia’s new Comes with 

Music service is an example of this. 

Table 2: Alternative Strategies for Online Music Distribution in place in Australia 
(Varian, 2005) 

The following table presents a number of alternative strategies for music distribution. 

Make the original cheaper than a copy - If 
music copies have a direct cost of copying, an 

inconvenience cost or the copy is inferior to the 

original in some way--then the seller can set the 

price low enough that copying is not attractive. 

This would require distributors to reduce the 

current price of music 

Sell physical complements - Perhaps you could 
get a poster, a membership in a fan club, or a free 

T-shirt. These items might not be available to 

someone who downloaded an illicit copy of a 

song. This would provide added value to the 

purchased music that cannot be obtained with a 

free copy. 

Prizes, awards and commissions - Wealthy 

individuals, businesses or countries could 

commission works. The patronage system 
achieved some notable results in Europe for 

several centuries. The National Science 

Foundation and the National Endowment for the 

Humanities are modern state agencies that fund 

creative works using prize-like systems 

Ransom. Allow potential readers to bid for 

content. If the sum of the bids is sufficiently high, 

the information content is provided. For example, 
Stephen King offered installments of his book 

The Plant on his website. At one point, he 

indicated he would continue posting installments 

if the number of payments received divided by the 

number of downloads from his site exceeded 75.6 

percent. 

Media tax. Government can impose a tax on 
some physical good that is complementary to the 

information product, like blank audiotapes and 

CDs, with the proceeds used to compensate 

producers of content. For example, the Audio 

Home Recording Act of 1992 imposes a media 
tax of 3 percent of the tape price. This however 

does not currently apply to other media in 

Australia. 

Sell information complements - Give away the 
product (as in open-source software like Red Hat 

Linux) and then sell support contracts. It is 

possible to give away a cheap, low-quality 

version of music and sell a high-quality version in 

online stores.  

 

Advertise yourself - A downloaded song can be 
an advertisement for a personal appearance. There 

are many examples of materials that are freely 

published on the Internet that are also available in 

various physical forms for a fee. 

Sell a personalised version - Copies made 
available to others would not be valuable without 

the personalisation. E.g. a personalized music 

playlist with only the items that you would wish 

to listen to.  

                                                
7 American Society of Composers, Authors and Publishers 
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Pure public provision - Artists and other creators 
of intellectual property might be paid by the state, 

financed out of general revenues.  

 

Table 3: Alternative Strategies for Online Music Distribution not in place in Australia 
(Varian, 2005) 

Klimis and Wallis (2009) argue that peer-to-peer technologies can be seen as a new 
form of marketing, where samples are offered ‘for free’ and revenues are produced 
based on the interest generated. 

2.4.2 The MP3 Phenomenon 

Jonathan Sterne is considered an expert in research on the MP38. He argues that 
individuals are seeing less and less value in the digital MP3 artifact (2006a). One 
inference that may be made from this is that individuals are using unauthorised file 
sharing sites and communities to get their music for free because of this deterioration 
of the value of music (Sirotic, 2005; Skageby and Pargman, 2005; Andersen and 
Frenz, 2007).  

Sterne argues that focusing on the MP3 is often misleading; the problem of file 
sharing exists because complex social issues get reduced to their technological 
dimension, and in doing this “we elide the agency of both institutions and individuals 
in the scenario” (Sterne, 2006b). He believes this focus steers us away from 
“interrogating the current form of the music industry, the relationship of that 
technology to other reproduction technologies (cassettes, CDs), and actual practices 
among people who listen to or collect music”. The focus on the actual practices of 
people who access and listen to music is one of the core aims of this dissertation. 

“MP3 stands for MPEG-1, Layer-3. MPEG (Motion Picture Experts 
Group) is a consortium of engineers and others formed with the 

support of the International Standards Organization (ISO) and the 
International Electrotechnical Commission. MPEG started out in 1988 

as an ad hoc group that aimed to standardize data compression 
schemes in the broadcast, telecommunications and consumer 

electronics industries. For those who believed in standardization, one 
format was needed that could cut across digital technologies as diverse 

as compact discs, digital video, high-definition television, 
teleconferencing and satellite communications”  

Lam and Tan explain that MP3 uses music compression algorithms like advanced 
audio coding to replicate original music at a bit rate of 128Kps, resulting in a 
compression rate of 11:1. They further explain in their theoretical paper that 
“although MP3 has a much lower bit rate than traditional standards, music quality 
does not suffer because human ears cannot discern the difference for bit rates beyond 
128Kps” (2001). The codec shrinks the sound file which was “designed to be open, 
meaning both that it included no protection mechanism or encryption and that anyone 
could have access to the standard in order to design software to work with it” 
(Gillespie, 2007:41) 

MP3 became embedded in the music practices of the general public as part of an 
underground movement to convert digital songs on a CD into a portable format. In 

                                                
8 http://sterneworks.org/ 
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Australia and in the US, MP3 mobile devices like iPods were available years before 
online music stores like iTunes (see Table 1), so the only way to get music onto a 
device was to convert it, or rip it, to a computer and then transfer it to the device 
(called sideloading). At the time when CD players and burners became available and 
attached to new computers (around 2000), Apple Computers had the slogan ‘Rip. 
Mix. Burn.’ to promote the desktop CD burning capability. This slogan encouraged 
people to convert their CDs to digital files, a practice that later came under scrutiny; 
rather ironically it was said to be advocating piracy. In the Australian context, it was 
actually illegal at the time to make a reproduction (copy) of a digital file without the 
permission of the copyright owner, although this law was rarely enforced (see the 
discussion in Section 2.4). Regardless, iTunes set the industry standard for what was 
to be expected from authorised online music distribution in the future. 

A report conducted by The NPD Group in 2007 revealed that 50 Percent of Mac 
Users in the U.S. Paid to Purchase Music Downloads versus 16 Percent of PC Users 

(2007). This unbalance across the software platforms may be explained by the 
presence of iTunes exclusively on an Apple platform in the first few years of release. 
It became embedded in everyday music practices to copy music to an iPod early in the 
era of digital music, even before authorised music was available for sale online. The 
PC version was released a number of years after the Mac version. 

In his article aptly titled “The MP3 as cultural artifact”, Sterne argues that a “robust 
understanding of the technological and aesthetic dimensions of the MP3 provides an 
important context for discussions of the legal, political economic and broader cultural 
dimensions of file-sharing” (Sterne, 2006a). According to Sterne:  

The irony of the MP3 is that “the technology itself is perfectly and lovingly shaped 
for the very purposes to which it is not supposed to be put: the MP3 is perfectly 
designed for illegal file-sharing” (Sterne, 2006a). The MP3 format was designed to 
reduce the size of audio files due through data compression, to make them easier to 
exchange and store. The exchange aspect of the technology opened up new 
opportunities for distribution, and the storage aspect opened up opportunities for 
consuming music in different, more mobile, ways. 

These characteristics of the MP3 format in particular gave rise to a phenomenon 
called “the long tail”. In his well-cited 2006 book related to the economics of online 
content distribution, Chris Anderson discusses the theory of having unlimited choice 
in the MP3s available from online stores:  

“You can find everything out here in the Long Tail. There’s the back 
catalog, older albums still fondly remembered by longtime fans or 

rediscovered by new ones. There are live tracks, B-sides, remixes, even 
(gasp) covers. There are niches by the thousands, genres within genres 

within genres (imagine an entire Tower Records store devoted to eighties 
hair bands or ambient dub). There are foreign bands, once priced out of 

reach on a shelf in the import aisle, and obscure bands on even more 
obscure labels – many of which don’t have the distribution clout to get into 

Tower at all. Oh sure, there’s also a lot of crap here in the Long Tail. But 
then again, there’s an awful lot of crap hiding between radio tracks on hit 

albums too. People have to skip over it on CDs, but they can more easily 
avoid it online, where the best individual songs can be cherry-picked (with 

the help of personalized recommendations) from those whole albums. So, 
unlike the CD - where each crap track costs perhaps one-twelfth of a $15 



A critical ethnography of an online file sharing community: an actor-network theory perspective of 

controversies in the digital music world  

Chapter Two: Literature Review on Music Creation and Distribution 

Page 32 of 269 

© J.P. Beekhuyzen 2009 

album price - all of the crap tracks online just sit harmlessly on some 
server, ignored by a marketplace that evaluates songs on their own merit. 

What’s truly amazing about the Long Tail is the sheer size of it. If you 
combine enough of the non-hits, you’ve actually established a market that 

rivals the hits” (Anderson, 2006:22). 

Adopting the long tail ideology, in 2006, the media reported that Universal Music 
took steps to rescue more than one hundred thousand songs from their archive in 
order to make them available to the paying public (Gibson, 2006). The strategy is 
considered a success by researchers who evaluated it, with more than two hundred 
and fifty thousand tracks of out-of-print recordings by European artists downloaded 
digitally since 2006 (Klimis and Wallis, 2009). 

It is interesting to note the empirical study of college students by Kinnally and 
colleagues, which aimed to understand the gratifications behind music downloading 
among college students. In addition to finding that college students are motivated to 
download because “it is an entertaining and convenient way for them to acquire 
music”, their study reported that males have more songs stored on their computers 
than females (Kinnally et al., 2008).  

2.4.3 The ‘Cost’ of MP3 

In seeking to understand the debate about file sharing in the literature, it is important 
to consider the cost associated with different mediums; CD purchases, paid authorised 
downloads, and unauthorised free music. Sag (2006) proposes the question, does user 
litigation make sense for the recording industry? In answering this question in his 
theoretical paper, he breaks these costs down into (i) monetary cost of obtaining 
music, (ii) the time and effort or search costs (iii) expected costs associated with 
computer viruses, and (iv) the expected costs of sanctions. 

The cost of authorised paid downloads is an obvious disadvantage to the music 
recording industry, when there are freely available counterparts available on peer-to-
peer networks. The cost of paid downloads may be considered too expensive and 
unfair especially when compared to their US parent (99cents per song compared to 
$1.69 in Australia) and the low cost of distribution. There is however cost associated 
with setting up a computer and Internet connection in the home (Sag, 2006), but as 
most homes now have these basic utilities, these associated costs for file sharing are 
minimal. Sag (2006) argues that “if upfront monetary cost of music was the only 
relevant cost, the recording industry would be dead in the water”. He goes on to 
discuss what he calls other significant costs, which make the legal alternatives more 
attractive. 

The second type of cost Sag discusses is search costs. Traditionally peer-to-peer 
networks had an advantage with their search abilities because there was no central 
place to purchase online music. Instead, it drew on all peers connected at the time. 
This changed significantly with the introduction of the iTunes Music Store, which has 
a fast and efficient search engine, anecdotally reported to be fast than peer-to-peer 
networks (Sag, 2006). Sag discussed one cause of this being the increase in 
mislabelled and spoofed files found in public peer-to-peer networks. Members of the 
music recording industry allegedly add these spoofed files to the network themselves 
to discourage file sharing. The time taken to download files in public peer-to-peer 
networks has also increased due to the increase in free riding – essentially taking and 
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not giving back (discussed further in Section 8.5.4.1), however free riding is not an 
option due to the enforced rules in private file sharing communities like Roswell. 

The third cost of music acquisition is the potential exposure to computer viruses. 
Some empirical studies based on a quantitative analysis of files on a file sharing 
network have shown how widespread viruses are on public peer-to-peer (Shin, Jung 
and Balakrishnan, 2006). Viruses are a very real problem in public file sharing 
networks, malware and spyware are also a serious threat. But this threat is not only 
restricted to online files. In 2005 to much dissatisfaction by the general public, 
SonyBMG distributed over 2 million CDs with an undisclosed rootkit that infected as 
many as 500 000 computers worldwide (Norton, 2005; Felten and Halderman, 2006).  

An additional risk is the ability for others in a public file sharing network to view 
personal files on another’s computer. For the inexperienced user who may 
unknowingly make their entire hard drive available for ‘inadvertent sharing’, or put a 
confidential file in the shared directory, a predatory peer user can search the hard 
drive for virtually anything; passwords, banking details, and taxation details as were 
reported in a recent article in which the authors found documents on public file 
sharing systems that contained enough personal information to facilitate identity theft 
and fraud (Johnson et al., 2009). This activity is termed ‘inadvertent’ file sharing. 

The fourth cost identified by Sag (2006) is the potential exposure to legal sanctions. 
He suggests that the sanction cost of unauthorised downloading is determined by the 
risk of detection multiplied by the likely penalty. This is where he believes the 
recording industry need to make the most impact. See the discussion in Section 2.4. 

2.4.4 The Death of the Album 

According to Klimis & Wallis (2009), a large portion of the artistic community 
“considers P2P to be detrimental to their community if for only one reason…it lets 
consumers download one track at a time, bypassing the need to own a whole album”. 
Initiatives such as Save the Album (www.savethealbum.com) show some musician’s 
dissatisfaction with the ‘dissecting of their art’. The launch of the iTunes music store 
was in some people’s words, the death of the album. It allows consumers to purchase 
single tracks which many argue is a sign of the ‘hit culture’ in which we live. It is 
argued by the well-respected economist Anderson (2006:5) that measuring only the 
demand for hits wrongly discounts a huge market of consumers. 

The search engines in public file sharing are designed toward searching for single 
tracks, rather than full albums. These information systems make it easy to search for 
and download a single track. iTunes on the other hand sells both singles and albums, 
an they have a policy to only make available an album if 85% of its tracks are 
individually available for sale. 

One of Australia’s most successful music bands AC/DC recently refused to sell their 
album on iTunes because of this mandatory selling of singles. Arguing that they want 
to preserve the album format, the reporter of the Cnet news article ridiculed them for 
not embracing the ‘single’ culture (Sandoval, 2008). However some feel strongly that 
an album is an art form in its entirety and that it should be consumed in the manner 
for which the creator intended it. After all, it is impossible to consider listening to 
some albums from history as singles, such as songs from Pink Floyd’s ‘The Wall’ or 
‘Dark Side of the Moon’. 
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Historically, the design of technology artifacts have had strong social and political 
impact (Preece, 2000:195), from the printing press to radio broadcasting to file 
sharing. Commercial music information systems such as iTunes also have a strong 
social and political impact on contemporary society. Social in the way it has changed 
the way we listen to music in terms of randomness of listening activities, and as a 
more mobile way of listening to music though devices such as the hugely successful 
iPod (Adomavicius et al., 2008). iTunes has had a political impact in terms of making 
a statement against file sharing, situating itself as ‘the’ authorised alternative to file 
sharing for a number of years  before there were any substantial competitors. 

2.4.5 Tangibility of Music 

One characteristic of tangible music is its display, and subsequent status affordance. 
Many people like the ‘look and feel’ of physical manifestations of music. The LP or 
album was something of a collectors item many years ago (Blythe and Wright, 2008), 
with a resurge in popularity with the electronic music DJ in the past two decades.  

In addition to being of value in a collection, a large stack of CDs in a personal library 
can be impressive, with large collections sometimes requiring furniture of their own 
for storage. The empirical study by Singh and colleagues found that consumers afford 
great variances between the individual status value of their collections. One such 
participant in the study referred to the visual aesthetics of seeing this 200 CDs, in 
comparison to his “18 gigs worth of music” (Singh et al., 2005). 

The intangibility of the digital artifact could account for part of the motivation for file 
sharing (discussed further in Chapter Seven). If this is the case, it is then important for 
system designers to consider building a form of tangibility into digital music 
collections in order to encourage payment. Some researchers have attempted to solve 
this design challenge. One such attempt focuses on visualising a digital music 
collection. Graham and Hull (2008) have prototyped what they call “a tangible user 
interface” that restores the benefits of physical albums for digital music in iTunes. 
Their design sits ‘on top’ of the iTunes application. They argue that tangibility is a 
characteristic desired in music, and they propose a new way to give the perception of 
tangibility. Their iCandy application does this through printing of albums, songs, 
playlists and videos, webcam-based bar code recognition, an interface to the iTunes 
online store, and album map and playlist visualization tools. They say that iCandy 
produces a kind of “multimedia trading card” representing an album, song, playlist or 
video. 

2.4.6 Compensating Artists in the Online Environment 

Some argue that without compensation, there is no incentive to create. But this view 
is debated in the literature by experts such as Johnathan Sterne who is the Chair of the 
Department of Art History and Communication Studies at McGill University, and an 
authority on the MP3 and digital music. Sterne believes that “as long as capitalism 
exists, people will continue to create and perform music, and other people will find 
ways to profit from it” (2006b:98). Some argue that finding a way to adequately 
reward innovation without stifling the creativity is fundamental to the future of the IT 
industry (Forester and Morrison, 1994:65). 

In the 2009 special issue on music and copyright in the Journal of Information, 
Communication and Society, Peter Tschmuck concurs that there will always be 
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music, regardless of compensation (2009). He proposes two strategies for profiting 
from music production:  

• To invest in an entrance barrier in order to charge a cost covering fee  

• To materialise (or make available) music for further commercialisation  

Some argue that even though compensation is not the only reason for creativity, it is 
one of the key factors contributing to it (Kiskis and Petrauskas, 2005). In saying this, 
Kiskis and Petrauskas argue in their conceptual paper that current compensatory 
mechanisms have failed to provide adequate compensation to creators of Intellectual 
Property. 

For many years in many countries around the world, the first strategy has been in 
place through the inclusion of a levy (fee) added to all recordable media, such as 
blank cassette tapes and blank CDs. Levy systems are premised on the assumption 
that private copying of protected works cannot be controlled and exploited 
individually, or it is inefficient to implement such controls (Kiskis and Petrauskas, 
2005). A blanket levy for recordable media has not been applied in Australia, 
although it has been applied in the Canada and in parts of Europe. Some countries 
also add a levy onto hardware used to copy content, such as CD burners. At present, 
there is no uniform worldwide compensatory system for content creators. 

The second strategy proposed also has merit, and it is a strategy being pursued by 
independent and mainstream musicians alike. One way they are doing this is through 
computer games such as RedOctane’s Guitar Hero available on gaming consoles. 
Metallica was one of the first bands to be very vocal about their unhappiness with file 
sharing when they spoke out about Napster back in 1999. A decade later in 2009, they 
appear to be moving with the times and embracing other means of commercialisation 
of their music, with the release of one of the first ‘band’ games of Guitar Hero which 
allows up to four people to play the music of the band with drums, microphone, bass 
and lead guitar. Aerosmith have released a similar game, and even the Beatles (Paul 
McCartney and Ring Starr) have followed this trend with the release of their game in 
2009.  

There appears to be general agreement that the mechanics of artist reimbursement are 
out of tune with online distribution. Rather than considering this as a legal problem, 
some consider it a design challenge (Blythe and Wright, 2008).  

Finnish social anthropologist Pietilä (2009) conducted an ethnography of 104 music 
industry informants in South Africa examining musicians' problems with ownership 
and control. She argues that much of the debate over file sharing and decreasing 
physical sales is about maintaining the status quo for the major record labels. This 
involves securing new rewards from the digital distribution and consumption of 
music, in addition to rewards received through traditional channels (Pietilä, 2009). In 
Tschmuck’s (2009) analysis of music production he particularly focuses on the 
relationship between artists and publishers in Europe, he also argues that there is a 
will of the ‘old’ music industry to hold onto traditional systems that provide them 
with ‘appropriate’ rewards through current copyright regimes. Pietilä’s (2009) 
extensive study of music stakeholders in South Africa confirms that the focus on 
control and ownership has barely changed with technological change, with most 
artists in the world still releasing their music and receiving their rewards through 
intermediaries. 
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In creating new compensatory mechanisms for artists, one such approach proposed is 
collective licensing, where users pay a $5 per month fee to a collective to download 
all the music they desire, and revenues are split between rights holders. Such an 
approach would be similar to the blanket licensing that was introduced in the early 
stages of broadcast radio to combat what was then considered ‘piracy’ (von Lohmann, 
2004). 

2.4.7 Going Independent 

In a romantic view of music creation, musicians live to create, but in reality they often 
create to live (Klimis and Wallis, 2009). In doing so, they need to find an acceptable 
balance between economic and cultural value: having the ability to be artistic, without 
losing out economically. 

In his review of the “state of the industry and the battle between the Internet world 
and record companies”, Pfahl (2001:20) argues that while independent artists struggle 
to maintain their creativity and control, mainstream musicians can be considered to be 
on the flip side; manufactured like cardboard boxes. Being a rather extreme view, it 
does however encourage consideration of the value that fans place on musicians. An 
empirical study conducted in Australia investigated the importance of emotional 
loyalty in paying for music (Sarri, 2006). Sarri found that bands/musicians need to 
reach fans on an emotional level in order to encourage them to pay for music; 
something possibly easier for an independent, rather than a mainstream artist, to do. 

Scholars such as Pietilä (2009) and Pfahl (2001) argue that the time could be right for 
independent musicians to flourish. The technological changes in the industry, such as 
new distribution methods, are often complimentary to the goals of independent 
musicians. These goals relate to controlling their content, and creating new ways to 
receive revenues and royalties for their work. Pfahl believes the choice for artists 
between choosing a record label, or ‘going indie’ is as tough as it has ever been.  

Lam and Tan (2001) argue that new distribution channels threaten to remove the need 
for intermediaries in traditional channels, which involves these steps: 

1. The artist signs a contract with the record label to leverage on the core 
competency of the latter, such as marketing and distribution. 

2. The artist records the album and the record label produces the album in some 
media such as CDs. 

3. The retailers buy the CDs and other media from the record label. 

4. The consumers buy the CDs and other media from the retailers. 

To take advantage of such intermediaries, Pfahl (2001) proposes what he terms a 
“comprehensive strategic plan for Internet commerce” for independent artists. The 
first part of his plan is for artists to form communities with “like-minded musicians to 
share costs and create a more effective marketing force”. He cites examples such as 
garageband.com and others that he deems successes, however most of his examples 
no longer exist on the Internet. Its not too surprising considering his article was 
published in 2001; it possibly suggests he was a visionary in an environment that was 
not yet ready for such approaches to the distribution of music. 
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2.4.8 Communities for Independent Artists 

Back in 2001, Pfahl (2001) conceptualised that the future of online music for 
independent artists revolved around communities. His vision was to align the interests 
of the artists with interests of fans, creating demand for a musician’s music to suit 
individual preferences. This move to personalisation would support the emotional 
connection a fan has with their favourite musician/s, giving artists the ability to speak 
directly with their fans. He proposed that these communities would be based around 
the creative and musical aspects of the artists, allowing fans to connect with artists “at 
several levels” (Pfahl, 2001). 

Although they do not exist in huge numbers, such communities do exist and many are 
considered successful. A good example of such a community is that of Jonathan 
Coulton9. Coulton is “an independent and unsigned singer-songwriter who utilises 
Creative Commons licences to help promote his music via free downloads” (Creative 
Commons Australia, 2009:17). One way of connecting with fans is through his Thing 

a Week project, which saw Coulton release a new song through a podcast every week 
in 2005. Coulton makes his money through selling his songs in MP3 and FLAC 
format (FLAC is often not commercially available) on his website. He also receives 
compensation through donations, through sales of physical CDs on CD Baby, through 
ringtones, merchandise such as t-shirts, books and games. To further engage fans, he 
has performed concerts in the virtual world, Second Life (Creative Commons 
Australia, 2009:18). 

In line with Pfahl’s vision back in 2001, an example of what is considered by some as 
a ‘pioneering online record label’ is the online store Magnatune10. Also in line with 
the goals of independent artists, and what is possibly a goal of all artists, is the 
philosophy that “musicians need to be in control and enjoy the process of having their 
music released” (Creative Commons Australia, 2009:29). Magnatune offers artists 
50/50 revenue within a variable pricing model. The community offers music for free 
to ‘try before you buy’ and music is licensed through a Creative Commons scheme. 
Commented on by leading legal scholar Lawrence Lessig, this kind of online 
community is “precisely the kind of innovation that will solve the current crisis within 
music”11. 

Pfahl (2001) suggested that communities offer a way to generate revenues through 
alternative methods. These include membership through subscription, utlising 
streaming technologies, charging for content on a pay-per-view basis, and through 
merchandise. Additionally, Pfahl believes that communities such as this will “drive 
demand to see an artist in concert and increase the revenue that is generated from live 
performances”.  

2.5 Copyright in the ‘New’ Music Industry 

It can be argued that copyright law is out of date to deal with the Internet. Bently 
(2009) argues in his conceptual paper that current copyright law is more suited to “a 
vision of music that fits classical conceptions” rendering it unsuitable to deal with 
contemporary ‘pop’ music. Copyright law focuses on what has been taken, rather than 
what has been done with copyrighted goods (Friedemann and Kretschmer, 2009). 

                                                
9 See http://wwwjonathancoulton.com 
10 http://www.magnatune.com 
11 http://www.magnatune.com/info/openmusic 
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This is visible when looking at the recent criminilisation of copyright in Western 
countries, regardless of whether the goods are used for commercial gain, or personal 
use.  

Klimis and Wallis argue that this copyright concentration “leads to a focus, on behalf 
of the major copyright owners, on protecting existing rights rather than on creating 
new innovations” (2009). They further argue that this concentration, “coupled with a 
legal regime that seems continually to extend the period of copyright protection, leads 
to an unprecedented exploitation of rights by the majors with very little benefit for the 
creator/artists”. 

The music recording industry has used mainly non-market strategies to maintain their 
control; they have used their dominance to enforce strategies that aim to influence 
powerful stakeholders such as government interest groups, activists, and the public 
(Baron, 1995). One such strategy is the formulation and delivery of a range of anti-
piracy campaigns targeted at children. Yar (2008) critically reviewed a number of 
anti-piracy campaigns aimed at schoolchildren. He refers to the commonplace 
association between youth and piracy to analyse such strategies by the music 
recording industtry “which encode capitalist and individualist conceptions of 
property, creativity and rights”. Yar draws attention to the strategies’ “mythical” 
character. In doing so, he identifies “four different tropes around which the legitimacy 
of copyright is justified and its violation is condemned as criminal” (Yar, 2008): 

• The myth of property as a natural right – it is presented as a natural, 
unquestionable right to control, use and decide upon. Yar (2008) argues that 
“one can deconstruct this conception to demonstrate that it is in fact a political 
and ideological artifact of modern, western society”. 

• The myth of equivalence between tangibles and intangibles – as mentioned in 
reference to Lessig earlier, tangibles and intangibles are not equivalent. Yar 
summarises this view that “material objects are limited by nature as to their 
use – if one person is using an object, this means others cannot”. He believes 
intangibles and tangibles are “fundamentally different” (2008). 

• The myth of individual creativity – this rests on the “promulgation of the idea 
that the production of cultural goods is essentially a matter of individual 
creativity”. Yar (2008) refers to authors such as Barthes and Foucoult who 
argue, “all iterations of knowledge partake of a web of intertextual meanings, 
drawing upon meanings always already present in the cultural system”. In 
short, creativity is not purely individual, and an artifact is not created in a silo 
of creativity, they are built upon an already existing cultural system (eg cover 
songs would not exist without the original etc). 

• The myths of harm – the programs analysed seek to moralise copyright 
violations by identifying people in the recording industry value chain who will 
be harmed by piracy. Yar (2008) argues that such programs seek to “make 
direct connections between copyright infringement and embodied suffering to 
other ordinary individuals” (as opposed for example to the stock market 
valuations and profits of Sony, Time Warner and other global media 
corporations). 

Friedmann and Kretschmer (2009) argue that the fusing of the norms of 
communication and the norms of transaction pose out-of-date constraints on copyright 
in the digital world. To enforce their point, they present seven contemporary musical 
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practices that present challenges for Internet copyright law: Improvisation, Cover 
version, re-mix, DJ-ing, sampling, mashups, and sound-alikes.  

Just to comment on a few of these contemporary musical practices, Bowrey and 
Rimmer (2005) conceptualise the role of culture and creativity in the law based on an 
evaluation of Napster and other file sharing litigations in the United States. They 
argue that re-mix has caused significant headaches for artists and record labels alike, 
and even in educational disciplines such as musicology, where remix is a foundation 
of scholarly research and student learning, as reported by Australian academic Paul 
Draper (2008). However some artists have taken advantage of this new way to make 
music. For example, Fat Boy Slim is a popular UK artist and he became one of the 
first to allow consumers to download his tracks and remix them. Teaming up with the 
BBC, he launched the project as a ‘remix game’12. Radiohead followed suit in 2007 
with their InRainbows online album launch which included the chance for fans to 
remix Radiohead’s new songs, upload them to their site, and be voted on by other 
fans. At the time of writing this dissertation (2009), the most popular remixed song 
had more than twenty-two thousand votes13.  

Sampling has a number of meanings; the definition used here comes from the edited 
book Music + Digital Culture, as the “exact, digital copying of pre-existing music” 
(Taylor, 2006). Putting snippets of ‘samples’ together results in a song that is a 
combination of a variety of songs. While these kinds of songs are popular in 
mainstream pop music, the snippets are also of great value in the electronic music 
domain. Electronic music largely relies on samples to create music. However without 
permission from copyright owners, much of this practice is considered to infringe 
copyright. Innovative bands like Knives at Noon from New Zealand attempt to fill 
this gap by creating such samples of electronic music and making them available for 
others to use under Creative Commons licenses (Creative Commons Australia, 
2009:27).  

Mashups have also created challenges for artists and record labels alike, with the most 
prominent example being DJ Dangermouse’s ‘The Grey Album’ (Howard-Spink, 
2005). Howard-Spink provides a detailed discussion about this act of cultural 
activism. Blending the vocal tracks of from hip-hop artist Jay-Z’s ‘The Black Album’ 
with the Beatles’ tunes on the ‘The White Album’, he produced ‘The Grey Album’. 
He personally pressed 3000 of his own CD’s, only to be served with a cease and 
desist order from the Beatles’ copyright owner EMI, who were not particularly happy 
with his use of their copyrighted material without permission. He was ordered to 
remove his recording from the Internet and destroy all physical copies. This resulted 
in what could be considered a subcultural phenomenon. Through an activist 
organisation, Grey Tuesday was launched, a day (the 24th February) that would see 
‘The Grey Album’ available from as many places as possible for download on the 
Internet, through anyone who wanted to be involved (Ayers, 2006). The mass online 
protest supported what many called a ‘masterpiece’, and the huge support on that day 
clearly illustrated the power of the online masses. 

Sound-alikes are also an area in need of legal clarification. Sound-alikes are often 
used to avoid the clearing of rights to use a piece of music (Friedemann and 
Kretschmer, 2009), and they were extensively used in the early versions of music 

                                                
12 See http://www.bbc.co.uk/radio1/fbs/intro.htm 
13 See http://www.radioheadremix.com/ 



A critical ethnography of an online file sharing community: an actor-network theory perspective of 

controversies in the digital music world  

Chapter Two: Literature Review on Music Creation and Distribution 

Page 40 of 269 

© J.P. Beekhuyzen 2009 

based games such as Guitar Hero. These are no longer used in new versions of these 
games; anecdotally it is argued that this is because they resulted in an inferior product, 
which annoyed consumers paying in the vicinity of $100 per game. However they 
also caused problems with artists suing the developers because the sound was, in the 
bands opinion, “virtually indistinguishable from the authentic version” – The 
Romantics, reported in Rolling Stone Magazine (Kreps, 2008). Game developers 
recognised this unsettledness, and moved to secure the rights for future games, and to 
no longer use sound-alikes. 

These newer forms of musical practice have to some extent been dealt with through 
the creation and adoption of Creative Commons licenses. Other ideologies are also 
proposed by various researchers, captured succinctly by Law Professor Jessica Litman 
(2004) who, “proposes that we adopt a legal architecture that encourages but does not 
compel copyright owners to make their works available for widespread sharing over 
digital networks, and that we incorporate into that architecture a payment mechanism, 
based on a blanket or collective license, designed to compensate creators and to 
bypass unnecessary intermediaries”. 

2.6 Conclusion 

This chapter discusses the research literature as it applies in general to the creation 
and distribution on online music. The emergence of digital music over the Internet has 
significantly changed the way music is created and distributed, and this phenomenon 
has influenced many changes in the music recording industry. The timeline of digital 
technologies (Table 1) shows that the music recording industry was slow to adopt 
Internet technologies for music distribution. Technology companies like Apple have 
filled the online distribution gap, creating an ‘ecosystem’ of online music distribution, 
access and use. However such a monopoly over paid distribution has come with its 
negativity; such as the alleged ‘death of the album’ resulting from Apple’s strategy of 
selling music ‘hit’ singles. The ‘hit’ culture is also reinforced through the 
encouragement to search for single tracks rather than albums in public file sharing.  

Music use is not all about being online. There is evidence that some consumers do 
still appreciate tangibility in their music (Singh et al., 2005; Blythe and Wright, 
2008), and that the CD still has value for many. But there is little doubt that the MP3 
phenomenon has bought about consumer freedom in choice of online music, 
convenience of use, at a reasonable price (often free in file sharing). The differing 
methods of music distribution are classified in a framework, which is a contribution 
of this study – see Figure 2. 

This widespread use of the Internet for music distribution challenges the way 
musicians are compensated for their creations. Many musicians in Australia are now 
choosing to go independent in the creation and distribution of their music, and this 
move gives creators more control than ever before over their creations. As such, the 
relationships between musicians and mainstream recording labels have changed too, 
as the Internet has moved the power of production into the hands of those who 
previously were not able to compete in such a way. Furthermore, less CD sales have 
resulted in less commitment by record labels, however this is creating many new 
avenues for musicians which is not necessarily a negative consequence. Online 
communities for musicians are one such strategy that has promise in the future of 
online music. 
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From file sharing comes the issue of security. Many in the music industry believe that 
the only way to stop file sharing is to secure all digital content. However others argue 
that “there is absolutely no way that music can be distributed on the Internet without 
compromising it” (Pfahl, 2001). If Tim Berners-Lee’s original proposal of the 
architecture of the World Wide Web is considered, copyright enforcement and data 
security were not a primary design issue for the proposed system (CERN, 1990). 

Legal discussions point out that the law is still lagging behind what people do with 
online music, but recent changes have improved the situation that previously meant 
that all Australian’s were ‘pirates’ under the legal classification. Australia’s 
agreement to the US Free Trade Agreement in 2006 bought many of the challenges to 
light, and provided a stepping stone for the government to discuss the issues related to 
online music, and to attempt to address them to the best of their ability in the 
contemporary Internet environment.  

The following chapter expands on the discussion related to music creation and 
distribution presented in this chapter by focusing on the access and use of online 
music (searching, downloading, listening and sharing). It discusses the debate around 
file sharing, the significance of the file sharing phenomenon and the motivations for 
engaging in file sharing activities. The software used for accessing online music are 
discussed, with a focus on those used to access unauthorised music. Private/ file 
sharing communities are introduced as a means to share music in the underground.  
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3 Chapter Three: Literature Review on Music Access and 

Use 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the controversies that surround music access and use, 
particularly those related to file sharing. The Internet has bought a revolution in the 
way that music is accessed, with involvement in file sharing communities growing 
because they are convenient and easy to use, they provide a wide range of content 
choice, and most of all, because they are generally free (no direct cost). Such systems 
are competing with paid online stores like iTunes, providing a number of alternatives 
for consumers. 

Back in 1999, Napster was introduced to the world and it significantly changed the 
way people access and use music, and the way people value music. Napster is 
commonly thought of as the first music file sharing system. Created by 19 year old 
undergraduate college student Shawn Fanning back in 1999 (Alderman, 2001:2; 
Poblocki, 2001), it was the first incarnation of a public system accessible to anyone 
with a computer and an Internet connection. Existing until 2001, Napster was a 
software client, with a built in search engine enabling users to find music from other 
‘peers’ connected to the network. Although other software was needed to listen to the 
downloaded music, a peer-to-peer network such as this could be described as one of 
the first widely available music ecosystems. 

The Napster software was reportedly installed on over 40% of personal computes 
worldwide, with the number of registered users reaching nearly 60 million in March 
2001 (online sources quoted in Poblocki (2001)). Another study reports that Napster 
had more than 80 million registered users and 250 000 daily downloads of its 
software (Lam and Tan, 2001). As quotable statistics are obviously difficult to find, 
this at least gives some insight into the significance of the public file sharing 
phenomena. For a journalistic account of the Napster and the beginnings of the P2P 
story see Alderman (2001). 

Essentially Napster changed the power relations in the music recording industry, 
resulting in consumers having much more choice as to where to get their music. They 
no longer only get it through traditional (physical) means; consumers sit on a 
continuum of use - they sometimes buy and sometimes download for free (Singh et al, 
2005). Such consumers are interesting because they make different choices in 
different situations, which are not always predictable. 

The research literature in this chapter is presented in line with the four controversies 
introduced in Chapter One; summarised they are:  

1. Changes in music distribution channels have an influence on how music is 
accessed and used 

2. Legal online music distribution do not appear to meet the needs of many users  

3. Technical competence is an influence on choices about which technology to 
use for music access 

4. Community life/culture including the every day activities of file sharers is 
relatively unknown 
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The research literature related to the first controversy was discussed in Chapter Two. 
Controversies 2-4 relate to music access and use. Firstly, this chapter presents the 
literature on online communities and discusses how they relate to music file sharing. 
This chapter continues from the historical and contextual perspective presented in 
Chapter Two by presenting the piracy debate in the research literature, which focuses 
on the sharing of unauthorised music. The motivations for file sharing are discussed, 
many of which stem from a dissatisfaction with the authorised online music stores 
available. The research literature related to the technical competence of those 
engaging in file sharing is presented, by referring to similarities between file sharers 
and hackers. Lastly, the different channels presented in Figure 2 are discussed further. 
The systems and technologies (IT artifacts) used in file sharing are introduced, which 
includes the research on underground music file sharing communities. 

Note: The empirical studies discussed in this chapter are summarised in Appendix H. 

3.2 Online Communities 

The collective purpose of a community, the goals and roles of the individuals in a 
community and policies generated to shape social interactions all influence social 
interaction in a community (Preece, 2000:7). In such an environment, an actor-
network theory inquiry encourages learning from the actors themselves, learning what 
makes up their set of associations (Latour, 2005:32).  The following core attributes of 
communities were identified back in 1997 when online communities were in their 
infancy, and it is argued that these attributes are still relevant today (Whittaker, Isaacs 
and O’Day, 1997:137). They are summarised as follows: 

1. Members have a shared goal, interest, need, or activity that provides the 
primary reason for belonging to the community. 

2. Members engage in repeated, active participation; often intense interactions, 
strong emotional ties, and shared activities occur among participants. 

3. Members have access to shared resources, and policies determine the access 

to those resources. 
4. Reciprocity of information, support and services among members is 

important. 
5. There is a shared context of social conventions, language and protocol. 

The need for repeated, active participation (second attribute) and reciprocity (fourth 
attribute) are controversial. Some people feel strongly that these are essential, that 
without this repeated engagement there is no community (Preece, 2000). These five 
core attributes of communities can be mapped to concepts from actor-network theory: 

1. Shared goals etc for belonging to the community are explained in cultural terms 
as the process of group formation or translation in ANT – where the problem is 
identified and the situation is problematized, interessement where actors become 
interested in the solution, enrolment where actors commit to being involved 

2. Active participation is the situation in which actors are mobilised (mobilisation) 
where the masses act in order to create an institution. 

3. Reciprocity is also part of the act of participation. 

4. Access to resources are determined in the community by the focal actor, the 
individual who created the community and established the Obligatory Passage 

Point. 
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5. Language is legitimised through inscriptions  

This mapping helps to make a connection between the literature on online 
communities and using ANT for an investigative inquiry of an online community. The 
concepts proposed by Whittaker (1997:137) and mapped to ANT concepts are similar 
to those presented by Wenger (1998) in his work on communities of practice; he 
refers to three dimensions to the concept of community; mutual engagement, joint 
enterprise and a shared repertoire of ways of doing things. These relate to the previous 
concepts identified; reciprocity, active participation, and sharing. 

In terms of community culture, ethnographies are concerned with investigating, 
interpreting and representing cultures, and collectives such as online communities 
have an underlying meaning among members as to why they belong. Such collective 
meanings are cultural phenomena (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000:155). In their book on 
critical research, Alvesson and Deetz (2000) argue that an account of such a 
phenomena reflects shared meanings, and their shared social reality with others in the 
collective. Within this shared social reality, Wasko and Faraj (2005) classify 
knowledge contribution as being formed through three types of capital; cognitive, 
structural, and relational. Cognitive capital includes the shared codes and languages 
within the community. 

3.2.1 Community Participation 

Active participation is manifested in online communities through regular interaction 
between members and with the community. Interactions are usually in the form of 
contributing knowledge and resources. Structural capital, according to Wasko and 
Faraj’s classification, refers to network ties that form a ‘habit of cooperation’; this 
relates to regular interactions and the strength of the ties with other members in the 
community. Kincaid (1981) add to this understanding of structural capital by arguing 
that individuals are likely to understand and comply with group norms and 
expectations, which can help to explain the strong conformance to the rules. 

Relational capital (Wasko and Faraj, 2005) is used to describe trust, norms and 
obligations within a community, and it exists when members: 

• have a strong identification with the collective (Lewicki and Bunker, 1996) 
• trust others in the collective (Putnam 1995) 
• perceive an obligation to participate in the collective (Coleman, 1990) 
• recognize and abide by its cooperative norms (Putnam, 1995) 

In perceiving an obligation to participate in the collective, Wasko and Faraj (2005) 
further distinguish between two types of relational capital; commitment and 
reciprocity. They believe that commitment to a collective conveys a sense of 
responsibility to help others because of their shared membership. They refer to 
previous research which purports that individuals committed to participation are 
motivated by a sense of obligation to the organisation. Trust is a key aspect of 
relational capital (Wasko and Faraj, 2005).  Some authors in the literature argue that 
positive and regular contribution behaviours can improve overall organizational 
effectiveness (Goodman and Darr, 1998; Olivera, Goodman and Tan, 2008) 

Wasko and Faraj (2005) argue that individual motivations and social capital influence 
knowledge contribution in electronic networks. Their research on electronic networks 
of practice provides insight when discussing why individuals help strangers in online 
communities. They found that people contribute their knowledge when they perceive 



A critical ethnography of an online file sharing community: an actor-network theory perspective of 

controversies in the digital music world  

Chapter Three: Literature Review on Music Access and Use 

Page 45 of 269 

© J.P. Beekhuyzen 2009 

that it enhances their professional reputations, when they have the experience to 
share, and when they are structurally embedded in the network. They add that 
contributions occur without regard to expectations of reciprocity from others or high 
levels of commitment to the network (Wasko and Faraj, 2005).  

Olivera, Goodman and Tan (2008) present a framework for understanding 
contribution behaviours, which they define as voluntary acts of helping others by 
providing information. They focus on why and how people make contributions in 
geographically distributed organisations where contributions occur primarily through 
information technologies. Their resulting model of contribution behaviours identifies 
three mediating mechanisms; awareness, searching and matching, formulation and 
delivery. Olivera et al., (2008) do a thorough job of examining the role that 
information technologies play in facilitating or inhibiting contributions in their case 
study.  

3.2.2 Free-riding 

Some argue it is irrational to conclude that individuals voluntarily contribute their 
time, effort and knowledge toward the collective benefit (Wasko and Faraj, 2005). 
Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) argue of the importance of individual’s perceiving that 
their contribution will be worth the effort. Instead of contributing and actively 
participating, individuals can free ride in electronic networks of practice. In the 
context of file sharing, free riding is the practice of leeching (taking content) and not 
seeding (sharing it back).  

Chidambaram and Tung (2005) refer to such a practice as “social loafing”. In their 
definition of the term, they refer to the “tendency of members to do less than their 
potential”. Identifying such an act as detrimental to group sustainability, they argue 
that the result can be process losses for teams and reduce productivity gains. Free-
riding is a far more common practice in public file sharing systems like LimeWire, 
where studies report up to 70% of users only download, and don’t upload (Adar and 
Huberman, 2000).  

Wasko and Faraj (2005) refer to the literature on social capital and theories of 
collective action to help explain why individuals in a collective choose not to free 
ride. In line with von Hippel and von Krogh 2003’s discussion of personal benefits as 
‘private rewards’, they argue that individuals contributing have expectations of 
receiving some of the ‘value’ for themselves, and this will generally motivate them to 
contribute. Gaining that value through building a reputation particularly is a strong 
motivator for active participation (Donath, 1999). 

They summarise that the decision not to free ride is based on the influence of social 
capital. They refer to Putnam’s (1995) definition of social capital in which it resides 
in the fabric of relationships between individuals and in individual’s connections with 
their communities. Members of Roswell feel they are part of a community and that 
their contribution is important to sustaining it. The ‘fabric of relationships’ as Putnam 
puts it, are meshed between, amongst and across multiple layers of anonymous 
identities in the Roswell actor network.  

Online communities have been described as “voluntary, fluid and happenstance social 
organisations that “sit on top of” structured, formally planned information systems” 
(Campbell, Greenhill and Fletcher, 2002). As such, losses cannot be calculated in the 
same way as they would be for a formal organisation, however losses may be 
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experienced from such social loafing in terms of the lack of ability to connect to peers 
from whom a file download has already begun, and it would slow down connections 
(as the more connections, the more efficient the network). 

3.2.3 Actor-Network Theory and the Online Music Community 

As there is no checklist for how to carry out an adequate actor-network theory 
inquiry, Latour argues that a strong indicator of quality is whether the concepts of the 
actors are stronger than the voice of the analyst (Latour, 2005:30). He argues that as 
long as the analyst has difficulty in making the text that comments on the various 
quotes and documents at least as interesting as the actors’ own expressions and 
behaviours, then using an ANT approach is acceptable (Latour, 2005:30). 

Actor-network theory was pioneered in the 1980’s by Bruno Latour, Michael Callon 
and John Law (Callon, 1986; Latour, 1987; Law, 1987) and it provides an 
interdisciplinary approach to studying issues of technology and society. It is an 
established social theory for investigating information systems (Walsham, 1997). In 
ANT, all contributors to the formation of the network are treated equally, thus “the 
term actant is symmetrical, it applies indifferently to both humans and non-humans” 
(Latour, 1991:179).  

There are criticisms of ANT; the main argument is against the assumption that actors 
can be human or non-human; however this is also the main feature of the theory.  
Other arguments are against using the same conceptual apparatus to analyse humans 
and non-humans in the heterogeneous network (Shoib, Nandhakumar and Jones, 
2006), and that it treats technological and social elements as inseparable. Regardless, 
many information systems studies have used ANT; some authors have used the theory 
to develop theoretical foundations (Walsham, 1997; Latour, 1999; Rose, Jones and 
Truex, 2005) while others use it to present their empirical data (Lanzara and Morner, 
2005; Beekhuyzen and von Hellens, 2006; Shoib et al., 2006). Shoib et al. (2006) 
believe its usefulness and applicability to practice has been visited only briefly.  

Actor-network theory is used to investigate file sharing communities in this 
dissertation, a group considered a deviant subculture for purposes of analysis (see 
section 1.6.2). ANT has been used to study a variety of other subcultures and voices 
that are marginalised in political debates, often focusing on contemporary issues. Mol 
(2008) used ANT to investigate anaemia, a medical condition she conceptualizes as a 
“deviance that comes in (at least) clinical, statistical and pathophysiological forms”. 
Gomart gains insight into the use of methodone and heroin by investigating the actor-
network that drug users (another marginalised group) are situated in (Gomart, 2002). 
The study by Hoyweghen, Horstman, and Schepers (2006) titled “Making the normal 
deviant”, also in the medical domain, uses ANT to better understand the policy 
debates on genetic testing in life insurance. They argue that predictive medicine 
constitutes new ground in old debates about individual control, responsibility and 
blame for health. They are shedding new light on a much-discussed topic in 
contemporary society.  

Newton (2002) used ANT in his critique of ‘greening’ organisations, tracing the 
associations of the actor-network which included greening organisations and green 
technologies, situating his critique within issues of globalisation. The paper by 
Hamilton which looks at new literacy studies, argues that ANT demonstrates the 
contingent and precarious way in which social order is created (Hamilton, 2001). 
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These studies suggest that ANT offers a useful way to investigate the contemporary 
issue of file sharing.  
Contemporary online music access and use is a complex issue with many competing 
interests at stake. Actor-network theory (ANT) is the adopted theory for this 
dissertation due to its ability to view people and technology equally in the music 
network. ANT is useful in identifying and discussing the relationships between those 
in the music actor-network. In addition to observing activities in Roswell, 
perspectives are sought from key informants regarding the nature of contemporary 
online music in Australia.  

On the technical side, the creation of Roswell requires consideration of an appropriate 
architecture (peer-to-peer), protocols (BitTorrent), and level of anonymity (private 
tracker). Also the web interface (open source software), economics (points ratio and 
donations) and rules for participation need to be decided. There is little doubt that 
setting up a community such as Roswell requires consideration of the many 
“materials…if the system as a whole was to work” (Law, 1991:9) 

ANT enables an examination of the motivations of group actors; Shoib et al. (2006) 
argue that this makes it suitable for high-context, collective environments and it 
provides the ability to be specific about the technology (Monteiro and Hanseth, 1996). 
Social theories and their assumptions can help researchers to construct a variety of 
worldviews, enabling a focus on the everyday experience (Shoib et al., 2006). This is 
exactly the type of experience captured through the observations of Roswell, the 
everyday. Through applying ANT to understand the associations in the music actor-
network, it is possible to construct a variety of worldviews of those related to the 
Roswell community. 

Adopting actor-network theory as a meta-theory in this dissertation makes it possible 
to represent the online music environment, considering these various worldviews. 
Concepts from ANT are useful to explain the actor-networks at the macro 
(creation/distribution) level, and also at the micro (access and use) level. Actor-
network theory provides the tools to investigate the sensitive balance between the 
technical and social aspects of the community. Lee (2003) argues that peer-to-peer 
file sharing systems blur the distinction between the technologies that exist in the 
network, and suggests that is necessary to learn more about how individuals interact 
in this highly technical network. He proposes to gather “an overall picture of how 
current users perceive existing file-sharing systems, the importance of various 
features, and the concerns underlying these reactions” (Lee, 2003).  

By investigating the everyday interactions in a community environment, it is possible 
to gain insights into the values and motivations towards music downloads, and it is 
possible to gain an understanding of how cultural values shape technology use. Actor-
network theory or ANT as it is abbreviated, is a useful lens to investigate the Roswell 
community as its main consideration is in understanding the relationships between 
humans and non-humans in an actor-network. It is not so concerned with why a 
network takes its form, rather it is concerned with how actor-networks are formed, 
evolve and are maintained.  

3.2.3.1 Controversies in Actor-Network Theory 

Tracing associations is the main task of a researcher investigating information 
systems from an ANT perspective. Latour (2005) proposes to do this by mapping the 
controversies, which was a helpful process in understanding the changing online 
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music environment explored in this dissertation. The act of mapping controversies 
focuses exclusively on the issues surrounding scientific knowledge rather than the 
established scientific facts. In doing so, it enables insights into the process of 
gathering knowledge (rather than the viewing knowledge in its final form).  

Brey (1997) agrees that viewing technological change by reference to technological 
controversies, disagreements and difficulties with which the actors involved, is a 
useful perspective to understand a changing environment. ANT claims to be able to 
find order much better after having let the actors deploy the full range of 
controversies in which they are immersed. It is as if we were saying to the actors:  
“We wont try to discipline you to make you fit into our categories; we will let you 
deploy your own world, and only later will we ask you to explain how you came 
about settling them” (Latour, 2005:23).  

Latour strongly argues that the task of defining and ordering the social should be left 
to the actors themselves, not taken up by the analyst (Latour, 2005:23). He believes 
that the best way to do this is to trace connections between the controversies 
themselves rather than try to decide how to settle any given controversy. In referring 
to Foucault, power depends on changing alliances and circumstances (Danaher, 
Schirato and Webb, 2000:71) and in the music recording industry the alliances are 
circumstances are changing as a result of changes in online music distribution 
(discussed in the previous chapter), and also because of the file sharing phenomena. 

3.3 The Piracy Debate 

Thomas (1993:32) argues that critical ethnography is “grounded empirically in prior 
evidence of a variety of debilitating social conditions that provide the departure point 
for research”. Thomas gives the examples of rates of alcoholism, unemployment and 
divorce as social conditions prompting investigative research. It is argued in this 
dissertation that discourse around the ‘piracy’ debate and the dominance of a 
particular ideology (from the majority of the music recording industry) has led to 
similar debilitating social conditions. Therefore it is appropriate to start the discussion 
in this chapter with reported rates of ‘piracy’ and its alleged impact on the music 
recording industry. 

Firstly it is important to clarify the term ‘piracy’. Defined by Yar (2005) it refers to an 
infringement of copyright manifested through the unauthorised copying and 
distribution (often for commercial gain) of copyrighted content; an act deemed 
malicious against the creators of the content. In essence, ‘piracy’ is the act of file 
sharing; however there is little evidence that those who participate in file sharing do 
so for a commercial gain. Confusion surrounds the use of both terms. In this 
dissertation, the term ‘file sharing’ refers to sharing and copying music files for 
personal use. 

There is little agreement in the ‘piracy’ / file sharing debate. File sharing is becoming 
more common amongst Internet users and reports from the International Foundation 
for Information Processing and others around the world report that digital sales are 
increasing each year. There are arguments in the literature that file sharing decreases 
sales, however there are also substantial research projects reporting that sales actually 
increase as a result of sampling (try before you buy), and that the money ‘lost’ 
through substitution would never have existed (those who file share would not have 
purchased anyway). This conceptualisation of the impact of file sharing on the 
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industry is characterised as ‘sampling’ and ‘substitution’, and this is useful for 
discerning effects of file sharing as discussed in this section. 

An appropriate place to start the discussion about file sharing is with a snapshot of the 
current activities people are engaging in. In the past decade, there has been a 
significant increase in the available online technologies as a way to access, listen and 
share music. The results of the large scale US-based Pew Internet Project survey in 
2005 reported that 36 million Americans, or 27% of Internet users are downloading 
music or video files over the Internet; and they found that sharing music is not 
uncommon (Pew, 2005). This is in line with the findings from the European 
INDICARE project in the same year which reported “29% of digital music users 
obtain music from online music stores” (Dufft, 2005).  

In Australia in 2005, digital music accounted for only 1.5 per cent of sales (Sams, 
2006) however in 2008, single track downloads were up 24 per cent globally to 1.4 
billion units. In 2008, digital albums also grew healthily (up 36%) (IFPI, 2009). 
According to the International Foundation for the Phonographic Industry (IPI), digital 
music business internationally saw a sixth year of expansion in 2008, growing by an 
estimated 25 per cent overall to US$3.7 billion in trade value. This growth is 
significant as digital platforms now account for around 20 per cent of recorded music 
sales, a figure which has risen 15 per cent since 2007 (IFPI, 2009). In 2006, 
Australians spent $60 million on digital music downloads and IBISworld’s Australian 
General Manager predicted that this figure would almost double by 2010 (Hayes, 
2006b). 

Despite this growth, IFPI (2009) argue that “the music sector is still overshadowed by 
the huge amount of unlicensed music distributed online”. On collating separate 
studies in 16 countries over a three-year period, IFPI estimates that over 40 billion 
files were illegally file shared in 2008, giving a piracy rate of around 95 per cent 
(2009)14. However there is little agreement about the accuracy of such piracy statistics 
put forth by the industry, with them being questioned by Australia’s Attorney 
General’s department (Hayes, 2006a). Furthermore, there is little understanding of the 
effect of such activities on music purchases, evidenced by a recent survey from the 
Norwegian School of Management of 1901 European participants aged 15 and above; 
they found that those who download ‘free’ music (either authorised or unauthorised) 
are ten times more likely to purchase music (Gran and Molde, 2009).  

Examining the music downloading habits of more than 1,900 Internet users, Gran and 
Molde found that illegal music connoisseurs are significantly more likely to purchase 
music than the average, non-peer-to-peer-loving user15. Those who said they 
download unauthorised music for ‘free’ bought ten times more legal music as those 
who never download music illegally.  

This may seem surprising due to the rhetoric16 (Edmondson, 1984) regularly 
presented by the music recording industry that music sales are down as a result of file 
sharing. Harvard Law Professor and originator of the Creative Commons approach to 
licensing digital content, Lawrence Lessig (2004) believes that the exact impact of file 

                                                
14 Piracy, in the context it is discussed in this dissertation, refers to the infringement of copyright. 
Music piracy is often carried out in a peer-to-peer file sharing context. 
15 http://www.bi.no/Content/Article____74866.aspx# 
16 Rhetoric in this dissertation does not mean insincere, instead it refers to the Aristotelian sense to the 
art of persuasive and effective speech (Edmondson, 1984) 
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sharing is difficult to ascertain, he argues it is “certainly much more difficult than the 
current rhetoric around the issue suggests”. Although the Norwegian report is still to 
be published academically, it does provide a different perspective to the mainstream 
thinking, in a similar way the report on the Canadian situation does (Andersen and 
Frenz, 2007). There are also arguments that external factors may have contributed to 
the decline in physical music sales over the past decade. These include “the downturn 
in the global economy, changing tastes in key music buying demographics, 
competition from new media including the internet, DVDs and video games, as well 
as a general decline in the quality, variety and value for money of recorded music” 
(Sag, 2006). However some economic scholars believe there is little or no support for 
such claims (Liebowitz, 2006). 

Alternatively, Sterne (2006b:97) argues that CDs artificially boosted sales for the 
music recording industry in the 1980’s and early 1990’s, especially in back catalogues 
where baby boomers replaced their vinyl LP collections with CDs. He argues further 
that recording industry profits sagged before the introduction of the compact disc, and 
that the boom ran out in the mid 1990’s.  

The results from the Norwegian study are in line with a recent report from the 
Canadian branch of the Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA), the 
Canadian Record Industry Association (CRIA). In their survey of 2100 participants, 
they also found that contrary to reports in the media and in the literature, file sharing 
tends to increase rather than decrease music purchasing (Andersen and Frenz, 2007). 
They discovered that file sharing is not the primary reason why people are not buying 
music, with 73 percent of respondents to the CRIA's survey reporting that they bought 
music after they downloaded it illegally. This fits with the effect of sampling 

discussed in the literature, which is characterised “both by individuals downloading 
music in order to listen to it before buying it, as well as by individuals downloading 
music that is not available in stores” (Andersen and Frenz, 2007). 

The complimentary effect to this in the literature is that of substitution (also called 
competition (Quiring et al., 2008)). Substitution is the primary concern for the music 
recording industry as it relates to “individuals downloading music instead of 
purchasing it” (Andersen and Frenz, 2007). The extent that substitution impacts on 
sales is not well understood, particularly when you consider that “5,000 downloads 
are required to replace one album sale” (Oberholzer and Strumpf, 2004). Even for 
those sceptical about this figure, it is clear that one downloaded file does not equal 
one ‘lost’ sale, a claim regularly purported by the music recording industry. Lessig 
argues that the “physics of piracy of the intangible are different from the physics of 
piracy of the tangible”. He gives an example at the core of his argument, “when you 
take an MP3 from a computer network, there is not one less CD that can be sold” 
(2004:35).  

In the United States, a survey by the Business Software Alliance in 2007 found that 
illegal downloading of digital copyrighted works by youth (ages 8 to 18) dropped by 
24 percent since 2004. In this follow up survey to their 2004 survey, the percentage of 
those who downloaded without paying dropped from 60 to 36 percent. The 
respondents reported, “parental oversight is a significant motivator and key 
influencing factor in their online behavior”. In terms of what worries them about 
downloading, they listed fear of accidentally downloading a computer virus (62 
percent), getting into legal trouble (52 percent) and accidentally downloading spyware 
(51 percent), and fear of getting in trouble with parents (48 percent), increasing from 
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40 percent in 2006 (BSA, 2007). These costs are similar to the ‘costs of MP3’ 
outlined by Sag in Chapter Two, Section 3.3. 

When looking for similar studies conducted in Australia by the Music Industry Piracy 
Investigations who are the equivalent of the RIAA and the CRIA (the legal arms of 
the recording industry), the most recent report about file sharing on their website is a 
‘groundbreaking’ report by the Australian Recording Industry Association (ARIA) 
from 2003. In this report, they stated that “Internet file-sharing and CD burning have 
now been confirmed as having a negative impact on the Australian sales of recorded 
music” (MIPI, 2003).  

Figures for 2005 from the global Business Software Association showed $361 million 
a year of lost sales in Australia as a result of piracy. However in a confidential 
briefing about the report for the Attorney-General's Department prepared by the 
Australian Institute of Criminology, they claimed that the statistics were "unverified 
and epistemologically unreliable" (Hayes, 2006a). The institute's intellectual property 
crime report argued that copyright owners "failed to explain" how they reached 
financial loss statistics used in lobbying activities and court cases. In analysing anti-
piracy campaigns, Yar (2008) argues that such statistics should not be viewed as facts 
anyway, he believes that “one should view them as discursive strategies for 
attempting to construct a political and public consensus about the immorality of 
piracy”.  

In 2008, the Australian Recording Industry Association reported that album sales 
were up significantly (ARIA, 2008). They presented figures suggesting that CD sales 
jumped as much as 57 per cent on a week-by-week comparison over the same period 
in 2007. Despite the beginning of the global economic downturn around this time, the 
recording industry announced that “people seem to be rushing into music stores in 
numbers we haven’t seen for a long, long time” (ARIA, 2008). 

Putting these various statistics in a global context, it is necessary to consider the 
findings from the latest report from the International Foundation for the Phonographic 
Industry (IFPI, 2009). To summarise their findings: 

• In 2008 the digital music business internationally grew by around 25% to 
US$3.7 billion. Digital platforms now account for around 20% of recorded 
music sales, up from 15% in 2007.   

• The recorded music industry generates a greater proportion of its revenues 
through digital sales than the film, magazine and newspaper industries 
combined.  

• Consumer demand for music is higher than ever.  NPD research found that total 
music consumption in the US rose by one third between 2003 and 2007.  

• Nielsen Soundscan reported overall sales at an all-time high in the US in 2008.    
• Fans have the opportunity to consume music in a huge variety of new ways 

including DRM-free online stores and music access services.  Music 
companies are moving from selling products to monetising consumer activity.    

• Single track downloads, up 24% in 2008 to 1.4 billion units globally, continue 
to drive the online market, but digital albums are also growing steadily (up 
36%).  The top selling single of 2008 was Lil Wayne’s Lollipop.   

From these findings from IFPI, which is one of the most reliable sources for statistics 
about the music recording industry, it appears the recording industry is more 
successful than ever, however other research cited in the same report seems to 
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contradict.  

• Independent research shows music piracy costs the industry huge amounts of 
revenue.  Jupiter Research estimates the figure at £180m in 2008 in the UK 
alone.  

• Overall 16% of Internet users in Europe regularly swap infringing music on file- 
sharing services according to Jupiter Research.   

• Further independent research indicated that the availability of music for free 
was the overwhelming driver of online copyright infringement, with EMR 
finding that 71% of those file-sharing giving “free music” as their main reason 
for doing so.  

The widespread use of file sharing infers that people want things for free, however the 
reporting of ‘16% of users in Europe’ does not appear to be a significant number, 
particularly if those engaging in file sharing have a sampling, rather than a 
substitution goal. So the figure relating to the cost of piracy in the UK is confusing. 
Either those 16% (or a similar UK figure) are being held responsible for revenue 
losses of the reported £180m, or this is a figure that the music recording industry 
argue they are entitled to due to file sharing. With all of the successes to the music 
recording industry reported within the same report, it is difficult to understand how 
file sharing can be ‘costing’ the industry amounts like this. With much evidence in the 
literature to the contrary, it is difficult to agree that those engaging in ‘substitution’ 
can be responsible for such high losses. 

3.3.1 Discerning the Effects of File Sharing 

There are results reported in the political science literature that access to file sharing 
networks may reduce the probability of legal purchases by up to 30% (Zentner, 2006). 
The 2006 symposium on Piracy and File Sharing published in the Journal of Law and 
Economics presented a number of articles that agreed with this perspective. In the 
survey of US college students by Rob and Waldfogel (2006), they argue that 
downloading reduces purchases. However these studies need to be balanced by other 
empirical studies which have found that consumers are willing to pay for music if 
they are offered something of value that they cannot get for free (Dufft, 2005; 
Nettamo et al., 2006). Theoretical and empirical studies indicate that consumers want 
interoperability (Heileman and Jamkhedkar, 2005) and value for money (Fetscherin, 
2005). 

There is historical evidence that content production companies have regularly 
attempted to stop disruptive technologies. Kusak and Leonard (2005) provide a 
detailed account of these attempts in history. Klimis and Wallis (2009) give the 
example of Pianola manufacturers who “tried to ban the introduction of the 
gramophone record”, and music publishers who tried to stop radio in the US from 
playing music because it was thought that they would both “kill the existing music 
industry”. Marshall (2005) refers to the efforts to stop bootlegging, a ‘distribution 
method’ which is said to increase fan loyalty. Some artists have actively encouraged 
bootlegging and similar activities, such as the Grateful Dead, who created a large 
following by not preventing - and sometimes even encouraging - the distribution of 
their music from concerts via copied tapes (Pfahl, 2001; Rodriquez, Gintautas and 
Pepe, 2009). 

This discussion about piracy and its historical context would not be complete without 
acknowledgement of the work of Lawrence Lessig, the Stanford Law Professor at the 
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helm of the ‘new’ online copyright movement. In his landmark 2004 book “Free 
Culture” (2004:30), he argues that “if ‘piracy’ means using the creative property of 
others without their permission…then the history of the content industry is a history 
of piracy”. He discusses in detail how each of the “big media” sectors - film, records, 
radio, and cable TV, were “born of a kind of piracy so defined”.  

Considered an expert in the field of online music studies, Swedish educated Professor 
Roger Wallis recently told the court during thepiratebay.org legal trial that his 
research has shown that there is no relationship between the decline of album sales 
and file sharing 17. The classical composer and researcher presents what he and fellow 
researcher George Klimis argue is “the real effect of P2P” (Klimis and Wallis, 2009). 
They give a list of issues for consideration in order to discern the real effects of 
piracy: 

• There is a considerable evidence of growth in concert revenues as the result of 
Internet activity. Based on his review of review of concerts performed, 
Krueger (2005) states that from 1996 to 2003, the average concert price 
increased by 82%, while the CPI increased by 17%. Anecdotally, it is 
becoming much more difficult to see touring artists in Australia due to tickets 
selling out in minutes for many concerts. This suggests there is still a great 
opportunity for revenue from concerts. 

• Consumer trends become apparent within the P2P environment. This 
environment brings new opportunities to measure consumer behaviour, and to 
bring them together via social networking. 

• Delay in established industry providing legal online variants has encouraged 
growth of P2P. Not being able to access desired content from a ‘long tail’ 
catalogue – access to unlimited content (Anderson, 2006) can encourage file 
sharing to find the desired track/album. Discussed in terms of Scarcity in 
Chapter Eight and Nine. 

• New business models developing outside major media firms. MySpace is one of 
the most successful examples of this, which Rupert Murdoch bought for 
USD$580 million (AUD$770 million) in 2005. Such social media sites have 
been responsible for highly successful artists, such as Lily Allen (Sawyer, 
2006) and the Arctic Monkeys (Mellins, 2008). 

• Bargaining power shifts vertically. Technology can empower the artist enabling 
them to communicate and distribute directly to their fans (disintermediation). 

• The shift in consumers’ behaviour to more anonymous networks/darknets, and a 
shift in consumer ethics resulting in downloading music for free. Darknets are 
the term used to refer a “collection of networks and technologies used to share 
digital content” – essentially file sharing (Biddle, England, Peinado and 
Willman, 2002). 

One important argument that appears to be left out of the discussions in the literature 
is that of revenues to the music recording industry as a result of legal cases, and on 
levies that were put in place to compensate for the very act of piracy (IFPI, 2009:46). 
The Recording Industry Association of America and their counterparts around the 
world strongly advocate that they are suing music consumers in order to raise funds to 

                                                
17 http://purpleflagship.wordpress.com/tag/roger-wallis 
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compensate artists and others in the industry that have suffered financially due to 
piracy. The revenues received from the more than 20 000 US lawsuits filed must be in 
the millions (at least USD$5000 per lawsuit). It is argued by some industry insiders 
that such revenues have failed to reach the pockets of artists (von Lohmann, 2004). 

The blanket fees placed on the sale of blank cassettes, CDs and DVDs must also be 
quite substantial, yet neither of these revenues that would counteract some of the 
stated impact of piracy are ever discussed. It is possible that discussion of these would 
weaken the single focused argument of the music recording industry by introducing 
other issues. 

3.3.2 Empirical Evidence for Competing with Free 

It is argued in the literature that large-scale piracy became common after the arrival of 
the personal computer and packaged software in the late 1970s/early 1980s (Forester 
and Morrison, 1994:53). Since then, it has mostly affected the software, games, music 
and movie technology industries. 

Although not focused on music, Smith and Telang’s empirical study explores the 
impact movie broadcasts have on DVD sales and what they term “Internet piracy” 
(2009). They conducted an analysis of movie releases to DVD, over the air movie 
broadcasts, and the movie’s subsequent availability on public file sharing networks. 
Their research questions highlight the important arguments about the effects of 
unauthorised free music on sales in paid channels, in addition to exploring the effect 
of legitimate free distribution on paid channels.  

Beginning from the perspective that movies studios are struggling to compete with 
free in a similar way as the music recording industry, and that file sharing 
significantly impacts digital sales, they also found quite the opposite. They found that 
neither type of free content (authorised and unauthorised) analysed in their study 
reduced demand for paid content. Instead, movie broadcasts on over-the-air networks 
resulted in a significant increase in both DVD sales at Amazon.com and illegal 
downloads for those movies that were available on BitTorrent at the time of their 
broadcast.  

These findings are similar to sales figures presented by the Australian government 
agency Screen Australia which reported Channel 9’s Underbelly (series 2) and ABC’s 
Summer Heights High in the top 3 Australian TV drama titles on video (DVD, Blu-

ray and VHS), ranked by sales value in 200818. In fact, Summer Heights High is 
reported to be the biggest selling television series DVD in Australian history 
(Australian Broadcasting Commission, 2008). These very popular Australian shows 
were also available for free download from the TV network’s website and/or iTunes 
immediately after airing, however their availability for no cost alongside paid options 
appeared not to deter physical sales. 

Smith and Telang (2009) account for this trend by arguing that giving away content in 
one channel can stimulate sales in a paid channel if the free content is sufficiently 
differentiated from its counterpart. As a result, they encourage creative artists to use 
product differentiation and market segmentation strategies to compete with freely 
available copies of their content. However it is important to note that Smith and 
Telang’s focus is on movies which are said to be somewhat prone to single-use 
consumption, as opposed to music which is consumed many times. 

                                                
18 See http://www.afc.gov.au/gtp/mrvideotvdramatop20.html 
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The study by Smith and Telang also confirms that the presence of pirated content 
does not necessarily cannabilise sales for movies available for purchase, which could 
also be applicable to music. Instead, they suggest that free and paid products appeal to 
separate customer segments. In this dissertation, a smilar argument is made that the 
same is true for music: free can compete with sales, and free and paid appeal to 
different consumer markets. 

Another report on piracy surfaced back in 2004, was published in 2007, is that of 
Oberholzer and Strumpf (2004; 2007) which is widely cited as one of the first 
academic articles looking empirically at file sharing. In the paper, the authors argue 
that file sharing has an ambiguous effect on record sales. Based on their 17 weeks of 
observations of file sharing data, they argue that it is not clear if file sharing has such 
a significant negative impact as suggested by the music recording industry. Their 
reasoning for this is that file sharing may have a number of side effects that are 
difficult to measure. They agree that file sharing may be a substitute for legal 
purchases and decrease sales, however they identify a number of ways that file 
sharing may actually increase sales: 

• File sharing is a way to learn about new music 
• Part of the norm of file sharing is often browsing another user’s music files on 

their hard drive and then discussing them in chat rooms 
• Sampling music to ‘try before you buy’ (already discussed) 

Two important points Oberholzer and Strumpf do not mention are that file sharing can 
also lead to sales in other channels such as merchandise and live concerts. 
Additionally, file sharing can also lead to exposure to music not available for 
purchase in physical or digital formats. Overall they argue that file sharing is positive 
as it encourages people to listen to music, which contributes overall to an increase in 
music listening in general (Oberholzer and Strumpf, 2007). This conclusion is in line 
with the 2009 report by IFPI (2009). 

It is important to note the high level of disagreement between economists in the 
literature. Oberholzer and Strumpf’s 2004 paper was highly cited and discussed by 
researchers. In their paper, they named a study carried out by economist Liebowitz 
published in 2003 as the “leading study to date” on file sharing and record sales 
(2003). Liebowitz’s study presented an analysis of the RIAA data on music sales in 
the US over a period of time, even though he acknowledges there are some limitations 
with this method. In September 2007, I personally received an unsolicited email from 
Professor Stan Liebowitz directly, in which he commented on Oberholzer and 
Strumpf’s paper: “In my opinion, a disturbingly large number of their claims appear 
to be highly inaccurate”. He attached a critique of the paper and directed the reader to 
his website which had a further critique of the paper19. His critique was published in 
greater length on the Social Science Research Network under the title “How Reliable 
is the Oberholzer-Gee and Strumpf paper on File-Sharing?” (Liebowitz, 2007). His 
very detailed critique refers to inconsistencies in the methodology and the data used 
as the failing of the Oberholzer and Strumpf paper.  

Liebowitz raises some valid points, however it is not clear if he has enough evidence 
to dismiss the study with such furor. On the same website, he has posted no less than 
3500 words critiquing the Canadian Andersen and Frenz paper in much the same way 
as the Oberholzer and Strumpf paper. Of the Andersen and Frenz article he argues, 

                                                
19 http://www.utdallas.edu/~liebowit/ 
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“The authors find a result that is not only implausible but is actually impossible to be 
true”. He argues flaws in this paper’s methodology and data as well.  

Not being an economist, it is difficult for me to know exactly how valid his points are, 
but contrary to his criticisms, a version of Oberholzer and Strumpf’s paper was 
published in the prestigious Journal of Political Economy (JPE) in 2007. Liebowitz 
titled the critique of this paper on his website as “What about the ‘Harvard’ study?” a 
title which refers to Oberholzer’s tenure at the Harvard Business School. He argues 
that “the authors have failed to examine their data carefully enough and that when 
properly examined the results are the opposite of those reported in the JPE” (2007). 
Not surprisingly, the article in JPE is void of any reference to Liebowitz in the 
literature review and what they called in their earlier version of the paper, a “leading 
study”.  

This discussion leaves few clear conclusions. What is clear is that there is lack of 
agreement over the extent of the effect of file sharing of music sales. Even though 
some scholars and the music recording industry argue very strongly that file sharing is 
the sole cause of declining sales, there is enough empirical evidence to strongly 
question this. What it does suggest however is the need for more empirical research to 
better understand file sharing. From this perspective, the following section discusses 
the changing nature of music distribution and how this is motivating file sharing 
activities.  

3.4 Motivations for File Sharing and Downloading Music 

At the core of the debate about file sharing are two competing views about copyright 
and the nature of information. Gurman’s (2009) theoretical paper presents this 
distinction as the progressives vs. conservatives, using metaphors to emphasis their 
difference. She presents progressives as the ‘nurturant parent’ favouring openness. In 
contrast, she presents conservatives as the ‘strict father’, wanting property rights. 

Gurman examines how each of these groups presents their case about copyright. She 
argues that the conservatives argument is based on values, “the right to make a profit, 
allowing the free market to operate, and protecting ownership in intellectual 
property”; whereas the progressives have “virtually ignored their own values” 
focusing instead on making “rational arguments based on facts and figures” (2009). 
These rational arguments include the high costs of purchasing music, the unfair 
treatment of artists by the recording industry, and the lack of availability of desired 
content, and these arguments fit with Sag’s discussion about the motivations that 
influence actions for acquiring music. Gurman believes that progressives can 
advocate for their concerns more effectively by “emphasising values and reframing 
their arguments accordingly” (2009). 

Back in 1995, Coldwell commented in a ‘technical opinion’ piece in the 
Communications of the ACM that Australians are unlikely to report computer crime 
unless they could personally identify with it. He argues that attitudes toward computer 
crime may be influenced by cultural precedents (Coldwell, 1995). Others argue that 
intellectual property violations fall largely outside public conceptions of crime (Yar, 
2008). 

In 2006, Bagchi, Kirs and Cerveny, also in the Communications of the ACM, 
proposed the argument that piracy is popular in collectivist societies, and more 
acceptable in low uncertainty-avoiding countries, according to Hofstede’s (1980) 
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classification of national culture. According to such a classification, which is not 
without its criticisms, Australia is not collective but rather is a highly individualistic 
society, Australia does rank low on uncertainty-avoiding, which refers to the limited 
rules that govern every day activities (such as religion and food).  

It is further proposed by these authors that the “price of a CD is frequently considered 
exorbitant relative to the cost of producing one”, a view that is even more real in 
regard to the digital music file. They propose that individuals in uncertainty-
embracing nations may feel that the injustices inflicted by the manufacturers justify 
piracy (Bagchi et al., 2006). This classification could go someway to explain why 
piracy is widespread in Australia, and why it is considered by some to be a cultural 
exercise (Bagchi et al., 2006). 

Sag (2006) presents a compelling discussion about the costs and benefits of legal and 
illegal acquisition of music which he believes underlie decisions for the general user 
about how to obtain music. He does this through balancing competing factors for 
what he calls the (i) functional value of individual music files, (ii) the normative value 
of the method of acquisition, and the (iii) law-abidingness value of the method of 
acquisition. 

In terms of the functional value of music (file sharing/legal downloads/CDs), one 
such consideration is Digital Rights Management (DRM), which restricts the number 
of copies of the content allowed, and/or restricts the content to certain devices and 
software platforms. However DRM is no longer an important factor in downloading 
music at this time, since the industry leader iTunes removed it from their digital 
content.  

The second factor is choice, and the limiting nature of some legal services (such as 
the omission of the Beatles from the iTunes catalogue). However music purchased 
through online stores and on CDs is reliably of a much higher quality than music 
obtained though public file sharing networks. It often also has additional features such 
as video, cover art and lyrics (Sag, 2006). However the choice available in 
private/underground file sharing communities is much wider (discussed in Section 
3.5.4). 

The normative value of individual music files “captures the extent to which users feel 
good or bad about how the files were acquired” (Sag, 2006). If users do not feel that a 
portion of the money they spend on music purchases goes directly to musicians, then 
they are less likely to purchase. Musicians rarely earn more than 10% of CD sales, 
with record labels now renegotiating with artists for rights to digital sales in addition 
to physical sales, while also attempting to reap a portion of merchandise and concert 
sales, the traditional areas where artists make most of their money. 

The Committee for Economic Development report released in 2004 presented an 
examination of the flow of funds in a relatively large CD sale. They referred to the 
Merrill Lynch study, which estimated that if a company sold 500,000 copies of a CD 
at approximately $16 per copy (retail), actual royalties paid to the artist over his 
advance would amount to approximately $88 000 out of gross revenues of $8 million. 
The same report refers to the top 10 rock bands in 2002 (Paul McCartney, the Rolling 
Stones, etc.) receiving only 17 % of their income from recording, and 66% of their 
income from touring (2004). 

The law-abidingness value of music relates to an individuals belief that they are 
obeying the law. Sag argues that in the context of file sharing, “obedience to the law 
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is conditional on the perceived justification of the law in question” (2006). He argues 
that if the recording industry becomes sufficiently unpopular, consumers may take a 
“perverse pleasure in defying laws they perceive to be unjust”. 

Lessig argues that people use file sharing networks for four primary reasons: 
(2004:37) 

• As substitutes for purchasing content: users who download instead of 
purchasing (A).  

• To sample music before purchasing it: sharing could increase the quantity of 
music purchased (B).   

• To get access to copyrighted content that is no longer sold or that they would 
not have purchased because the transaction costs off the Net are too high (C) 

• To get access to content that is not copyrighted or that the copyright owner 
wants to give away (D).  

From the perspective of the law, Lessig argues that only (D) sharing is clearly legal. 
From an economic perspective, only (A) sharing is clearly harmful (as mentioned 
earlier in the distinction between substitution and sampling). (B) sharing is illegal but 
plainly beneficial, and (C) sharing is illegal, yet good for society (since more 
exposure to music is good) and harmless to the artist (since the work is not otherwise 
available). See the ‘scarcity’ discussion in Section 7.4.4.1 and 9.3.3. 

3.4.1 Ethics and Morality in File Sharing 

Understanding the ways in which ethical positions around new media are negotiated 
and articulated is a challenge for researchers. Faced with new technologies that 
increasingly involve the need to make moral choices, accessing and listening to music 
can be a minefield as it is often not clear if an online activity is legal or illegal (often 
websites selling unauthorised content will claim to be legal). Blythe and Wright refer 
to the Apple iPod example, technology which is “packaged with moral injunctions: 
the final layer of its justly celebrated packaging bare the words ‘Don’t steal music’ in 
four languages” (2008). This example highlights the changing nature of music and its 
relationship to technology. 

It has been argued that information and communication technologies enable 
transcendence of the constraints of physical separation, called the death of distance. 
Oh, Curley and Subramani (2008) argue based on their experiment of 104 university 
students, computer mediated technologies significantly reduce the physiological 
distance of remote others. Along similar lines, Blythe and Wright (2008) identify a 
number of justifications for the act of downloading unauthorised content from their 
empirical study. These include: 

1. Corporations are ripping off consumers (and artists – a distinction was made). 
Therefore ‘I’ am fighting injustices of consumers. 

2. Manufactured ‘pop music’ is not worth paying for. Therefore ‘I’ am fighting a 
form of justified resistance 

3. The wealth of bands/artists is ‘ridiculous’. Therefore ‘I’ do not need to pay 
anymore to them because they have enough money and they enjoy doing it. 

4. Copying is a part of my (the consumers) technology biography. ‘I’ have 
always recorded from TV and made mixed tapes. Therefore its just “petty 

theft”. 
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5. Digital content is intangible, therefore copying it does not remove the original 
in the same way it does in the physical sense. Therefore it is a victimless 

crime. 

The justifications given in their study fall into two categories; either its not wrong to 
file share (1 & 2 above), or if its not wrong, then its not important (3, 4 & 5 above). 
Most that engaged in some form of file sharing confessed in the study to fearing the 
consequences of their actions; this is an influencing factor in the decision to pirate or 
purchase, also confirmed by Sag (2006).  

It is useful to draw on discussions of ethics in the literature to further understand file 
sharing motivations. In a recent study of Facebook, Light, McGrath and Griffiths 
(2008) make the clear separation between technological and social aspects of online 
engagement. The authors argue that technology is an actor that is often downplayed or 
ignored; moral behaviour is attached to both the technological and the social, the 
former often not given attention in the literature. They argue that objects have both 
agency and morality, and that the moral nature of technology needs more attention.  

This argument is particularly relevant when considering the point made that the “ways 
in which users control the what, how, and with whom of sharing are dictated by the 
tools they use for sharing” (Voida, Edwards, Newman, Grinter and Ducheneaut, 
2006). 

Light et al. (2008) use descriptive ethics to understand an online ‘meeting place’ 
community (Facebook). According to their use of the approach “it is concerned with 
people’s attitudes and beliefs about morality”. As such, they argue that more 
empirical research is needed to better understand people’s perceptions of right and 
wrong in the Internet environment. 

Back in 1996, Richard Rubin wrote a really useful article to better understand this 
dichotomy (Rubin, 1996). In a similar argument to the one later picked up by Light et 
al. (2008), he suggested that some of the reasons for unethical behaviour online relate 
directly to the characteristics of the technology themselves. He presents what he has 
identified as the “seven temptations”: 

1. Speed – the download occurs in the blink of an eye 

2. Privacy and anonymity – most acts occur in the privacy and perceived 
anonymity of home 

3. Nature of the medium – the copy is not actually removed from the original 
source 

4. Aesthetic attraction – the goal is to conquer, to be clever 

5. Increased potential victims – there is a growing audience and thus opportunity 
to access unlawful content 

6. International scope – there are no borders on the Internet 

7. Power to destroy – some have malicious intent. 

Rubin convincingly argues that these characteristics of technology promote a moral 
distancing between the act and the moral responsibility for the act. Essentially moral 
distancing in this context refers to the ability of an individual to rationalise, remove 
oneself or ignore ethical considerations (Rubin, 1996). 
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Blythe and Wright (2008) agree that it is the intangible nature of the digital content 
and the act of multiplication when copied rather than depletion of the original source 
that has most people unconvinced that it is wrong, or that it has far reaching effects. 
Often being referred to by the music recording industry as ‘stealing’, this “construal 
fits neither with religious, legal or historical concepts of theft” (2008). 

3.4.2 Changing User Behaviour 

The music recording industry strongly argues that file sharing is responsible for 
declining music sales. In a similar way that the economic effect of file sharing on the 
music recording industry is hard to measure, so to is the effectiveness of end user 
litigation. It is a topic that is strongly contested (Sag, 2006), partly due to the 
seemingly randomness of the targets of litigation, including those cited by Sag: a 71 
year old man whose teenage grandchildren downloaded music via P2P networks, a 
twelve year old honors student living in public housing, a deceased 83 year old 
grandmother, and a 41 year old disabled single mother. 

Sag argues that the recording industry should continue to prosecute a random 
assortment of file sharers without apology. He presents an interesting analysis of the 
recording industry’s litigation strategy, giving insight into what is often considered a 
bizarre act; one that entails suing your own customers. The obvious logic is that if the 
music recording industry wants to stop file sharing, then they should target high 
volume users to stop it at it source. But Sag argues that the recording industry is much 
better off continuing their current strategy in suing ‘the everyday’ downloader 
because these are the consumers more likely to change their downloading behaviour 
to purchase, and this is a source of increased revenue which is the recording 
industry’s goal (Sag, 2006). Sag’s argument is in line with findings from the 
Australian study carried out in 2005 which placed downloaders on a continuum of use 
(Singh et al., 2005) – See Figure 1, Chapter One. 

At the centre of Singh et al’s argument is the idea that consumers sit on a continuum 
of use from downloading to purchase; many individuals sometimes download for free 
and sometimes purchase, engaging in a mix of activities on the continuum of use. 
They argue that accessing music is much more complex than the dichotomy of 
downloading vs. purchase painted by industry. There are some consumers who ‘only 
buy’ and some who ‘only download’ but there are many who do each in different 
situations: sometimes buying and sometimes downloading for free. The spectrum 
covers variations from free downloading/file sharing and none or few purchases of 
CDs to no downloading and only purchase. Its important to note that this study was 
done before iTunes digital music downloads were available in Australia, thus the 
reference to CDs rather than online purchases. 

What is interesting about this continuum of use is the consumers located in the 
middle. These are the consumers that Sag (2006) refers to as being more likely to 
change their behaviour (highlighted in blue – emphasis added to original). This 
process that Sag identifies is similar to a senate leader trying to “rally votes for an 
important bill, she does not lobby her most ardent opponents; she focuses her energy 
on the senators who are most likely to be persuaded”. Sag (2006) believes the music 
recording industry is destined to fail if they battle with “dedicated and technically 
sophisticated users of peer-to-peer networks”, as it will drive sophisticated users and 
dedicated file sharers to invest greater resources to avoid detection. This is exactly 
what has happened with the thepiratebay.org.  



A critical ethnography of an online file sharing community: an actor-network theory perspective of 

controversies in the digital music world  

Chapter Three: Literature Review on Music Access and Use 

Page 61 of 269 

© J.P. Beekhuyzen 2009 

Based in Sweden, thepiratebay.org is one of the longest standing public peer-to-peer 
networks. In May 2006 on the insistence of the US government, thepiratebay.org’s 
servers in Stockholm were raided by Swedish police, resulting in their removal. It has 
been said in the media that the non-existence of thepiratebay.org for three days saw a 
decrease in Internet traffic in Europe by up to 60%. The raid did not stop the 
operations of thepiratebay.org, instead the savvy Swedes moved away from the 
previously vulnerable centralised network, to a decentralised network with servers all 
over the world. It would now be almost impossible to shut down thepiratebay.org 
servers in the way it occurred in 2006.  

This is just one example of file sharing ideologies landing consumers, software 
providers and distribution intermediaries in courtrooms over the past few years, with 
the topic also being battled out in the ‘court of public appeal’ (Gillespie, 2007:23). 
There appear to be no clear conclusions in sight. In 2006, the number of individual 
law suits filed against individual users in the US surpassed 20 000 (Sag, 2006). 
Despite arguments that suing customers will alienate them, the music recording 
industry regularly sued individuals at a rate of 590 lawsuits per month (in 2006). 

The outcome of the most recent case to reach the courts in the US appears illogical 
and without justification. A single mother was fined USD$1.9 million for 
downloading and sharing 24 copyrighted songs. This decision is an overturning of a 
previous decision from October 2008 in which the same person was fined $220 000 
for the same act. A further shocking announcement as part of this case is that those 
suing no longer need to provide direct proof of copyright infringement, as made clear 
in the following statement by a representative from the Motion Picture Association of 
America – the movie equivalent of the RIAA (Kravets, 2008): 

“It is often very difficult, and in some cases, impossible, to provide such direct 
proof when confronting modern forms of copyright infringement, whether 

over P2P networks or otherwise” – reported in Wired. 

This is a concerning outcome as gathering evidence for file sharing is not an easy 
task, as the technology to track sources is often unreliable.  It appears that convincing 
evidence of a criminal act is no longer required for the music recording industry to get 
a conviction. 

3.5 Similarities with Hacker Ideology 

The term “hacking” has a wide range of meanings. To hack can be to roughly force a 
program to work, generally inelegantly. A hack can be a clever (generally small) 
program or program modification that displays unusual insight into a programming 
language or operating system. In a more malicious nature, a hack can be a scam or 
clever manipulation (Forester and Morrison, 1994:77).   

In a similar vein, the widely cited Sherry Turkle defines three tenets of hacking 
(1984:232):  

• Simplicity - the act must be simple but impressive 
• Mastery – the act must derive from a sophisticated technical expertise 
• Illicit – the act must be against some legal, institutional or even just perceived 

rules 

Since the 1983 movie WarGames hit the cinema, the image of the computer hacker 
has been inextricably linked to the cultural, social and political history of the 
computer (Thomas, 2002:ix). These definitions highlight that hacking is not 
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necessarily a malicious act. It is an act that can be carried out with a variety of goals, 
all of which are not necessarily aimed at harming others, although these are the stories 
often reported in the media. One excellent example of this was at the time of the 
Chernobyl disaster, when hackers from the West German Chaos Computer Club 
regularly released information to the public about developments, because the West 
German government would not. The information was gained by illegal break-ins 
carried out in government computer installations (Forester and Morrison, 1994:85). 
This goal of disseminating information appears to be similar to the 2009 Twitter craze 
on the Internet, and the example is somewhat similar to the reporting of protests 
against the government in Iran. 

Based on his book presenting an in-depth history of hacking, Thomas argues that 
hacker subculture has a tendency to exploit cultural attitudes toward technology 
(2002:xx), and the hacking subculture is largely built upon a culture of secrecy, 
playing a lead role in making hacking possible. According to Thomas, this culture of 
secrecy “has produced a climate in which contemporary hackers feel both alienated 
and advantaged. Although hackers philosophically oppose secrecy, they also self-
consciously exploit it as their modus operandi, further complicating their ambivalent 
status in relation to technology and contemporary culture” (2002:xxi).  

Hacking consists of two processes: free labour, and copyleft. Free labour is the term 
given to the unpaid production of information, and copyleft purports that “all 
information should be free,” and this is the mantra of the hacker ethic (Grinsted, 
2005:1). In his Masters dissertation, Grinstead refers to the P2P phenomena as 
adopting the Hacker ethic, but interestingly he comments that there is a need to be 
“careful not to equate the sharing idoloised by the Hacker movement with the theft 
perpetrated using the same technology” (2005:12). He refers to what he calls the 
“theft of music” and how this illegal act is beginning to become a social norm, and to 
be no longer seen as immoral.  

Grinstead proposes the analogy of file sharers and hackers. It may be argued that file 
sharers are not necessarily malicious, and they operate in a “gift economy” as 
proposed by Barbrook (1998), in a similar way to hackers. 

3.6 Moving Towards Online Music Communities 

Alternative methods of distributing music appear here to stay, as is the widespread 
file sharing of unauthorised music. It is necessary to gain a better understanding of 
what people are doing with online music technologies. Sharing music is important in 
establishing a download culture (Voida, Grinter, Ducheneaut, Edwards and Newman, 
2005; Russell, 2006) and the motivations for contributing in file sharing communities 
need attention (Wasko and Faraj, 2005; Olivera et al., 2008). 

The following section presents a discussion of the different systems for downloading 
unauthorised music. They can be distinguished as public and private file sharing (See 
figure 2 in Chapter One). Voida et al. (2006) conducted interviews with 13 iTunes 
users and provides a useful way for looking at these options. In the context of push 
and pull technologies, public file sharing can be considered pull-oriented sharing as it 
a) may require setup effort by the sender, b) it requires effort by the receiver to 
acquire the content, and c) it requires some priori knowledge on the part of the 
receiver that new content is available, and where and how to access the new content. 
In other words, pull-oriented sharing requires the user to be proactive in seeking out 
new content. 
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In contrast, private file sharing can be considered a push technology by their 
classification, a) it requires effort on the part of the sender, b) it may require effort 
and attention on the part of the receiver to process the pushed information, and c) it 
requires some priori knowledge on the part of the sender to name the recipients. 
Essentially push-oriented sharing presents lists of available content to the user. Both 
types of sharing rely on a decentralised P2P network that is “highly flexible, fault 
tolerant”, and an efficient method to distribute files (Cannatella and Geoghegan, 
2009). 

3.6.1 Software for File Sharing 

MP3 is the most common format for music distributed over the Internet. As discussed 
in Chapter Two, the design of the MP3 is well suited for widespread distribution and 
use. BitTorrent is the protocol commonly used to distribute MP3 music and other 
digital content (such as movies) and formats (FLAC)20 within a peer-to-peer 
environment. 

Voida et al. (2006) argue that the basic process for sharing files is the same, 
regardless of the software tool used (or format being shared). They believe there are 
three key aspects of information that need to be decided upon in order to share: what 
should be shared, with whom it should be shared, and how that sharing will take place. 

Peer-to-peer (P2P) file sharing, or the downloading and sharing of unauthorised files, 
can occur in public or private file sharing contexts. The goal of P2P is to “share files 
between users themselves, rather than downloading files from file servers” (Dastidar, 
Herman and Johnen, 2008) however there is some hesitation in referring to public file 
sharing contexts as ‘communities’. Communities have the following core attributes: 
shared goal/interest/activity, active participation, access to resources, reciprocity, and 
shared language (Whittaker et al., 1997:137) – discussed further in section 8.5.  

While those engaging in public file sharing generally have a shared goal (to get music 
for free), access to resources (the available content) and a shared language (P2P 
jargon) for the act of file sharing, public file sharing contexts fall short of being a 
community because there is no mandate for ongoing active participation (regular or 
ongoing interaction), or for reciprocity (sharing back). The concept of reciprocity and 
the extent to which it is essential in community interactions is contentious in the 
literature, however in the context of private file sharing it is argued here that this, in 
addition to active participation, are necessary elements of what can be considered an 
underground music file sharing community. See Chapter Eight for further discussion. 

File sharing has existed as long as the trading of digital files was possible. Virtual 
private networks for such practices have been termed ‘darknets’, a term informally 
applied back in the 1970s when networks on the ARPANET were isolated for security 
purposes 21. The only academic paper found to discuss such darknets say they are 
based upon three assumptions (Biddle et al., 2002): 

• Any widely distributed object will be available to a fraction of users in a form 
that permits copying 

• Users will copy objects if it is possible and interesting to do so 

• Users are connected by high-bandwidth channels 

                                                
20 Free lossless audio codec (digital format somewhat equivalent to CD quality) 
21 It is difficult to find credible sources on the history of darknets. 
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The darknet distribution network emerges from the injection of objects (1) and the 
distribution of those objects (2 & 3). Darknets can be likened to private/underground 
music file sharing communities in Figure 2. An example of a darknet is the 
technology enabled Roswell community at the centre of the investigation in this 
dissertation. It is important to distinguish between such underground, private file 
sharing communities, against those more public file sharing applications (like 
Limewire), and public file sharing communities that use BitTorrent protocols (like 
thepiratebay.org).  

Darknets and underground music file sharing communities have a secret, almost 
mystical history, with little public information available on how they were formed and 
have evolved over the years. Although they have been in existence for decades (based 
on anecdotal evidence), very little is known about them. Therefore this study 
contributes to this gap in the literature. 

3.6.2 Public File Sharing Applications 

Being one of the first public file sharing systems, Napster’s architecture has been 
replicated by many other application providers since (such as the popular KaZaa and 
Limewire). Poblocki (2001) summarises how the software works in his theoretical 
paper:  

“In order to be a member, one has to install the Napster program on a 
personal computer, register a nickname, specify the folders on one’s 

hard drive that can be shared with other users, and connect to the 
central server. This server, operated by Napster, registers names of 

music files in MP3 format that are stored in the shared folders, and puts 
them onto a ‘global list’. This list can be searched by other users, so a 

person in possession of specific files can be located. The server enables 
users to contact each other, so a transfer of files can be executed”. 

The only record of details about Napster users was the user profiles visible at the 
time. The user profile included the nickname, connection type, the number of shared 
files, music file properties and file names (Poblocki, 2001). Poblocki draws on 
Bourdieu and Passerson’s classification in referring to the list of files as the users’ 
cultural capital (1977). 

Referring back to the elements that make a community, it is important to discuss the 
aspects of active participation and reciprocity (all other elements clearly exist in 
public file sharing), discussed further in Chapter Eight. While a consumer must 
connect to the Napster network to download files, there was no mechanism within 
Napster (technically or socially) to encourage consumers to return for any reason 
other than to search for more desired content. However, there is no time limit for 
when they must return by, if ever. In terms of reciprocity, although a certain level of 
sharing is necessary for a system like Napster to work, there is no level of 
commitment necessary other than a minimum of one file. A user will not be visible on 
the network unless they are connected, even though their files would still be visible in 
a search for a particular song (but not accessible). The act of ‘downloading and 
disconnecting’ is defined by Dastidar et al (2008) as free riding or freeloading, 
discussed furter in section 8.5.4.1. 

Some believe (Poblocki, 2001) that Napster is a typical example of a network 
community as conceptualised by Barry Wellman in his 1999 book Networks in the 
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Global Village (1999) however it is argued that these issues of active participation 
and reciprocity are in no way regulated, and thus Napster is a broader type of 
‘community’ than Roswell discussed in this study. The lack of commitment to active 
participation and reciprocity are two significant aspects that separate public file 
sharing applications from private file sharing communities, although these aspects are 
similar in file sharing using BitTorrent protocols (discussed in the next section). 

One important thing to note is that Napster is what could be considered the first 
generation of public file sharing systems, but the ultimate downfall of the software 
(which resulted in its eventual closing down) was its central storage of details about 
available files. Although the actual files were not stored on the Napster server, details 
about them were enough for the music recording industry to prove copyright 
infringement was occurring. The next generation of such applications such as KaZaa 
and LimeWire worked in much the same way as Napster but with a notable 
difference; the name of available files was no longer stored centrally, instead the 
network became decentralised and the software’s search engine searched in the shared 
folder for files on each individual computer on the network. Such practices make 
individual computers more vulnerable for security risks such as inadvertent file 
sharing (Johnson et al., 2009) discussed in Chapter Two. 

Poblocki (2001) argues that an analysis of Napster can tell us a lot about 
contemporary society, and that “all the subtypes of communities from the offline 
world can find equivalents in the online world”. If file sharing is a reflection of 
communities in general society, they certainly need attention.  

3.6.3 Using BitTorrent Protocols in Public File Sharing 

In what could be considered yet another generation of public file sharing systems, 
BitTorrent, a peer-to-peer file sharing (P2P) communications protocol, changed file 
sharing forever. The protocol was designed in 2001 by Bram Cohen, which is now 
maintained through his company BitTorrent, Inc 22. 

BitTorrent technology primarily supports downloading and sharing activities, with no 
support for searching files (Kwok, 2004). In order to download a file using BitTorrent 
protocols, the desired file must first be found on a public site such as thepiratebay.org 
or mininova.org. The lack of a standard interface to search for and download files, 
like the early versions of Napster, and the later versions of KaZaa and Limewire, is 
one of the main differentiators between using BitTorrent protocols to download files. 
The other main differentiator is speed, with BitTorrent designed to share large files at 
high speed. Thus the technology is not only appropriate to share music files, it is also 
opened the doors for large scale sharing of movies, games and software.  

BitTorrent splits files into parts, “allowing users to download different parts from 
different users” (Dastidar et al., 2008), thus different parts of the file can be 
downloaded (and shared back) in parallel. So in order to find files, they must be found 
on a website, and then opened within a BitTorrent client for download. A further 
piece of software is required to listen to the download. The following image is 
regularly used to depict the BitTorrent network: 

 

                                                
22 http://www.bittorrent.com/ 
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Figure 5: BitTorrent Network 

The figure depicts a central server connected to a number of peers. Each peer is also 
in turn connects. Individual peers need not be connected directly to the central server. 
This figure is a little deceiving though, because it appears to present a reliance on a 
central network, however the architectural context in which the protocol is usually 
used is a decentralised network.  

As an illustrative example, the piratebay.org is a website with the abovementioned 
links to available content which are represented on the site as .torrent files. These files 
are information files indicating how the computer should find the source of the file for 
download. The site is funded by advertising, and indexes and tracks these files (called 
a ‘tracker’). Formed out of a Swedish anti-piracy group in 2003, the ‘community23’ 
was raided on May 31, 2006 by the Swedish government on the insistence of the US 
government. The result was the removal of all piratebay.org servers which reportedly 
resulted in 60% of the Internet traffic in Europe disappearing. After three days, the 
‘community’ resurfaced but was no longer a centralised network. The innovative 
administrators of the system created a decentralised network with duplicate servers all 
over the world so that such an act could never occur again. 

The piratebay.org found themselves in criminal court in 2009 and reports in the media 
suggested that it was not a clear-cut case. The media even suggested that 
thepiratebay.org was able to refute many of the arguments against them. But in an 
interesting turn of events, the ‘community’ was purchased by a Swedish software 
company on the 30th of June 2009. The press release from the company revealed 
(contrary to all previous arguments put forth by thepiratebay.org) (Global Gaming 
Factory X, 2009): 

“The Pirate Bay is a site that is among the top 100 most visited Internet sites in the 

world. However, in order to live on, The Pirate Bay requires a new business model, 

                                                
23 The use of the word community here applies in the same way that it does for the previously 

mentioned public file sharing applications. It is also limited in terms of active participation, and 

reciprocity. 
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which satisfies the requirements and needs of all parties, content providers, 
broadband operators, end users, and the judiciary”. 

Smith and Telang (2009) collected their ‘piracy’ data for their study from the public 
BitTorrent trackers; piratebay.org and mininova.org. Their reasoning is that 
BitTorrent is the most popular protocol for sharing large files, and that the design of 
the BitTorrent protocol is such that “all nodes participating in a file download report 
their status to the tracker every 20 seconds”. This results in the ability for trackers 
sites such as thePirateBay and Mininova to report in near real-time the number of 
users providing the entire file (seeds), the number of users actively downloading the 
file (lechers) and the number of cumulative downloads. They argue that this 
characteristic makes BitTorrent trackers (which includes private BitTorrent trackers 
such as Roswell under investigation in this study) useful for empirical analysis.  

When considering which software to use to download .torrent files, file sharers are 
faced with much choice. Lee (2003) analysed 59 file sharing systems to arrive at a 
classification of features of such systems. According to Isohunt (a non-academic but 
regularly cited source), the total size of content shared using BitTorrent protocols is 
more than 1.7 petabytes 24 (Isohunt, 2008). 

One other important thing to note is the technical ability required to use such systems. 
Those with low technical ability and little downloading ‘know how’, anecdotally use 
public file sharing applications like Limewire. Those with a medium level of technical 
ability generally seem attracted to either public file sharing applications and/or the 
more complex BitTorrent based public file sharing. Then there are those users who 
use private underground file sharing communities for their music. To gain entry, a 
user needs to be invited by a current member. 

3.6.4 Private/Underground File Sharing Communities 

Private/underground file sharing communities embody some of the characteristics of 
the applications and the protocol discussed in the previous section, but they differ in 
some fundamental ways. They are similar in that they are based on a peer-to-peer 
architecture, and they use BitTorrent protocols for sharing. That is where the 
similarity generally ends. It is what makes these communities different that make 
them especially interesting for an empirical study. 

Such communities can be considered a type of trust, or reputation network. They have 
the five elements of a community as identified by Whittaker et al. (1997). The 
elements not present in the public file sharing systems previously discussed, active 
participation and reciprocity, are at the core of communities like Roswell. These are 
discussed in detail in Chapter Eight. 

Underground file sharing systems are an interesting phenomena to study because they 
have a much longer history than applications used for public file sharing. Before the 
availability of publicly accessible systems such as Napster, and commercial systems 
such as iTunes, private communities existed to share files. Such systems were 
originally built for users by users. Rather than using a system designed by others 
(where most systems often have limited input by users (Mao and Zhang, 2008)), the 
system used was designed and built by those directly using the system. Mao and 
Zhang report the results of their empirical case study; “strong control by users was 
achieved through their end-to-end participation, which was instrumental for ISD 

                                                
24 One million gigabytes = one petabyte 
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success in terms of high quality and smooth rollout” (2008). 

In his important 1993 book on critical ethnography, Thomas discusses his research 
involving what he terms the “computer underground”. At that time, he defined the 
computer underground as a broad and somewhat invisible community comprising 
people who systematically interact electronically on computer bulletin boards (BBSs) 
by means of personal computers and telephone modems in order to engage in a 
variety of shared activities. In his study he found that the computer underground 
reflects a highly complex mosaic of interest, motives, and skills and possesses a 
language and a set of values, information-processing techniques, and norms that shape 
its cultural identity. He also found that most participants are generally law-abiding in 
other aspects of their life, and are not intentionally malicious in their underground 
activities (Thomas, 1993:p57). Overall, he commented that his findings revealed a 
culture quite different from that portrayed in the media and legislative debates. The 
study by Thomas informs this dissertation, which questions commonsense 
assumptions about file sharing activities, and the way that file sharers are portrayed in 
the mainstream. 

Seemingly unaware of Thomas’ research, in 2001, Cooper and Harrison identified the 
audio piracy subculture in what is considered the “first sociological analysis” on the 
phenomenon. They argue that this cultural group is connected through their values 
and interest in music and technology (Cooper and Harrison, 2001). Members of this 
group have high technical literacy “having to keep up with technological advances 
and other changes in their virtual environment” and they spend varying amounts of 
their daily lives involved in these activities. The authors reveal the community’s 
nominal purpose as “the exchange of high-quality audio files between people, making 
it easier to locate, share and store them for later playback and re-transmission”. They 
found that there are three dominant roles that a ‘pirates’ activities fall: that of leech, 
trader and citizen.  

Cooper and Harrison give detailed descriptions of these roles. In their simplest form, 
the ‘leech’ receives files free of charge and without any social responsibility to the 
community, it is considered to be at the bottom of the “social heap”. The ‘trader’ 
approach is based on pure exchange value; a swap of files takes place in this instance. 
A typical trader is usually active more regularly than a leech in the community. The 
authors argue that the most respected role in the audio piracy community is that of the 
‘citizen’ (often called a seed/er); “one who is willing to give files away in order to 
benefit the community as a whole, sometimes trading, sometimes leeching, sometimes 
providing things for the lechers to consume”. Cooper and Harrison further comment 
that it is important to compare and contrast these social roles within the community, 
and depending on a users’ relation (eg time, devotion and social position) to the 
subculture, membership status changes over time (2001). 

Thomas argues that the computer underground can be understood as a form of social 
rebellion, and it is not necessarily an intentional attempt to resist social norms, but 
instead, it reflects a socially situated tension with political and ideological overtones: 

 “It is political to the extent that it challenges existing forms of power 
and control, and ideological because it challenges beliefs and policies 

about computer system security, information as private property, and 
other established social and legal premises” (Thomas, 1993:p57). 
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3.7 Conclusion 

This chapter presents the different arguments in the piracy debate, bringing together 
the various views expressed in the research literature. One thing is clear, there is no 
consensus as to the effects of piracy/file sharing on the industry. There is little doubt 
it has significantly impacted on the industry in as variety of ways, however there is no 
clear evidence to say that the impact has been completely negative. In fact there 
appears to be a growing body of evidence to the contrary, that file sharing actually 
creates new revenue for creators and producers. Those criticising such findings tend 
to be rather vocal about it, criticising the methodologies in such studies as 
inappropriate. However the evidence arguing that there is a significant impact is not 
necessarily convincing. 

One other important insight arising from this discussion in this chapter is the 
discourse used by researchers and those involved in the music recording industry. The 
literature presented here talks extensively about ‘piracy’ when in most instances file 
sharing is the activity being referred to. As discussed previously, the term piracy has a 
connotation of commercial gain (as discussed in Section 1.1); it is argued that in most 
instances what is being referred to as piracy is actually the act of file sharing for 
personal use, without any commercial gain. It is argued in this dissertation that such 
language is used to enforce a dominant ideology which helps to maintain the power of 
the music recording industry; in doing so, it marginalises file sharers and labels them 
as malicious, which is not necessarily an accurate representation of them. 

So are the recording industry and musicians able to compete with free? The research 
suggests the answer is yes. Music creators and producers need a better understanding 
of how information systems currently support online music use, doing so will enable 
them to find new ways to create revenue from what people are doing with music. This 
may come in the form of levies, which are already used in many parts of the world, or 
it may be in some other form which allows fans to feel more connected to their 
favourite musicians, and are doing so, creating more of a community culture. The 
literature suggests that the current anti-piracy campaigns by the industry are mostly 
not taken seriously. It is suggested that they instead focus more on the ‘real’ effects of 
file sharing, such as inadvertent file sharing which makes consumers vulnerable in a 
very real sense as it personally affects them. These conclusions enable a better 
understanding of the culture of file sharing and the systems that support file sharing 
activities. 

Although this dissertation is situated in a cultural context and there are many 
ethnographies published on deviant groups, a thorough review of the literature 
revealed no ethnographic cultural studies focusing on file sharing and the systems and 
technologies used to distribute and use music (see Appendix H – Table of Empirical 
Studies). 

This chapter connects the literature discussing motivations for file sharing from an 
ethical and moral perspective. Similarities of those who file share are identified with 
another technology subculture, that of hackers. The chapter outlined the move to 
online music file sharing communities to access music; many of these are based on an 
economy of free unauthorised music and considered illegal in many countries. 
However they are widely adopted as a method to access music and other content, so it 
is important to gain a better understanding of their dynamics, the motivations of those 
using them, and how they influence music use. 
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4 Chapter Four: Research Methodology 

4.1 Introduction 

Methodology is much more than method; it is the theory of how inquiry should 
proceed (Schwandt, 1997:93). Shoib, Nandhakumar and Jones (2006) suggest it is 
about “the philosophy and assumptions that underlie the conduct of a research 
endeavour and thus pertains to the structure as well as content of the study”. They 
also argue that “the choice of methodology defines the pool of choices for later 
decisions in the study” (Shoib et al., 2006).  

This chapter discusses the methodology for the study presented in this dissertation. A 
discussion of the critical approach to research is presented, an approach that is useful 
when exploring a critical topic, such as file sharing. Regardless of the choice of 
research approach, Iivari, Hirschheim and Klein (1998) believe that the basic values 
of research should be expressed as explicitly as possible. This is done through a 
discussion of the critical ethnography research design, which is useful in 
understanding file sharing and the information systems used to participate in this 
activity. 

Details of the observations, interviews and focus groups are given, and the limitations 
of doing ethnography are discussed. Within the online aspect of the ethnography, data 
about traffic, rules and roles of members of Roswell were recorded; the process for 
recording observations are discussed in this chapter. My role as a researcher in this 
dissertation can be classified as a complete participant as characterised by Gold 
(1958), however there are some aspects of the method that fit more into the 
participant as observer category; this distinction is clarified in this chapter.  

Writing up ethnography is just as important as doing ethnography, so the critical 
approach to writing up is discussed (Van Maanen, 1988). The conduct of the study are 
outlined. The ethical and practical issues in data collection are also discussed. An 
important aspect of critical research is the researcher’s reflexivity, and this is 
discussed in this chapter. 

4.2 Research Design 

Methodology is the systematic study of the principles guiding an investigation, and 
the ways in which theory finds its application, as opposed to method which is a 
general mode of yielding data eg interviewing (Ellen, 1984:9). Leininger (1992:401) 
argues that, “the goals of qualitative research are not to ‘measure’ something but 
rather to understand fully the meaning of phenomena in context and to provide thick 
accounts of phenomena under study”. That is the goal of this dissertation. 

In terms of research methodology, Järvinen (2001:10) suggests the decision about 
theory-testing or theory creating approaches lies in whether there is a theory, model or 
framework guiding our research, or whether a new theory grounded on the gathered 
raw data is being developed. Taking a critical approach extends actor-network theory; 
used to guide the analysis of the empirical data. 

It is important to note that the ethnography in this dissertation is conducted both 
online and offline. The participant observations related to the IT artifact were 
conducted online within the social space of the Roswell community, with interviews 
and focus groups conducted offline. The research was designed in this way for a 
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number of reasons, with maintaining the privacy and anonymity of the research 
subjects the primary concern. Conducing the entire ethnography online would leave a 
trail of connections to the research subjects which would have posed problems in 
gaining ethical clearance for the study. Therefore a combination of methods online 
and offline were used (see section 4.6 for a discussion of the ethical and practical 
issues in data collection). 

4.3 Critical Research in Information Systems 

Talking of a paradigm as “an accepted model or pattern”, Kuhn began the discussion 
of research paradigms decades ago in his influential book on scientific revolutions 
(1970:23). Regardless of its contentious nature and its focus on natural sciences, 
Burrell and Morgan (1979:23) built upon Kuhn’s work to propose four mutually-
exclusive paradigmatic stances, applying them to the nature of social science and the 
nature of society, termed functionalist, interpretive, radical humanist and radical 
structuralist. They use the term ‘paradigm’ to describe the basic assumptions 
underlying co-existent theories. Over the past two decades, these four paradigms have 
been explained, expanded and criticised in the Information Systems literature.  

Within the information systems discipline, Hirschheim and Klein (1989) argue that 
investigating computer-based information systems involves making a number of 
implicit and explicit assumptions. They advocate a framework (based on Burrell and 
Morgan's four paradigms of social theory) to classify the four paradigmatic 
approaches to information systems development; functionalism, social relativism, 
neo-humanism and radical structuralism. Within this framework, Iivari proposes a 
framework based on the four major paradigmatic constituents; ontology, 
epistemology, methodology and ethics of research (Iivari, 1991). In an attempt to 
mitigate one of the major criticisms in Burrell and Morgan’s classification, 
Hirschheim and Klein are not as stern in discussing the mutual exclusivity of 
paradigms; according to them “in practice information system development 
approaches are influenced by assumptions from more than one paradigm, however 
one paradigm’s influence is dominant”.  

Some argue that these two approaches to classifying research according to paradigms 
can be confusing, as those presented by Burrell and Morgan, and those presented by 
Hirschheim and Klein are two very different types of paradigms (Stahl, 2008). In 
following such a statement, other alternatives need discussing. 

Not all researchers are content with situating themselves exclusively, or even partly, 
in one of the four proposed paradigms. In response, other approaches have been 
suggested. In line with Chua’s (1986) criticism of the paradigms, structuration theory 
is advocated by a number of researchers as an alternative (Walsham and Han, 1991; 
Orlikowski, 1992; Weaver and Gioia, 1994) proclaiming that it intends to move 
beyond the apparent opposition between perspectives. However structuration theory 
also has its limitations (Rose, 1998). 

Another well-advocated approach is the critical approach to research in information 
systems, which is based on and closely linked with ethics and morality (Stahl, 2008). 
The use of Critical Social Theory (CST – often shortened to critical theory) has 
become a well-accepted approach for studying information systems (Ngwenyama, 
1991; Lyytinen, 1992; Myers and Young, 1997; Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2005; McGrath, 
2005). Critical theory is often described as an alternative research approach to the 
classification of the paradigms and the distinction between positivist and interpretivist 
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research (Trauth, 2001).  

Ngwenyama and Lee (1997) base their work on Jürgen Habermas’ development of 
critical theory. They argue that the Habermas’ (1979; 1984; 1987) framework has had 
a greater impact on the IS discipline than any other critical theory school of thought. 
Habermas’ work is relevant to this dissertation, because he argues that there is too 
much emphasis on gaining control over nature and people and on the production of 
goods. This is an important argument about file sharing and the dominance and power 
of the music recording industry purported in this dissertation. 

In reference to the paradigm debate, the CST perspective on IS research differs from 
the positivist approach in the following ways (Ngwenyama and Lee, 1997): 

1. It is sensitive to the lifeworlds of the organizational actors and is oriented to 
interpreting and mapping the meanings of their actions from their perspective.  

2. It adopts pluralistic methods of inquiry such as participation, observation, and the 
analysis of contextual data.  

3. It does not separate (as would the laboratory experiments of positivism) the 
subjects of inquiry from the organizational context within which they are situated.  

4. It recognizes that the organizational context is not only important to meaning 
construction, but to social activity as well. 

In this dissertation, a critical theory approach which was first grounded in the 
Frankfurt School, then presented and extended by Habermas and later by Ngwenyama 
and Lee, is used to understanding music downloading and file sharing and the 
information systems that support these activities. As some of the principles of 
interpretive research are equally applicable to critical research (Stahl, 2008), this 
research is based on the interpretivist ontology which considers reality as subjective 
and socially constructed. Although considered “subjective” because researchers 
attempt to display the viewpoint of those they study, Thomas argues that ethnography 
is as objective as any science (1993:p16). He believes that “subjective ethnographic 
data do not mean ‘whatever the researcher thinks’: they mean objectively reporting on 
the subjectivity of our subjects”. 

Authors on critical theory argue that research is critical when it is motivated by the 
intention to change social realities and promote emancipation (Stahl, 2008; Klecun, 
2004; Doolin & Lowe, 2002). It is important to emphasise challenging the status quo 
and on uncovering fundamental and alienating structural contradictions in society, and 
this emphasis can be traced to the influence of the work of Habermas and the 
Frankfurt School (Doolin & Lowe, 2002). 

In arguing that the critical approach is not ‘another paradigm’, it can be characterised 
by “an intention to change the status quo, overcome injustice and alienation, and 
promote emancipation” (Stahl, 2008), and it includes an overt political struggle 
against oppressive social structures (Harvey, 1990:20). The concept of emancipation 
within critical research has been heavily criticized in the literature, therefore it is not a 
core concept in this research; however the approach of questioning common sense 
assumptions to give voice to those marginalised (file sharers in this case) is a relevant 
and insightful approach. 

The critical approach to information systems research has roots in the Marxist view of 
society as a series of class struggles (Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991). This approach 
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views current social arrangements as not in everyone’s interest, with a view to 
improving them (Stahl, 2008). However such an approach is often perceived to be on 
the political left, which some researchers find problematic. However this approach is 
useful for the study of music information systems and file sharing as those engaging 
in file sharing have been outcast from the mainstream, and vilified as ‘pirates’ who 
have a malicious intention to ‘rip off’ content creators, music distributors, and 
intellectual property rights owners. Those engaging in file sharing may have a 
negative perception of capitalist approaches to distributing online music (evidenced 
by their association with file sharing ideologies). This negative perception is often 
motivated by a rejection of the power wielded by mainstream record labels, and by 
the high perceived monetary cost in purchasing digital music with a view that such 
digital content is not of an equivalent quality to the physical artifact (for much the 
same price). 

Critical research views capitalism as dysfunctional and in need of revision and 
rethinking (Stahl and Brooke, 2008). File sharing has become a norm for many 
consumers, and those who participate in it may be viewed as having disdain for the 
mainstream approach to distributing music (they are part of a deviant subculture). As 
such, file sharing can be considered a ‘class struggle’ with those purporting an 
alternative ideology in a situation where the current social arrangements are not in 
their ‘best interest’. One exemplary example of this is the legal cases against 
consumers for file sharing, with a goal of using downloaded music for personal use 
(Bhattacharjee et al., 2006). This dissertation attempts to gain an understanding of 
such consumers who file share for personal use, with a view to emancipating those 
same consumers through considering their motivations for file sharing. In line with 
the philosophy of critical ethnographic research, this dissertation provides a rich 
description of file sharing, giving ideas to improve the nature of capitalist distribution 
of online music so as to rearrange the power structures to be fairer for all involved. 

Critical ethnography was first defined by Thomas (1993) as “a way of applying a 
subversive worldview to the conventional logic of cultural inquiry” (pvii). Rather than 
standing in opposition to conventional ethnography, “it offers a more direct style of 
thinking about the relationships among knowledge, society, and political action” 
(pvii). Such an approach is not necessarily better than conventional research, however 
it provides insights about fundamental questions of social existence often ignored by 
other approaches (Thomas, 1993:3). Similar relationships betweenf knowledge, 
society and political action are investigated as part of an actor-network theory 
approach (Latour 2005; Law 1991). 

Myers brings together the critical research approach with ethnography as a 
methodology for investigating information systems (Myers, 1999). Critical 
ethnography views ethnographic research as an “emergent process, involving a 
dialogue between the ethnographer and the people in the research setting” (Myers, 
1999). In creating this dialogue, it is necessary to examine the power relations 
between those in the research setting (discussed further in Chapter Seven). 

Myers (1999) argues that critical ethnographers tend to “open to scrutiny otherwise 
hidden agendas, power centers, and assumptions that inhibit, repress, and constrain”. 
As the power relations among the music recording industry, musicians and consumers 
are central to the discussion in this study, critical ethnography is a useful perspective 
and has been adopted for this dissertation. A discussion of the approach is discussed 
in the next section.  
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4.4 Critical Ethnography 

There is no generally accepted methodology for being critical in information systems 
research (Stahl and Brooke, 2008). However critical research has certain 
characteristics that distinguish it from other research approaches. In addition to 
intending to change the perception of social realities, critical research is characterised 
by the choice of a critical topic, critical theories, and critical methodologies (Stahl, 
2008).  

The topic of music downloading and file sharing is a topic that fits this classification, 
situated in a similar context as critical studies of virtual organisations (Levary and 
Niederman, 2003). Choice of theory is important in critical IS research, as it 
influences the type of research topic and methodology (Stahl, 2008). Actor-network 
theory (ANT) is the chosen methodology for this study, and it has been used in a 
number of empirical studies in information systems (Doolin and Lowe, 2002; Klecun, 
2004; Rhodes, 2004). The ANT approach is discussed in detail in Chapter 6 
Theoretical Framework. 

Based on her empirical research, Klecun surmises that ANT on its own may not 
enable sufficient explanations of why the actors in the study take particular actions, a 
critical approach is adopted to enrich the ANT insights (Klecun, 2004). Therefore the 
culture perspective is also used to provide further explanations. A critical approach 
requires the researcher to interpret one’s roles and activities in their social context, 
through describing, analyzing and opening to scrutiny otherwise “hidden agendas, 
power centers, and assumptions that inhibit, repress, and constrain” (Thomas, 
1993:2). A critical ethnography perspective therefore is appropriate for this research.  

A critical ethnography of online music access and use can be classified as a theory-
creating approach, according to Järvinen’s classification (Järvinen, 2001:11), as there 
is no specific model, framework or theory guiding the research. ANT is used as a 
methodological theory rather than as a theory to guide the research; it helps to explain 
what is going on but it is not a construct guiding specific questions.  

Historically situated as a prime technique in anthropology, it is necessary to define 
ethnography, and what ethnography means in this dissertation. However a definition 
of ethnography is problematic because ambiguity surrounds the term (de Laine, 
1997:15). Myers defines it through certain characteristics: spending a significant 
amount of time in the field, immersion in the research context, and placing the 
phenomena in the appropriate social and cultural context. Data collection is based on 
participant observation, supplemented by interviews and documentary analysis 
(Myers, 1999). There appears to be agreement that ethnography is about cultural 
interpretation by way of cultural analysis, referring to thinking, doing and reporting 
(de Laine, 1997:16).   

de Laine (1997:16) provides a useful way to define ethnography overcoming 
ambiguity by saying, ‘It refers to the research processes for conducting research 
(fieldwork and reorganising and editing materials for presentation); and it is the 
product of research (prose). The task, or so Wolcott phrases it, is to “pull together 
numerous observations of actual behaviour, coupled with insights and explanations to 
form some comprehensive blueprint, archetype ‘code’ or set of implicit ‘rules’ or 
‘standards’ for behaviour” (1990:55).  

More recently, studies in the literature are presented as virtual ethnographies (Hine, 
2005); however this dissertation does not exactly fit the description presented by Hine 
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as the observations of the Roswell community is the only data collected online. All 
interactions with participants in interviews and focus groups are face-to-face, with no 
online interactions in the participant observations (discussed in Section 3.2 and 3.3).  

The 120 days of observations of Roswell form the basis of this ethnography, 
strengthened through insights gained from interviews with music users, musicians, 
and key people in the music recording industry. These insights are provided through a 
rich description of music downloading and file sharing, with a particular focus on the 
online community context. The culture of the community, some aspects of which can 
be useful to understand file sharing motivations and behaviour in general (those 
interviewed), is discussed in terms of cultural roles, rules, rituals, norms, values, 
ideologies, and language.  

A distinction is made in the literature between the etic and emic perspectives in 
ethnographic research.  The etic approach is an outsider’s account, one that uses an 
imposed frame to investigate. On the other hand, the emic perspective is an insiders 
account of a phenomenon, attempting to provide a native’s point of view (Silverman, 
1993:24). Harris (1979) summarises the emic view, “It is the understanding that 
members have that provide the emic perspective to which ethnographers apply 
analysis”. Emic analysis stress the subjective meanings shared by a social group and 
their culturally specific model of experience (de Laine, 1997:46). 

The emic perspective adopted in this dissertation encourages researchers to work 
within the conceptual framework of those studied (de Laine, 1997:24) by providing an 
‘insiders account’, a native’s point of view (Silverman, 1993). Those engaging in 
music downloading and file sharing provide the emic perspective to which 
ethnographers apply analysis (Harris, 1979). Adopting a critical approach to 
ethnography, participants and the researcher are encouraged to reflect on their actions 
that arise from interactions with others in the actor-network. 

4.4.1 Use of Qualitative Data 

Ethnography is a multi-data approach compatible with the social construction view of 
society and technology, a view which holds that “knowledge of the world is not a 
simple reflection of what is there, but a set of social artefacts; a reflection of what we 
make is there” (Schwandt, 1997:20). This perspective fits with the research 
assumptions, interest in multiple perspectives, context, social process, and everyday 
life investigated in this dissertation. Thomas agrees that this is also the case with 
critical ethnographies: “participant observations are often supplemented by additional 
data sources” (1993:p10).   

This dissertation is qualitative in nature, which is argued to be an approach to research 
rather than a set of techniques (Morgan and Smircich, 1980). Within the range of 
suitable qualitative methods appropriate for interpretive research (Myers, 1999), 
ethnography is chosen as this dissertation is concerned with investigating culture, and 
the researcher is immersed in the research setting. Ethnography is a methodology with 
a long history, and it touts particular usefulness for this project as it emphasises 
meanings, details, understanding and openness (Shoib et al., 2006), and it stresses the 
centrality of culture as the analytical concept that informs the study (Schwandt, 
1997:44). Therefore the qualitative nature of this dissertation enables an 
understanding of how people are embedded in file sharing culture, see things from 
their perspective within the community (de Laine, 1997:23). 



A critical ethnography of an online file sharing community: an actor-network theory perspective of 

controversies in the digital music world  

Chapter Four: Research Methodology 

Page 76 of 269 

© J.P. Beekhuyzen 2009 

This ethnography focuses on a particular community, a segment of society, rather 
than all of society (de Laine, 1997:17). Disciplines such as nursing use the term 
microethnography when referring to their segmented research approach, which is 
different in contrast to classical ethnographies of entire foreign tribes (Malinowski, 
1954) which could be considered macroethnographies. The segment of society studied 
in this dissertation is considered a subculture, discussed in detail in Chapter Six: 
Theoretical Framework. 

In the groundbreaking macroethnographies of the past, research sites generally 
included a long stay at an exotic far away place studying the indigenous population. 
In the contemporary urban settings, the Internet is now a popular place to conduct 
ethnographies (Hine, 2005). So rather than confining this research to what could be 
considered an ill-fitting term of macroethnography or microethnography, the methods 
and overall ethnographic approach are discussed in detail. 

4.4.2 Participant Observations 

Observation is a flexible technique, complementing most other data gathering 
techniques (McMurray, Pace and Scott, 2004:188). Roswell is an underground music 
file sharing community observed over 120 days in this dissertation. It is an invitation 
only private community that specialises in making available the latest possible music 
and other online content for download; usually the use and distribution of this content 
is not authorised by the copyright owner.  

Roswell was chosen, as it is an Australian online community of around 1200 
members using BitTorrent peer-to-peer technology to share music. The distributed 
network enables the sharing of digital content to community members free of charge. 
There is no digital rights management technology embedded in the content shared 
within the community. As it is regular practice for members of online communities to 
use a ‘screen name’ or pseudonym to identify themselves; thus there was no access to 
the ‘real’ identity of the participants. 

The participant observations are focused on gaining insight into the variety of roles 
associated with Roswell members, the norms and rituals for navigating the 
community, for browsing, and for downloading and sharing content. To put such 
activities in context, the available content (for download) and traffic was observed 
over observation period to understanding its source, frequency of use, and its 
importance and value for members (see the discussion in section 4.5.2 for details on 
how the details of the observations were recorded). 

Observation of Roswell is conducted in two phases, with a total observation period of 
120 consecutive days. The first 30 days form phase one of the ethnography helps to 
identify issues to inform the further 90 days of observations. Phase one was useful to 
document some of the background information about the community, in getting 
familiar with its processes, and also in exploring the community with a view to 
collecting data, i.e. what, when, how to collect the data. The ‘lessons learnt’ were 
used to guiding a deeper analysis of the relevant issues in Phase Two. The further 90 
days (phase 2) were spent understanding the types of content being downloaded, the 
frequency, the language used and other relevant aspects of the community 
environment. The data collected in both phases is presented in an integrated way in 
Chapter Five - Method for Roswell. 
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There are a number of definitions of participant observation in the literature. Gold 
(1958) presents a classification of the researchers role as a typology of participant 
observer roles. He distinguishes between what he classifies as: 

• The complete participant – taking an insider role, fully part of the setting and 
often observes covertly 

• The participant as observer – part of the group being studied, gain access to a 
setting by having a non-research reason for being part of the setting 

• The observer as participant – minimal involvement in the social setting being 
studies, not normally part of the social setting 

• The complete observer – not partaking in the social setting at all. 

My role as a researcher in this dissertation can be classified as a complete participant 
as characterised by Gold (1958), however there are some aspects of the method that 
fit more into the participant as observer category. In reference to the latter, my access 
to the Roswell community was initially for non-research reasons. A fellow student 
offered an invitation to the community at the time of commencing the doctoral study. 
On accepting this invitation and being exposed to a context that was unfamiliar, the 
idea of using it as a research site was formed. The community seemed fascinating, 
firstly because of its clear structure and what appeared to be prescribed activities. It 
was not what was expected from a community that primarily dealt in sharing 
unauthorised digital content. It was expected that an anarchic group considered to be 
on the other side of the law would be chaotic, disorderly, and without any specific 
effort to encourage sociability. However the opposite was found, so the decision was 
made to use the community as a research site for the participant observations, thus 
immersing myself (the researcher) as part of the setting under investigation. The 
research setting is discussed in detail in Chapter Five. 

Rutter and Smith (2005) discuss the ethics of online discourse and the researchers 
responsibility to those creating it. They argue, “Just because talk takes place in public 
it does not mean that that talk is public”. They believe even though those involved in 
a community such as Roswell have recognition that their words and actions are 
viewable by others, this does not mean that the discourse is necessarily ethically 
available to online researchers.  

To ensure no harm to the research subjects in this dissertation, human research ethical 
approval was sought and gained from the host university in order to carry out this 
research. Illegal behaviour is difficult to study in any discipline, and it is almost 
completely absent from studies of technology. Therefore in order to gain approval for 
the observation component of this study, it was necessary to agree to conduct covert, 
rather than overt, observations. One other stipulation was that all access to the 
community from my computer would be removed at the conclusion of the research 
period. 

The observations of Roswell were conducted covertly for one other main reason: if 
members of the community were aware they were being watched by someone other 
than ‘one of their own’ they would have revoked my membership to the community. 
Therefore members of Roswell did not give informed consent to being part of this 
study, however care was taken not to harm the community or its members. To treat 
the online observation data sensitively in this research, only data about traffic, rules 
and roles of users are recorded about Roswell. Individual online forum posts are not 
collected. In line with Sanders’ approach where “no information can be personally 
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identified” (2005), using online observation data for research without direct 
permission meets Marx’s (1998) criteria of protecting individuals from harm. 

Marx (1998) encourages the application of traditional ethical research practice to the 
virtual arena promoting the basic rights to respect, dignity and privacy of contributors. 
However the ethics of covert participant observation on the Internet has been debated 
since the mid-1990s and continues to be an unsolved issue for researchers (Sanders, 
2005:71). Sanders (in line with Rutter and Smith (2005)) argues that even though “the 
web is a public domain (somewhat private in terms of Roswell) and those who post 
information realize that it is not private in the traditional sense of a personal 
conversation but accessible for anyone to read”. Participant observation as a method 
to understand social interactions may not be as ethically controversial as actually 
taking data (that is, quotations) from computer-mediated communications without 
permission of the individual.  

It is argued that the covert conduct in this dissertation is in no way deceptive to other 
members in the Roswell community, as reference to personal communications in this 
dissertation are kept to a minimum, and every attempt possible to hide the identity of 
the members of the community and to anonymise the community itself are taken. 

4.4.3 Interviews 

Conventional ethnographers “generally speak for their subjects; critical ethnographers 
by contrast, accept an added research task of raising their voice to speak to an 
audience on behalf of their subjects as a means of empowering them by giving more 
authority to the subjects’ voice” (Thomas, 1993:4). 

Within the ethnographic approach, the interview is the one of the ethnographers most 
important data gathering technique (Fetterman, 1998:37) and it was used in this 
dissertation to its fullest to enact a “conversation between interviewer and respondent 
with the purpose of eliciting certain  information from the respondent(s)” (Järvinen, 
2001:130).  

Järvinen (2001:131) distinguishes between opposing extremes of structured 
interviews and informalised interviews. This research uses an approach in the middle 
of these extremes, that of semi-structured interviews which serve as comparative and 
representative purposes, comparing responses and putting them in the context of 
common group beliefs and themes (Fetterman, 1998:38). Open-ended interview 
questions are exploratory and allow participants to interpret them (Fetterman, 
1998:44), and are used as opposed to close-ended questions which are more 
confirmatory. See Appendix B, C and D for the interview guides for each group of 
key informants.  

Each interview took place in 2007 and lasted for 30 to 90 minutes. They were 
digitally recorded with the participants’ permission; each participant completed a 
consent form to indicate this, however practical problems in doing this arose, see 
Section 5.3. The interviews were be conducted face to face in most instances, and 
were later be transcribed for analysis. Key informants from each of the groups were 
interviewed: music recording industry, musicians, and consumers. Interview guides 
for each group of key informants can be found in Appendix B, C and D. 

4.4.3.1 Key Informants – Music Recording Industry 

Avison, Fitzgerald and Powell (2001) refer to interviews as in-depth surveys that 
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attempt to obtain in-depth evidence from a relatively small number of informants. 
They advocate that such an approach allows the researcher “to seek new insights” so 
that the phenomena can be explored whilst gathering explanatory and descriptive 
material (Avison et al., 2001).  

Eight key informants from the music recording industry were interviewed to provide 
perspectives on a variety of topics related to online music distribution and use. They 
provided insights on the creation and distribution of online music, as they are 
perceived from the macro (industry) level. Their views on the current state of the 
Australian music recording industry were sought. They were also encouraged to 
comment on how the emergence of digital distribution has changed the way music 
reaches consumers. 

Industry stakeholders are sourced through networks of former students and industry 
associations. Radio stations, media organisations, legal professors and law 
enforcement groups may provide a source for such informants. Email is the primary 
method of communication, with phone calls used where necessary. The first contact 
consists of an outline of the project, and the aims of the data collection. Interested 
parties are offered an opportunity to participate, however no remuneration or reward 
is awarded for participation.  

4.4.3.2 Key Informants - Musicians 

It has been stressed that planning and executing properly placed questions while 
maintaining a flexible format is the essence of good ethnography (Fetterman, 
1998:40). This advice is helpful when conducting interviews with musicians, as very 
little was known about most of them before the interviews, so the interview format 
needed to be flexible to adjust to the topics that most related to them. 

Six musicians from the music industry were interviewed from Australia and New 
Zealand. Musicians provided insights on where they currently see themselves in the 
Australian music recording industry, and how they are using Internet technologies to 
distribute their music.  

Musicians were sourced through personal networks and connections to the local 
music industry. Email was the primary method of communication. The first contact 
consisted of an outline of the project, and the aims of the data collection. Interested 
parties were offered an opportunity to participate, however no remuneration or reward 
was awarded for participation. 

4.4.3.3 Key Informants – Music Consumers 

University student music consumers are important informants for this dissertation, 
participating in fourteen interviews. Two additional interviews with recently 
graduated tertiary students provide a reference point to music access and use after 
studying. There were sixteen interviews with music consumers in total. 

The tertiary student research subjects come from a range of age groups and disciplines 
(undergraduate or postgraduate degree) in the student population. Although the focus 
is on individuals who download and file share, some who do not are also included. All 
participants were asked to volunteer for the interviews with no reward being offered 
for their participation.  

Tertiary students are the focus of the majority of the interviews in this study for a 
number of reasons; the most profound is that they usually have ready access to the 
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Internet and also to networks of other students who may be engaging in file sharing. 
Another important reason is that students have less disposable income than those 
working full time, therefore they are more likely to download the music they desire. 
There have been a number of studies that focus on the downloading behaviour of 
tertiary students (Remington, 2006; Rob and Waldfogel, 2006), and Kinnally, Lacayo, 
McClung and Sapolsky (2008) justify their focus on students in several ways, giving 
further reasoning for the choice of students as a focus in this dissertation. 

• College students are uniquely immersed in the World Wide Web and in 
computer technologies in general as a part of their educational experiences.  

• They regularly participate in newsgroups and use Instant Messaging and email 
to communicate 

• The conflict over the effects of music downloading primarily involved the 
popular music that is marketed to, and consumed by, young people  

• Legal actions and educational campaigns have been focused on students 

Students were also chosen as the focus as they are easily accessible to the researcher, 
and they present an interesting and diverse group for the study of online behaviour. 
Although students do not represent the entire consumer segment, they account for a 
considerable proportion of consumers of music products and are part of a consumer 
group in which copying and sharing of digital content is prevalent (Remington, 2006). 
Students are identified as being more prone to copyright violations and piracy 
(Fetscherin, 2005).  

A requirement of the Ethical Consent process for this dissertation was that all student 
interview participants must have a pseudonym to represent their identity. To 
accommodate, each research subject was required to ‘make up’ a pseudonym at the 
beginning of his or her interview, and to use this name when signing the consent 
form. This ensured that their real name was not recorded anywhere, and thus cannot 
be used for prosecution. At no time is or was there any reference as to the actual 
identity of the participant. This however did pose some practical problems in sourcing 
participants for the interviews, discussed further in Section 5.3. 

In sourcing the students, volunteer sampling was used. This form of case selection is 
purposive rather than based on the principles of random or probability sampling and 
useful in situations where these other approaches are not appropriate (Jupp, 
2006:322). Jupp (2006:322) argues that this type of sampling is especially useful in 
sensitive research such as that in this dissertation. Students were sourced through 
physical (on campus) notices on message boards and in lectures, and through 
electronic (hosted off campus) notices on bulletin boards and blogs. When sourcing 
interview participants, details of the meeting time and place was included in the 
public ‘advertised’ notices. To take part in this research, participants met the 
researcher at the advertised public location, they then went on to the interview room. 

It is important to note that a focus in the interviews was given to the act of 
downloading and file sharing music, with little attention given to streaming 
distribution systems such as Internet radio. It is also important to note that mainstream 
or popular music tended to be the focus of the research. This also was not a conscious 
decision, but one born out of a lack of exposure to people interested in specific genres 
such as classical, jazz etc. 
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4.4.4 Focus Groups 

Focus groups are essentially group interviews that encourage interaction between 
participants. They have an 80 year tradition in behavioural science as a primary data 
source, and have their roots in studies of World War II training and morale films, and 
in studying persuasion communications and the effects of mass media (1940’s) 
(Stewart, Shamdasani and Rook, 2007). Focus groups can be useful in helping to 
explore, define and generate ideas (McMurray et al., 2004:203). In this dissertation, 
three focus groups were conducted with one of the stakeholder groups: music 
consumers. These participants were different to those who participated in the 
interviews.  

There are a number of advantages to using focus groups; they can be quick, they 
enable participants to interact directly, they are based on an open response format, it 
is possible to build up large/rich data, and they provide an environment for 
participants to react and build on responses of others (Stewart et al., 2007). However 
there are also a number of disadvantages that also need considering as they pertain to 
this dissertation; there may be undesirable effects (dominance, homogenous), and the 
resulting, (open) summary/interpretation can be difficult (Stewart et al., 2007). One 
additional disadvantage not discussed by Steward et al. is in creating an open 
environment so that students feel comfortable in talking about their (possible) illegal 
behaviour. The Pew survey (2005) reported that there is possible stigma associated 
with admitting to engaging in illegal downloading, so this may have been a barrier to 
discussions in the focus groups. 

The student participants in the focus groups come from a similar sample as the 
interviews with students; from a range of age groups and disciplines (undergraduate 
or postgraduate degree) in the student population. Each focus group had 2-4 
participants. They were asked to volunteer to participate in the focus groups with no 
reward being offered for their participation.  

Participants for the focus groups were sourced in the same way as for the interviews. 
The focus groups were semi-structured, guided by some brief questions, and lasting 
between 30 and 90 minutes, depending upon the interaction between participants 
within the group. They were digitally recorded with the participants’ permission; each 
participant must complete a consent form. The focus groups were conducted face to 
face. There were also important ethical considerations here (as with interviews) that 
needed to be addressed when arranging the interviews. The interviews were later 
transcribed for analysis and pseudonyms are the only reference to the participants’ 
identity. 

4.4.5 Limitations of Ethnography 

There are criticisms of ethnographies that need acknowledging, the main criticism 
being the choice of small samples in an ethnography which represents a trade-off 
between studying cases in depth or breadth (de Laine, 1997:24). The choice of small 
sample sizes provides an opportunity for deep analysis in an ethnography, resulting in 
thick descriptions (Geertz, 1973) of a particular setting or scenario. Rather than seeing 
this as a negative, purposefully choosing the setting (Patton, 1990:169) such as 
Roswell can provide a good opportunity to investigate a problem (file sharing) in 
great detail. Roswell was chosen purposefully as previously discussed. Because the 
purpose of this dissertation is to understanding the meanings shared by a social group 
(Roswell members) and their culturally specific model of experience (de Laine, 
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1997:46) this approach can help to gain a community member’s (or actor-oriented) 
perspective. 

4.4.6 Writing up Ethnography 

There is much emphasis on the ‘writing up’ process of ethnography. Myers argues 
that “one reason for this emphasis on writing is that an ethnographer, by definition, is 
someone who ‘writes about people’” (1999). So it is necessary to make decisions 
about how best to tell the ‘tale’. 

Van Maanen (1988) suggests that ethnographic writing takes several forms - the most 
familiar being realist, confessional and personal. He also briefly discusses other forms 
of ethnographic tales of which the 'critical' tale is the most relevant to this 
dissertation. The critical tale is concerned with illuminating social, political and other 
issues, rather than taking a neutral stance on the lives described. In critical tales, in 
contrast to traditional ethnographic representations, the ethnographic material does 
not take up all the text. Interwoven with this will be the discussion of the concepts and 
theoretical frameworks that inform the critical perspective. 

4.5 Conduct of the Study 

Music consumers, musicians and representatives from the music recording industry 
were interviewed in this study. They provided information that was useful in 
providing context for observing Roswell – an underground music file sharing 
community, which is the research site in this dissertation (discussed in detail in 
Chapter Five). In line with ethical guidelines, it was not possible for members of 
Roswell to be interviewed, so those generally engaging in downloading and file 
sharing were interviewed, some of whom participate in underground music file 
sharing communities such as Roswell. 

Immersion and my level of participation in the observations in terms of downloading 
and sharing music back within the community was minimal. As it is a requirement of 
members to actively participate on a regular basis, I did download some items and 
make them available so others could download (or share) them back from me. 
However as much of the content available through the community was unauthorised 
(and deemed illegal in Australia), I chose content to download that was the least likely 
to be unauthorised. There were no clear indicators in the community as to the 
authorisation of such files, however I used common sense to make decisions about 
which content to download. This included music like free to air national radio 
recordings (such as the Hottest 100) and freely available Internet radio recordings 
such as Armin van Buuren (a Dutch Internet radio DJ). 

Even though my role as a researcher in the ethnography can be classified as 
somewhere between a complete participant and participant as observer as 
characterised by Gold (1958), I engaged in minimal interaction with other members. I 
did become fully part of the setting in order to gain insights, however because of the 
covert nature of the participant observations, interactions with other members were 
not encouraged. 

Eight key informants from the recording industry were interviewed. The industry 
‘experts’ all agreed to their real names being revealed in this study. All but one 
interview was conducted face to face. I was unable to travel to interview Robin 
Simpson so the interview was conducted by phone. The industry interviewees were all 
recorded and are summarised in Table 4; more detailed information can be found in 
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Appendix A.  

Interviewee Organisation Role 

Nikki Murrell Telstra Heads the team responsible for BigPond music  

Music Distribution 

Sabiene Hiendl 

 

MIPI – Music Industry 

Piracy Investigations 

Head of MIPI Australia  

Legal/Copyright enforcement 

Meegan Henderson Universal Music 

 

Head of Digital Music in Australia  

Record Label 

Kim Weatherall 

 

University of 
Queensland 

Lobbies for copyright reform in Australia 

Professor of Law 

Dale Clapperton 

 

Electronic Frontiers 

Australia (EFA) 

Head of the Internet civil liberties group  

Lobbyist and Spokesperson 

John Lamp 

 

Community Radio 
Announcer 

Active in the music festival scene in Australia 

94.7 The Pulse Community Radio – Geelong Victoria 

Robin Simpson Freelance Journalist Has an interest in technology developments 

Media Reporter 

Neil Wedd 

 

Band Manager 

 

Runs the Indie Initiative newsletter and website 

Active in the live music scene in Australia 

Table 4: Summary of Interviews with the Music Recording Industry  

Six musicians from the music industry were interviewed from Australia and New 
Zealand. Musicians provided details on their role in the Australian music recording 
industry, and how they are using Internet technologies to distribute their music. All 
interviews were conducted face to face, and all except one gave consent to their real 
names being used. The one musician that did not give permission also gave insights 
from a student perspective about accessing and using music, so thus had to remain 
anonymous. The musician interviewees were all recorded and are summarised in 
Table 5; more detailed information can be found in Appendix A. 

Interviewee Role Location 

Oli Wilson Electronic Musician 

& PhD Student 

Dunedin, New Zealand 

Francesca de Valance Singer and Musician Brisbane, Australia 

Daniel Hofmann 

 

Independent Musician 

& Undergraduate Student 

Geelong, Australia 

 

Bree-Arne Chamley Folk Musician Geelong, Australia 

Aaron Ruutz Rock Musician Brisbane, Australia 

Jimmy (pseudonym) Electronic Musician  

& Undergraduate Student 

Brisbane, Australia 

Table 5: Summary of Interviews with Musicians  
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Fourteen tertiary student music consumers were interviewed, and they are important 
informants for this study. Two additional interviews were conducted with recently 
graduated tertiary students to provide a reference point to music use after studying. 
Sixteen interviews with music consumers were conducted in total. The music 
consumer interviewees were all recorded and are summarised in Table 6; more 
detailed information can be found in Appendix A. 

Interviewee Role Location 

Alex Undergraduate Student & DJ Brisbane, Australia 

Angus Ex-tertiary student Brisbane, Australia 

Bill Undergraduate Student Brisbane, Australia 

Brad Undergraduate Student Brisbane, Australia 

Cassandra Postgraduate Student Brisbane, Australia 

Eugene Undergraduate Student Brisbane, Australia 

Gates Undergraduate Student Brisbane, Australia 

Jason Undergraduate Student & DJ Brisbane, Australia 

John Postgraduate Student Brisbane, Australia 

Katie Ex-Tertiary Student  Brisbane, Australia 

Michael Undergraduate Student Brisbane, Australia 

Richard Postgraduate Student Brisbane, Australia 

Rusty Undergraduate Student Brisbane, Australia 

Sid Postgraduate Student Brisbane, Australia 

Snitz Postgraduate Student Brisbane, Australia 

Succi Undergraduate Student Hanover, Germany 

Table 6: Summary of Interviews with Music Consumers (Tertiary Students) 

Each interview with music consumers occurred at Griffith University or in the local 
Brisbane area. The pilot interview, which was conducted in Germany took place at the 
Fachhochschule Hanover - University of Applied Sciences and Arts in Hanover, 
Germany in February 2007. I was teaching an unrelated course and took the 
opportunity to talk to local students.   

Each of the three focus groups consisted of 3-4 tertiary students; they were conducted 
as a pre-cursor to the interviews, helping to shape the interview questions. The focus 
groups were conducted face to face. There were also important ethical considerations 
here (as with interviews) that needed to be addressed when arranging the focus 
groups. The group interviews were later transcribed for analysis and pseudonyms 
were the only reference to the participants’ identity.  
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4.5.1 Analysing the Literature 

The qualitative analysis software tool Nvivo8 was used in conducting the literature 
review for this dissertation. Traditionally Nvivo has been used mostly for data 
collected in the field but now it is being used more regularly for reviewing literature; 
see the recent paper by Bandara (2006) in which she presents “an illustrative 
demonstration of Nvivo2 for research management”, however di Gregorio started the 
discussion back in 2000 when she demonstrated the tools in Nvivo2’s toolkit which 
she believes “support the various processes and strategies involved in constructing 
arguments from the literature” (2000). More recently, some other papers on how to 
use the software for research have been published, and are useful in providing advice 
to researchers (Dean and Sharp, 2006; Woods and Wickam, 2006).  

Each research paper analysed for the literature review in this dissertation was 
imported into the software to help in identifying themes and classifying the literature 
data for writing about it. The software was useful in managing the large amount of 
research papers over the period of the dissertation (three and a half years). Details of 
how the software was used is outlined Beekhuyzen (2007; 2008). 

4.5.2 Recording the Observations 

The observations of Roswell took 120 days, being split into Phase 1 – 30 days, and 
Phase 2 - 90 days. The 30 consecutive days of observations that formed Phase 1 of the 
ethnography were useful in identifying issues to inform the further 90 days of Phase 2 
observations that took place. It also helped in documenting some of the background 
information about the community, in getting familiar with its processes, and also in 
exploring the community with a view to collecting data, i.e. what, when, how to 
collect the data.  

The observations were recorded on one day out of each week, however it was possible 
at this time to retrieve recorded data from each day of the week (on this day) by going 
to previous days records; this one-day record provided a snapshot of activities for that 
week. The recording included dating each hard copy observation sheet and recording 
the time observing for that day began and concluded. It also included recording 
information presented on the home/welcome page of the site which changed 
somewhat frequently over the 120 days, roles of members that were currently listed 
(summaries, the full details were placed in a spreadsheet), recording all music added 
since the last observation activity one week prior (and their details), and then 
separating out the music content such as albums and tracks and music videos (the full 
content listings contain other categories of content other than music-related content). 
Additional notes about members and music content were recorded on the observation 
sheet, all related data was cut and pasted into a spreadsheet for easier organising and 
later analysis. Ideas and related comments were recorded on the observation sheet. 

4.6 Ethical and Practical Issues in Data Collection 

As this dissertation is based on a sensitive and highly debated topic, there were a 
number ethical issues that arose; such as the need to gain ethical clearance for the 
interviews, focus groups and observations. Ethical issues in sourcing participants for 
the interviews and focus groups also caused some practical challenges for data 
collection.  
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4.6.1 Ethical Clearance 

The ethics approval process was very useful for the development of the methodology 
for this dissertation. Because of the nature of the sensitive data being collected (in 
some cases relating to illegal activities) from the research subjects, it was necessary to 
be very clear in how the research subject’s personal information would be treated. It 
was essential that no identifying information as kept about research subjects, either in 
hard copy or electronic form. This however did pose some challenges for contacting 
potential music consumer participants (as email was not an option for contact). The 
means to identify and contact participants is discussed further in Section 4.4.3.3. The 
host university gave ethical clearance for this dissertation (GU Protocol Number 
ICT/20/06/HREC).  

4.6.2 Practical Challenges in Observations 

The Roswell community is explored through observations. It has been reported that 
direct observation may be more reliable than what people say in many instances 
(Järvinen, 2001:137) and it compliments other methods in this dissertation. A way to 
understand culture through observations is for the researcher to interpret signs to gain 
their meaning within the culture itself (Geertz, 1973). 

Because of ethical reasons and the (il)legality of the context being studied, participant 
observation had to be dealt with carefully. Activities occurring in Roswell were 
observed covertly so that the daily activities and rituals would not be disrupted, and 
also to remain as a member of the community. A stipulation of the approval of the 
human research ethics approval was that any links to the community would be 
removed upon completion of the dissertation.  

Individual online forum posts were not collected in this dissertation, in line with 
Sanders’ approach where “no information can be personally identified” (2005). Using 
online observation data for research without direct permission meets Marx’s (1998) 
criteria of protecting individuals from harm. 

4.6.3 Practical Challenges in Interviews 

There is no denying that at least some of the data collected in the observations and in 
the interviews and focus groups, reveals illegal behaviour. This posed a particular 
challenge in this dissertation, as investigating illegal behaviour is not common in 
research about technology, so a careful ethical approach was necessary. Contacting 
potential participants for interviews and focus groups is one challenge, as the real 
names of student research subjects cannot be recorded in any form. Thus contacting 
them in any written way was not possible. The other main challenge was in 
encouraging participants to discuss what could be considered ‘sensitive’ topics of 
unauthorised music file sharing. Another challenge was how to report the results 
without revealing the identity of the community or its members. 

Some argue that regardless of how prepared you may be, creating a positive interview 
experience for the participant can be a challenge when trying to ensure the quality of 
the data and maintain the participant’s right to privacy (Fetterman, 1998:40). Creating 
a positive interview experience for both the participant and myself was a challenge in 
this research for a number of reasons.  

Firstly, the interview discussions referred to illegal conduct so the topic has to be 
dealt with carefully. It was important to create an environment where participants feel 
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comfortable and not judged in discussing their online music behaviour. Järvinen 
(2001:84) warns of the danger of “lies, deceptions, evasions, conjectures”, which 
could be presented by the research subjects, in both the online environment and the 
offline space. This is particularly relevant to a discussion about illegal file sharing 
behaviour because of the possible stigma associated with such activity (Pew, 2005). 
The possibility of talking or being seen to be engaging in illegal practices may also 
encourage the research subjects to give false and misleading information. Järvinen 
(2001:84) comments, “this information is exceedingly valuable to the fieldworker 
when it is recognized as false”. 

There were also important ethical considerations when arranging the interviews as 
discussed in Section 4.4.3. The methods of contact used ensured the research subjects 
anonymity. The interviews were transcribed for analysis and pseudonyms were the 
only reference to the participants’ identity at any time. 

4.7 Reflexivity of the Researcher 

One essential characteristic of critical research is reflexivity, which is also important 
when adopting an actor-network theory approach (Latour, 1998). Reflexivity requires 
an awareness of the researcher's contribution to the construction of meanings 
throughout the research process. Critical researchers need to be willing to be critical 
about their own assumptions, beliefs and ideologies (Stahl, 2008). This dissertation 
was initially motivated by the view that there is injustice in the way that file sharing is 
portrayed in the mainstream, and that motivations to engage in file sharing are more 
complex than the view to pirate or to purchase (Fetscherin, 2005). Rather, music 
consumers sit on a continuum of use for their music access activities (Singh et al., 
2005). Through being a part of this previous empirical research, it was possible to 
gain an understanding of the multiple ways firstly to access and use online music, and 
also to being to understand the varying motivations for doing so. 

One challenge in this dissertation has been to find the best way of describing online 
music activities in the most appropriate way. The terms ‘online music access and use’ 
were chosen as the best way to do this, as they infer to explain the research subject’s 
music activities when searching for, and downloading music (access), and listening, 
and sharing (use). This classification also makes a clear distinction between 
distribution and use, and this classification is used throughout this dissertation when 
referring to the macro and micro context of the IT Artifact (Benbasat and Zmud, 
2003). The classification is introduced in Chapter One, Figure 3. 

The initial starting point for this research was that file sharing is most often portrayed 
in a negative light, and that those who participate in this activity are not necessarily 
malicious in their intent. I also didn’t believe the comments in the media that file 
sharing was impacting on the music recording industry as significantly as the general 
public is led to believe. It was my belief that file sharing was a culturally influenced 
activity not well understood, and that with its widespread growth it was an area 
needing urgent research attention.  

One final point needing discussion is how the nature of this research can make a 
practical difference to the design of future generations of online music systems. This 
dissertation is emancipatory (Stahl and Brooke, 2008) in that it strives to give those 
engaging in file sharing a voice of reason in the often unreasonable file sharing debate 
presented in the media. The voices of those in positions of power in the music 
recording industry are often the only ones heard. The legal cases against consumers, 



A critical ethnography of an online file sharing community: an actor-network theory perspective of 

controversies in the digital music world  

Chapter Four: Research Methodology 

Page 88 of 269 

© J.P. Beekhuyzen 2009 

particularly those with unsubstantiated remuneration rewards for the music recording 
industry (such as the recent damages of millions of dollars for downloading 24 songs 
in the US) are often given extensive coverage in the media. Those on the other side of 
the debate usually are either ignored, or portrayed as traitors and deviants in the 
discussions. 

A goal of this dissertation is also to be practical in its outcomes and influence. Giving 
detailed insight into the day-to-day activities of file sharers, it is hoped that the 
findings and subsequent outcomes from this research are used to develop online 
music systems that better fit the culture of users. By understanding the motivations 
behind the differing ideologies of not only music consumers, but also musicians and 
those in the recording music industry, it is clear that there is no one clear solution to 
improving the way music is distributed and used. However in taking note of those 
elements of underground music file sharing communities that sustain active 
participation and reciprocity, it is possible to extend current commercial music 
information systems to better serve the needs of consumers. 

4.8 Conclusion 

From a critical ethnography perspective, the responsibility of a researcher in a social 
situation does not end with the development of sound explanations and 
understandings of it, but must extend to a critique of unjust and inequitable conditions 
of the situation; essentially questioning commonsense assumptions about society and 
the ideologies promoted by dominating institutions. 

The focus of this dissertation is on an underground music file sharing community, 
however it was useful to talk to key informants during the fieldwork to put the 
community and member’s activities in context. Key informants can be a useful way to 
explore the how cultural ethos is reflected in selected aspects of everyday. They allow 
us to focus on particular behaviours in particular settings rather than attempt to 
portray a whole cultural system. This is a useful way to look at the activities in 
accessing and using music (searching, downloading, listening and sharing), and how 
it is done in different settings. 

Using interviews, focus groups and observations as primary tools for data collection 
has enabled the creation of ‘thick descriptions’ (Geertz, 1973) of the download culture 
of file sharing, giving rich insights into everyday activities. Thirty interviews and 
three focus groups were conducted, as were 120 days of observation of the Roswell 
underground music file sharing community. Splitting the observations into two phases 
enabled changes to the interview, focus group and observation approaches prior to 
using them for Phase 2 of the data collection.  
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5 Chapter Five: Introducing the Roswell Community 

5.1 Introduction 

Back in Chapter one, the IT Artifact as defined by Benbasat and Zmud (2003) was 
presented to define the context for this dissertation. The model makes the distinction 
between the macro and the micro contexts, which in this case are applied to online 
music access and use. This distinction is useful in this dissertation to identify and 
contextualise the actors in the actor-network. When using this conceptualisation to 
understand the IT artifact that enables the Roswell community, the micro layers 
(artifact and task/s) generally refer to music access - searching, downloading, 
listening and sharing music; and use - and the location within which it occurs 
(Roswell). The macro layers (structure/s and context/s) include the systems and 
technology used to distribute music, and those involved in the creation of the music.  

This chapter introduces the IT artifact which supports the Roswell community; it is 
situated within the micro layer of Zmud and Benbasat’s classification presented in 
Figure 3: Section 2.1. This chapter puts the methodology discussed in the previous 
chapter into context by presenting a description of Roswell – the underground music 
file sharing community under investigation in this dissertation. It contributes overall 
to the dissertation by providing details about the community being studied through 
looking at the way the everyday activities that make up the norms and rituals of the 
community. 

The well-known online store iTunes is used as a reference point in comparison to 
Roswell, and Alter’s Work System Method (2006) is used to frame the discussion. 
The framework is used to introduce the relatively unknown world of underground 
music file sharing communities, and the comparison helps to identify the differences 
in the systems, but overwhelmingly there are many similarities. Alter’s Work System 
Method is useful in expressing the comparison in systems terms, as it uses a construct 
from the literature that many information systems researchers are familiar with. It 
provides a systematic framework for gaining a better understanding of file sharing. 

5.2 The Roswell Community 

Roswell is a form of computer-mediated communication that is defined by 
participation and presence (Campbell et al., 2002). Like the online forum explored by 
Campbell et al., it exhibits “tribe-like” group boundaries.  

Roswell is a secret, private community and as previously discussed, due to its 
'underground' nature and the commitment to ethical policies guiding this project, the 
real name cannot be disclosed; and it bears no relevance on the details presented here. 
The pseudonym name given to the community for this study – Roswell, however does 
have some symbolic meaning. The real name of the community made reference to 
UFO conspiracy theories in the United States, and its somewhat ‘secret’ nature, so the 
name Roswell (the location of one of the largest alleged conspiracies in New Mexico) 
is an appropriate label. Additionally, what is considered the foundation study of 
online communities was the WELL study by Howard Rheingold (1993). So the 
naming of the community for this study is somewhat a tribute to research traditions. 

Roswell is an online community set up primarily to share media content such as 
music, movies, software and games. It is an invitation-only community which is 
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accessible by logging onto a website after being invited and accepted as a member 
(otherwise the site isn’t visible and cant be accessed through the web). There doesn’t 
appear to be any other entry criteria for joining, other than knowing a member to get 
an invitation, and having a valid email address in order to receive the invitation. The 
community uses a website to give users access to available content, and a range of 
other services. 

Roswell is small in comparison to other file sharing communities such as 
thepiratebay.org (see Appendix J – Glossary of Websites), however it is in many 
senses more of a community. Membership provides a boundary for the community, 
and members enjoy a sense of exclusivity as all requests to join are screened. This is 
different to public file sharing which is open to anyone with an Internet connection. 
There are a number of other characteristics that encourage the view of Roswell as a 
community, and these were first identified during Phase 1 of the observations. 

5.2.1 Insights from Phase One 

There were number of useful ‘lessons learnt’ from Phase 1 which helped in guiding a 
deeper analysis of the relevant issues in Phase 2: 

• Confirming I have adequate access to the community for the required period of 
time 

• Exploring the available content (music, movies, TV episodes, games, software 
etc) and what would be relevant to capture 

• Understanding the technology architecture supporting the site 
• Gaining insight into the community architecture, community structure and the 

various online services available to members 

• Beginning to understand the responsibilities of community members, the rules of 
the community and the ways in which members communicate. 

With some knowledge of these elements of the community, I initially found that: 

• There is a real sense of ‘community’ and it is about more than just sharing music 
content; there is a range of other content available as well as various other 
member services 

• Certain characteristics can be identified that seem to support a sustainable 
community – quality control, rules, roles, detailed information, range of content 
available 

• Participation is an important component for sustainability of this community 
• A medium level of technical competence is necessary to engage in the community 
• There appear to be benefits of having somewhat strict control over the sharing of 

content (eg in terms of quality), however this also brings limitations on content 
choice. Interesting is the apparent contradiction between the open philosophy of 
file sharing, and the seemingly strict controls within the community 

• It is important to take copies of any community pages wanted for later analysis 
because all content on the community is deleted after 49 days and can no longer 
be retrieved 

Phase 1 was important in understanding that underground music file sharing 
communities have their own language and jargon. The insights from Phase 1 were 
used to guide a deeper analysis of the relevant issues when commencing Phase Two. 
The further 90 days (Phase 2) were spent understanding the types of content being 
downloaded, the frequency, the language used and other relevant aspects of the 
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community environment. The data collected in both phases is presented in an 
integrated way in Chapter Eight – Roswell Community. 

Phase 1 was also useful to help become familiar with the day-to-day norms of the 
community. This familiarity gave some insight into the sense of community that 
appeared to exist although how exactly was not clear in Phase 1. It also gave insight 
to the necessity of active participation within the community and how important this 
appeared to be for its sustainability. Lastly, the familiarity clearly highlighted the 
need for a high level of technical competence in order to participate in the 
community. These elements of the community are now discussed. 

5.3 Understanding Community Norms 

An online community consists of people, a shared purpose, policies and computer 
systems (Preece, 2000) and this description is fit for this study. To understand how 
people engage in the community, it is useful to look at member’s everyday activities 
that constitute their participation (everyday refers to each time the member enters the 
community which may occur once a day, multiple times a day or less frequently). 

The community is based on peer-to-peer technology using BitTorrent protocols; 
suggesting that members need to have at least a medium level of competence with 
using Internet technologies. The community uses a website as the ‘social space’ and is 
where all links (.torrent files) to available downloadable content are managed and 
made available by a core group of administrators and system operators (See Figure 6: 
User Classes). Different classes of members have different privileges in the 
community. 

 

Figure 6: User Classes 

Members can download available digital content files using a torrent software 
application (such as uTorrent). Once downloaded, the software reads the torrent link 
(an information file) and the downloadable file (stored on one to many member’s 
PCs) begins to download. These links then take the member to the downloadable file 
stored on another users' computer (not stored within the community). 
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5.3.1 Roles in the Community 

Participation in the community can be seen through the activities a member engages 
in within the online community, and the discussion here is from the point of view of a 
Power User (me – Kukulcan).  

The community logo sits in the top left of the screen, and the member is welcomed 
with “Welcome back, name” (where name is the registered username) – See Figure 7. 
Alongside this is a link to log out, and to invite someone. Below this information is 
the member’s current share ratio, the users' total uploaded and downloaded amounts 
in gigabytes (which is the basis for the calculation of the share ratio), any IRC bonus 
(IRC – Inter Relay Chat was not part of the observations), a yes/no if the member uses 
IRC ‘InIRC’, the number of active torrents with a green arrow for content currently 
being shared and a red arrow for content currently being downloaded. Lastly, it lists 
the number of received and sent messages (additionally notifying of new messages), 
and an image, which is a link to your personal profile. This information is visible on 
every page of the community. 

 

Figure 7: Member Welcome Bar 

The community welcome page is a useful source of data about members and the 
available content. Taken from here, the data recorded on the observation sheet over 
the period has the following information: 
 

Table 7: Summary of Community Activities 

The hyperlink of the Members name in Figure 7 links directly to the member’s 
personal Profile page. The Profile page lists details of the currently logged in 
member. The member’s name is listed in bold at the top of the page, along with a logo 
automatically added when the account was created.  

Date: 10/5/07

Time: 8:47 am

Statistics: Registered users: 1240

Unconfirmed: -

Torrents: 760

Peers: 4213

Seeders: 3943

Leechers 270

Seeder/leech ratio (%): 1460

Total downloaded: 235.82 TB

Total uploaded: 350.98 TB

Server load (%): 8

Active users: 6
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Figure 8: Individual Member Profile Page 

The date and time (join date) the member joined is listed, as is the date and time the 
member was last online (last seen). The member’s IP address is recorded. Invited by 
is member who sent the invitation to the new member, and invites has a hyperlink to 
the invitation system referring to how many invites the member has available to give 
to non-members. Max. (Maximum) torrents refer to the maximum amount of torrents 
working at any one time in the history of the account. 

Next the total uploaded and downloaded in the community is listed in gigabytes 
(removed for anonymity), and the member’s share ratio is listed calculated on this. A 
smiley face indicated if the share ratio is good or bad (above 1 is good, means more is 
uploaded than downloaded). The member’s class is listed as are the number of torrent 

comments made. The number of forum posts by the member is also listed. Finally, the 
files the member is currently seeding are listed, as are the files currently being 
leeched. The categories and data listed here are the same as what can be found in the 
content listing Browse: All. 

The current active users are also listed on the Home page as a dynamic list. Figure 9 
shows six users currently online including myself, Kukulcan, with active links to each 
active member’s profile. 
 

 

Figure 9: Active Users 

On an arbitrary day of the observations, the site lists 1174 registered members in the 
community. Each member is categorised in one of the following 7 member groups. 
Members are considered either active or non-active at any particular time.  In order of 
assumed authority, the site lists: 
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• 11 administrators (0.9% of total members) 

• 3 system operators (0.2% of total members) 

• 5 moderators (0.4% of total members  - can edit/delete uploaded torrents) 

• 42 uploaders (3.6% of total members - a power user with upload rights) 

• 93 VIP (8% of total members - same privileges as power user/elite member of 
community) 

• 596 power users (51% of total members - can download over 1MB and view 
information files)  

• 422 users (36% of total members - default class of new members).  

A member’s Class is determined by their share ratio. This ratio is calculated on a 
member’s volume of downloads compared to the amount of they share with the 
community. For example, a share ratio of 1 means that a member has shared the same 
amount of content they have downloaded from the community. Note: share does not 
equate with uploading new content. 

The member roles determine member privileges and are useful to gauge if the 
membership base changed over the observation period. This dynamic list gives 
accurate details of the number of members at any one time, however in every instance 
of observing, there were notable discrepancies between the combined total of 
members listed in different parts of the community. 

The statistics presented on the Home page listed the following registered members 
over the observation period Table 8. The smallest number was 1240 on the first week 
of observation, and this grew steadily over the 10-week period. There were between 6 
and 20 active members (members logged into the community) at any one time during 
the observations. 

147 new members joined over the 10-week period, that is assuming none of them left 
or were removed (it is not possible to track this) from the community. 

 

Table 8: Registered Members 

Using the information found through the 'profile' option, the complete lists of 
members from A-Z were cut and paste into a spreadsheet and sorted by 'class'. This 
allowed the view of the distribution of members across the various member classes. 

Unconfirmed: Active users:

10/05/07 1240 - 6

15/05/07 1263 - 17

22/05/07 1283 - 9

28/05/07 1287 - 9

04/06/07 1303 - 11

12/06/07 1320 - 8

19/06/07 1323 - 10

28/06/07 1359 - 20

03/07/07 1364 - 13

10/07/07 1387 6

Registered 

users:
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The following table shows the number of members that were listed as registered 
members each week of the observation period. 
 

 

Table 9: Weekly Member Totals 

The discrepancy between the totals can be seen in Table 8 and Table 9 where the 
weekly totals are listed. It is not clear why there is a discrepancy, only that the 
number of members listed in the table with the weekly totals always appears to be less 
than those listed in the registered members table. Possible explanations for this may 
be that Table 9 (weekly totals) is not up to date, or that some members have more 
than one role and only one of the roles for each person are included in the 'weekly 
totals' table. 

5.3.2 Navigating the Community 

The rituals of members are closely related to the options visible on the Navigation Bar 
(See Figure 10), with the following discussion focused around the commonly used 
features within Browse: All.  

Figure 10: Navigation Bar 

The navigation bar allows members to move to any part of the community at any time 
from any other location within the community. There is a link to:  

• 'Home' - the welcome page is displayed upon login,  
• 'Browse: All' – listing all content in the order it was uploaded  
• 'Browse: Scene' – pre-release material (which are also listed under ‘all’) 
• 'Upload' – the page to upload new content to the community 
• 'Bitbucket' – the page to upload an avatar to a profile. It is a community tool to 

upload personal files (an image file in this case) and then to display the 
avatar, the URL to the uploaded file is given.  

• 'Profile' – linking to the logged in person's personal details that they have 
added to the site (if any),  

• 'Forums' – links to discussions on topics such as requests for content, 
discussion of technical issues of the site and general chat,  

• 'Top 10', contains lists of the top 25 countries (not top 10) that have the most 
activity. Not all countries are real countries; it is unclear how these 
countries are classified. 

• 'Log', this is a log of all uploads, edits and deletions from the site 
• 'Rules' – a list of the rules of being a member in the community  

Administrators Moderators Pow er users Sys ops Uploaders Users V IP WEEKLY TOTAL

10/05/07 11 3 597 3 41 442 94 1191

15/05/07 11 3 595 3 41 454 94 1201

22/05/07 12 3 594 3 41 462 94 1209

28/05/07 12 3 596 4 40 469 94 1218

04/06/07 12 3 594 4 40 478 94 1225

12/06/07 12 3 591 4 41 494 93 1238

19/06/07 12 3 589 4 41 499 93 1241

28/06/07 13 3 593 4 41 518 94 1266

03/07/07 13 3 596 4 40 519 94 1269

10/07/07 13 3 596 4 40 519 94 1269
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• 'FAQ' – answers to frequently asked questions about the community 
• 'Links' – links to a range of information about BitTorrent and how to use it 
• 'Staff' – this page doesn’t show any details (possibly because I am not a staff) 
• 'Donations' – information about how to donate money to the community 

(which appears to be used to upgrade and maintain the hardware the site 
uses). 

The Browse: All option lists all content available for download. The majority of 
activity for a User or Power User is situated here, with the other community features 
featured on the Navigation Bar seen as periphery activities and not core to the average 
member participating in the community. For instance, the content found in Browse: 

Scene can also be found in Browse: All; the Upload and Staff features are not 
available to Users or Power Users; the Bitbucket and Donations features are used 
only on occasion to upload a new image or to give a monetary donation; the Rules, 
FAQ, and Links features are information pages mostly used when first joining the 
community and not really used on an ongoing basis; the Profile and Top 10 features 
are dynamically updated so they give up to date information, but are also only used on 
a rare need-to-know basis, much like the information pages. Other features such as 
Forums are used also as information sources; however observing such activities 
situated here posed difficulties from an ethical perspective so they are not discussed, 
although it is acknowledged that they are an important, but not integral part of the 
community. The Forums is a discussion board posting links to discussions on topics 
such as requests for content, discussion of technical issues of the site and general chat. 
Due to ethical reasons, the forum was not included in the covert observations and is 
not discussed further. 

The Rules page lists the rules relating to being a member in the community. The rules 
state that the members must participate, and also give details on how to name content 
correctly. It states that the filenames applied to new uploads must be descriptive, and 
particularly television episodes need to be named in a particular way to maintain 
consistency. More general information can be found in the Links provided, and details 
about the Rules are given in the Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ). 

The Links page provides links to a range of internal information in addition to 
external websites with information about BitTorrent and how to use it (See Figure 
11). 
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Figure 11: Links 

The FAQ page (Figure 12) lists answers to frequently asked questions about the 
community and how it works. The list is presented as a topic and associated 
questions. The topics include: site information, user information, stats, uploading, 
downloading, how can I improve my download speed, my ISP uses a transparent 
proxy, what should I do?, why cant I connect? Is the site blocking me?, and what if I 
can’t find the answer to my problem here? 
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Figure 12: Frequently asked questions 

The Donations page has information about how to donate money to the community 
through PayPal account. Donations appear to be used to upgrade and maintain the 
hardware the site uses. Members making donations are rewarded by having their share 
ration increased (leading to the likelihood of moving up a member class eg user to 
power user – see Figure 6: User Classes). 

On the Home page, members are given an option to donate money to the 
administrators; either through PayPal, the post or direct debit to one of the 
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administrators. The announcement suggests that if a member donates, they are 
rewarded with upload quota. This can help to redeem a bad share ratio, and to support 
sustainability of the community. 

The Home page is a useful source of data about the community and its content. Taken 
from here, the data recorded on the observation sheet over the period has the 
following information. The stated purpose of the community is listed as follows: 

“Our goal is not to become another Bytemonsoon or Suprnova (not 
dissing either of them though). The goal is to provide absolutely the latest 

stuff. Therefore, only specially authorised users have permission to 
upload torrents. If you have access to 0-day stuff do not hesitate to 

contact us!  
(NOTE: contact is a hyperlink to the community messaging system)”. 

Stuff refers to music, movie, television, books, software and games content. It is 
useful to start by examining how this stuff is exchanged from the perspective of those 
participating. In doing this, it is important to remember the distinction between 
members that administer and maintain the site (sys operators, administrators and 
moderators), members with privileges to upload (uploader), and members with few 
privileges (power users, users and VIPS) – (See Figure 6: User Classes). The majority 
of members don’t have any administrator rights and have limited privileges in 
accessing the content and tools compared to the other two groups. Those in this least 
privileged member group (of which Kukulcan belongs) basically engage in three 
activities: browsing content, downloading and sharing content, and interacting with 

other members. 

5.3.3 Browsing Content 

Browsing content through the Browse: All option on the navigation bar provides 
access to all content available for download. It is listed in the order it was uploaded, 
with some minor exceptions. Content from the last 49 days is available and presented 
as a list of 15 items per page. Members can customise how many listings of content to 
view on each page, how to order the content, and how to group it (See Figure 13). 
Fifteen pieces of content are listed by default on each ‘browse’ page. 

 

Figure 13: Customising the display 

Content is listed in order of date/time added (except in a few instances), and its 
category is visible. The listing of 'all' content is much like a dynamic television 
program guide, being added to many times a day with new things to 
watch/listen/read/play. In this way, a user browsing has the ability to look back on 
approximately one month of content at any time, as well as browsing for new content 
being added during each day and night.  

The main differences in the television analogy are that you can not only 'watch' 
(access) content that is being screened (uploaded) right now (or even from that day), 
but you can search and browse back through previously uploaded content to the 
community for what could be considered a reasonable period of time (49 days). The 
other main difference is that there is little predictability in what content will be 
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uploaded at any time (very different to the usually predictable daily/weekly shows on 
television). With less predictably, the most recent airings (or pre-airings in Australia) 
of weekly television shows from the US (such as Desperate Housewives), and airings 
of popular weekly local free-to-air television shows (such as Denton) are among the 
most regularly uploaded to the community, and you can even expect to see the latest 
blockbuster movie at some time either before it is released in Australia (and even in 
the US sometimes – such as the Simpsons Movie) or just after, but with music it is 
difficult to predict what content will be made available. The main exception to this are 
the annual Triple J Hottest 100 (top 100 songs of the year) which is aired on the ABC 
National Radio Station, and recordings of televised live concerts such as ‘farm aid’ 
and similar charity concerts/performances (often these will only be snippets of the 
bands and not the entire show). 

Browsing content can also be done via the Search option by selecting one or multiple 
categories and either searching with a blank text field (to return all content in a 
particular category/ies) or by entering part or the entire word/s of choice. By entering 
text into the search box, all content can be searched. It is possible to define which 
categories to search in either by drop down list or by selecting the check boxes for the 
required categories, and whether to include ‘dead’ links (links no longer visible) is 
also an option. 

 

Figure 14: Search Option 

The 18 available categories of content are:. The categories are: Anime, Apple, Apps, 
Asian, Console, Documentaries, eBooks, Episodes, Games, IMDB/Top250, Linux, 
Misc, Movies/DVD-R, Movies/H.264, Movies/XviD, Music, Music Vids, and Porn.  
One or multiple category check boxes can be selected. Of these uploads, music is 
generally in MP3 format. Music videos are mostly in .avi format. 

Content is listed in a table format (See Figure 16) and can also be navigated through 
by selecting pages of listings represented as a link to blocks of 15 content listings 
(Figure 15). 

 

Figure 15: Navigate the pages of content 

On an arbitrary day, 734 torrent files were listed on the site. There were 4070 peers 
(those currently connected to the network), and this can be broken down into 3782 
seeds and 268 leeches. A seed is a member who is uploading (sharing) one or more of 
the 734 torrent files; and a leech is someone who is currently downloading (leeching) 
from a seed. This results in a 1313 % seed/leech ratio. Keep in mind that sharing and 
downloading are separate tasks and that a user can be a seed and leech of multiple 
files at a time. This becomes obvious when you consider there are only 1172 
registered members (this is discussed further in section Table 8).  
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Once the desired content is found, downloading and sharing can begin. The desired 
content can be downloaded by clicking on the hyperlinked name in the list. Figure 16 
shows how each piece of content is listed in a row of the table (select a piece of 
content - e.g. an album or a music video), and then it is necessary to drill down on 
each to view the content’s own page listing its details.  

 

Figure 16: Content Listing 

With 18 categories of content and approximately 50 uploads daily to the site, making 
content easily accessible is necessary. As such, content is arranged by date uploaded 
(except in a few instances), and lists summary information. Content is listed 
according to:  

• Type - a picture relating to the category content belongs to eg music 
• Name - of the content – there are rules for the naming of content files 
• Files - the number of files included in the download eg an album may have 

13 music files in total 
• Comm - the number of comments recorded 
• Added - the date and time the content was uploaded, 
• TTL – time left to leech – time remaining until the file is removed from 

the community 
• Size - of the entire download (all 'files' together),  
• Snatched - the amount of times the file has been downloaded 
• Seeders (Seeds)- number of users currently sharing the file 
• Leechers (Leeches)- number of users currently downloading the file 
• Upped by – naming the uploader and a hyperlink to their profile 

The size of content available ranges widely from what could be considered very small 
(1 megabyte) to very large (60 gigabytes). This could suggest that a significant 
amount of storage space is needed, however due to this community using distributed 
technology, the servers that actually host the community don’t host all the content.  

The server load is listed below the stats on the Home page. The dynamic listing 
presents the current load of the server/tracker (the amount being used), also displayed 
pictorially (Figure 17). Under the green bar are the current time and some data that 
appears quite cryptic and its meaning is unknown. It lists the load average but it is 
unclear how this is calculated.  
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Figure 17: Server Load 

The server load in Figure 17 shows the load capacity barely used at 8%. The server 
load over the observation period was tracked and it appears to rarely be more than 
10% suggesting the capacity is available for other community-based services or 
content rather than the actual downloadable files. A summary of the changes over 
time can be found in Table 10 below. 
 

 

Table 10: Server Load Over 120 Days 

Once a member clicks on the link to the desired content, the details of the content are 
displayed. In Figure 16, it is possible to see that each name of content (column 2) is a 
live link to drill down to the downloadable .torrent file, and detailed information 
about the content. After selecting a link from the content listing, a page with detailed 
information about the content chosen is displayed (see Figure 18).  

10/05/07 8

15/05/07 9

22/05/07 11

28/05/07 8

04/06/07 10

12/06/07 9

19/06/07 9

28/06/07 9

03/07/07 11

10/07/07 9

Server load 

(%):
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Figure 18: Content Detail 

The title is clearly displayed in large letters at the top of the page (below the welcome, 
navigation and search options), with the following details: 

! Download – an active link to the .torrent file 
! Info hash – a unique number given to the .torrent file to enable it to be 

connected with distributed content files 
! Description – information about the content of the file, a summary of what it 

contains. It can contain an image and a reasonable amount of text. 
! Type – the category it belongs to  
! Last seeder – written as 'last activity <hrs> ago' – it represents the last time the 

file was accessed by a seed or when it was uploaded (which ever happened 
last) 

! Size – size in shown in megabytes or gigabytes  (MB/GB) and in bytes given 
in brackets 

! Added – the date the content was added to the site by the uploader 
! Views – the number of times the page has been viewed 
! Hit - the number of times the file has been used eg if it =1, this represents the 

uploader who needs to click on the torrent file to activate it for download, 
subsequent hits are added 

! Snatched – the number of times the file has been downloaded 
! Sticky – yes/no – this is yes when the uploader chooses to list this content at 

the top of the date list for a specified period (conditions  under which this is 
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done is not clear) 
! Freeleech – yes/no –meaning that the download of that torrent does not count 

towards a member’s ratio, but the upload does. 
! Scene torrent – yes/no if listed as a television show under ‘Scene’ in the 

navigation bar 
! Upped by – username of the uploader with a hyperlink to their profile 
! Num files (see full list) – the number of files included in the download 
! Peers (see full list) – total number of peers currently connected 
! Seeders - lists the number of seeds of the file (of which there can be multiple) 

as well as details of their connections. It lists their: 
! User/IP – their username 
! Connectable – if they are currently connected 
! Uploaded – how many kb of the file have been uploaded 
! Rate – the transfer speed of the upload 
! Downloaded - how many kb of the file have been downloaded 
! Rate – the transfer speed of the download 
! Ratio – this is the individual ratio for the content, taking into account the 

upload/download values for each torrent. This is different to a member’s 
share ratio, which calculates content uploaded/downloaded.  

! Complete – amount of the transaction is complete (100.00%) 
! Connected – the time the seed has been connected overall (6:29:28) 
! Idle - the time the seeder has been idle (not sharing) 
! Client – the software the seed is using (BitTorrent application) 

! Leechers - lists the number of leeches of the file as well as details of their 
connections. It lists their: (same as those listed for seeds) 

Essentially Roswell is a distributed network of files and users, with the peer-to-peer 
(BitTorrent) technology supporting sharing activities of the decentralised community. 
This means content (e.g. a music file) is not actually stored within the community; 
only a file with instructions on where to access it is stored. ‘Torrent’ is the format of 
the file (.torrent, comparable to a .txt or .pdf file format) that is listed on the 
community for download. The file is a small text file with information for the 
computer to find the actual content file for download from other members’ PCs. 
Using some free torrent software application (such as Azureus or uTorrent etc.), the 
downloaded torrent file is opened and the download begins automatically. 

5.3.4 Downloading and Sharing Content 

Downloading and sharing content generally involves the selecting the .torrent 
hyperlink embedded within the detailed page of the chosen content (e.g. Machine 
Head – The Blackening). Alongside reading the accompanying information (or 
possibly not), clicking on the link downloads the torrent file to the member’s 
computer (file size is usually between 8 and 32 kb). Once opened in the free torrent 
software, the torrent file then gives instructions to the computer as to where to find 
the full file to download from other members (usually located across several other 
users' computers – 'seeds'). Once the download starts, it comes in parts (downloaded 
in parallel) to their computer.  

The facilities are not available for just any member to upload new content to the 
community. Members are only expected to share content that they have downloaded 
in this community; this is different to uploading new content for others to download 
(although the terms uploading and sharing are often used interchangeably). The rules 
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make it very clear that if a member doesn’t share (seed), they will be excluded from 
the community.  

A good analogy is to think of downloading individual pages of a book in any order 
and then bringing them together to read them in the correct order after downloading. 
Others that request the same full file (through downloading the same .torrent file) are 
soon referred to as a 'seed' as well as a leech as they will soon have something, 
however minor, downloaded to share back to the next person. Remember the full file 
does not have to be fully downloaded to be a 'seed', it can be the smallest piece. There 
is no limit to how many files can be downloaded and shared back at any one time so 
often these activities happen in parallel. 

 A second example, also related to a book, gives a different analogy. Think of a book 
in the library, it first has to be placed in the library to be borrowed. For content in the 
community, it first has to be ‘uploaded/seeded’ (placed in the library). However what 
is uploaded is a torrent file (which gives information to the computer about where to 
pick up the full content file), rather than the full content file being available on the 
site. This can be thought of as an entry in an old library catalogue, which points to 
where the book is on the shelves. For most public torrent sites like thepiratebay.org, it 
is possible for almost anyone to register and upload torrent files. However in the 
much less public Roswell, this activity is restricted to a small amount of members. 
This suggests an attempt to maintain quality control and restrictions over the content 
made available. 

5.3.5 Seeds vs. Leeches 

A fundamental concept of peer-to-peer networks is sharing. It works on the basis that 
those who download also share that content back within the community. Thus 
participants take on a number of roles. In BitTorrent communities, users/peers engage 
in two main activities: 

• seed or seeder – a member’s computer with a partial or complete copy of the 
content file (at least one seed computer with a complete copy must exist for a 
download to begin – the original seed) 

• leech or leecher – a user who downloads files with the option to share (upload) 
that content back within the community 

In Roswell, basically the same roles exist, however the leech must share content. Thus 
each member must act as a seed in addition to being a leech. A member can be a leech 
and seed at the same time (e.g. beginning to share a partial file/s they are still 
downloading) or only a seed (just sharing the file/s they have downloaded from within 
this community).  

It is possible for a member to act only as a leech (downloading and not sharing 
content) however this is a manual change that would need to be made to the torrent 
software application being used (as the default is always to share downloaded 
content). However being only a leech indefinitely would result in a minus share ratio 
(sharing less than you are downloading), and ultimately being removed from the 
community. The rules state “no free leech” on most files – e.g. you are not allowed to 
download without sharing that same content. 

BitTorrent generally works on the premise that you: 

1. find a ‘torrent’ (usually on a site such as thepiratebay.org) 
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2. click and download that file to your computer 

3. open the file in a torrent software application such as Azureus in order to 
download it 

The full content file begins to download during which time the software automatically 
starts to ‘share’ with other users (who subsequently download it) by default. This file 
(even if it is only partially downloaded) will continue to be shared until the user either 
physically stops it (by pressing stop while selecting the file) or by closing the 
application. It appears that the only real incentive for ongoing sharing in public file 
sharing communities such as thepiratebay.org is the knowledge that you are in turn 
making the content (or part of it) available for others to download, often termed 
‘gifting’ (Skageby and Pargman, 2005). Incentives to share in private communities 
are discussed in Chapter Eight. 

Roswell is different to other well-known file sharing communities such as 
thepiratebay.org, because it requires reciprocity in order to remain part of the 
community. The rules state that all members who download must share the content 
they download; put simply, they must participate. This is done through a member 
opening a port on a their computer, which could be considered highly technical. This 
action enables a member to be a share content as well as download it, giving them the 
ability to participate.  

Only 61 (5%) members are entitled to upload content to the community. This appears 
to be to ensure that all uploads are of a high quality, that they fit with the 
community’s technical requirements and architecture, and for usability. There is 
detailed technical and statistical information recorded on many aspects of the 
community. Recent figures (See Table 11) (in terabytes) can be viewed at any time. 
These figures are incremental from week to week, representing a running total. 

Table 11: Total Community Traffic 

Sharing is an activity that all community members must partake in. To share, a 
member only needs to download content through the community and while their 
computer is turned on, the torrent application is open and the network is connected, 
the content they have downloaded (even if only partial) will then be automatically 
uploaded (shared) with others in the process of downloading it from the community. 

To help in understanding how this works, the following summary of data was drawn 
from the community over the 10-week period: 

10/05/07 235.82 350.98

15/05/07 237.6 353.4

22/05/07 240.2 356.36

28/05/07 242.86 359.88

04/06/07 245.16 363.14

12/06/07 248.02 366.96

19/06/07 250.77 371.25

28/06/07 254.9 378.17

03/07/07 256.84 382.51

10/07/07 259.3 388.75

Total 

downloaded:

Total 

uploaded:
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Table 12: Breakdown of Community Traffic 

The number of torrent files listed on the site at any one times ranges from 643 to 815 
across the observation period. This refers to the number of unique content listings 
available for download at a particular time (although one content listing may have any 
number of files in the full download).  

There are between 3719 and 4580 peers registered during this time, and this total (as 
seen in Table 12) is broken down into the number of seeds and leeches within the 
community (this includes anyone connected). The last column gives a seed/leech 
ratio; this figure comes from dividing the seeds by the leeches.  

The least amount of seeds recorded at a time is 3238 (remember that one file can have 
multiple seeds and lechers) with the most being 4240. The most amount of seeds 
recorded at a time is 431 and the least is 270. At the same time, the most amount of 
torrents are available are 815 and the least is 643. There doesn’t appear to be any clear 
pattern between the amount of torrents on the site and the amount of peers (eg more 
torrents = more peers isn’t necessarily true).  

The seed/leech ratio suggests that far more content is being shared (seeded) than is 
being downloaded (at the time these figures were recorded). The more content that is 
available on the site, the more sharing activity seems to occur (eg 790 torrent = 
1191% share ratio). 

5.3.6 Available Content 

Comparing across categories, there is not a large range of music content available for 
download compared to other categories of content. Of the 734 torrents listed on the 
site, 43 were in the category of music and 5 m-vids. Music and m-vids (music videos) 
are the two categories related to music content. Other unrelated categories such as TV 
episodes, movies and games were categorized in groups such as anime, e-books, 
episodes, console etc. Content is deleted after 49 days of posting thus keeping the 
number of pages of content listings (15-20) fairly consistent over time. 

Each piece of content is characterised by its type (music/music-vid), and has other 
associated details such as: how many files in the download (ranging from 1 in a 
music-vid to 193 in a discography), the size of the music files in megabytes/gigabytes, 
the date the content was added, how many times the content has been downloaded 
‘snatched’, how many seeds of the file exist, how many leeches, and who uploaded 
the original torrent file. 

Torrents: Peers: Seeders: Leechers

10/05/07 760 4213 3943 270 1460

15/05/07 790 4272 3941 331 1191

22/05/07 815 4580 4240 340 1247

28/05/07 784 4289 3934 355 1108

04/06/07 737 3719 3460 259 1336

12/06/07 722 4343 3931 412 954

19/06/07 716 4239 3808 431 884

28/06/07 678 3592 3238 354 915

03/07/07 647 4139 3727 412 905

10/07/07 643 3837 3431 406 845

Seeder/leech 

ratio (%):
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Some of the music content available on the site is relatively new, such as the ‘Triple J 
Best Albums of 06’ (Triple J being the national youth radio network in Australia), the 
‘Beatles Essential Discography’, the soundtrack to ‘The O.C. – Season 4’, and the 
YouTube phenomenon ‘Ok Go’. There is also a range of older content, such as 
‘Johnny Cash – Live at San Quentin’ and ‘100 Greatest Rap and Hip Hop Songs of 
the 90s’. Electronic music has the most representation on the site, with no sign of any 
top 10 pop artists other than compilation CDs of the Red Hot Chili Peppers and the 
abovementioned Beatles (not available on iTunes). Australian artists are only few. 

The Log page is a log of the most recent uploads, edits and deletions from the site – 
See Figure 19. Each change is listed by date, time and event. Edits are shown in blue, 
and deletions are red. All events can be searched. 

 

Figure 19: Log 

5.3.7 Interacting with Other Members 

Interacting with other members generally comes in three forms; comments on 
content, messages via the messaging system, and comments in the forum. Once 
content is downloaded, members often comment on particular content on a detailed 
content page. Once content is chosen to download, users may choose to add content to 
simply say 'thanks!', 'have been waiting for this', or they may wait until after the 
content is downloaded and viewed/listened to before posting a comment about the 
quality of the file they downloaded.  

Messages can be sent to another member of the community via the online messaging 
system (like email but posts to a personal message page and is then visible as a 
number in the member’s message status - see Figure 20).  

 

Figure 20: Member Welcome Bar (Message Focus) 

A notification at the top of the page is also visible when a new message arrives. To 
indicate that a new message is waiting in the inbox, the following notification 
appears: 

 

Figure 21: New message notification 
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This built in messaging system is the means for system administrators to contact 
members about any system related problems, such as low ratios (at risk of getting 
account closed due to excessive leeching etc). 

At the bottom of this detailed information page, there is an option for members to add 

a comment about the content (See Figure 22). In most instances, one to five comments 
are recorded. In the comments, members genuinely appear grateful to other members 
of the community for their upload, detailed descriptions and (often) screenshots of the 
content. Their comments are usually short and often say thank you, and comment on 
their liking of the content. 

 

Figure 22: Comments on Content 

Each comment has a unique number (e.g. #67308), the member who posted it (with a 
hyperlink to their profile), their member status eg user, and the date and time of the 
post. The member’s avatar is also posted next to their comment. 

Polls are another way that members interact in the community. During observations, 
the welcome page announced a poll to members, inviting them to respond. Polls 
appear to be a regular way to communicate with members. Below the recent news the 
current poll is displayed. Usually a poll asks members to comment about some current 
issue. This is sometimes related to the community, sometimes not. Figure 23 is an 
example of a poll posted to the community. The poll was about the type of Internet 
access that members have. There is also a link to view previous polls. The polls are 
updated on what appears to be an arbitrary basis. 
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Figure 23: Polls 

For the duration of the observation period, there was a poll also listed on the welcome 
page. The poll asked the question “Do you still have free PIPE data?” Three options 
for responses are given - Yes/No/Don't know what your talking about?!?!” The poll 
had 695 votes at the start of the observation and 762 at the conclusion of the 
observation. No date for the launch of the poll is given, however there is a link to 
'previous polls'. The table below shows the poll response numbers listed for each 
week of the observation (this is a running total each week): 

Table 13: Poll Responses 

Interaction also happens via the Forums. This is in the form of a request for content, 
technical questions and/or general chat. As previously mentioned, no further 
information about the Forums can be given. 

The activities of browsing content, downloading and sharing music, and interacting 
with other members establishes a network of activity between the community 
members. Essentially, members are interacting on a number of levels with the website 
as the community interface, and using third party software to be an active member by 
sharing content back.  

5.4 Application of the Work System Method - iTunes vs. Roswell 

This section provides a discussion of the well-known iTunes Music Store as it 
compares to Roswell, the underground music file sharing community. Alter’s Work 
System Method was introduced in Section 1.6.3, and it is applied her to present the 
comparison and discussion of the two music information systems. 

The Work System Method has been applied in a number of areas of Information 
Systems from e-learning (Jones, 2004) to teaching Information Systems (Petkov and 
Petkova, 2006) to cooperative work and activity networks (Korpela and Mursu, 
2003). In this study, the WSM is applied to Roswell.  

10/05/07 15/07/07 22/07/07 28/05/07 04/06/07 12/06/07 19/06/07 28/06/07 03/07/07 10/07/07

695 votes 702 708 708 716 732 740 752 756 762
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In this study, the WSM is a useful tool for systems analysis. Looking at the online 
music phenomena as a chaotic network of systems with many stakeholders, the 
elements for evaluation were beneficial in identifying all relevant elements of the 
system/s and in considering their interrelationships. The Work System Method 
(WSM) (See Figure 24) is useful in describing and thus understanding the systems 
that people use to access online music, with a specific focus on one particular online 
community being investigated.  

Figure 24: Work System Method 

The Work System Method is a useful tool for the analysis of established information 
systems. It is used here to firstly present descriptive information about iTunes, a well-
known music information system (See Table 14, and Roswell Table 15).  
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Customers Products & Services 

• People who purchase music;  

• Mainstream and independent record labels/music 

publishers; Apple 

• People who listen to 30 second samples;  

• People who use iTunes for other non-Apple content;  

• Musicians/creators and licensing collecting agencies;  

• Internet Service Providers (ISPs);  

• Catalogue of music in digital form (drm and drm-

free);  

• Information about the album (genre, date released, 

publisher);  

• Non-music content 

Work Practices (Major Activities or Processes) 

• Installing iTunes software;  

• Accessing ‘iTunes Music Store;  

• Navigating to find content to purchase;  

• Sign in or create an account;  

• Order is processed content is made available for download;  

• Content is downloaded;  

• Confirmation email sent to user 

Participants Information Technologies 

• People purchasing new music;  

• People sampling songs and 

downloading non-music 

content;  

• Music publishers supplying 

content;  

• Apple’s distribution, payments 

and technical departments 

• Orders for music content;  

• Price and other information about 

digital tracks, catalogue of 

content with categories of 

available music;  

• Non-music content; purchase 

history and related information 

account and payment information;  

• Computer authorisation of 

account for purchase, and 

authorised computer for playback;  

• Confirmation email 

• Computer used by customer – 

with iTunes software installed;  

• Internet connection;  

• Digital rights management to 

manage accounts and downloaded 

content;  

• Searchable music catalogue 

Infrastructure • Internet, Human – musicians, music publishers, customers/users, Apple, ISP’s;  

• Technical – DRM, security, EDI, database management;  

• Information – content availability, navigation options, individual accounts, customer support;  

• iTunes music store integration with iTunes software;  

• Apple’s computers and networks used for storing digital content music store infrastructure and 

order processing; legal option 

Environment • Mass market; #1 leader in the online music distribution industry;  

• Brand awareness and complimentary products;  

• Previously exclusivity; now –openness to work with Windows software and other technologies;  

• Digitalisation of home entertainment – moving into new markets and gaining new (PC) 

customers; enforce rules to minimise sharing of content 

Strategies • Supply from music publishers – contracts for digital media;  

• Use of non-preferred file formats for content – AAC and MP4;  

• Compete with unauthorised file sharing, device coupling, region price variations, legal 

proceedings against p2p users;  

• Industry and consumer lobby groups; competitors;  

• Market demand – value product or choose free options (do the right thing?) 

Table 14: Applying the elements of the Work System Method to the iTunes Music 
Store (based on Alter 2006)  
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The reason for presenting both and then discussing them in relation to each other is to 
give some insight into the similarities and differences between the systems. In many 
ways, the two systems are quite similar, with some notable differences. This 
subsequent discussion aims to give a basic understanding of the nature of 
underground file sharing communities.  

It is useful to discuss the business justification for the iTunes Music Store, and the 
benefits they have in their current position in the market. iTunes was an early entrant 
in the online music industry and they are now a market leader in an established 
market. They are currently the largest US music retailer across the digital and 
physical music markets with their digital content. Coming from a company that has a 
well-known loyal customer base (Apple), customers have embraced the iTMS in 
conjunction with buying Apple’s very popular mobile music player, the iPod. 

From the early stages, Apple’s iTMS was a stable and successfully working 
technology that also supports other uses (podcasts, television episodes etc) and works 
on PC and Macintosh operating systems. It is a seamless application or ecosystem that 
allows users to navigate the catalogue, purchase music, listen to music, and transfer 
music to an external device. It can be seen as an all in one solution for online music. 
The iTMS software complements Apple’s strategy to digitise home entertainment 
with their hardware, with add-ons such as the AppleTV. This move to digitising home 
entertainment has also been a motivating factor for Apple to move their products into 
new markets. Once only sold in specific Apple-only locations, Macintosh computers 
and iPods and other peripherals are not found in mainstream electronics and 
department stores. This exposure has resulted in huge growth of the Apple music 
market, and is a long way from the originally hardware-only manufacturer’s exclusive 
beginnings.  
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Customers Products & Services 

• People who download music (community members);  

• Suppliers of content (members + unknown);  

• People who download non-music content;  

• Internet Service Providers;  

• Community administrators 

• Catalogue of music in digital form (drm-free);  

• Information about the music content (details of 

download and torrent file);  

• Non-music content and community services (DJ, 

forums, polls etc) 

Work Practices (Major Activities or Processes) 

• Invitation to join the community is sent to the prospective member after being requested by a current member; 

• The invitation is accepted and sign in details emailed;  

• Install p2p file sharing software on member’s computer - then open the software; 

• Member signs into community website (tracker); 

• Navigate to view desired content, read descriptive information, comments from other members; choose content 

to download – select torrent link to begin download; 

• The torrent file is opened in the p2p file sharing software;  

• The music file is then downloaded to the member’s computer;  

• Once the download begins, it automatically shares content back in the community; accessible to other members;  

• Once content is downloaded by the member, it is then available for playback in any software that supports the 

file format (may need to be uncompressed first);  

• Options to use other community services;  

• Members share ratio changes based on volume of sharing/downloading;  

• Details of the download recorded in system against content and user details (viewable by all members) 

Participants Information Technologies 

• Members downloading music;  

• Members downloading non-

music content;  

• Members using community 

services; 

• Suppliers of content; 

• Administrators of the site;  

• Server’s host 

• Torrent files, detail about content;  

• Details on community activity 

(seeds/lechers, stats, users etc); 

• Categories/genres of content – 17 

searchable categories;  

• Individual & download histories;  

• Details for donations; 

• Inviting new members 

• Member’s computer 

(share/download/playback); 

• Torrent tracker 

• Servers hosting the community;  

• Software application for 

downloads (p2p);  

• Software to playback content; 

• Internet connection 

Infrastructure  • Human musicians, members, administrators; community storage   

• Technical Internet protocols, torrent tracker and website with content information;  

• Information: available content, navigation, individual accounts, administrative & peer support;  

• Legal –most content is unauthorised for sharing - the community is underground – low profile 

Environment • Supplier of content (unknown - often pre-release);  

• File formats and naming content; content is non-proprietary and free of any DRM;  

• Ethical and social issues;  

• Market demand – Compete with legal services - users unwilling to pay current prices for content 

• All members must participate and follow rules relating to member behaviour; 

• Few members have administrative rights and maintain the site;  

• Male-oriented content – offensive names of porn etc. 

Strategies • Exclusivity – mostly for legal reasons, Value-add – extra services;  

• Provide access to high quality content;  

• Enforce rules to maintain structure and usefulness of the site;  

• Reward ‘good’ participating members through share ratios and member classes;  

• Create a peer-friendly environment – requests for content, forum etc – a ‘meeting place” 

Table 15: Applying the elements of the Work System Method to the Roswell 
Underground File Sharing Community (based on Alter 2006)  
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5.4.1 Contrasting the Systems 

Designing a tool is not only an attempt to facilitate (or inhibit) a behaviour in an 
existing world; it is also an attempt to bring about an imagined world and align human 
activity to its logic (Gillespie, 2007:91). Gillespie also argues, “we must wonder not 
only whether technologies have political consequences but also whether they can be 
made to have them, and whether there are ramifications for using technologies in this 
way” (p92). The discussion so far has considered these issues, now put into the 
context of design. 

Traditional organisations (like Apple) moving online are extending their business 
models. Important in being successful in this new strategy is serious consideration of 
the unintended consequences. If it fails, it could be detrimental to the business. That is 
why the strategy and subsequent decisions made about moving a new system online 
need to be in line with the organisation’s overall strategy (Porter, 2008). Consider the 
strategies behind each system and how they influence design and ultimately use. 

iTunes is the largest and could be considered the easiest to use of online systems, in 
terms of searching for music, downloading it, and playing it back. Until recently, 
Apple used their own proprietary FairPlay DRM, which is one of the most liberal, 
however it still locked customers in. Once consumers start buying music from iTunes 
(for instance), they are not only buying digital content, they are investing in a music 
library. ‘What song do I want to buy?’ is no longer the only consideration; consumers 
now need to consider ‘what technology do I want to use to play the music back?’ By 
purchasing music from iTunes, consumers are from then on less likely to purchase 
from another online music store. If they did, that may require them to maintain two 
(or more) music libraries, file formats, software and devices for playback.  

Apple’s coupling design is another way for them to lock in customers, but it is also an 
incentive for consumers who are looking for ease of use. These consumers generally 
value this feature more highly than price, and have low technical skills. iTunes 
software, the iTunes Music Store and the associated iPod, provide a seamless system 
of access, download, playback and transfer. This strategy has been criticised, 
particularly in Europe, but it still remains a core advantage in using iTunes 
technology. 

Up until recently, record labels mandated DRM in digital distribution. There have 
been experiments of record labels distributing through certain intermediaries like 
Amazon and even iTunes with DRM-free music. Online stores such as Magnatune 
who deal only with independent artists (and split revenues 50/50 with artists) supply 
music without protections, as have been most of the artists trying new business 
models. DRM is still prevalent in some online stores and with mobile phones, a 
negative is the significant monetary investment, which some might argue, could better 
be spent on improving the user experience. 

Both communities presented here work. They do some things very differently but 
ultimately they have business models that are successful and sustainable. This 
discussion highlights those factors that are critical in their individual successes, and 
those points of difference that keep these two systems competing in the online music 
distribution market. 

Consider iTunes and Roswell; they are what could be considered extreme ends of 
music distribution. iTunes is a paid music store, providing authorised content. The 
iTunes community does not encourage sharing or interaction with others. Roswell is 
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an underground file sharing community that requires no payment for the mostly 
unauthorised content that can be downloaded; it does however encourage sharing 
(which sustains the community) and interactions with others. To explore these two 
communities further, it is useful to use the Work System Method to guide our 
discussion. At the end of the discussion of each of the elements, each is evaluated.  

5.4.1.1 Customers 

The customers for both systems are basically the same. They are people wanting 
music; whether they want to pay or not is the main difference. Both communities need 
suppliers of content; it is possible that some similar content may be found in both 
communities, however iTunes definitely has a much larger catalogue. iTunes/Apple 
sources music direct from music publishers (usually mainstream record labels), whilst 
the source of the music found on Roswell is unknown. There is every chance that the 
content on Roswell does come direct from publishers, considering the dates it is 
available is often there before it is available in physical stores and on iTunes, however 
there is no direct evidence of this.  

Both communities have media content other than music available, as well as other 
services. Although music makes up the majority of iTunes content (particularly in 
Australia where movies and TV episodes are not available), they do provide access 
through the iTunes Music Store to non-Apple content such as podcasts, audiobooks 
and university lectures. It is the chosen platform for many (such as universities) that 
have digital content to distribute. In Roswell on the other hand, music makes up a 
much smaller proportion of the content available, suggesting that members may 
engage in the community to access non-music related content and/or the related 
online services they provide, such as the forums, polls and DJ services. Members 
have access to a plethora of media content through the 18 categories available. 

Internet Service Providers (ISPs) play a vital role in music downloading. Both 
systems need users to have an Internet account to access content; this may be through 
a personal or corporate account with an ISP, or through using a paid service in an 
Internet café or the like. In either case, ISPs receive benefits through people 
downloading, as a user must pay to access their networks. Ultimately, the more 
downloads, the more financial gain for an ISP. 

There is one major difference between the customers of these two communities. Due 
to iTunes/Apple’s contracts with music publishers, they share in any revenue from 
sales alongside the artists and the publishers. In Roswell, there are no schemes to 
reward the publishers or the artists arising from the downloading of content. Looking 
back to the discussion earlier about unauthorised/authorised content, it can be 
understood why this is the case. 

5.4.1.2 Products and Services 

The products of both communities are also essentially the same: a catalogue of music 
in digital form, which is easily navigated and searchable. Both communities also non-
music content and other services available. Also in both instances, viewable 
information about the music content can be seen. 

5.4.1.3 Work Practices 

To download music in either community, software needs to be installed on a user’s 
computer. For iTunes, the iTunes software must be installed; this enables access to the 
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iTunes Music Store and user’s personal music library, as well as sampling, 
downloading, playback and transfer of music content. In Roswell, peer-to-peer file 
sharing software must be downloaded (this supports BitTorrent connections), as well 
as any software for the playback of content.  

Both communities have web-type interfaces to access the community; iTunes uses the 
iTunes Music Store (viewed through the installed iTunes software) and Roswell uses 
a website. An invitation is needed to join Roswell, however no invitation is required 
for iTunes, although both do require a login. The login for Roswell is to gain any 
access to the community, whilst the login for iTunes is to create an account to pay for 
music before downloading. Both are linked to individual accounts or profiles of the 
customer. 

The interfaces for both communities have value in making content searchable and by 
providing information about the content. Additionally, content is categorised, 
although in different ways in each instance. In Roswell, content is categories by 
genre; there are 18 categories of content, ‘music’ and ‘music-videos’ are the two that 
relate to music. In iTunes, music is categories by ‘top albums’, ‘top songs’, and ‘new 
releases’ etc. Both are useful ways to filter out content for the user. 

Both communities require a valid email account in order to download content. Once a 
purchase is made in iTunes, a confirmation email is sent to the customer as a record of 
transaction (content downloaded and price paid). The transaction is also recorded in 
the customer’s online iTunes account, viewable at any time if logged in. Roswell 
requires an email address to send the initial joining invitation, after which all personal 
communications are done through the online messaging system (which is like email 
but part of the community infrastructure). Roswell also records a list of transactions, 
but as these are not monetary, only the content that was downloaded is recorded. 
Similar to iTunes, this history can be viewed at any time while logged into the 
community. 

The format of music content in the two communities is different. Roswell uses MP3 
(MPEG-1 Audio Layer 3) – a widely adopted standard for digital music. However 
MP3 files are not able to have DRM security, so Apple has adopted MP4 with 
Advanced Audio Coding (AAC), which they still use to embed customers email 
details in paid content. The details of these formats and the others reasons Apple has 
chosen this format is outside of the scope of this discussion, however it is important to 
note that Apple’s chosen format fits with their strategy to have a seamless iTunes 
community. As previously discussed, DRM ensures that iTunes software is used for 
all music related to the iTunes community. As such, once the content is downloaded 
through Roswell, other software must be used for playback. 

Also related to this discussion are a user’s work practices, the earlier identified issue 
of sharing needs mentioning here. Roswell encourages sharing content back within 
the community in which it originated; however iTunes does not. Without sharing, the 
Roswell community cannot be sustained, as it relies on peers giving content back for 
others to then download. iTunes is very different in this case as they discourage 
sharing. Their policies for use are very much in the line of one person using the 
content, not multiple parties sharing it. As part of the sharing process, Roswell has a 
‘share ratio’, calculated on a member’s volume of sharing content. In line with the 
requirement to actively participate in the Roswell community, if a share ratio reaches 
a certain low point, the member is removed from the community. This would result 
from a member downloading much more content than they are sharing back. 
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5.4.1.4 Participants 

Similar to the customers identified earlier, both communities have similar 
participants. They are people downloading music and non-music content. They are 
also people accessing other available community services. They also both have 
suppliers of content, although the actual suppliers may be very different (they are 
unknown in the case of Roswell).  

One important difference in the communities is their size. iTunes is a commercial 
service that provides content from music publishers to customers at a fixed price. In 
order to maintain such a large catalogue of content, to process a large volume of 
micro-payments and also to manage distribution, a formal organisation is necessary. It 
requires teams for distribution, payments and technical development and support, 
which can be sustained in a large organisation. In comparison, volunteers operate and 
receive some donations for technology infrastructure and maintenance but for no 
personal monetary gain, and it operates on a significantly smaller scale. Roswell has 
no obvious contracts with music publishers and thus doesn’t share in any revenues for 
content. 

5.4.1.5 Information 

The main substance of information within the communities relates to content. 
Generally this is in the form of an order/purchase/download of music content (or non-
music content) from the community (processing the transaction). Useful in deciding 
what content to download, both communities provide information about each piece of 
content. In iTunes, this is in the form of ‘genre, date released, publisher’ related to the 
album or individual song, with the cover image of the album usually displayed. In 
contrast, Roswell has much more detailed information about each piece of content, 
including that which iTunes provides as well as details on community activity for that 
piece of content (seeds/lechers, how many times downloaded, by who, when and 
where).  

Roswell also often has links to outside information (on external websites) as well as 
comments on the content from users (often saying thanks or commenting on the 
quality and availability of the content). This can be related back to the discussion 
about user input into the community, which isn’t possible in iTunes. 

Both communities connect a user’s computer with their online identity. iTunes still do 
this through their DRM and related technologies that link a specific iTunes music 
library with an online iTunes account. This contributes to keeping personal download 
histories that are recorded and accessible to view. The use of DRM also has some 
benefits as it allows features of iTunes such as ‘complete my album’ where the 
software can identify songs already purchased from the iTunes Music Store and offer 
the remaining songs from the source album for download thus, completing the album. 
In the case of Roswell, an IP address is used to connect a user with the community; 
thus connection is restricted to a physical location. There is no option to access the 
community outside the registered location (which happens upon logging in for the 
first time) other than creating a new account. Multiple computers from the one IP 
address (an internal home network) however can access the community. The reason 
for adoption DRM are well documented; in the case of Roswell it is assumed this 
linking of IP address with a location is a security measure more for legal reasons 
(sharing unauthorised content – keeping a low profile) rather than to secure the actual 
content from being redistributed. 
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5.4.1.6 Technology 

It is essential to have a computer and an Internet connection to access either of the 
communities. Both need the user to install software to engage in the community. Both 
also need technology support for catalogues of content, and a web interface for 
access. 

The main technological difference between the communities is the use of DRM. It has 
been discussed in a number of ways so far, and it is an important differentiator 
between the communities. It is necessary to keep in mind that even though Apple 
publicly removed DRM from their music catalogue, content still has some DRM to 
link it back to iTunes. All iTunes content has some level of DRM. In order to log in, a 
user must have a payment account set up (either with a credit card or a pre-paid card).  

5.4.1.7 Infrastructure 

Both infrastructures support various ways to navigate through the content, in addition 
to individual accounts, customer support, and availability of content (although the 
volume of this content varies widely). The Internet is needed to support community 
activities and both communities need content from suppliers, although the 
authorisation (or legality) of this content in Roswell is unknown; whereas Apple has 
contracts with music publishers for the rights to digital distribution (who in turn have 
contracts with artists for digital rights of their content). 

Roswell is very low profile for fairly obvious reasons, whereas iTunes is mass market. 
Part of maintaining this mass market leadership is through the use of DRM security 
and streamlined Electronic Data Interchange (EDI) processes. As previously 
discussed, iTunes offers seamless integration of the many user functions related to 
using their online music, whereas Roswell treats these as discrete processes. Roswell 
does however use a torrent tracker which in some ways can be compared to the 
outcome of DRM in that it helps to keep track of what content is where. Roswell has a 
distributed architecture so that the actual content is not stored within the community, 
only an information (.torrent) file with details on where the actual content is stored is 
listed. This again is possibly due to the unauthorised nature of much of the available 
content, but it also reduces infrastructure costs for the administrators (as they rely on 
donations and personal funds to support the community). 

A significant difference between the communities is the nature of the distributed 
infrastructure for the Roswell community, which relies heavily on peer support and 
communication to work effectively and to be sustainable.  

5.4.1.8 Environment 

The environment for both communities is in many ways similar. They both have to 
seek content (although the ways to do this are quite different, and have already been 
discussed), to distribute it in a standard file format (MP3 and MP4), and to operate in 
a somewhat chaotic social environment. 

With the rise of unauthorised file sharing, the legal proceedings against music users 
have also risen. Since the explosion of Napster in the late 1990’s, there has existed a 
battle between record labels (vocalised through lobby groups such as RIAA), music 
users (being sued), and musicians (arguments of being ripped off by record labels so 
some are creating new business models, as previously discussed). There are so many 
issues at the source of this battle, many of which are outside the scope of this paper, 
but three of the major differences between these communities identified earlier in this 
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paper summarise them quite well (particularly the battle between music users and 
record labels).  

The issues of ‘authorised vs. unauthorised content; ‘paying vs. not-paying’ and 
‘sharing vs. non-sharing’ are interrelated and do not exist in isolation. Both sides of 
each of these issues have a thread, and these two sides of the argument basically sum 
up the two sides of current discussions about online music. Making unauthorised 
content available suggests a model of not paying for content, which encourages a 
peer-to-peer environment that relies on sharing. By offering authorised content, thus 
requiring payment, not sharing is the model adopted in order to keep the content 
‘authorised’. In the world of online music communities, these models are yet to work 
together in any concrete way, but imagine an online music community that has paid 
content, but works on peer-to-peer technology? Or an online music community that 
has a mix of free and paid content that works on peer support and communication? 
Peer-to-peer networks are generally used for unauthorised content, but their potential 
for authorised commerce transactions is still largely unexplored. Their rise in 
popularity in recent years, particularly by those more technically competent in the 
online community, suggests that they are robust technology suitable for large and fast 
file transfers. But unfortunately due to their ‘adopted’ association with unauthorised 
file sharing, this avenue has barely been investigated. 

Both communities offer good quality content, and both have serious competitors. 
iTunes has strong competitors in Sony, Microsoft and Nokia who all have their own 
online music stores and coupled devices. All have deals with record labels for content, 
so they must find other ways to differentiate. They also all offer quality downloads, as 
do Roswell. Roswell can be found competing with other more public file sharing 
communities such as thepiratebay.org and LimeWire, however they do rely on some 
level of exclusivity. The quality of content from these other file sharing communities 
can be inconsistent, giving Roswell an advantage over these services.  

5.4.1.9 Strategy 

Organisational strategy is difficult to know, but based on the discussion thus far, the 
following ideas are presented. 

Both communities want to provide quality content to their customers who are looking 
to download music. By providing non-music content as well as other services, they 
give customers more reasons to visit the community. By providing details about the 
content that is available, they are encouraging customers to download it, by helping 
them to make an informed choice.  

Both communities have strict rules helping to sustain the community in its current 
form. Roswell has rules (and rewards) for sharing; iTunes have rules for not sharing – 
these result in very different levels of participation. Both are aiming to be 
interoperable in their own ways with Roswell using a standard, industry preferred 
open file format; and iTunes coupling their proprietary hardware and software 
technology to enable seamless use. 

Alongside these many similarities, there are some distinct differences. Being mass 
market and commercial, iTunes wants to encourage as many people as possible to use 
their community. This is very much profit-driven. In Roswell, the member-base is 
minimised and membership is invitation-only by a current member; it is exclusive and 
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thus has a much smaller group of users. It is community-driven rather than driven by 
commercial interests.  

5.5 Summarising the Comparison 

These comparisons helped to construct the classification of music information 
systems first introduced in Chapter One, and discussed in detail in Chapter Two. In 
this classification, a clear distinction is made between authorised and unauthorised 
content distributed, and the dichotomy of paying or not paying. Sharing music content 
and interaction only occurs only in unauthorised contexts. 

5.5.1 Authorised vs. Unauthorised Content 

The music content available on iTunes is authorised for distribution by the music 
publishers who own the rights to the digital music. Apple is unable to sell any music 
without this authorisation. In the early days of distribution, this did hinder Apple (and 
other online stores), as they had to negotiate contracts in order to have permission to 
distribute each music recording label’s music.  

In Roswell, most music is unauthorised. Without having some understanding of the 
community and the content available, this is not really obvious. What makes it 
obvious is when a movie is available either before or at the same time it is being 
screened at the local cinema, but as some content is recorded radio shows and TV 
episodes, the line of unauthorised content can become blurred.  

5.5.2 Paying vs. Not-paying 

Apple’s music comes with a price tag. iTunes is an extension of Apple’s hardware 
and software empire The music available in iTunes in Australia is $1.69 per song. 

Users don’t pay for music in Roswell. In line with the previous point that the music is 
unauthorised, there are no formal contracts with music publishers to supply digital 
music at a price. It is not clear how all content is sourced.  

5.5.3 Sharing vs. Non-sharing 

A requirement of being a member of Roswell’s community is that you must 
participate. Being a peer-to-peer community that works on BitTorrent technology, the 
rules state that a member must share their downloaded content back within the 
community in order to remain an active member of the community. Not all BitTorrent 
communities require you to share, but this is an essential element of downloading 
music content from Roswell.  

In contrast, sharing is restricted in iTunes. Music downloaded through the iTunes 
music store is restricted to only play in iTunes software, to only be transferred to an 
Apple iPod, and to only be used/shared on a limited number of computers. The 
system is very much one-way, with no feedback mechanism to the iTunes 
community, very different to the encouraged feedback (sharing) in Roswell.  

5.5.4 User Interaction vs. No User Interaction 

Roswell appears to have more of a sense of community mainly because it encourages 
user interaction, and iTunes doesn’t. The content of Roswell comes from either one of 
the administrators or from one of the few members that has upload privileges (sources 
in both instances unknown). All members must share to remain an active member of 
the community; without participation through sharing, content simply would not exist. 
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iTunes is more of a one-way relationship between the community and the end user 
than Roswell is. In saying this, it can still be considered a community, as relationships 
do exist between the user, the content and the iTunes Music Store. User interaction 
within the community is barely encouraged; there is no option to share content.  

5.6 Conclusion 

The underground file sharing community infrastructure was developed by users for 
their (and their peer’s) use many years ago (as discussed in Chapter Three). Roswell 
uses this open source software (community infrastructure) as a web interface for their 
community. The interviews with members of similar underground communities to 
Roswell commented that at that time of their creation there were no available online 
systems to meet their needs, so they created their own communities like Roswell. The 
creators wanted to share music online and had no way to do it. So the resulting system 
they built worked in a way to achieve that goal.  

This chapter introduces the Roswell community in detail, presenting insights from 
Phase 1, which informed the remainder of the observations (termed Phase 2). The 
roles in the community are discussed, and the basic community norms are presented: 
navigating the community, browsing content, and downloading and sharing content, 
which are three important aspects to participating in the community. The data 
collected in both phases is presented in an integrated way in Chapter Eight – Roswell 
Community. 

In order to gain a better understanding of the research site which is relatively 
unknown to most, iTunes is used as a reference point in the Work System Method 
analysis. Alter’s framework is useful in contrasting the systems, to identify their 
differences and similarities. The discussion reveals there are many more similarities 
than differences. 

Underground music file sharing communities such as Roswell provide an alternative 
perspective to understand how people use online music. They give insight into the 
norms and rituals that make up active participation. These activities are presented as a 
rich description in this chapter and expanded on in Chapter Seven and Eight to help 
inform the design of new music systems that support preferred activities of 
consumers. 
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6 Chapter Six: Exploring The IT Artifact and the 

Underground Subculture Using Actor-Network Theory 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the theory guiding the investigation of online music access and 
use in this dissertation. Actor-network theory (ANT) is used as a lens to explore the 
controversies that surround file sharing, and to explore the alliances and relationships 
that exist in the subculture, in order to gain an insiders account of underground music 
file sharing communities. Consideration is given to the cultural characteristics of 
online communities, and the way that everyday activities become the norm for 
members. 

Theory can be thought of as “a loosely interrelated set of assumptions, concepts and 
propositions that constitute a view of the world” (de Laine, 1997:33). This 
dissertation adopts a number of theories for analysis; culture is the theory that guides 
this dissertation, and power relations are an inevitable part of understanding culture. 
An appreciation of subcultures is particularly useful as they characterise those who 
file share, and allow a discussion of the activities of such groups.  The analysis is 
situated within theoretical perspectives from Latour and his use of Actor-network 
theory (Callon and Latour, 1981; Latour and Woolgar, 1986; Latour, 1987; Latour, 
1993a). 

In Chapters Seven and Eight, elements of the theories discussed in this chapter are 
carefully illustrated by empirical field data drawn from interviews, focus groups and 
observations. The theories guide the data analysis to give insight into the activities of 
file sharing, and the controversies in the music actor-network. It is argued that if the 
researcher is not careful, such an approach can be aseptic and impersonal, so in this 
dissertation, care is taken to present the data in a convincing way insofar as an 
audience is willing to grant power to the theory (Van Maanen, 1988:51). Rather than 
relying on tall theoretical ancestors, the fieldworker rests his/her case on the members 
themselves (the interview and focus group participants, and the members of Roswell). 
The situations that comprise the field data are presented conventionally as the events 
of everyday life (Van Maanen, 1988:52). The theories members of society routinely 
employ about social order are considered as data. 

This chapter introduces the culture of file sharing, based on a discussion of power 
relations and their influence on subcultures. The use of Actor-network theory in this 
dissertation is outlined, referring to the use of ANT in exploring the online music 
community. Using concepts from ANT such as actants, actors, group formation, 
translation, and generalized symmetry, a basis for the analysis is established. The 
literature on the study of subcultures is also useful as it provides a basis for examining 
the subculture of file sharing presented in this dissertation (discussed in detail in 
Chapter Eight). 

6.2 The IT Artifact and Underground Subcultures 

Creating and maintaining a culture requires continuous individual or group processes 
of sustaining an identity through the coherence gained by a consistent aesthetic point 
of view, a moral conception of self, and a life-style that expresses those conceptions 
in one’s immediate existence and tastes (Bell, 1976:p36 cited in Thomas, 1993:12) 
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Actors within a collective interpret, or make sense of, a wide range of manifestations 
of their everyday online life, with the patterns of meanings linking these 
manifestations constituting culture (Kappos and Rivard, 2008). Smircich’s (1983) 
approach to studying cultures through patterns of interactions between individuals, the 
language used, the images and themes in personal interactions and the rituals of daily 
routine is a useful one to study communities.  

Leidner and Kayworth (2006) present a thorough analysis of the literature on IT 
artifacts, culture and information systems. In the IT culture perspective they propose, 
the underlying assumption is that stakeholders attribute certain values to the IT 
artifact. This can be done during design, development and use. Robey and Markus’ 
argue that systems development of such artifacts is not always a rational process, it 
can also be a political process (1984). Howcroft and Wilson go a step further to say 
that political motivations can play a substantial role in systems development (2003).  

In the case of Roswell, the systems design and development of the underlying artifact 
can be considered a political process as it was created primarily to share mostly 
unauthorised (and often illegal) digital content. The values of ‘information should be 
free and easily accessible’ are built into the design of the IT artifact that supports 
Roswell. It is important to note at this point that there are two aspects of the IT 
artifact system design in Roswell. One aspect is the design of the peer-to-peer 
software that provides the supporting technical infrastructure for the community. The 
other aspect is the design of the community interface, which is the social space in 
which members interact and communicate. 

The peer-to-peer tracker software that forms an important part of the artifact of 
Roswell is open source and available to those with the right Internet connections to 
peers that have access to it. The tracker can be considered a sign; which is a 
fundamental concept in the study of culture. The technology that supports the 
community is one such sign (or artifact) that represents a meaning that one intends to 
transmit to an audience (Thomas, 1993: 12)  

The nature of the IT artifact (the software) is relatively unknown to those outside of 
the ‘know’, despite a great deal of searching for its historical roots online. On seeing 
the web interface of another underground file sharing system during one of the 
interviews conducted for this dissertation, it was noted that very similar software was 
used for this ‘other’ community. After discussing with various participants, it may be 
concluded that the software used for this other community is actually the same 
software, with some modification and customisation to obtain a slightly different look 
and feel. The features available in each of the software products were comparable and 
consistent. 

In designing the community interface it is difficult to separate it from IT artifact. In 
building the social space of the artifact, system administrators have the ability to 
choose customisation and personalisation features such as colours, features made 
available etc. System administrators also have control over which rules to implement, 
and how to implement them. Built into the social and technical infrastructure of the 
artifact are classes of members and the ability to share files, however the 
qualifications for particular roles, and the enforcement of the rules on how much a 
user should share can be negotiated by those administering the system. 

From a perspective that treats design elements as rituals, “symbolic behaviours that 
reinforce the prevailing belief system in an organization” (Robey and Markus, 1984), 
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the values important to the stakeholders involved are embedded and become part of 
everyday use. As such, those consumers who want to pay for music have values 
inconsistent with the design of the Roswell artifact, and those wanting music for free 
have values inconsistent with commercially available pay-per-content sites. 

Systems design and development can become occasions for confirming or changing 
of power relations (Markus and Pfeffer, 1983; Borum and Christiansen, 2006). 
According to Robey and Markus (1984), a process is political if there is ‘motive’ and 
‘opportunity’. They say “Motive refers to the presence of two or more actors, either 
individuals or groups, having differing objectives and interests. Opportunity refers to 
a situation involving the actors in which some may achieve their objectives to the 
absolute or relative disadvantage of the others”. 

The design and development of Roswell satisfies the motive requirements because it 
has “multiple actors with differing objectives” (Robey and Markus, 1984). The two 
groups can be seen as those who are conservatives and progressives as categorised 
(and previously discussed) by Lessig (2004). Roswell also satisfies the opportunity 
requirement because it “brings them together in various forms” (Robey and Markus, 
1984). Within the structure layer of Zmud and Benbasat’s IS Artifact model (see 
Figure 3; Section 2.1), those distributing and those consuming music meet in what 
could be considered a ‘social space’. The music information systems in their varying 
forms and levels of authorisation/unauthorisation are where demand meets supply.  

6.2.1 Studying Subcultures 

Kappos and Rivard present a conceptualisation of culture that views culture from 
three perspectives; integration, differentiation, and fragmentation (2008). They argue, 
“no single perspective is sufficient to capture the complexity of interplays between 
culture, the processes of developing and using an information system, and the 
information system itself”. 

Manifestations of the fragmentation perspective are evident at the Macro level of the 
dissertation. Kappos and Rivard (2008) provide a summary of the fragmentation 

perspective, saying it posits that any cultural manifestation can be and is interpreted in 
a myriad of ways, and that no consensus has a significant majority. The two main 
perspectives on downloading: to pirate or purchase (Fetscherin, 2005) have many 
people split, and the evidence relating to the effect of sampling and substitution is also 
split, as discussed in the literature review in Chapter Two. Those involved in the 
music recording industry, the majority of mainstream creators/artists, and some from 
the general public believe that file sharing is malicious, while others, some also from 
the recording industry, and artists/creators (often independent) and many from the 
general public (as statistics would have us believe) feel that file sharing is a natural, 
fun and non-malicious activity to engage in. Music consumers sit at various points 
along the continuum of use. 

Manifestations of the integration perspective are present in Roswell; the perspective 
posits that “interpretations are shared by the members of the collective” (Kappos and 
Rivard, 2008). Some manifestations such as artifacts and practices are visible. 
Artifacts can provide “important clues to what individuals are thinking, believing and 
doing” (Martin, 2002:65) and practices can be formal or informal. Formal practices 
are usually codified or written down, and informal practices are learned through social 
interaction among members (Kappos and Rivard, 2008). The identified cultural 
practices in Roswell are discussed in detail in Chapter Eight. 
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Cultural studies have had a long interest in subcultures. Subcultures are not just 
groups of people with common interests that stand in opposition to other groups, 
“they must be doing some kind of cultural work with those interests and that 
opposition” (Bell, 2001:164). Subcultures are said to share a set of meanings, which 
perpetuate their distinctive character within the organisational unit as a whole 
(Walsham, 1993).  

The study of subcultures fits well with the ethnographic approach used in this 
dissertation as it has a long history in sociology and anthropology. File sharing in 
general can be seen as a subculture of the wider download culture, which is a 
relatively new way to access music. The file sharing subculture operates in opposition 
to commercial ideologies and systems for distributing music. Underground music file 
sharing communities such as Roswell can be considered part of this subculture as 
members have similar ideologies and values to sharing music. Thomas (1993:59) 
argues that instead of embracing the dominant mainstream culture, the computer 
underground has created an irreducible cultural alternative, one that cannot be 
understood without locating its place within the dialectic of social change. Although 
online communities are not organisational units as described by Walsham (1993), 
they do have some characteristics similar to organisations so the classification is 
appropriate.  

The information systems literature on culture has been criticised as it often represents 
organisations as having a single culture, ignoring the existence of subgroups with 
different interests, or as a collection of sectional groups who basically strive for their 
own gain (Walsham, 1993). Handy (1985) agrees that that any organisation will find 
itself pushed towards at least two and perhaps three cultures. Therefore this 
dissertation contributes to a gap in the information systems literature on subcultures. 

The focus prevailing in the literature on subcultures is on cognitive components such 
as assumptions, beliefs and values as the essence of culture. Although these 
components are important, Sackmann (1992) argues that such an exclusive focus on 
cognitive components can have its shortcomings, and that comparing expressed ideas 
and actual practices as perceived by others (the researcher) can provide valuable 
information about the world-view of organisational members and its degree of overlap 
with reality. In this dissertation, cognitive components of the file sharing subculture 
are considered, and attempt is made to compare expressed ideas and actual practices. 
This is done through looking for patterns in the interview and observation data. 

In the 1960’s ethnography became more widely practiced in the study of deviant 
groups (de Laine, 1997:20). As most subcultures are characterised as being ‘deviant’ 
from the mainstream, they can often find themselves in the middle of a “moral panic” 
(Cohen, 2002). Stanley Cohen’s important work on subcultures in the early 1970’s 
argues that moral panic occurs when "[a] condition, episode, person or group of 
persons emerges to become defined as a threat to societal values and interests” 
(Cohen, 1973:9). 

The criminalisation of ‘deviant’ acts transforms and reduces societal meanings to 
legal ones, but legal meanings often distort alternative interpretations. Thomas 
(1993:p60) argues that the study of what he terms ‘the computer underground’ is 
critical because it uses information from a small subculture as a way to understand 
and challenge the inappropriate use of law in targeting ‘deviants’ whose primary 
threat is simply that they are different. 
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File sharing can be considered such a threat to the music recording industry; and file 
sharers can be characterised as “moral entrepreneurs” as defined by Becker (1963). 
Those engaging in file sharing, the group who supposedly threatens the social order, 
have been described as “folk devils” (Cohen, 1973). Moral panics are by-products of 
controversies that produce arguments and social tension, and file sharing is a by-
product of the introduction of the Internet, which was designed perfectly for such 
activities. The controversies are strongly related to the changes in the power relations 
between the music recording industry and music consumers, as consumers no longer 
have to rely on the industry to distribute music. Music consumers have many options 
to access music with the Internet. Such arguments against file sharing have produced 
social tension between music consumers and the music recording industry, 
particularly where legal cases are concerned. 

As with other moral panics in history (hackers, punks, terrorists, ravers), the media 
play an important role in the debate. Some argue that the media have long operated as 
agents of moral indignation, even if they are not self-consciously engaged in 
crusading or muckraking. In a similar way to how the media portrayed hackers, file 
sharers have been spotlighted, and have in some ways had their activities heroized 
along the way (Bell, 2001:165). 

Walsham (1993) suggests the need to consider the factors that characterise 
subcultures and the processes whereby subcultures maintain their distinctive 
character. Chapter Eight discusses the file sharing subculture in detail, identifying a 
number of factors that characterise them such as the strict initiation process, rules and 
protocols, orderly structure, preferred file formats, reliable sources of content, 
incentives to share, and the importance of technical competence. 

Much like the Aramis VAL project discussed by Latour (1993a:380), Roswell is a 
statement. It is a part of an argument that has captured the passions, interests and 
worldviews of the people who were unsatisfied with mainstream views of accessing 
music. The controversies identified in the empirical data collected related to file 
sharing are discussed in the analysis in Chapters Seven and Eight; the discussion is 
supported by the literature reviewed in Chapters Two and Three. Examples of the 
cultural manifestations in the Roswell underground music file sharing community are 
presented in Table 17. They are classified using the concepts of culture presented by 
Kappos and Rivard (2008); artifacts, practices (formal and informal), espoused and 
inferred. 

6.3 Applying Actor-Network Theory 

ANT is born out of the interdisciplinary field of science and technology studies (STS) 
(Bijker, Hughes and Pinch, 1987). With an established origin in STS studies, Law 
discusses the work on systems thinking developed by Thomas Hughes, a historian 
who traced the development of the generation, transmission and distribution of 
electric power (Hughes, 1987). Hughes argued that “it is not possible to understand 
the growth and evolution of the networks of electricity unless one understands the 
work of what he calls the “system builders” (Law, 1991:9) Hughes’ work would not 
be complete without an understanding of Thomas Edison who he refers to as a 
“heterogeneous engineer” (Law, 1987). The reasoning behind such a title was 
Edison’s ability to consider “politics, technology, and all the rest as going together as 
an integrated whole”, and the ability to work “not only with inanimate physical 
materials, but on and through people, texts, devices, city councils, architectures, 
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economics and all the rest…traveling between these different domains” (Law, 
1991:9).  

This understanding that Hughes derived through his historical account is very similar 
to the process that the creators of Roswell (a focus in this dissertation) would have 
undertaken when establishing the community in 2005. Having technical ability is 
foremost for setting up a community like Roswell, however an understanding of the 
political and legal contexts is also vital. Being well aware of the legal consequences 
of operating in a highly political and illegal environment is necessary in order to 
provide a safe and non-threatening environment for Roswell’s members.  

Hughes’ example highlights the lack of separation between humans and machines to 
explore something more interesting, “the development of a complex sociotechnical 
system” (Law, 1991:10). In order to establish such a network we can follow Hughes’ 
argument of the need to understand the “poor and frustrated”  (p9) and their goals for 
system design. This method is very similar to the idea of “following the actors” 
proposed by Latour (1987), which is done in this dissertation. 

Law proposes that the concept of maintenance is crucial:  
“No one, no thing, no class, no gender, can ‘have power’ unless a set of 

relations is constituted and held in place: a set of relations that 

distinguishes between this and that (distribution), and then goes on to 
regulate the relations between this and that” (Law, 1991:18) 

The argument is that power, in any form, is “recursively woven into the intricate 
dance that unites the social and the technical” (Law, 1991:18). Thus with creating the 
community is inherent power, which is legitimized through the structure of Roswell, 
and the relationships between mutually constitutive socio-technical elements (Law, 
1991:18).  Law talks about a hopeful future, in which we have places “where the 
necessary incompatibilities, inconsistencies and overlaps come gently and creatively 
together” (Law, 1991:19).  

The future of online music systems may be these places that Law refers to, if 
information systems like Roswell (as discussed in this dissertation) evolve in a way 
that challenge the ideologies of current music systems such as the iTunes Music 
Store.  

6.3.1 Power in Actor-Network Theory 

For Latour science is intricately and inextricably related to power (Latour, 1987). He 
argues that the study of science from an ANT perspective leads into politics, thus 
there is a focus on conflict and domination in ANT inquiry. This fits also with the 
critical research approach. 

To understand power relations using ANT, emphasis needs to be given to examining 
controversies to see how particular struggles or controversies become resolved and/or 
appear as black boxes, i.e., taken for granted - not needing any explanation. Within 
ANT research, it is argued that it is only when particular controversies are examined 
that the black boxes begin to open to show the complex chains of actor-networks, 
which are normally concealed by the black box effect.  Without an examination of the 
black boxes, the investigation remains rather uncontroversial. 

Power is legitimised through culture as the structures and roles provide the means for 
people to have control and thus exert power over others. Actor-network theory is 
concerned with studying the mechanics of power as this occurs through the 
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construction and maintenance of networks made up of both human and non-human 
actors. It is concerned with tracing the transformation of these heterogeneous 
networks (Law, 1991). Essentially power is the relationship between two or more 
actors in which the behaviour of one is affected by the behaviour of the other. In 
Jasperson et al’s classification, language and symbols are manipulated to define IT (or 
the IT artifact) and thereby exercise power and construct reality about appropriate 
decisions, structures and goals (2002). Certain actors have the ability to control and 
shape the dominant interpretation of organisational events. Jasperson et al. expand on 
this basic definition to include authority, centralisation, decision rights, participation 
in decision making, and influence (Jasperson et al., 2002).  

When mapping the music actor-network (discussed in Section 6.4.1), it was necessary 
to consider the relationships between the actors. The mapping process revealed a 
number of issues that contribute to the controversies around file sharing, many of 
which were based on power relations. For instance, the use of language such as the 
term ‘pirates’ to refer to those who file share, is a manifestation of the power relation 
between the music recording industry and music consumers. In this instance, the 
music recording industry use their position of power to vilify those they consider to 
be against their ideologies for distributing music online. They exercise this power in 
the mainstream media. Other examples of power relations can be found throughout 
the analysis in Chapters Seven and Eight. 

6.3.2 Mapping the Actor-Network 

Detailed accounts of how different researchers apply actor-network theory to 
empirical data are rare. The ANT approach to analysis and interpretation used in this 
dissertation is in line with the approach outlined in the collection of articles in Actor-

network theory and organising (Czarniawska and Hernes, 2005:9; Hernes, 2005:117). 
Firstly, actants (those which act and are acted upon) are identified, and then the 
actants are followed through a trajectory or programs and anti-programs until they 
become actors (acquiring a distinct and relatively stable character). Those with 
successful programs (e.g. iTunes), or successful anti-programs (e.g. Roswell who has 
strength in opposition and resistance) become actors. Their success is due to 
association: the formation and stabilisation of networks of actants, who can then 
present themselves as actor-networks (Czarniawska and Hernes, 2005:9) 

File sharing can be considered a black box in ANT terms; a topic taken for granted, 
containing issues often not given any explanation. As a starting point for the analysis 
in this dissertation, actants in the network are identified. These include those 
identified in the IT Artifact Model in Chapter One, Figure 3; music consumers, 
musicians, and those involved in distributing music. This was not an easy task due to 
the many new players continually entering the industry, and the changing alliances 
between those in the network. However the associations between each of the actants 
at a point in time are identified and documented. An example of an association 
between music consumers and musicians is that consumers may feel that musicians 
get a low monetary return from music sales, so they choose not to pay. 

The documented associations are traced to identify the actants connections with the 
programs (paid authorised systems) and anti-programs (free unauthorised systems) 
available. These programs/music information systems become actors in the music 
network. In doing so, details of how the groups/actors form and stabilise is explored; 
for example, details of how Roswell came to exist, and the use of the concept of 
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translation to gain knowledge of Roswell’s cultural practices, technology and artifacts 
(Czarniawska and Hernes, 2005:9). Through this analysis, Roswell is seen as a “super 
actor that seems to be much larger than any individuals that constitute it, and yet it is 
an association – a network – of these individuals, equipped with a ‘voice’” 
(Czarniawska and Hernes, 2005:7). The super actor is akin to the Leviathan identified 
by Callon and Latour (1981). Actor-network theory’s theoretical constructs place 
great reliance on the tracing of intricate networks and associations (Doolin & Lowe, 
2002), and through tracing and organising these associations, power relations become 
visible. The Roswell artifact (the anti-program) is then given a voice and allowed to 
tell its own story (Porsander, 2005), discussed in detail in Chapter Eight. ANT is 
useful in this dissertation in observing, describing and interpreting the formation of 
power (Czarniawska and Hernes, 2005:13). 

Once the actor-network was established, ANT was used to problematise file sharing 
in order to identify the main controversies. This was done through documenting all of 
the issues raised by the research subjects, and identifying patterns between them. The 
issues fell into four main areas or controversies (see Chapter One) In focusing on the 
controversies, the black boxes begin to open to show the complex chains of actor-
networks which are normally concealed by the black box effect (Latour, 1999). This 
grouping into controversies then provided a basis for further analysis of the 
underlying issues in order to answer the research questions for this dissertation. The 
analysis of these issues is presented in Chapter Seven. The findings based on this 
analysis are presented in Chapter Nine. The findings contribute to the gap in the 
information systems literature on music downloading and file sharing. 

6.3.3 Actors and Group Formation 

An actor is: “any technological apparatus that bends space around itself, makes other 
elements dependent on itself, and translates other language into a will of its own” 
(Slack and Wise, 2007:118). The second part of the actor definition mentions that 
technology makes others dependent on it. Technology is always a part of a larger 
spectrum; it is not solitary as it requires other people, culture and other actors (Slack 
and Wise, 2007:118). 

An actant is any participant in an endeavor, whether human or nonhuman. An actant 
is defined by what it does, in essence, what function it performs within a discipline. It 
emerges through trials (experiments, tradition, practical application), and once its 
fellows (usually human actants in the discipline) deem that it performs adequately 
(through a regularized process, such as peer review or commodification), it is 
admitted to an institution (Jablonski, 2001). 

Actants refer to both human and non-human participants in the network. They are 
influenced by their relations with others in the network, and have equal ability and 
agency in their interactions. According to Shiga (2006), if we replace “the 
sociological notion of actor with the semiotic notion of actant, we have a framework 
in ANT for understanding agency as a set of capacities that are structured like a 
language and which can therefore be translated into various material settings”. 

The term actant is most often used to refer to non-human actors. Ideally, they are 
treated as equal in the actor-network. Shiga further explains that the term actant 
allows the researcher to set aside the question of origins and causes of social action 
and examine the techniques of representation, association, and combination through 
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which actions are distributed and embodied by various kinds of materials in addition 
to the human body (2006). 

Actors those engaging in file sharing, such as the members of the Roswell community 
in this dissertation. Once they cross the Obligatory Passage Point of becoming a 
member, they need to become active contributors to the community. An important 
part of this membership is technical skill. For members to contribute to these smooth 
interactions, they need an understanding of how .torrent files work, how distributed 
networks work, and the important of their subsequent individual participation. The 
result is a set of activities which are highly ritualised and continuous codes of 
behaviour. 

The activities and the members are kept in check by a delegated and delegating entity 
called Sys Ops and Administrators. Sys Ops and Administrators are endowed with the 
authority to add and remove members from the community. Members are removed if 
they do not participate for an extended period of time, or they free leech (do not share 
back downloaded content, or if they are found to post a link or information about the 
community anywhere on the Internet. This is because there is a strong importance to 
maintain the anonymity of the community. 

The delegating entity Sys Ops and Administrators also have the ability to send and 
receive messages to all members of the community. Moderators have the authority to 
approve, and overrule member’s uploads if their quality is deemed in appropriate, or 
they are named in appropriately. Sys Ops, Administrators, and Moderators have 
authority to remove such links to content that do not subscribe to the stated rules of 
the community. This entity is the dominant actor in the community. 

The main ruling actor outside of this community is Internet Service Providers (ISPs). 
ISPs have the ability to view and track peer-to-peer traffic. At the time of writing 
(2009), most ISPs in Australia do not identify peer-to-peer traffic with a view to 
disconnection and legal action. Peer-to-peer traffic is however monitored by the 
Music Industry Piracy Investigations (MIPI) – the legal arm of the music industry. 
Each month MIPI commission a report on peer-to-peer traffic on Australian networks. 
The report identifies Internet Protocol (IP) addresses on individual computers 
identified as engaging in peer-to-peer activity. However it is important to note that 
there are some limitations on the accuracy of such activity. IP addresses re not 100% 
accurate in identifying the source of file sharing activity; and file sharing is not 
always about unauthorised files, it is also used for authorised BitTorrent files.  

MIPI is currently trying to delegate powers to ISPs either through their agreement or 
through new legislation to stop peer-to-peer traffic. Through such activity, MIPI is 
also effectively immobilising the Sys Ops, the Administrators, and the Moderators in 
Roswell. MIPI refer to the activity of ISPs disconnecting Internet connections of those 
engaged in peer-to-peer activity as a ‘disincentive’ for file sharing. They propose 
implementing a policy at the ISP level to encourage those identified to stop file 
sharing by giving them a three strikes and you’re out option. If identified as file 
sharing, a notice is sent to the account holder of the connection notifying them that if 
they do not stop file sharing, they will be disconnected. They are informed they have 
one more chance. If identified a second time, the account holder is notified again by 
the ISP to say they have been ‘found out’ again, and that if they continue to engage in 
such activity, their Internet connection will be disconnected. Third time they are 
identified, their Internet is disconnected.  
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It is unclear what the full impact of such a policy would be on a community such as 
Roswell in this dissertation. All traffic in Roswell is encrypted, meaning an ISP is 
unable to ‘see’ the traffic and content being shared. With encrypted traffic such as that 
used in Roswell, MIPI or an ISP cannot determine exactly what is being distributed 
and shared, which is different to traffic within public file peer-to-peer. All they are 
able to see is that a large amount of data is being transferred, without knowing the 
details of it, or whether it is unauthorised content. The encrypted traffic from private 
communities such as Roswell make it difficult for them to do so.  

If these powers are successfully delegated to ISP they could effectively halt activities 
and thus the entire Roswell community, and cause it to no longer exist.  

The interrelationships between the members across classes and their role, or ability 
within the community are complicated to the uninformed. The rules of engagement 
and the expectations of members are not made explicit upon joining and they are only 
hinted at briefly in the FAQs. Like the actors in Latour’s Aramis empirical study of 
Paris’s transport facilities which is described in detail in Latour’s books (1993a:373; 
1996), members unfamiliar with the working of such communities have to fumble, 

negotiate, discuss, sense, see, read and decrypt  what is expected of them in the 
community. To do so, they had to be equipped with a level of technical ability and 
understanding of peer-to-peer network, and of BitTorrent protocols. 

The web interface is a non-human actant which is an artefact representing the point of 
entry to the community. Upon logging in, members are greeted with a Home page. 
The Home page is a type of ‘welcome to the community’ page displayed upon login. 
The site welcomes the user by displaying a logo at the top of the screen, centred in the 
middle, with the name of the site (removed to protect identity) and an image. See 
Figure 25. The logo is visible in a constant place on every page of the community. 

 

Figure 25: Community Logo 

The actant is personalised at different times of the year, when the logo was changed, 
usually reflecting an event such as Christmas (see Figure 26).  

 

Figure 26: Community Logo reflecting events 

At this point of entry into the community, a member sees a site with a clear structure 
of easily accessible menus. On every page, a menu for navigation through all parts of 
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the community is visible. The navigation bar is listed below the welcome and status 
information. See Figure 10. A full description of each of these categories can be 
found in Chapter 5 Introducing Roswell, Section Understanding Everyday Activities. 

 

Figure 27: Navigation Bar 

The news can also be identified as an actant, as it presents the recent news of the 
community and in doing so, “makes others dependent on it” (Slack et al, 2007: 118) 
in order to know what is happening the in the community. Any recent activities in the 
community of interest to the masses are listed on the Home page under a heading for 
recent news. The recent news is listed by date with the most recent news first (Figure 
28). Only administrators can make posts to the recent news. The news generally takes 
the form of technical information about new services or alterations (planned or 
executed) to existing services in the community. The Recent news (Figure 28) 
dominates most of this page from the top, with news article covering the entire first 
page being viewed (before the need to scroll down in the browser). 
 

 
 

Figure 28: Recent News 

6.3.4 Translation 

Accounts of using actor-network theory often do not explain why a network takes the 
form that it does. They appear much more interested in exploring how actor-networks 
get formed, hold themselves together, or fall apart. Sidorova and Sarker (2000) 
believe that it is useful to focus on a single actor (or micro actor) “from whose 
vantage point we wish to see the process of translation”. In the sense of an 
ethnography, I engaged in participant-observation as a member in Roswell under the 
pseudonym Kukulcan (details of how are discussed in Chapter Four – Methodology). 

While the power of ANT is to move from the experience of the building of the 
Roswell community and “from the large amount of enrolment, translation and 
interessement involved – to the fact that it might have been otherwise” (Star, 
1991:38). Star uses this phrase to highlight that there is nothing necessary or 
inevitable about any technology, “all constructions are historically contingent, not 
matter how stabilized” (Star, 1991:38). This is a useful way to consider the creation 
and evolution of Roswell and systems similar in nature. They are historically situated 
within a technical, political, economic and social milieu that strongly influences the 
way the community works. By its very nature and underlying ideologies, it challenges 
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mainstream political, economic and social perspectives by embracing technologies 
that challenge the stability of mainstream music networks. 

Actor-network theory has a strong focus on how actor-networks are formed, 
maintained and sustained. Central to the theory is the concept of translation, where a 
forum or a central network is created. Roswell is the central network or ‘meeting 
place’ under investigation in this dissertation. The process of translation consists of 
four major stages: problematization, interessement, enrolment, and mobilization 
(Callon, 1986).  

Central to ANT is the concept of translation. During translation, actors agree that the 
network is worth building, worth participating in, and worth defending. According to 
ANT, stability and social order are continually negotiated as a social process of 
aligning interests during the process of translation, “which generates ordering effects 
such as devices, agents, institutions, or organizations” (Law, 1992:366). The Roswell 
community is the ‘place’ to align such interests, and this is done through what has 
become a fairly formal organization.  

To analyse this process of translation in details, Callon defines four moments of 

translation; these are derived through Problematization, Interessement, Enrolment, 
and Mobilization (Callon, 1986). 

6.3.4.1 Problematization 

Callon (1986) defines problematization as the first stage in a series of actions by 
which an actor makes itself indispensable to others. The first stage was the creation of 
the physical interface to the community, supported by the underlying technology 
infrastructure to support the sharing of digital content. The first moment of translation 
was defined when Roswell was established on the 25th of February 2005 by the focal 
actor, CaptTron. At this point, the focal actor made him/herself indispensable to the 
soon to be members of the community. 

The problem the new community addressed was the lack of available systems to share 
digital content, and the need to create a private community in order to engage in such 
activities. So Roswell was established as a private tracker to share unauthorised 
digital content. Once initially established, the focal actor needed to identify and enroll 
other actors to participate in the community. Delegation of roles to each of the 
enrolled actors then occurs. Those delegated actors would then in turn identify other 
actors to enroll and sometimes delegate in order to build up the community 
membership base. 

During problematization, an obligatory passage point (OPP) is established between 
the focal actor, the other actors, and the network. A very basic explanation of this is 
provided by Silva (2007): “In an established power relation, A will establish an OPP 
for B. The OPP is a result of ‘translations’ after which B has no other choice but to 
accept the OPP as created by A”. So CaptTron establishes him/herself as the OPP, 
and then creates a second OPP through membership to the community. He/she is then 
indispensable to the network, and membership provides a ‘crossing over’ point into 
the uncharted territory. 

CaptTron’s current role is defined as a SysOp (Systems Operator). At the time of 
creation, CaptTron identified other actors with interests and values consistent with 
his/her own interests (sharing content) and values (deviant to the mainstream) and 
technical ability to establish membership to the community as an obligatory passage 
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point (OPP), thus rendering itself indispensable (Callon, 1986). The first member 
joined or was appointed (it is unclear) less than two hours after it was established. 
That member, Zer0, is now a moderator of the community.   

The membership ritual also became an obligatory passage point (OPP) for Roswell. 
Without membership, an individual cannot even view any aspect of the community; it 
is as though it does not exist. Without the correct link and an invitation to join, the 
community is almost invisible. So moving across this OPP is a step into ‘a new 
world’, a place that is exclusively available only to members, and one that is 
operating outside of the law. It could almost be considered an ‘exotic’ destination due 
to its ‘foreign’ and appealing nature. 

6.3.4.2 Interessment 

Interessement is associated with getting actors interested in the community and 
negotiating the terms of their involvement and participation. In order for actors to 
accept their new identities during problematization, the focal actor uses various 
strategies and devices of interessement (Callon, 1986) 

When developing information systems, designers design for actors with specific 
tastes, competencies, motives, aspirations, and political prejudices, and they assume 
that morality, technology, science, and economy will evolve in particular ways 
(Akrich and Latour, 1992). Monteiro (2000) describes the process of inscription: 

“A large part of the work of innovators is that of “inscribing” this vision 
of (or prediction about) the world in the technical content of the new 
object. The technical realization of the innovator’s beliefs about the 
relationship between an object and its surrounding actors is thus an 

attempt to predetermine the settings that users are asked to imagine (...)”. 

The notion of inscription refers to the way technical artifacts embody patterns of use 
(Akrich, 1992). Upon creating Roswell, the focal actor’s primary role was to inscribe 
other actors through sharing his ideologies about unauthorised file sharing, and the 
purpose the community would play in supporting his/her goals of sharing digital 
content. In the process of enrolling actors in the community, expected behaviour is 
inscribed within the system architecture through the rules of participation.  

During a translation, the creator works out a scenario for how the system will be used. 
This scenario is inscribed into the system. This strategy of interessement of Roswell 
inscription defines activities for actors to engage in, and defines the actors various 
roles and member classes in the community (Monteiro, 2000). 

In Roswell, the focal actor, CaptTron, gave administrator privileges to a number of 
other members, who passed over the obligatory passage point. But it is assumed he 
kept himself in a strong position to still remove any of the newly appointed 
administrators being the individual who initially set up the infrastructure.  

CaptTron, possibly with Zer0, defined the roles for the community at this point. Each 
member is categorised in one of the following 7 member roles (See Figure 8) and this 
categorisation changes depending on a member’s share ratio. Also at this time, the 
decision was made to scope the system to be available only to residents of 
Queensland, Australia. Since February 2007, membership of the community has been 
open to anyone in Australia. 
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Interessement is also concerned with the process of translating the concerns of one 
world into that of another, and then disciplining or maintaining that translation in 
order to stabilize a powerful network (Star, 1991:32). The foremost concern in 
creating Roswell is the ability to share digital content in a way that did not already 
exist. CaptTron would have used the ‘deviant’ ideology of the community to entice 
and engage new members. This type of community appeals to those who are unhappy 
or ambivalent about the mainstream online music industry (eg paying for music). So 
that perspective would have been used as an encouraging factor. New members need 
to accept the member roles as they have been defined. As they appear similar to roles 
in similar underground communities, those experienced with these types of role 
structures would be familiar and quickly accepting.  

To gain membership to Roswell, an interested individual must be invited by a current 
member. This is done through the current member using the online invitation tools of 
the community to submit a preferred username and contact email address for the 
prospective member to the system administrator. The interested individual then 
replies to an email sent by an administrator of the community and is granted access. A 
username and issued password is then used to gain ongoing access to the site. 

In negotiating their terms of involvement, the actors must agree to the underlying 
unlawful ideology of the community. On the home page of the community, there is a 
disclaimer related to the legality and responsibility for the content of the community. 
The disclaimer reads: 

Disclaimer: None of the files shown here are actually hosted on this 

server. The links are provided solely by this site's users. The 
administrator of this site (http://www.xxx.net) cannot be held 

responsible for what its users post, or any other actions of its users. You 
may not use this site to distribute or download any material when you do 

not have the legal rights to do so. It is your own responsibility to adhere 
to these terms. (xxx inserted to anonymise community) 

Interessement also extends to the non-human world of machines (Star, 1991:28). In 
creating Roswell, CaptTron enacted a multiplicity of identities within in Roswell, 
including being the system operator, the administrator, the moderator, the seed etc. 
Power was legitimised through these roles which he then delegated and disciplined 
(Star, 1991:28). He delegated these roles to allies - other members in the community 
who were willing to take on an active role at a high level of administration in the 
community. Those delegated to, joined forces with the actor (the newly appointed 
system operators, moderators, administrators, etc), and in doing so agreed to adopt a 
disciplined approach to conforming to patterns of action and representation (Star, 
1991:28).  

6.3.4.3 Enrolment 

Through activities in alignment and enrollment, the focal actor (CaptTron) and his/her 
allies seek to achieve irreversibility in network relations; “a black-boxing of the 
commitments made by the diverse participants that will give the arrangements a 
taken-for-granted character” (Ramiller, 2009). CaptTron and his/her allies want to 
create a stable network of relationships with actors inscribing regular patterns of use. 
Technology freezes these inscriptions, enabling them to be invisible, transportable 
and powerful actors in the socio-technical network. 
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On joining the Roswell community, new members enrol through formally accept the 
role that has been defined for them during interessement. On logging in for the first 
time, a member is granted a ‘user’ class until promoted (see Section User Classes) 
(except for exceptional situations such as appointing a new administrator etc). At this 
time, the new member is greeted with the following message: 

 

Figure 29: Welcome to Roswell 

On joining, members are encouraged to read the rules about user classes and share 
ratios. After first login, a member’s user class is based on their individual share ratio 
(amount shared/downloaded). Once a member reaches a certain ratio, he/she is 
promoted to ‘power user’ (again there are exceptions such as appointing a new 
administrator (there is no available data on this). In order of assumed authority, the 
site lists the following current users: 

Class Members % Of Total 

Members 

Class Explanation 

User 422 36% Default class of new members 

Power User 596 51% Can download with speeds over 
1mband view information files 

VIP 93 8% Same privileges as power user/elite 
member 

Uploaders 42 3.6% A power user with upload rights 

Moderators 5 0.4% An uploader with edit/delete uploaded 
torrent rights 

Administrators 11 0.9% Full rights to administer the 
community 

System 
Operators 

3 0.2% Full rights – original creators of the 
community 

Table 16: Member Roles/Classes 

Roswell as a technical artefact acts like a kind of “social glue” (Star, 1991:82). 
Members can be identified to some extent as they all have an individual profile, 
however all users appear to use a pseudonym. It is not listed in the rules that you must 
adopt a pseudonym but by looking at the list of usernames it appears to be a regular 
practice.  

6.3.4.4 Mobilization of Allies 

Part of the notion of mobilization is alignment, which is the activity of bringing 
together heterogeneous actors such as routines, incentive structures, training, 
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information systems modules and organisational roles (Monteiro, 2000). ANT 
explains this process as bottom-up mobilization of heterogeneous “things” (Monteiro, 
2000) which Latour accounts for with his famous phrase  “every day is a working 
day” (Latour, 1996:86) which expresses his belief about the total absence of 
autonomy in technology. This quote reinforces the necessity of the focal actor and the 
establishment of the obligatory passage point in Roswell in order for the community 
to exist, evolve and be sustainable. 

The mobilization of allies questions whether the actors in the network adequately 
represent the masses. ‘Masses’ is an ambiguous term, and being a sub-culture 
community deviant from the mainstream, the masses appeared to take some time to 
gather. One hundred and thirty members were participating in Roswell two days after 
it was established (27/02/05), and almost two hundred by the end of the week. The 
membership base then steadily grew over the next year. 495of the 1173 members had 
joined by the end of 2005. However the list from the community does not account for 
members who have left the community, but it is assumed these would be minimal. 
This example in Figure 6 shows how the user information is presented: 

 

Figure 30: List of Users 

Detailed information about users is presented in a table for each letter of the alphabet. 
It is accessible by selecting the profile icon next to the messages. Under the 
username, which is listed alphabetically, each username is a hyperlink to the user's 
profile. Next, the date that the user registered to the community is listed; as is the date 
the user last accessed the community, and the user’s class (discussed below). There is 
also a column in the table with some users choosing to add a flag to represent 
themselves. Some are national flags and others are images placed instead. Users can 
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be searched or navigated with the prev and next options. 

6.3.4.5 Generalized Symmetry 

Core to the use of ANT is the assumption of generalized symmetry – where all actors 
and actants in the network are described in the same terms and treated equally. 
Language is a useful mediator, being used in the same way for human and non-human 
actors (Shiga, 2006). Using language in this way allows researchers to ignore any 
prior connections between actors. 

An example of how actors and actants are treated equally in the community through 
language is in the list of statistics, which is visible to all members of the community 
via the Home page (Figure 31). It summarises the majority of activity in the network, 
and treats the act of downloading, links to content (torrents), and a member’s ratio in 
a similar manner.  

 

Figure 31: Stats 

The table is a dynamic list of statistics about users, content and sharing. It first lists 
the number of registered users (1240) and unconfirmed users (0). Then it lists the 
number of content (torrent) files currently available for download (760), the number 
of peers (4213) and seeds (3943) and leeches (270). This then results in a seed/leech 
ratio by dividing the leeches by the seeds (3943/270 = 1460%).  Lastly, the stats table 
lists the terabytes (TB) that have been downloaded and uploaded to the community to 
date. 

In a similar way, the details of the server load also listed on the Home page refers to 
members, and the load on the server in a very similar manner. By doing a calculation 
on the amount of content being shared in relation to the number of members 
seeding/leeching, the tracker load is calculated. The dynamic listing presents the 
current load of the server/tracker (the amount being used), also displayed in text and 
pictorially (Figure 32: Server Load). Under the visual green bar that represents the 
current tracker load as a percentage of all available resources (8%), is the current time 
and other data whose meaning is somewhat cryptic.  
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Figure 32: Server Load 

These summaries of activities refer to inscriptions within the community that are 
relatively fixed with properties of  ‘irreversibility’, which are difficult to change. 
According to Monteiro (2000) the strength of inscriptions, whether they must be 
followed or can be avoided, depends on the irreversibility of the actor-network they 
are inscribed into. There are prescribed activities within Roswell that a member 
agrees to, and are inscribed within their daily activities. The action of participation 
through seeding/leeching is one activity that cannot be avoided because of the nature 
of the community (peer-to-peer). This technology infrastructure is irreversible in that 
it is the underlying support of the community, which must be enacted in order to 
participate.  

6.4 Conclusion 

This chapter presents the theories guiding the investigation of online music access and 
use in this dissertation. Actor-network theory (ANT) is presented and used as a lens to 
explore the controversies that surround file sharing, and to explore the associations 
and alliances that exist in the underground subculture. Agreeing with Doolin & Lowe 
(2002), this dissertation argues that the very act of tracing the network and the actions 
of its constituents, combined with a refusal to make a priori distinctions or grant 
status, enables a critical light to be shone on the assumed, mundane and the status 
quo.  

The outcome of this investigation is an insider’s account of underground music file 
sharing communities (See Chapter Eight for more discussion). Engaging in 
ethnography inherently suggests an investigation of culture. Smircich’s theory of 
culture and Kappos and Rivard’s view of culture are used to guide this dissertation, 
and Jasperson et al. (2002) provide a helpful way to investigate the power relations in 
the music actor-network. In using theories of culture and ANT, consideration is given 
to the cultural characteristics of the Roswell online community, and the way that 
everyday activities become the norm for members. 

Subcultures have long been studied in anthropology and sociology and file sharers 
can be considered a subculture, a group that is deviant from the mainstream. 
Underground music file sharing communities are just one part of this subculture, and 
the discussion of the Roswell community is framed through relevant concepts from 
actor-network theory.  

The various actors in the actor-network were identified and the process for mapping 
them is discussed, and the formation of the community is presented in this chapter in 
terms of translation (Callon, 1986), which allows an investigation of why the network 
takes the form it does. This introduction to the concept of translation provides a basis 
for further discussion of file sharing activities in Chapter Seven, and the analysis of 
underground music file sharing communities like Roswell in Chapter Eight. 



A critical ethnography of an online file sharing community: an actor-network theory perspective of 

controversies in the digital music world  

Chapter Seven: Controversies in Music Distribution 

Page 141 of 269 

© J.P. Beekhuyzen 2009 

7 Chapter Seven: Controversies in Music Distribution 

7.1 Introduction 

Ethnographers aim to present the native’s point of view. The perspectives presented in 
this chapter and Chapter Eight reveal insights from key informants sought through 
focus groups and interviews, and data gathered through participant-observations of 
the Roswell community. Extensive quotes from interviews are used to provide an 
insider’s point of view (Van Maanen, 1988). Additionally, analysis of the daily 
activities in the Roswell underground music file sharing community are presented 
(introduced in Chapter Five, discussion in Chapter 8). The research subject’s insights 
into their file sharing activities provide an understanding of the motivations for 
belonging to a music file sharing community, and how their rituals fit with the 
ideologies within the contemporary music recording industry.  

As discussed in Section 4.4.6, extensive, closely edited quotes characterise writing up 
ethnography as a ‘critical tale’. This approach conveys to the reader that the views put 
forward are not those of the fieldworker, rather they are authentic and representative 
remarks transcribed straight from the horse’s mouth (Van Maanen, 1988:49). Critical 
ethnographic tales such as the one presented in this chapter and the following Chapter 
Eight are presented in a documentary-style, focused on “minute, sometimes precious, 
but thoroughly mundane details of everyday life of the people being studied” (Van 
Maanen, 1988:48). The extensive quotes used within the analysis are intended to read 
as a ‘tale’, and this story telling approach is useful to gain an actor-oriented 
perspective. 

This chapter and the following chapter attempt to answer Latour’s question, “how did 
things come to turn out this way?” (Latour, 1993a). This question is answered by 
exploring the differing ideologies of the various actors involved in online music 
distribution and their alliances in the changing online music industry. By answering 
this theoretical question, it is possible to answer the research question for this 
dissertation; How do information systems support unauthorised file sharing activities 

within an underground online community? 

This chapter presents the controversies related to music distribution which arose from 
the empirical data. Firstly, the changing values in music distribution are discussed. 
The domination of the iTunes ecosystem is explored, as is the iPod mobile music 
device which has been commercially successful. It is argued that the iPod has had a 
significant impact on the way music is consumed as music consumers are now more 
mobile with their music, and often listen to music in an unpredictable way. The use of 
the mobile phone as a technology artifact for music is also discussed. 

The discussion about file sharing in this chapter centres on the changing values in 
music distribution (discussed in detail in Chapter Two). Changes in the way music is 
created and distributed influences the way that music is accessed and used. This 
chapter discusses the motivations of cost, choice and convenience in accessing online 
music. The research literature refers to two modes of file sharing: sampling before 
you buy, and substitution for purchasing. A further classification is proposed in this 
chapter based on the empirical research in this dissertation, that of scarcity which 
refers to a motivation to file share because music is not available for purchase either 
online or in physical stores. The disincentives to file sharing are also discussed.  
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The following chapter (eight) extends the discussion of the controversies presented in 
this chapter by focusing specifically on music access and use and the role of the IT 
Artifact – the Roswell community, with reference to experiences in other 
underground music file sharing communities. 

7.2 Introducing the Controversies 

In discussing the controversies related to music downloading and file sharing, it 
useful to consider them from either the macro perspective, which involves music 
creation and distribution (industry focused), or the micro perspective, which includes 
music access and use (consumer focused).  

This chapter presents the controversies in online music distribution. To extend this 
discussion, the controversies related to music access and use are discussed in the 
following chapter, Chapter Eight. Controversies is a concept from actor-network 
theory used as a tool to problematise file sharing (discussed in detail in Chapter Six, 
Section 4.1). The issues of file sharing in the empirical data collected for this 
dissertation were classified according to four main controversies (as introduced in 
Chapter One, and applied in Chapter Two and Three in relation to the research 
literature). An analysis of the issues related to the first two controversies is presented 
in this chapter. These are: 

1. Changes in music distribution channels have an influence on how music is 
accessed and used – pirate vs. purchase ideologies, complex relationships 
between stakeholders, the move to digital music, legal 
cases/issues/interventions  

2. Legal online music distribution do not appear to meet the needs of many users 
– quality, cost, choice, convenience, interoperability, value  

One way to operationalise actor-network theory is to trace the associations in the 
actor-network. Latour (2005) proposes to do this by mapping the controversies, 
through identifying the actors and the associations between them. Mapping the 
controversies encourages emphasis on the issues surrounding scientific knowledge 
rather than the established scientific facts. This approach to controversies is purported 
by Brey (1997), who agrees that viewing technological change by reference to 
technological controversies, disagreements and difficulties with which the actors 
involved, is a useful perspective to understand a changing environment.  

As mentioned earlier, there is no set way to use actor-network theory, however Latour 
does suggest ‘following the actors’. ANT claims to be able to find order much better 
after having let the actors deploy the full range of controversies in which they are 
immersed. Latour strongly argues that the task of defining and ordering the social 
should be left to the actors themselves, not taken up by the analyst (Latour, 2005:23). 
He believes that the best way to do this is to trace connections between the 
controversies themselves rather than try to decide how to settle any given 
controversy. This approach is used in this chapter and Chapter 8. 

7.3 Changing Values in Music Distribution 

Within the macro perspective/context, recording labels have been involved in the 
creation and distribution of popular music for decades. In doing so, they situate 
themselves within a network that appears to be black-boxed, a process by which the 
network is simplified by treating complex subnetworks as single elements in an actor-
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network. This black-box effectively hid details of the process of music creation and 
distribution from the general public, resulting in them being generally unaware of 
what and who was involved in the music distribution value chain. 

During this process of translation in which the actor-network of recorded popular 
music was formed, the music recording labels became the spokespeople for this 
network, presenting stories about the value and importance of recorded music. In 
effect, the network was punctualised, a concept referring to the network being greater 
than the sum of its constituent parts. The network became known as the music 
recording industry. As the network evolved over decades, the synergistic capabilities 
of the actor-network were enabled, giving the music recording labels significant 
power over what, how and when music would be created and distributed.  

The four major record labels (a term commonly used to describe those that have the 
majority of the ‘mainstream’ music market) have carried out the majority of music 
distribution over the past two decades: they are Sony Music Entertainment, Universal 
Music Group, Warner Music Group, and EMI (See Appendix J for details of 
websites). This dominance in and over the music recording industry has enabled the 
record labels to establish themselves as Obligatory Passage Points, making 
themselves indispensable to creating and distributing popular music. Until recently, to 
listen to recorded music, consumers either had the option to purchase a physical 
format such as an LP, a cassette or a CD, or listen to it in an intangible format over 
the wireless radio. With their significant power over musicians and consumers, music 
recording labels became the focal actor of the actor-network. 

7.3.1 The Changing Role of Albums and Singles 

Traditionally, music was purchased primarily in an album format and in more recent 
years, this was in the form of a compact disc (CD). CDs are the primary source of 
revenue for record labels. New technologies such as Napster and later the iTunes 
music store have encouraged a trend of accessing music singles rather than the focus 
on the traditional album (discussed as ‘Death of the album’ in Chapter Two), a move 
which it is argued has contributed to the decrease in CD sales. Some musicians are 
catering to this ‘hit’ culture, while others are offended at the ability to sell or 
download individual pieces of their art. A side effect is that musicians are finding new 
and innovative ways to promote themselves and market their albums to consumers.  

One such example of innovation in promotion is Nine Inch Nails who left random 
copies of their songs in public places, “(they) just left a USB drive sitting in the toilet 
at a gig, people found it, so they spread it through the Internet, so people were just 
downloading the songs prior to release, but then obviously it's come out, because 
they’re another band with so many diehard fans, and people buy it” (Eugene). 

Music was distributed on physical LP albums for many decades, and it has been 
possible to buy music singles for at least 20 years, back to LP singles and then 
cassette singles. However iTunes has changed music distribution in many ways 
forever. One way is in selling music singles in large volumes in a relatively 
convenient way, “85% of our sales are ‘track sales’ digitally. I can’t remember the 
numbers but it’s very high, it’s really a track market” (Universal Music). These 
single-track sales have become a major source of revenue for the record labels, 
however the industry argues that they do not make up for lost CD sales. 

Some research subjects in the industry argue that iTunes has bought about the ‘death 
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of the album’ through their policy that “they won’t take an album unless 85% of it is 
available for single sales. So if you had 10 tracks, 9 tracks have to be available for 
sales singularly or they won’t range it” (Universal Music). It could be argued that 
iTunes are exercising their power over musicians and also record labels and may their 
policies may at least be partly responsible for the decline in physical CD sales and/or 
whole (digital) album sales.  

This move to the sale of singles (and the unauthorised downloading of singles) caters 
to the previously mentioned ‘hit culture’ of popular music, where consumers are able 
to “cherry-pick the hits…some people could argue that for years record companies 
have slapped together 10 songs of which only 3 of them are good just to sell an album 
so why would a consumer have to pay for crap that they didn’t want in the first place” 
(Universal Music). It is argued that for too long consumers were made to buy albums 
when they were only interested in a couple of songs “most people just want the best 
of it, they don’t want the crap that goes with it” (Band Manager). Thus it could be 
argued that the market for CD sales was over inflated for many years due to this CD-
determinism. 

It is proposed that both singles and tracks are in demand, they just appeal to different 
segments of the online music market, “it goes back to that core fan base who will buy 
because they want the body of work and then there’s people who go hit by hit” 
(Universal Music).  There is evidence that there is still value in the album format,  
“the way I listen to music, I listen to it by albums at a time, and I am also very 
pedantic about having complete albums, even if I don’t listen to every single song on 
the album.  So me it is the entire album, I never just buy singles” (Gates). Others also 
look out for the full album on public and private file sharing communities, “I use 
torrents (albums) mostly now, I used to download track by track on LimeWire…but 
now that torrents are around you can get the whole album or get the whole 
discography of a certain band or a certain artist in one simple download. It’s that 
much faster than it used to be, so I usually download albums” (Alex). The band 
manager agrees that there is room for both in the online music market, “people either 
want hits or they want everything” (Band Manager). 

Some musicians are responding to this ‘hit culture’ by catering in the way they create 
their music, “some albums now there is no kind of cohesive concept or anything and 
you have really got a bunch of songs written by different people, produced by 
different people that they are just not similar at all, they are just on the same album” 
(Eugene). Some do not find this approach any less valuable, and argue that albums 
have characteristics that can only be ‘performed’ by the masters, “the albums are so 
much better because they’ve been arranged by people who know what they’re 
doing…they’re put together properly and yeah, of course, there’s something 
wonderful about the covers and lyrics package.  It definitely doesn’t feel as good (file 
sharing) but it’s just so damn handy and fantastic” (Cassandra). 

Some of the research subjects felt strongly that albums should not be cut up and sold 
as singles, and some musicians also strongly disagree with this practice. It was argued 
by one research subject that when you create an album “if you want to make an 
artistic statement” (Band Manager). It is argued that the ‘singles’ approach to music 
distribution has also negative affected record labels, “that’s one of many issues that 
we have with them (Apple) in a sense, that it is a body of work and why would you 
(sell individual tracks)?” (Universal Music). High profile musicians such as Tori 
Amos have been vocal about their abhorrence to this type of activity, offended that 
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people would pull apart their creation created as a piece of art from beginning to end. 
Referring to a very successful Brisbane musician who is the lead singer of the band 
Powderfinger, it is useful to consider the example: (Universal Music) 

“If Bernard Fanning has written a whole album like say his 

‘Tea and Sympathy’ album, that was about a journey, it was 
about a part of his life and if you know him and if you listen to 

it, it is a story. So to for a retailer to say ‘well we’re not going 
to sell that product unless we’re can slice it up and sell it in 

pieces’ of course the artist is going to upset. But then you might 
have people like Rihanna and Nelly Furtado who don’t give a 

damn because it’s a pop song and there’s just a collection of 
pop songs...But then it also goes back to there’s always that 

core fan base who will buy because they want the body of work 
and then there’s people who go hit by hit” 

Musicians can choose not to distribute their music through iTunes, but it is a bit like 
having a book and not making it available for sale through Amazon.com, the largest 
online book retailer. Some musicians however are not disturbed by this ‘cut up’ 
distribution philosophy, however some feel that certain genres should only be listened 
to as an entire album, in reference to heavy metal music, “these albums aren’t meant 
to have singles on them” (Rusty). 

It could be said that “the iPod was actually the thing that caused this” (Media) focus 
on singles, because after all, the iPod came long before iTunes in Australia (see Table 
1 history). Even now on an average MP3 player, 70% of content is side loaded, 28% 
is pirated, and only 2% will be purchased via a digital channel. The record labels 
conclude that the growth of digital downloads is a challenge, “we’ve got a long, long 
way to go” (Universal Music). This could be evidence of a move to these new music 
practices in that “people no longer really want to buy a whole CD unless they are 
really enthusiastic about that particular musician and are collecting them, people are 
interested in individual songs” (Media). 

7.3.2 The Role of the iTunes Ecosystem 

iTunes is the most successful commercial online music store in Australia (as 
discussed in Chapter Two). The iTunes Music Store is a ‘one-stop shop’ for accessing 
new music, to sample low quality 30-second samples of tracks, to download 
purchased tracks, and using/listening to the downloaded music. Based on these 
characteristics, iTunes can be considered an “ecosystem” (Adomavicius et al., (2008), 
as discussed in Chapter Two. Even many of the research subjects who access their 
music through file sharing use iTunes for managing their music libraries and for 
listening to downloaded music. The data for this dissertation suggests that in most 
cases, consumers and musicians alike are happy with the positive experience the 
software provides. 

Those interviewed strongly agree that iTunes is the benchmark for online music 
distribution, with Australian competitors finding difficulty in competing, however it is 
important to note that Apple is not dominant in all countries. Those in the Australian 
industry purport to welcome new competitors into the industry, however the power 
that Apple has over music distribution appears safe for some time. These topics are 
discussed in this section. 
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Apple encourages people to buy music through their iTunes “ecosystem” (Media). 
While the customer experience varies “enormously across providers” (Universal 
Music), Apple dominance in the music distribution market situates them in a position 
of power in authorised paid music downloads in Australia. Some argue that this is 
mostly due to their good customer experience,  “they’ve built a very nice store, it’s 
very easy, it’s a great customer experience, and it works, they’ve got a huge 
catalogue” (Universal Music). Consumers generally seem happy with their iTunes 
experience, “Oh yeah, it was all easy. Just join up to Apple, I’ve got a Macintosh 
anyway” (Katie). Even those engaging in underground file sharing use iTunes to 
manage their music collections because “there are alternate music players but none of 
them are satisfactory in my opinion” (Gates). 

There is little doubt that the iTunes Music Store is the benchmark for paid online 
music in Australia, and it will continue to be unless “somebody comes up with a 
completely different way to get music” (Media). Some believe Apple has such a great 
customer experience because “they’ve invested the time and money” and “they’ve 
built something pretty good first off” (Universal Music). The ecosystem concept 
appeals, “it’s all in the one source. You’ve just got one piece of equipment that 
does...that plays the music and lets you do your work.  It’s pretty handy” (Cassandra). 
Some only use iTunes to side load to their iPod which also is a positive experience, “I 
have used it to interact with my iPod but that’s about it” (Michael).  

Most musicians seem happy with their relationship with iTunes as a distribution 
medium, “its easy” (Francesca), and they believe their services are improving “I think 
that’s the big change in the last few years is services have gotten much, much better” 
(Aaron). However there are some musicians who are unable to see the value in 
distributing their music through iTunes because of the lack of transparency in iTunes’ 
transactions (Creative Commons Australia, 2009:27) Some consumers find there are 
features that could be improved, “Adding and deleting files off it like music offered, 
you have to re put everything on just to take one song off” (Michael). Technically this 
is possible, however the option is not built into the design. 

There is some competition to Apple’s iTunes Music Store in Australia but all those 
who commented agreed that they are inferior services25, “if you compare it (iTunes) 
to even a BigPond or Optus or Soundbuzz or Destra, and numerous other players, 
they’re clunky, it doesn’t work, it’s quite cumbersome it’s just not a nice, it’s almost 
been built from a tech perspective rather than a customer perspective” (Universal 
Music). Music distributors such as Telstra say they welcome competition in the 
market “We welcome a competitor and we want someone to come out here”, however 
it is argued that they do not have a clear perspective of what consumers want, “they 
(Telstra) are thinking about it from the music industry point of view, they are not 
thinking about how to encourage more people to use music, how to encourage more 
people to download, how to encourage more people to buy more bands” (Media). 

Competition encourages innovation, which can only be a good thing for Australian 
music consumers, “it’s (Apple) pushing the other device manufacturers like Nokia 
and Sony Ericsson, they would rush to get something out that’s equivalent or better 
(than the iPhone). They want to protect their market” (Universal Music). Nokia’s 
global presence could be a true competitor in music distribution, “Apple is an 
enormous brand, there’s no undermining that but Nokia’s a pretty huge brand as well” 

                                                
25 Note: Nokia’s mobile music service was not available in Australia at the time of the interviews. 
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(Universal Music). Nokia could be a strong competitor for iTunes, however they are 
targeting a slightly different market, “from our perspective they’re (Nokia) probably 
the only other partner at the moment who has the brand, the global power, the 
resource and the technical ability behind them to potentially take iTunes on head to 
head” (Universal Music). 

It is important to note though that iTunes does not necessarily dominate in all 
countries, with examples such as France and New Zealand being relevant 
comparisons to make, “Interestingly in France iTunes is not number one, actually in 
NZ iTunes is not number one. So for different reasons and for different markets, they 
don’t have this dominant share in every market” (Universal Music). The 
understanding behind the dominance of other services in these countries is the 
availability of good local download stores (France) and the deficiency of broadband 
services as opposed to mobile services (New Zealand), “so as a result iTunes has not 
performed as well as iTunes had expected in NZ” (Universal Music). However 
iTunes’ dominance is shared in some of the largest countries in the world, “they’re 
dominant in the US, they’re dominant in the UK” (Universal Music). 

Apples powerful position is partly due to their strategy to couple their online music 
store and MP3 mobile player technology, the iPod. The iPod gained dominance in 
Australia in the early 2000’s, long before the iTunes Music Store (ITMS) was 
available. Its aesthetics and ease of use were the driving factors, leaving little room in 
the market for other MP3 players. So when the ITMS was eventually available to 
Australian users, it was the obvious choice over other available services for paid 
music, as people were already familiar with the iPod and using the iTunes software 
“in this market iTunes dominates and everyone else is just like crumbs. BigPond and 
Optus are lucky they’ve got the rest of their business (mobile communications) to 
prop up this area of their business because I can’t see how they could be profitable” 
(Universal Music).  

With Apple’s iTunes and iPod dominance comes power over music creators, 
including record labels and musicians. Some record labels feel ‘held to ransom’ by 
Apple in order to get their music distributed via iTunes, “record companies kind of 
have this love/hate relationship with Apple. I think ‘geez if it wasn’t for Apple we 
wouldn’t even be anywhere near where we are today in digital’, so we’ve got to give 
them credit for that, but they also hold us to ransom and they’ve done a few things 
that perhaps we don’t see in our best interests” (Universal Music). 

Part of this power that Apple has, or lack of in the record labels case, comes from the 
record company’s own reputations as being “a bit unsophisticated, in a sense a bit 
clunky” (Universal Music), and part of it comes from the industry’s lack of 
understanding of how to empower themselves and their musicians through Internet 
technologies “Traditionally people in this industry, they start as a receptionist and 
may not even have a degree or undergraduate degree, they just work their way up 
over 10 to 15 years to get to the top, so you’ve kind of got a whole range of people 
who think the same and perhaps are not as educated, still smart but not” (Universal 
Music). Apple uses this lack of understanding of the power of technology to their 
advantage in positioning themselves as a key player in the ‘new’ music industry. 

Part of Apple’s power also comes purely from their global standing, and the 
prevalence of their technologies, in that “In Australia we are hampered to an extent 
because we are not really trendsetters or standard setters in the area of IP and 
competition law. We don’t have the kind of population levels or cultural disconnect 



A critical ethnography of an online file sharing community: an actor-network theory perspective of 

controversies in the digital music world  

Chapter Seven: Controversies in Music Distribution 

Page 148 of 269 

© J.P. Beekhuyzen 2009 

with the rest of the world, like China has where they can try to set their own standards 
and more or less operate as a detached market. If questioned, Apple might do to 
Australia what they did to France and that is ‘well stuff you, we will abandon your 
country’ – demonstrating the power these companies wield” (EFA). 

7.3.3 Extending the iTunes Music Store 

A number of factors have ensured the ongoing success of iTunes/iPod since its debut 
here in Australia; most of all, they are about mobility, customer experience, reuse, 
add-ons and the availability of their open source player. Customer experience is 
essential to the success of any software application and purchasing experience, 
“firstly, they made it good for the end user, the end user experience for getting music 
and playing music that was well designed so people enjoyed using it. Then they made 
a totally reasonable DRM system and a reasonable pricing system. It's a delicate 
balance but I think Apple got it right with that” (Media). 

These extendible features of iTunes are also helping to create revenue streams for 
companies that traditionally would have used other means to distribute their content, 
“a lot of other companies are making heaps of money based around the whole 
iTunes/iPod ecosystem, and that's the thing that is very hard for anyone else to 
replicate” (Media).   

In terms of unlimited reuse capabilities, iTunes enables music from almost any source 
to be accessed in the music library, however sometimes a workaround is needed (such 
as importing FLAC files, an external application is needed); “the iTunes ecosystem is 
that if you already own a piece of music you can include it in the same library with 
unlimited reuse capability and that is a stark contrast between that and the approach of 
those people that are only selling music, or only allowing the music library system to 
cater for stuff that is bought with DRM on it” (Media). 

Another positive of the iTunes application is the ability to extend it through add-ons, 
which makes them difficult to compete against, “they generally have created an eco 
system around iPod and iTunes that is pretty much unassailable in the market because 
to match it and to match the generosity of the DRM and the utility, the usefulness of 
the whole iTunes thing, any competitor has to try and create a similar eco system.  
When I talk about eco system I'm talking about certainly the vast array of content that 
they have signed up from the music industry and the video industry but more 
importantly the end user created stuff, all the free stuff” (Media). 

The open source version of the iTunes server and player that can be used by 
universities for example, is another positive aspect of the technology; “Apple have an 
open source version of the iTunes player that the university can run, it's running its 
own iTunes server. Quite a lot of organisations are starting to realise that it is actually 
quite a good way of distributing audio and video content. So there are lots of 
commercial people using it as a distribution system and not charging for the stuff but 
just using it, providing it for free because it is just an easy way, it is a cheaper way of 
distributing stuff than printing their own CDs or whatever” (Media). 

These attributes of iTunes, alongside their good customer experience have led to 
Apple dominating the industry. Being one of the first to offer such services has given 
them competitive advantage in the marketplace, “So Apple kind of seized the 
initiative very early, and because of this most people would see it as fair, they have 
sort of continued to grow their market share and it is really, really hard for anyone to 
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attack them unless they provide something better” (Media). There appear to be few 
competitors, “so far the only things that have tried to attack it are the ones where you 
pay a subscription fee per month, pay whatever you like but if you stop paying the fee 
you lose everything” (Media).  

Of course there are negatives to the iTunes ecosystem, and the main one is that it is 
limited in making a connection between fans (users) and the musicians they like. Part 
of the ideology of people choosing to file share is the idea that their payment for a 
song or album does not make it to the musicians anyway, “What do people actually 
want? They want the music, they want to support the people they are fans of, offer 
them that service and they might pay for it. But that is not the service that is being 
offered by somewhere like iTunes” (IP Lawyer). Yes iTunes is successful but it has 
limitations “they (iTunes) haven't got the whole package right. Part of the package is 
the support of the artists, and the connection with the artists, and no-one is selling 
that” (IP Lawyer). 

7.3.4 Changing Rituals in Mobile Music 

The iPod as a technical artifact has changed the way individuals use music. Using the 
iPod to side load music was common before the introduction of the iTunes Music 
Store in Australia, embedding the software in daily activities of transferring music for 
use while mobile. The iPod encourages collectivism; with some consumers 
(particularly those younger) attempting to fill their often very large iPod with music. 
It is argued that those who fall into this category would most often not have purchased 
such music anyway. Music on an iPod is much more convenient than carrying around 
the physical artifact. 

In response to the move away from physically packaged music, record labels are 
attempting to fill the needs of consumers who justify their file sharing actions by 
saying they cant find the content they want “if we don’t give it to them they’ll go and 
find it somewhere else” (Universal Music). In saying this, the record label is 
acknowledging the concept of scarcity discussed in the following section.  

The iPod was released many years before the iTunes online music store in Australia, 
“when iPod first started they didn't actually have an online store, they added the 
online store after a little while and iTunes, when it first came out, it was just a way of 
getting your existing CD collection onto your iPod” (Media). So in many ways, using 
an iPod for listening to music became part of daily activity for many long before the 
ability to purchase online music. Thus consumers were comfortable with copying 
their own music, or music from an outside source, to their iPod before having the 
ability to purchase music from the iTunes online music store and transferring it to 
their iPod. This could account for some not even considering iTunes for their 
purchases, as the iPod and iTunes were being used successfully without access to this 
service.  

With the iPod surfaced a technology culture of collectivism; wanting to have as many 
songs as would possibly fit on the iPod. This is not surprising considering the size of 
the hard drives of iPods released to date, which are often much bigger than any 
personal music collection, “you’ve only got to go through kid’s iPods, they know an 
unbelievable number of songs” (Band Manager). But with that comes practical issues 
that don’t appear to affect how people use their music, “How do you play it all, what 
do you do?” (Band Manager). Does it matter that you have more songs than you can 
ever play? Apparently not, it is about status (of having as many songs as possible), not 
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about practicality, “People are impressed with all this music that they’ve got, 10,000 
songs, 20,000 songs, I mean I haven’t got that many...and I collected music for 30 
years” (Band Manager). 

Even though consumers are no longer listening to music in traditional ways (serially), 
the music industry is still to fully think in these terms to market their music, “I think it 
is still thinking in the old terms of how do we market units of talent and how do we 
charge the most money for a particular unit, so they still think in terms of albums and 
CDs and things like that but that's not actually how people are listening anymore” 
(Media). The iPod has bought about the practice of shuffle which results in an 
unpredictable listening experience. 

A random listening can be a positive experience, “the shuffle play feature of an MP3 
player or iPod all of a sudden you, you only do it a couple of times and you think this 
is a really nice way of listening to music” (Media). It usually occurs via the shuffle 
option, which shuffles the songs out of order, “I don't know what's coming next so it's 
always fresh but it's my collection, it's all my favourites, it's just I'm getting it 
presented to me in a random fashion” (Media). One analogy of this is with a radio 
station, much like the offerings of the popular online radio stations such as Last.Fm, 
“It’s like listening to your favourite radio station that only plays your kind of music 
but in an unpredictable order and that's a really different kind of music listening 
experience to the traditional stick on an LP and listen to it from beginning to end or 
stick on a CD and listen to it from beginning to end” (Media). This random music 
shuffling is a new way to listen to music as “a lot of people I know only do shuffle 
play these days” (Media). 

Music downloading is mostly a generational phenomenon with authorised services 
mostly appealing to older audiences and unauthorised mostly appealing to younger 
audiences, “my personal theory is that iTunes has done really well because of the 
baby boomers who think they are so sexy (laughing). They've got an iPod, my uncle's 
one of these, 'I've got my iPod on, I'm so great. I buy all this stuff'. He buys it and 
thinks he is so cool. But guess what? When generation, the current, what do they call 
them, generation M or whatever they are called, when they move up to disposable 
income time, they're not going to think that’s cool popping stuff on an iPod and 
paying for it.  The mindset is completely changing, that’s the really scary thing. 
People are starting to think music is for free. Not music for free question mark” 
(MIPI). 

But is it really practical to think that a 60 Gigabyte iPod could be full of purchased 
music? “Obviously not, it would cost you a fortune” (Alex). A 2008 study out of the 
University of Hertfordshire in the UK found that on average every iPod or digital 
music player contained 842 illegally copied songs, meaning that 48 per cent of the 
collection is copied illegally. These findings were discussed widely in the media but 
the original study cannot be found, however the findings are in line with public 
reports from Apple themselves, that in 2006, 67.4 million iPods had been sold, which 
resulted in each iPod having on average 22 songs bought from the iTunes store. Some 
users admitted to similar or larger numbers of unauthorised files on their iPod, “at the 
moment, I mean there is a couple of CDs, I would say ninety percent and ten percent” 
(Sid). 
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7.4 Competing Values in Music Distribution 

The availability of the Internet as a digital distribution medium has bought challenges 
for the music recording industry. Music can be accessed by consumers via authorised 
paid options such as iTunes, and via unauthorised free options like LimeWire and 
underground music file sharing communities  (See Figure 2). Consumers are more 
likely to pay for a product if it has something they cannot get for free elsewhere. 
These changes in distribution (industry perspective) and access (consumer 
perspective) have not really changed the way that people use music, however 
consumer values give insight into the motivations for purchasing vs. file sharing. 
These values are discussed in this section. 

7.4.1 Unpacking the Black Boxes of Music Distribution, Access and Use 

The music single or album artifact can be seen as a token using ANT concepts, which 
is a quasi-object created through the synergy of network punctualisation resulting in a 
coherent and stable network. The strength of the established actor-network of which 
record labels are the focal actor provided a relatively stable environment in which to 
create and distribute the music artifact. The repeated creation of these tokens over 
many decades strengthened and reified the music actor-network. 

However in the early 1990’s the Internet emerged as a new actor in the music actor-
network and it bought about significant impacts on the established music value chain 
(discussed in detail in (Moloney, 2007). This new actor was a catalyst for changing 
the established power relations between the music recording labels and musicians, 
and consumers. These changes led to a depunctualisation of the music actor-network, 
where the established network somewhat fell apart due to the collapse of networked 
capabilities as individual components struggled to pursue their individual goals 
separately. There was no longer a black box; actors in the network began to form new 
alliances in creating and distributing music. 

The music recording labels responded to this depunctualisation by forming new 
alliances with technology organisations for online music distribution. The most 
important of these was Apple Inc. through the development and deployment of the 
iTunes software application, which later became the iTunes Music Store (iTMS). This 
process of inscription where technical artifacts (iTunes) are created to ensure the 
protection of the actor’s interests (Latour, 1992), in this case power over the creation 
and distribution of music, was positive for the powerful actors in the network, 
however it is clear that the network was undergoing important transitions. The 
network appeared to no longer be stabilised as new actors gained some control. 

The Internet and the evolution of digital technology in general enabled new ways to 
create and distribute tokens (music) which require little reliance on the established 
focal actor, the music recording labels. Some musicians and consumers deserted the 
previously somewhat stable actor-network to form their own actor-network that in 
some ways worked in competition. A new process of translation began to occur 
around a different ideology than the one held by the established actor-network, one 
which enacted new power relations amongst other actors in the network. 

The rise of file sharing which has reportedly resulted in the decline in physical music 
sales has brought about conflicting views on file sharing. Firstly, there is some 
contention about the statistics on the extent of file sharing which some say are 
“fundamentally flawed” for a number of reasons (EFA). The reasoning behind this 
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claim is that the recording industry “operate on the fallacy that one unlawfully 
downloaded song equals one lost sale”. EFA believe the industry also ignore that “the 
industry operates on the assumption that you can make an estimate or a projection of 
the number of unlawful downloads”, but that “they cant accurately determine the 
number. A number appears which is said to be the number of unlawful downloads that 
are happening, and that number is then multiplied by the full retail price for the 
particular thing in issue and the resulting figure is said to be the loss to the industry”. 
They argue that even if one unlawful download did equal one lost sale, the 
recommended retail price of the item in question does not equal the loss to the 
recording labels. He strongly believes that the “statistics border on misleading or 
deceptive conduct, as the leaked report from the AIC demonstrated” – referring to a 
leaked report from the Australian Institute of Criminology on which Australia’s 
Attorney General also commented that the statistics were "unverified and 
epistemologically unreliable". 

While there is little doubt file sharing has had an effect on the industry “that much is 
undeniable” (EFA), it is a major challenge for the industry, in that, there is concern at 
the other end of the debate about the ideologies of people engaging in it, “I don’t 
think that people consciously understand that it’s stealing, and I don’t think they 
understand it’s actually quite important” (Universal Music). The legal arm of the 
music industry reason that, “people just don’t extrapolate that that's actually going to 
have an effect, and look, it has had an effect” (MIPI). 

There has been a lot of discussion in the media about the decline in physical music 
sales alongside the growth of digital sales. From a record labels’ perspective “as an 
industry there’s been a definite decline in the physical market and it’s not being made 
up by a digital market so there’s a gap, everyone talks about this gap” (Universal 
Music). However there is growing evidence from music distributors in Australia that 
people are willing to pay for music, “We’re seeing growth in the business so people 
are definitely willing to pay for music because they are and more people are every 
month which is brilliant” (Telstra). This growth is in line with European studies 
reporting that people are willing to pay for online music. 

Despite this growth in digital sales, some industry representatives are concerned with 
what they see as a dire future of the industry in which the culture of young people and 
their view that music should be for free could be devastating, “If people are starting to 
think that music is not something, not even worth anything, then the state of the 
industry has got to be in jeopardy because there is just not going to be that sort of 
money investing into new artists, which is sad” (MIPI). 

But what is piracy? Some musicians believe that the average consumer does not really 
know what piracy is, or care, “It’s like when you sign up for something on the 
Internet or you’re installing a new program, it asks do you agree? Oh yeah, you just 
agree, a lot of people do not read it.  So even CDs, you know with DVDs they say you 
cannot show it on oilrigs and in prisons and no public viewing, even schools, they hire 
out DVDs and play them for the kids at the end of semester, so are they going to be 
fined for that?” (Daniel). There is the predominant view that copying an intangible 
item like a digital file is not commensurate with physically stealing something 
(removing the original), and attempts to market ‘piracy’ in this way fail miserably. If 
anything, they give consumers a reason to think the industry does not understand the 
‘real world’ and thus decide to ignore them, or not take them seriously.  
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7.4.2 Copying and Sharing Attitudes 

Given the increasing demands on the entertainment dollar, “music is an entertainment 
choice in a very crowded entertainment market, leisure market” (IP lawyer). Then is it 
really surprising that people – particularly younger people - will choose unauthorised-
free sources for their music? The practice of copying for personal use, sharing, and 
getting music for free is possibly ingrained in us from an early age, with many people 
confessing to spending hours in their adolescence taping music from the radio (the 
Head of Digital Downloads at Universal Music included), “I used to record stuff off 
the radio and listen to it again” (Brad); “as a kid you would tape songs from the radio 
onto a cassette” (Katie). CDs re the medium of choice for others, “I do (burn other 
CDs) as well, quite avidly, I’ll do it by artist and I’ll do mixed compilations and I’ll 
listen to them in the car and the stereo on the veranda and at the computer while I 
work too, so they follow me everywhere” (Cassandra). 

This is not only an Australian phenomenon, as the French participant commented 
“Before with the tape, you had to listen to the radio and get the music you wanted it, 
tape it, when you were starting. Of course you recorded the first 15 seconds of the 
tape and after you recorded the first 5 seconds before the next song, and then you 
were making a whole mix of songs on your tape and exchanging it on to your friends” 
(John). 

It seems some people do actually feel guilty for their file sharing behaviour, “using 
Lou Reed as an example, I’ll put together a compilation but it’s not as good as having 
the original album arrangement so now I’ve got Soulseek I’m learning how to 
download actual albums but I’m actually feeling a bit of guilt about that now, I was 
just sampling before and then going online and now it’s the whole album, I do feel a 
bit...” (Cassandra).  

So it begs the question, has our behaviour and values really changed, or should we not 
be surprised to learn of the prevalence of similar piracy-like activity within the music 
industry from those who piracy is reported to affect, “To be quite honest with you I’m 
quite surprised at the acceptance within the industry. I see people doing things and I 
think wow, don’t you realise you work in an industry that’s reliant on copyright? If 
you can’t even see that this is impacting you then how would anyone else that’s not 
even in this industry” (Universal Music). 

Distributing music online has changed the time it takes for the product or service to 
reach the end user, “the problem is...you used to get discovered and you could be 
lucky and be discovered, now it’s just around the world, the problem is that all the 
bogans can share everything now straight away so the cycle is incredibly 
short…things peak very quickly and then they can subside” (Band Manager). There is 
little doubt that technology has exacerbated the act of sharing and effectively 
breaching copyright, and older participants of the music industry are almost 
personally offended by these actions, “it’s called music theft, the music that you spent 
20 years collecting, the Trojan boxset that you struggled to get, and she’s got it in ten, 
five seconds, so she stole it” (Band Manager). 

Even though the view that music will always be in demand is subscribed to by most, 
there are serious concerns about the high statistics of piracy and the mentality of those 
engaging in it, “millions of copies being distributed, its really frightening. I suppose 
the really frightening thing is, you would have seen the stats in terms of the volumes 
of people engaging in it, obviously that’s a concern. Around 20%, and its even higher 
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in the 14-17 year age group. But it is actually about the mentality of these people as 
they move on when they do have disposable incomes” (MIPI). 

With even more choices for the entertainment dollar than ever before, with 
competition against traditional entertainment forms such as going to the cinema and 
live music concerts, ‘new’ forms of entertainment are proving more popular each 
year. For instance, console computer games have now surpassed sales for DVDs. So 
competition for consumer’s disposable income spending on music has increased 
significantly,  

“I think if we’re talking about piracy and it’s not just the 14 to 17 
year olds because there are a lot of other people that are doing it and 

I don’t know if the reasons are the same for each segment, they might 
be slightly different. But for the younger kids who only have x dollars 

disposable income and if you take a step back to like the 
entertainment dollar they’ve got so many more choices. Mobile 

phones when I was 15, there was no mobile phones so I didn’t have to 
spend money on a bill and that get prioritised over a lot of other 

things. The phone is like their life line to their friends, it’s so 
important that they would skimp on movie tickets, so all those other 

categories are losing out, and so music is one of those other 
categories that if you can get it free or if you can pay for it but that’s 

going to take away from calling or sms’ing your friends, it’s an easy 
choice” (Universal Music). 

People are basically honest and “providing you make it easy for them to be honest, 
and people will rip you off if your policy is seen to be unreasonable” (Media). One 
argument for the rise in file sharing is said to be “mainly because the pricing and the 
marketing model for CDs is seen as unreasonable” (Media). 

But how do you compete with free? Other industries have successfully done it, given 
the example of bottled water. Some argue that music is different because access to 
unauthorised content is widely available and “it is just so easy for people to engage 
in” (MIPI). But so is free good quality water in Australia. 

The values that consumers have about file sharing can be summarised in three main 
categories: cost, convenience, and choice. 

7.4.3 Costs of Physical and Digital Music 

When considering the costs of physical and online music, value for money is 
important. CDs are considered much to expensive by many at $30 each, and imports 
are even more expensive for those interested in specific genres not available for sale 
in Australia. These high costs can turn those who genuinely want to purchase music to 
file sharing. There is knowledge among consumers that much of the (expensive) CD 
costs or most of the costs of digital music do not go to the musicians. It is usually less 
than 10%. With the view that record labels generally exploit musicians, there is little 
motivation for some to pay for music. 

Another strong view held by some of the research subjects is that the music available 
to purchase from online stores like iTunes is compressed so therefore not equal to CD 
quality, however the costs are comparable. They have difficulty in justifying paying 
for an inferior product to what they could get in a physical CD for a similar price. 
However they would often like the choice of a digital product. 
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Lastly, there is more demand for the entertainment dollar than ever before as there are 
many options including games and movies. Free music appears to be increasingly 
difficult to turn down for those not particularly interested in quality (accessing 
through public file sharing). As students are limited in their disposable income, file 
sharing becomes a viable option to access their music.  

Cost is an important factor in the choice between file sharing and purchasing CDs, “In 
general I think thirty dollars for a brand new CD is a fair bit of money and not 
something that I would pay for” (Angus). Daniel gives interesting insight into this 
desire for value for money which was also echoed by a number of other research 
subjects,  

“I have a sneaking suspicion too that because they’re (CDs) $10, people will 
actually spend more.  Like if you went to say JB Hifi (physical electronics 

store) and buy a DVD for $20, you buy one but if it’s cheaper, people will 
spend $200.  So that’s where it comes back to that whole negative fire-

fighting thing. They say okay we’re losing money because of this, so they put 
the price up when what they really should be doing is putting the price down 

and selling the volume as opposed to...”(Daniel). 

There appears to be a consensus that the high cost of CDs is a reason to file share, 
“Lower the prices of CDs, definitely…higher than $30 is ridiculous, $10 an album? 
Then I probably will, even $15 and then maybe buying online wouldn’t be such a bad 
thing but then I’m not a credit card person either so...that’s a deterrent” (Cassandra); 
“I think the prices for music is to high. I mean, sure the artists need to be paid for their 
work, I don’t want to rip them off at all, which is why I buy CDs and songs online 
occasionally” (Richard). Others feel strongly that the price of CDs should come down 
after they have been on the market for some time, “why is it after a period of time that 
movies are significantly cheaper, you know nine ninety nine or eleven ninety nine. So 
I think after a year a CD has been on the market I can’t see why it can’t be down to 
nine ninety nine, ten dollars” (Sid). 

Even some musicians think that CDs are much too expensive, as Daniel (a musician 
and a student) pointed out, “chart stuff is way too expensive and even independent 
import stuff like I was looking at getting The Shins and it’s an import from I don’t 
know where, Europe or something and it’s forty dollars for one CD.  I think it only 
had six or eight songs on it.  Sometimes you weigh it up.  If someone can loan me a 
copy and I can have a listen of it and give it back, I’d do that instead.  It depends on 
what the CD is.  But the majority are overpriced” (Daniel). Others had similar 
experiences with imported CDs, “If it’s really expensive then I just find another way 
to get it” (Katie). 

However the music recording industry is not convinced that cost is a valid motivator 
for file sharing, “people say ‘well its all just so expensive’ and you go ‘so how much 
do you pay for a cup of coffee?’ ‘$3.50 in Sydney? Say that's 10 minutes enjoyment. 
You pay $1.69 for a track and you've got it forever. You can listen to it forever. So 
are you telling me that $1.69 is too expensive?’ (MIPI) 

Musicians are perceived by some as being exploited by record labels, so their 
payment for the CD does reach the musicians anyway, “when you pay thirty five 
dollars for an album and they are only getting one or two dollars it seems hardly 
worth it” (Gates). Others agree, “Holy moly, (you) sold 6000 CDs there is much 
rejoicing, but the label keeps $9 per CD and gives the band 65c per CD sold” (Rusty). 
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Content needs to be perceived as valuable in order for people to pay for it “given 
there are two services, one has costs, one doesn't, you want people to feel morally 
impelled to pay for it. If they don't think money is going to artists then why on earth 
would they pay? If they think the money is going to some faceless US corporation 
why on earth would they pay?” (IP Lawyer) One research subject considers an 
analogy of musicians to shoes produced for minimum wage for a multinational 
corporation; “the world was in outrage when Nike shoes when found to be exploiting 
kids for 2c an hour pay rates. Think of 40c an album for artists?” (Rusty) 

Even in online music stores such as iTunes, very little of the payment goes to the 
musician (less than 10 cents for a 99 cent track), “the fundamental thing that is 
missing from the legal services is any connection on the part of individuals using, any 
belief, in a connection between them buying legally and the money going to artists, 
that is the single biggest problem I believe” (IP Lawyer). The industry dismisses the 
understanding that a minority of the revenues go to the musicians and believes file 
sharers should feel guilty about their actions which they argue are ripping off 
musicians, “the majority of file sharers feel bad that the artists' and the songwriters 
aren’t getting any money but that doesn’t translate into the action of ‘oh I am not 
going to file share today’”. She appears disappointed that “they still do it anyway” 
(MIPI). 

Some consumers have difficulty in commensurating the cost of digital tracks with the 
cost of a CD as they are of inferior quality, “I can't justify paying for an MP3…if I 
pay for an MP3 I pay for something that’s not at full quality for one and also they are 
usually not, I have had a look and they are like two dollars a song and I think, two 
dollars a song at ten songs is twenty dollars…considering they are about the same 
price…I would rather just buy the CD” (Eugene). Digital music generally does not 
come with other aspects of the physical artifact such as the lyrics and cover art, which 
some consumers value, “to encourage it (purchases), well lower prices for one, 
because you are not actually paying for a physical product there is no cost in the 
manufacture of the case or the booklet so there’s no way that it should be anywhere 
near the same amount as the physical product” (Eugene). Maybe the price should 
better fit the quality, rather than competing on the same level, “that's absurd really, 
when it is really about $1.29 for a song on a CD, because if you do the maths, you've 
got an MP3, that's compressed to like a one to ten ratio, so you should paying one 
tenth of the price” (Eugene). 

There is strong competition for the entertainment dollar of consumers, faced with 
many choices on how to spend their disposable incomes. This particularly applies to 
students, “Well definitely it’s an income thing.  Right now being a student, and I’ve 
got children and they take all my money.  I’ve got three and it’s just so expensive.  So 
usually I don’t have any money.  So when I think they’re a bit older and I’ve got ‘me 
money’, CDs will be a number one priority, probably over most other things.  I can go 
CD shopping again” (Cassandra). 

Cost, coupled with lack of choice can be a motivator for file sharing, “the genre of 
music that I listen to typically (metal), the albums are always imported from Europe 
and they tend to be around thirty five dollars and the way I seem to justify it is, say 
they have got five albums, I will buy two albums and download the rest and then 
when they come out to Australia I will go to their concert” (Gates).   
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7.4.4 Choice in Online Music 

Choice refers to consumers being able to access the music they want, in a format that 
they want. There is evidence that there is still value in the physical artifact – the CD. 
The cover art and lyrics are important to some, and iTunes have recently attempted to 
build this physicality into their online music offerings with the ‘iTunes LP’ feature. 
However there is also value in the ability to search online for music using a pull 
strategy as discussed in Chapter Three, Section Five (Voida et al., 2006), with some 
using a simple Google search (now improved with the newly introduced Music 
Search26) to find authorised and unauthorised music. This strategy also enables 
browsing of connected peer’s music libraries on their PCs when using public file 
sharing applications like LimeWire, a feature valued by some. 

Physical stores seem to have less music available to purchase than they used to, with a 
focus on the ‘hits’ and what is popular at a particular point in time. Online store like 
iTunes have more choice than their physical counterparts, however it is still a limited 
and restricted catalogue particularly in Australia (as compared with the US and 
Europe). An example of this is the American Idol television show that aired in 2008 
with an Australian citizen in the top 10 finals. His music was available to download 
for a price in the US, however it was not available to purchase from any source in 
Australia, frustrating some viewers. So with that choice comes an appreciation of 
added value; consumers are willing to pay if they are offered something they cannot 
get elsewhere; i.e. that they cannot get for free. Without the ability to purchase desired 
content in either a physical or digital form, a scarcity exists which is a valid 
motivation for file sharing. 

Music consumers value being able to access whatever music they want, when they 
want, “I use a set of specific websites to search for music, Mininova, Isohunt and 
Pirate Bay, they are torrent search engines and generally I find any music that I want 
to get a copy of through those torrent sites, and I will just go there and search for it 
and find the link for it and download it and listen to it” (Angus): “This one is pretty 
fast and you can pretty much get everything you want and you’re kind of guaranteed 
to get what you want” (Richard). Others just use Google to find their music, “I used to 
just do Google searches for MP3’s but it’s a bit hit and miss” (Brad).  

Using public file sharing systems while being pull technology, rely on searches to 
find content, “it’s got a little search box” (Brad), which is usually used to search for 
single tracks. Such systems also provide the added benefit of being able to browse the 
shared folders of others connected to the network, “you can browse the host computer 
of who you’re downloading from, and you’ll know that if they have a certain song 
that you’re downloading they might have other similar music tastes so you just 
browse their folder of what they allow you to access and you’ll see, you go ok well 
yeah they’ve got some good stuff there too…you can hook up with similar people 
with similar music tastes” (Bill). 

Some are able to find whatever they want on public file sharing sites, “I haven't found 
any audio tracks that I can't get without getting charged, so I haven't had cause to use 
any paid services to purchase music online” (Angus). Others have had difficulty in 
finding local Australian music through unauthorised public sources, “I find a lot of 
the stuff I want to download isn’t on LimeWire anyway, especially a lot of the 
independent Australian stuff. So I’ve kind of given up on it” (Katie). 

                                                
26 http://www.googlemusicsearch.com/ 
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Some musicians are finding new ways to provide value for their fans, while still 
competing with free. In reference to the recent Radiohead online marketing scheme of 
their In Rainbows album (pay us what you think its worth or download for free), the 
additional value of providing the cover art was important, “they gave you all the cover 
art, the cover art very important, they give you all these sorts of details and you can 
either download it or pay for it or whatever you want to.  Now I’m not into them so I 
didn’t purchase it but if it was a band that I was interested in then I would have” 
(Gates). 

Scarcity in certain genres can encourage individuals to go ‘underground’, “Every 
genre, every remix, everything that a DJ has ever done almost including like live 
recordings, and that sort of thing, I don’t even know where to start out, there is so 
much that I can…” (Jason) 

7.4.4.1 Scarcity 

Sampling and substitution are discussed in the literature (Andersen and Frenz, 2007) 
to account for reasons consumers file share. To sample is to ‘try before you buy’, and 
to substitute is to download instead of purchasing. Both are argued to be hurting the 
music recording industry, however it is argued in the literature that sampling can 
increase sales, and substitution may not harm the industry as much as reported, 
because those that substitute, may not have purchased the full album anyway. 

The term ‘scarcity’ is a new term introduced as a result of the data analysis for this 
dissertation. Scarcity refers to something not easily found; the economic literature 
argues that scarcity determines price. Harford (2006), an economist, argues that 
scarcity power is pricing power. An extensive search of the literature revealed little 
discussion of scarcity as a motivator in accessing online music. 

Scarcity refers to the lack of ability to purchase desired music in either physical or 
digital form; therefore scarcity is a motivator for file sharing. A categorisation that 
complements that of sampling and substitution in the literature of file sharing is 
proposed here, scarcity. Scarcity is a situation that exists when it is not possible to 
purchase desired music; consumers engage in file sharing to download what they 
want through unauthorised sources, “There’s a lot of stuff you can’t get in Australia 
so I have to (download)” (Sid). The advent of file sharing was exciting for many 
individuals, as it allowed them to have access to things they did not have access to 
otherwise, “when I realised you could download music it seemed like a wonderful 
thing for all the reasons that you could mix and match, you could get things that were 
hard to get” (Snitz).  

Many of the research subjects argue that they are keen to buy music online, but some 
online stores are simply not accessible to Australians. One such example is the 
Amazon.com music store which launched their music DRM-free from the beginning. 
This sounded like the next best commercial option at the time to the DRM embedded 
music of iTunes, however the content is not available to consumers outside of the US, 
“I found out that you had to be in the United States because of licensing issues so I 
actually tried to lie to Amazon and tell them that I was in the United States and of 
course to them I still look like I am from Australia. I could have gotten around it…if I 
had anonymous proxies and then you can sort of jump around it but the problem is I 
can’t trust the genuineness of the proxy, which means I leave my credit card and then 
some one else could possibly use my details. It’s all to do with licensing issues I 
would imagine” (Gates).  
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Music that is expected to be available in local (physical) stores often just is not 
anymore. Physical record stores in Australia have changed substantially in the past 
few years with more stores now selling the same mainstream popular music (‘hits’) as 
the next store (which is probably also a large retail chain), “the thing that annoyed me 
most, one of my favourite artists is Lyle Lovett and his latest CD, I just haven’t seen it 
in the shops here, so I have downloaded it (unauthorised) a couple of times… it has 
been out for nearly a year, so I don’t know why it is not here” (Sid).  

Also in terms of choice, music is often not available in the preferred file format such 
as FLAC, a high quality lossless digital format, “I guess ultimately for me if there was 
a place where I could download music in FLAC and purchase it I would be more than 
happy to do it, it’s just I can’t get it.  That’s why I don’t do it” (Gates).  

Transformative uses such as samples and remixes are also in demand in file sharing 
networks, “It might be some obscure tracks or that which I haven’t been able to find 
in music stores, maybe some different mixes of the same piece of music” (Bill). 

7.4.4.2 Sampling 

The concept of sampling proposed in the literature is somewhat contested, however 
there is evidence in this dissertation that sampling does occur, and it does lead to 
purchases; “some things I may want to hear, the only place, the only way to hear it 
may be to download it illegally and then order it on the Internet if I like it or try to 
order it at a shop” (Eugene). Others value the ability to ‘try before you buy’, “I’m not 
going to spend this much money on an album that I think might suck. Back in the day, 
you had to take the chance” (Rusty). However some feel that the 30-second low 
quality sample (provided on iTunes) is not adequate for them when they sample to 
make a decision about buying the track, “it's hard to find somewhere where you can 
actually listen to it and then decide other than downloading illegally…the little 
previews that you get are pretty low quality” (Eugene). Others engage in similar 
rituals to sample, “I’m not downloading everything. Usually I’m buying what I want 
to listen too. I’m downloading more to test to see what’s there” (John).  

There is evidence that file sharing does facilitate sampling, “I think about myself, I’ll 
go out and buy CDs but anything extra we just do a few downloads, a bit of streaming 
and I’ll get enough of everything” (Aaron). There is also evidence that individuals are 
listening to music that they wouldn’t have had access to if they weren’t file sharing. 
They may be substituting for purchasing, but it is argued that they possibly would not 
have purchased the music anyway (leading to the greater good of listening to more 
music discussed in Chapter Two), “I have been quite flummoxed when I have had 
young hip students listening to eighties music which seems to be a phenomenon of 
some sort” (Snitz). 

The literature on sampling argues that listening to music found through file sharing 
can lead to sales, eg after hearing the song a number of times and liking it, the 
consumer will then buy it, and there is also evidence of this in this dissertation, “I find 
it really interesting having a number of late teenage children that they will download 
tracks but then if they like it they’ll go and buy the CD too. So there is still, I don’t 
know whether it’s a feeling of distrust that what if the machine crashes because we’ve 
all been there. Or whether it’s still a feeling of, ok I’ve got the tracks but I want the 
cover and I want the information about the band” (Radio Announcer).  
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Despite these kinds of perspectives from consumers who engage in a mix of 
purchasing and file sharing activities, MIPI are not convinced that scarcity is a valid 
reason to file share, however they are not talking about scarcity in the same sense as it 
is in this dissertation (lack of available content). She reflects, “they say ‘but I can’t get 
what I want on legitimate sites, I can only get it on file sharing sites’. So I say ‘can 
you get it from your local record store?’ ‘Well yeah of course’ and I'm like ‘you could 
put that onto your iTunes player or other players so what's the problem. You can still 
get it legitimately’”.  

7.4.5 Convenience in Online Music 

Convenience in accessing online music refers to accessing when and how you want. 
Firstly, it is necessary to consider how consumers access their music in a 
contemporary setting (in non-conventional channels) in comparison to how music has 
been traditionally accessed in similar unconventional channels. Has society suddenly 
started ‘pirating’ music, or have this behaviour always existed, and have similar 
values always existed? It is argued that this behaviour has not changed significantly 
with the introduction of the Internet; rather, the technology has just made it easier 
than ever before. Public file sharing is a particularly easy technology to use to 
download music. 

With the huge music libraries that many consumers now have as a result of the ability 
to download music from a range of authorised and unauthorised sources, storage has 
now become an issue. Physical storage for CDs means that specific furniture needs to 
be purchased to store the artifacts. The availability of digital storage can also be an 
influence on which file format is chosen when downloading. 

Payment options can hinder the convenience of online music stores. Credit cards pose 
an obvious barrier for younger consumers, while pre-paid cards can be inconvenient 
and troublesome. Some argue that micropayments directly to the musician could 
overcome ideological barriers to paying for music, while options such as the 
convenience of payments through PayPal would provide incentives for others to 
purchase their music online instead of file sharing. 

The lack of interoperability of downloaded music content between software systems, 
and also between hardware systems is a frustration for consumers. A lack of standard 
software and hardware formats for digital music and the technologies they run on can 
turn consumers to file sharing to avoid such restrictions. 

Within the history of music, almost every research subject (music recording industry 
included) admitted to taping music from the radio in their youth, and making mixed 
tapes for friends and family. However with new technologies, have come what appear 
to be new rules to many as to what can be done with purchased media, “It's interesting 
to compare to the history of vinyl records and CDs in that once you buy a CD or a 
record you can play it as many times as you want on as many different pieces of 
equipment as you like and people traditionally, although the copyright law was 
probably there but it was certainly never policed. You could copy it onto a tape, or rip 
it onto your computer or whatever and you could even pass on the CD to your friends 
for nothing or resell it.  In comparison, very very free and open use once you 
purchased the CD and it was yours and once you purchased it that was it” (Media). 

Those in the industry argue that this culture of copying and sharing is a generational 
activity “when I was 14 did I think I was ripping someone off? Probably not. I would 
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probably feel that in the way kids do today so maybe it’s not a generation thing 
maybe it’s just an age thing. But then I guess was I taping stuff at 25 no. So that could 
be a technology thing” (Universal Music). 

This ease technology provides to copy music also helps to find desired music with 
little effort, “If I can’t find what I’m looking for on Mininova then just go to Google, 
punch it in in quotation marks so it knows the exact phase, and it will find some site 
in Germany or Czechoslovakia or whatever” (Alex). Some value file sharing over 
online music stores because of their ease of use, “it’s actually a lot easier than buying 
them legally” (Jason).  

It is considered easy to download through any of the public file sharing communities, 
“Torrent space…it's kind of an easy, click and download the whole album, pretty 
easy.  I guess my main process is, I listen to it and if I actually like it then I will buy 
it” (Eugene). Others are surprised that they have the skills to download unauthorised 
content, “it’s really weird that I got into any downloading because it’s just not an area 
that I’m that comfortable with unless I’m very interested and then all of a sudden I 
seem to apply these skills and then it’s ‘oh yes I can do that if I really want to’” 
(Cassandra). 

Convenience can also be related to storing the digital and physical artifact. Digital 
music files in MP3 format take up a couple of megabytes each (average 2-5 Mb), and 
those in FLAC format can be many times that size (average 12-15 Mb), but this is 
often not a problem in contemporary technology culture as large hard drive storage 
capacities are widely available. This is still an issue however for CDs collected over 
the past two decades, “you have got all of these CDs … we have managed it well but 
we actually bought a piece of furniture, an entertainment unit (to store them)” (Sid). 

Convenience of payment is considered a barrier to purchasing online music; 
particularly the use of a credit card for payment is difficult for younger users “they 
don’t have credit cards so how are they going to buy at iTunes? Well iTunes has some 
cards but then maybe they’re going to wait for their mum to buy it” (Universal 
Music). In most supermarkets and music stores, consumers can purchase an iTunes 
prepaid music card, however these are not without their limitations, “I walked out of 
the supermarket without getting the number and they tried to call me back, she didn’t 
write it down, I’m like oh ‘thanks’” (Brad). 

There is also concern about the privacy of personal information when using such 
services, “the problem is that most companies, or most bigger companies, like 
Amazon (and iTunes) for example are having the main servers in the US and you look 
after all your stuff there and as we know the US don’t take care so much about 
privacy” (Succi). 

Others would like to see commercial systems implement systems for micropayments, 
“I can't remember the last time that I actually paid for music. If I could make micro 
payments directly to the artist who was responsible for generating that content then I 
would, but I don't want to pay an intermediary, I don't want to pay the publishers and 
the record studios…if I could make a micro payment of thirty, forty, fifty cents 
directly to the artist I would” (Angus). 

Along these lines, the Magnatune online music store offers half of their revenues to 
musicians, and offers the convenience of paying with a PayPal account, rather than a 
specific proprietary account like iTunes, “most (musicians) have a PayPal account 
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which is linked with it (Magnatune) so it is pretty easy to get some money around 
without dealing with credit cards and all that stuff” (Succi).  

Essentially music consumers feel they should be able to use their purchased digital 
content when and where they want, “I love listening to music. It's very important for 
me to have access to that music when I want and where I want and that's not only my 
desire but I think a reflection of the consumer society that we live in, people want to 
have that convenience and if they own an audio track on one media then I think the 
people should have the right to convert that audio to a different media and be able to 
take it with them” (Angus). 

7.4.6 Convergence 

Convergence is becoming more prevalent in mobile devices as a result of competition 
in the hardware and software industries. Competition between Apple’s iPhone and 
Nokia’s traditionally very successful range of mobile phones has led to less 
dependence on multiple devices for calls, emails, Internet and camera/video 
capabilities. Convergence is the concentration of all of these features in one device. 
Universal Music provides an illustrative example, “We know the hierarchy of 
personal things…it goes house-keys-wallet-phone or wallet-house-keys-phone, MP3 
is after that, so if they can get the phone right they (Nokia) possibly could take a share 
from Apple, no one wants to carry 15 devices” (Universal Music). 

Telstra is experimenting with dual downloads to achieve this, to varying success 
“Dual downloads was part of kind of offering value to customers so that if they 
bought a track on their mobile phone they could still have a copy in their computer 
and they weren’t going to have to buy it again if they want to trial the service” 
(Telstra). However such offerings are bundled with DRM. 

What Nokia have with their is mobile music store is device convergence, the ability to 
download tracks direct to the mobile phone. This is something that is currently 
available in Australia from BigPond through their dual download offerings however 
Nokia have their own device (which Telstra does not) and the service will be 
available for free through a subscription plan with a particular device. Apple are yet to 
move into this space and offer their content direct to their mobile devices, however 
the iPod Touch and new iPhones have opened up this possibility, “iPhones, whether I 
think it’s a great phone or not is aside from the fact that they have truly converged a 
device” (Universal Music). 

Some purchase specific devices with convergence as a priority: “I purchased that 
specific phone explicitly because I wanted an MP3 player on my phone so that I can 
listen to MP3 music while commuting to work” (Angus). However downloading 
music on a mobile phone has been slow to take off in Australia, unless the phone is 
also an MP3 player, “we’re still early days…still only 30% of mobile users have ever 
even downloaded content (directly to their phone)” (Universal Music). 

7.4.7 Interoperability 

Interoperability refers to the lack of compatibility between software and hardware 
used for digital music. There is no standard format for either, leaving consumers 
frustrated with different file formats, and different hardware connections which are 
often out of date seemingly before their time, “If it was free or people could do 
whatever they want to format, you would have a couple of standard formats and it 
would be so much easier to move from say, your iPod to your computer, from your 
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computer to say a media centre and play it on your TV.  But because there are all 
different formats floating around and people try dodgy ways around so they don’t get 
in trouble then, it causes software malfunctions and issues as well” (Daniel).  

There are also incompatibilities between Windows and Mac OSX operating systems; 
for example BigPond Music is not available for Mac platforms, “Mac users are a 
growing portion of the market so we are definitely aware that we want customers with 
Mac’s to be able to access our service, at the moment they wouldn’t be able to very 
easily or download the music” (Telstra). Consumers who use Linux operating systems 
are also disadvantaged in accessing most online services, as the available file formats 
are incompatible, “if I use Linux on my computer, every time I try to download from 
iTunes I have these issues so that is really hard. I can't play my movies on it unless I 
download something that I have been told is terribly illegal” (IP Lawyer). Those using 
the Linux operating system also face problems, as their music is in a format not sold 
in stores like iTunes, and only available through file sharing or by converting other 
formats, “I mostly use OGG” (Succi). 

Interoperability of mobile hardware is also frustrating when new models are released, 
“a new iPod should fit in your iPod dock, I think it fits the power or something but the 
remote won’t work or you can’t use the remote while it’s plugged into the TV. 
They’ve changed the plugs around and put an encryption in” (Daniel). Interoperability 
is inevitably tied to competition within the industry, and consumers are aware of this, 
“So these companies that try and do this, I call it ‘negative fire fighting’ like what 
they do is do all this protection stuff to improve their profits but in effect they restrict 
the product that much that people don’t buy it and they go and buy something else 
and so they actually make less money” (Daniel). 

The music recording industry are calling for change that addresses these barriers by 
“offering consumers a hassle-free delivery of interoperable music” (Universal Music). 
Some music distributors are purporting to provide such changes, “we’re wanting to 
keep it (the website and the mobile site) as open as possible to give access to 
customers as widely as possible to maximise our market but also to give as many 
people as possible the option to download legal music which I think is important” 
(Telstra).  

Consumers argue that creating an environment of interoperability means moving to 
open formats for music and providing more than MP3, higher quality lossless formats 
are also important, “(FLAC) is completely free and open, nobody can control its path.  
It is always guaranteed to work and be supported.  When I say supported, for 
example, iTunes don’t support FLAC because it is not an Apple format, they are only 
interested in locking you in” (Gates). The lack of interoperability of proprietary 
systems like iTunes can be frustrating for consumers who value the higher quality 
format for their music, “what I do is…it’s annoying, I have to actually what’s called 
transcode them into Apple lossless which is the same kind of this FLAC but it’s the 
proprietary version…as a result I have to maintain two files now and have twice the 
file space taken up” (Gates). 

In contrast to the problems of incompatibility and interoperability that plagues 
authorised music downloads, all music content shared in underground communities is 
made shareable through the use of torrent files, which are platform independent and 
without restrictions to hardware or software, “there are so many clients available for 
OS10 (Mac), Windows or Linux, it is completely independent of the platform” 
(Gates). 
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One approach to overcoming these technology fit restrictions is the adoption of open 
standards for music content. Telstra unconvincingly argue that this is their strategy, 
without being supported by the practices the engage in, “we’re kind of much more 
towards the model of being as open as we can be rather than going down one 
proprietary route necessarily. I mean that’s typically what you’ve seen happen with 
Microsoft, Apple, those guys, where they own the hardware and operating systems 
and their kind of, you know they want customers to buy their device and not just 
what’s on the device, so that’s what’s driving them” (Telstra). 

7.5 Beliefs about Music Distribution through File Sharing 

Key informants in the music actor-network have differing assumptions about file 
sharing and those who participate. Universal Music and MIPI are concerned that 
younger people who have grown up with file sharing will never consider purchasing 
music even when they get a disposable income. Consumers now have more power in 
how, when and where to access their music than ever before (with many unauthorised 
free sources available), and the research subjects engage in a mix of free and paid 
activities such as those illustrated by Singh and colleagues (2005) – See Figure 1. 
There is evidence in that consumers engage in file sharing to sample. 

There are also different beliefs that file sharing promotes musicians in that file sharers 
get more exposure to new music to listen to. However the music recording industry 
does not agree. There is also the argument that Australian’s like to support local 
bands, and generally will not file share from ‘one of their own’. However it is also 
important to note that finding Australian music content of public file sharing can be 
difficult as discussed in section 7.4.4.1. 

Some file sharers feel that public file sharing is an anonymous activity, although those 
with strong technical skills know that only private communities offer an escape from 
the law as all file sharing traffic is encrypted. In any case, a lack of consistency in 
global laws in dealing with file sharing makes any system difficult to enforce. This 
lack of legal consensus exists amongst a myriad of Internet websites that offer music 
to download for free, however those that are legitimate are sometimes difficult to 
distinguish for the average consumer. These issues are discussed further in this 
section.  

A heavyweight in the industry, MIPI views file sharing as a “cultural thing” carried 
out mostly by what the research subject chooses to call the ‘lost generation” (MIPI). 
The music recording industry has serious concern about the rise in this phenomena, 
“What we see in all our research - the kids that aren’t buying now have absolutely no 
intention to buy in the future. When they do get higher disposable incomes that still 
doesn’t translate to them actually purchasing things. Now that may be only Australian 
based, but it is certainly of concern, and longer term concern to the industry” (MIPI). 
Universal Music is also unconvinced that file sharing leads to sales, “there’s bit of an 
urban myth. Young kids will say, ‘yeah I’ve discovered this new artist and now I’m 
going to go and buy their album’ but in fact I don’t think it does happen like that. I 
think they continue to rip it off and they continue to use the peer-to-peer networks”. 

Musicians agree that file sharing is as popular as ever being “more common than 
getting a haircut” (Daniel). It is part of the daily activities for many, so it could be 
considered that normalising file sharing behaviour is the first step to getting those in 
power to consider an alternative to legal action and technological determinism, “if 
you look at how many people are out there and how many people do it, it’s so 
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common. I think it’s probably partly the Australian culture ‘catch me if you can’. Like 
what are you going to do about it?” (Daniel). Some file sharers feel quite confident in 
their ability to continue engaging in file sharing activities for the near future at least, 
“we now have more power than we’ve ever had before as consumers, and they don’t 
know what to do about it…we should have the bargaining rights. But they never gave 
that to us and now we just take it” (Alex). 

In line with the findings from the Singh et al empirical study (2005), consumers 
engage in a variety of activities in order to access their music. It is argued that not 
everyone has malicious intent when file sharing or copying, “a lot of people get given 
CDs from their friends, a copy of something, and they don’t necessarily know it’s 
wrong either” (Daniel). Those who file share give thought to how much of their own 
music collection and what they download they want to share back. Some share all of 
their music files with anyone who is interested, while others only share with close 
friends “no I am not going to email stuff like that, I mainly share what I have with a 
few close people but it’s not going to be done willy nilly” (Sid). In public file sharing, 
there is an option not to share, however this is not an option in underground music file 
sharing. 

There is an assumption by some that the promotion of new bands is an untapped 
feature in file sharing, “if they had some sort of thing in place where a band could 
sign up and have their poster come up, you know, download us free here, then I 
suppose that would help new upcoming bands” (Eugene). 

Australia has a lively local music scene with many successful musicians. When 
accessing music, it could be argued that Australian’s are less likely to rip off the 
‘Aussie battler’, “on the other hand if you’ve got someone who’s a struggler and you 
know that they’re sleeping in the back of their car when they do their tour well you’re 
less likely to give them a hard time and screw them out of some money” (Radio 
Announcer). 

Public file sharing applications are perceived by some with less technical competence 
to be anonymous, even though all traffic is tracked and details of it recorded by MIPI, 
“I do know about peer to peer networks is that it feels that it’s very anonymous, it’s 
almost impossible to track and very, very difficult to locate people who are doing it. I 
mean I don’t know how it works really” (Cassandra). Those with more technical 
skills are convinced that if you can make it, you can break it, and that there are ways 
to file share without being tracked by the authorities, “there’s always ways around it 
just like everything” (Brad).  

It is argued by some that the legal system is flawed because there appears no way to 
enforce consistency in global laws for file sharing, “how do you make a court case 
with like 20 or 40 countries with laws that change with everybody?” (John). When 
laws are enforced, the moderators of the communities appear to use their technical 
skills and knowledge to innovate in finding new options for their file sharing 
communities, “Oink was one of the private torrent community sites for music, it was 
North American, and eventually they were shut down by the feds, but the problem 
within Sweden, the privacy laws are so strict, so even a legitimate authority like a 
police officer, they cannot, the ISP cannot hand over information about the person 
who owns the server, so all these sites, they all set up in the United States and Canada 
and Britain, they have all now moved to Sweden because it is like a safe haven for 
them because the privacy laws protect them and they can’t get done by the Feds.  
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Russia is another interesting place as well because the Government there just doesn’t 
care…Allofmp3.com was a pretty successful site” (Gates).  

Other sites rely on the user to distinguish their legality, which is not always easy, “I 
think it was a Russian site, it simply stated that it’s illegal to use that site outside of 
Russia because of the laws and European forces and US forces and other countries as 
well. You have to take care then of that, it’s a personal issue” (Succi). 

7.5.1 Disincentives for Public File Sharing 

There are a number of disincentives for public file sharing (e.g. LimeWire and other 
public applications, and public torrents like thepiratebay.org). Some come from the 
music recording industry such as presenting musicians to market anti-piracy 
campaigns, legal efforts, and digital rights management; with others inherent in the 
technology, such as quality related to computer viruses and popups. 

7.5.1.1 Anti-piracy Campaigns 

Some countries around the world are using musicians to advocate against file sharing, 
or what the music recording industry calls ‘piracy’, “in other markets they’re kind of 
putting artists up on TV and saying ‘like don’t steal from me’ and that kind of 
thing…can you imagine a campaign with a person that’s just dressed normally they’re 
like ‘hi I work in the music industry, I do x etc. If you steal you’re impacting me, me, 
me, me, me” (Universal Music). In Hong Kong, even children are being used to 
combat piracy, where “they had the boy scouts doing that for the film people…They 
(the children) had a little badge” (MIPI). The reaction to this in Australia was less 
than favourable with comments such as “oh my god, you've got the boy scouts 
looking for illegal content?” (MIPI referring to other comments). 

The music recording industry argue that they are not considering taking this extreme 
approach in Australia because culturally it wouldn’t be acceptable, “It is not 
something we would do for music, but then it works in Hong Kong because it is a 
different culture” (MIPI). Regardless, they report that fans are taking it upon 
themselves to report unauthorised content of their favourite musician/s from shows 
such as Australian Idol, “the Idol's are the ones where we actually get emails from 
really upset fans saying ‘Anthony Calea, he's my favourite artist and oh my god he's 
on this network’ or ‘he’s on somebody’s blog’ or their MySpace page or whatever. 
You don’t seem to get that level of commitment with other artists. So it is quite 
interesting that it is instilling this vested interest within people that they would want 
to protect them” (MIPI). 

The Australian music recording industry argue that they are trying a slightly different 
approach, “We are working with the publishers, have just launched their MySpace 
page, and we are working with them to have short grabs about some of the illegal file 
sharing that’s going on. I think Guy Sebastian is one of the ones we have done. You 
know, 'this torrent for Guy Sebastian, its been downloaded 200 000 times. This 
represents, if these were bought legitimately, this represents blah'” (MIPI). The goal 
of such an activity is to bring the attention to musicians and songwriters, and to 
advertise, “the extent to which this could be impacting upon them” (MIPI), however 
the final result of the campaign was not all positive.  

One Australian punk band musician turned radio announcer for the very popular 
government youth radio station Triple J said publicly that he was coerced into 
participating in the campaign, and that his values were poorly represented by the 
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music recording industry. The campaign argued that file sharing is a negative activity, 
whereas he has publicly portrayed a very different view before and since. He argues 
that he was falsely portrayed in the public eye, and was vocal about this on his radio 
show and in the music print media.  

Others think such advertisements for anti-piracy are ‘ridiculous’, “they had someone 
from the music industry showing them how horrible stealing music is, and they had 
ridiculous examples, like Britney Spears could only have a 50sqm pool in her yard 
instead of a 100sqm pool and whatever…….” (Richard). Even though this campaign 
somewhat backfired on them, one of MIPI’s main goals is to get musicians and fans 
“a little more comfortable with actually talking about the issues” (MIPI).  

7.5.1.2 Legal Cases 

The legal cases against consumers in the US are a disincentive for some in file sharing 
Others feel only the strongest of legal action is a deterrent, “unless they make the 
penalties 20 years in jail for downloading something for free no one will ever stop and 
demand will just keep on rising” (Alex). Some believe law enforcement should go 
after the ‘real pirates’, “Go after the big Chinese like mafia ones that are making huge 
amounts of money out of it. Go after them; don’t go after the 16 year old living in 
Toowoomba and downloading one CD a month. Anyway he is not going to be able to 
pay for the downloading in the first place, and even if he gets a fine, he’s not going to 
be able to pay the fines. Big corporations are like we won the case and we have 
proven that we are the poor people that have been abused” (John). 

Some say that legal action would be the only thing that would discourage them from 
file sharing, “I think once they do, that will be it, I will stop doing what I am doing” 
(Sid). But the publicised cases are often only a temporary barrier, “It influences me 
for one or two days, then I get back to what I do” (John). For most, legal cases against 
them as individuals seem far removed, “it makes you think but it is also, it is a little 
bit like it won’t happen to me” (Michael). 

One thing that most people who engage online are not aware of, is that their every 
move is being tracked, “a lot of people just think that…you’re in your bedroom or 
you’re in your study…they’re just there by themselves and no one knows and they 
don’t realize that their ISPs can see every single thing that you’re doing (Universal 
Music). The International Phonographic Industry (IPI) gives MIPI assistance to “a 
third-party service provider in Denmark who track the Internet and we give them 
clarification on what the scope of those searches are” (MIPI). This allows 
organisations such as MIPI to get a monthly report of IP addresses associated with 
infringing content, however the accuracy of this is debated: 

 “As a sheer matter of proof it is not a lot to go on. Copyright is hard 

enough to prosecute at the best of times let alone on some sort of 
circumstantial case, although quite possibly what you would be doing in 

that situation is not looking at enforcement, you wouldn't be looking at 
‘well we are definitely going to sue that person’ you would be thinking 

about sending them a note, sending them an email, saying that, ‘were 
you aware this has happened?’ monitor over time” (IP Lawyer) 

MIPI are currently unable to act on such information due to privacy laws in Australia. 
In response, MIPI are attempting to encourage legislation for ISPs to enforce the 
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removal of a customer’s Internet connection based on MIPI’s tracking reports. Similar 
activities are beginning to occur in the UK, France and Belgium. 

7.5.1.3 Lack of Quality in Public File Sharing 

The lack of quality in the music content, and viruses, spyware and popups can be a 
deterrent for participating in file sharing. Some feel strongly that public file sharing 
applications like LimeWire are not worth their time, “I think a lot of people when 
they think peer to peer they think LimeWire or some crappy program like that. It is 
very easy to use, very low entry but you can’t verify the quality and you can’t verify 
what you are getting and that is why I shy away from those technologies” (Gates). 
Others can confirm such negative experiences, “Well KaZaa (public file sharing 
application), I assume people started releasing viruses into KaZaa to destroy the 
tracks and things. Like you would go to download a track and it would just be 
zzzaaahhhh, be just noise for 3 ! minutes… the general condition of the tracks is 
quite bad. Generally I’m not expecting great things when I download (unauthorised) 
tracks” (Katie).  

Accessing music in this way is rather hit and miss and it is never known exactly what 
will be downloaded, despite the name of the content, “there's no quality...I once 
downloaded a Nora Jones song and someone had recorded backing vocals on it, just 
themselves on it. I thought wait a minute, the backing singer is not very good” 
(Eugene) but others are not quite so concerned with quality, “I’m not a music person 
by any means, what the difference between this and that, I probably couldn’t tell 
anyway” (Michael). 

Others are discouraged by the poor naming conventions, “The labeling can be pretty 
poor at times because someone doesn't use capitalisation, they use punctuation in the 
name of the track, they might put the song name but the won't put the artist” (Angus). 
Other quality issues include the technical quality of the track, “The quality is not as 
good as if you made an MP3 of the original CD but for listening on headphones on 
my MP3 player on my phone, it is perfectly adequate” (Angus). Sometimes the 
content of the file is not what it is reported to be in public file sharing applications, 
“Gosh it is hard end porn perhaps when you think you have downloaded Shrek” 
(Snitz). 

The quality of content from public torrent sites (like thepiratebay.org) however 
generally appears to be better than in public applications such as LimeWire, “with all 
the torrent sites its usually pretty spot on” (Eugene). Other positive experiences are 
reported with public torrents, “the quality seems fine, you get the occasionally torrent 
album download that turns out a bit crackly or a bit of a glitch every 10 seconds that 
you can hear, but it’s rare. It’s probably 1 in 20 or 30. It’s not very common” (Alex),  

Quality also refers to the experience of using public torrent websites which is not 
always a pleasant one due to the pornographic advertisements and content available, 
even when searching for music, “there are a substantial amount of pornographic pop 
ups as well” (Eugene); “you’re just sitting there looking and I found it kind of 
depressing cause you’re looking for a song and you’ve got all this pornography being 
listed” (Cassandra).  

The existence of viruses and spyware are also a deterrent for public file sharing, 
“some of them…was putting like spyware onto my computer, so anytime I went onto 
the Internet I got pop ups regardless” (Eugene). Some are sure to cover themselves in 
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case of any ‘unintended consequences’ while file sharing, “you buy Norton anti-virus 
or something and it picks it up as soon as it sees it (a virus)…especially when it’s the 
same computer you use for your net banking and personal information and what not. 
You don’t want someone getting into that” (Alex). 

Having the best paid online system possible still might not result in people always 
purchasing music rather than accessing it through unauthorised services, “there’s 
views that, if we make it easy they’ll come, if they could buy it easily and find it 
easily, then they’ll buy it, but then I think there is always going to be a market who 
for example, the under 18 market which is probably 14 to 17 market is probably the 
highest pirated segment” (MIPI).  

The disincentives for public file sharing attempt to appeal to a range of consumer 
values. These disincentives generally do not apply to file sharing within private or 
underground music file sharing communities because traffic (content being shared) is 
encrypted and unable to be detected by an Internet Service Provider. The 
disincentives related to quality also do not apply as underground communities have 
strong rules to restrict the content shared, thus low quality content is not accepted 
(discussed further in Chapter Eight). 

7.6 The Future of Online Music Distribution 

Music is as popular as ever in Australia, however record labels are struggling to find 
their place in online music distribution. The industry argues that without sales some 
things will not be created. Technology has been an important part of music production 
and distribution for many decades.  

Australia is the “5th largest music market in the world - Universal anyway, and if you 
consider by population we’re not the 5th largest population in the world” (Universal 
Music). Since the industrialisation of music that came with mechanical instruments 
such as the piano, technology has played a variety of roles in people’s lives, “when I 
was a teenager you’d normally have a transistor radio which was so incredibly freeing 
and these days we’re seeing it down to mobile phones, USB sticks all sorts of things it 
just seems like there’s music in every which way” (Radio Announcer). Technology 
will continue to play an important role in how people create, distribute and use music, 
“will people come up with other gimmicks and interesting ways to distribute music - 
absolutely. You’ve only got to look at mobile phones and things that you can get and 
the U2 version of the iPod that came preloaded with U2 on it. People are going to see 
these as alternate methods of marketing definitely as soon as another channel comes 
around, someone will move to use it” (Radio Announcer). 

There is the view that some things will not be created unless you can do mass sales, 
“even the most rabid of the ‘information wants to be free’ people tend to acknowledge 
that some kinds of things won't be created unless you can genuinely do mass sales. 
The example they usually use is the big Hollywood blockbuster, and some of them 
would say “who cares”, we're just loosing a Hollywood blockbuster and it would be 
far more interesting culture and all of us who were actually really quite enjoying the 
Hollywood blockbuster, go yeah I kind of enjoy those” (IP Lawyer). To maintain their 
role in distributing such mass sales, the record labels are trying a variety of 
approaches, “we’re all trying stuff that at the end of the day no one really knows what 
the future is” (Universal Music). Universal Music say they are not alone in this 
uncertainty, “I think its ok to actually admit that we don’t know what to do”. 
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Consumers are convinced that it is up to the record labels to encourage them to buy, 
“it is really up to them to make us buy it really. So if they do want to do well then, 
like any job, if they do it well people are going to pay” (Eugene). It is proposed that 
this can be done by adding value to their products and services, value that cannot be 
obtained through file sharing, “I think with record companies and downloading music, 
I think they have to value add the product that they might sell to you online sort of 
makes it more lucrative for the customer to stuff buy online rather than just download 
off a site. I don’t know what extra products they might offer but you know obviously 
a better quality download, packaging you have access to maybe free stuff on their 
music site, I mean the record company’s site, tickets to concerts and maybe 
merchandise” (Bill). 

Some suggest that physical music still has certain appeal, “the music usage profiles of 
people who buy music off iTunes, off any music service, and they tend to buy more 
CDs than people who don't.  The people who are using these services are music 
enthusiasts and even though they will buy stuff digitally, they like to have the original 
CD kind of almost like a backup if you like” (Media). However there is a growing 
market that is only interested in the digital product. The last decade has seen an 
increase in the phenomena of user-generated content on the Internet, it is “exploding” 
(Media). One perspective is that “the YouTube phenomenon is really just an 
expansion of this from audio into video and I think that will continue. You've only got 
to look at the podcasts and the free stuff that’s available on iTunes to see it is 
continuing to go in that direction” (Media).   

Some in the industry believe that mainstream record labels and independents can 
work together to provide a solution, “I think we will see almost a two-tier system 
evolving if it hasn’t evolved already but people working as indies, then be picked up 
after they may already a have recording history as independents, maybe some of that 
will be re-released maybe it will be reworked in a more professional environment but 
and then they’ll get a wider distribution. Or maybe we’ll see ‘son of MySpace’, 
whatever they come up with to actually distribute it. So I think it’s going to be a freer 
environment more than a restricted environment” (Radio Announcer).  

Some that engage in file sharing say they would purchase music if the opportunity 
was there for them to access the music they want, in the format that they want, “These 
are people (others in the community) who I believe would be very much like me and 
if they had the opportunity to purchase music they would, it just doesn’t exist”. 
(Gates). Some musicians believe that the tide is turning, and that consumer culture is 
shifting away from file sharing, “it’s shifting away from using illegal sites because 
there has been a lot of education and there’s been a lot of promotion about it in the 
last five years and from what I’m seeing, consumers are moving away from illegal 
downloading and are using things like iTunes” (Aaron). 

Although peer-to-peer technologies can be use for distribution of almost any digital 
content, they are generally associated with illegal activity and are often not considered 
for any other means, “peer to peer is a bit on the negative side in a sense that it tends 
to be associated with ripping off and distributing free” (Media). Some feel this 
negative perception can be reversed “absolutely it can be turned around” (Media).  

7.7 Conclusion 

This chapter presents the issues related to file sharing within the controversies of 
music distribution first introduced in Chapter One and based on the literature in 
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Chapter Two. It is argued that the act of sharing is cultural, and that music copying 
and sharing activities have not changed significantly in the past few decades; 
technology has just made it easier to make copies of music, and to share it with those 
important to us. Music is important to most, it is part of most social situations and 
many people have memories that are triggered by listening to certain songs.  

Consumers now have more choice than ever before as to where to access their music. 
Statistics about file sharing dominate many discussions about the changes in the 
recording industry, and little attention is given to the motivations for file sharing. It is 
generally believed by those in the recording industry that individuals mostly 
download to be malicious, to rip off musicians, to ‘beat’ the industry, and to only get 
things for free and never pay for them.  

However this dissertation finds quite a different situation. Motivations for file sharing 
surround three key issues, that of cost; many believe that the digital music currently 
available is much too expensive, and the costs are unreasonable because the quality is 
not equivalent to what is paid for in physical music. The next motivation is choice. 
Consumers are frustrated that the largest online music store does not provide access to 
classics such at the Beatles and AC/DC, whereas sources that share unauthorised 
content provide an unlimited access to almost anything digital. The final motivator is 
convenience. Systems trading in unauthorised content are said to be easier to use, and 
they provide less barriers to the music transaction. In order for paid online stores like 
iTunes to compete with free, they must address each of these issues.  

The following chapter continues the discussion about controversies within an 
underground music file sharing context. Centred on Roswell, the chapter presents a 
culture interpretation of the community’s cultural norms, values and beliefs, roles, 
rituals, ideologies, and specialised language. 



A critical ethnography of an online file sharing community: an actor-network theory perspective of 

controversies in the digital music world  

Chapter Eight: Controversies in Music Access and Use – Underground Music File Sharing 

Communities 

Page 172 of 269 

© J.P. Beekhuyzen 2009 

8 Chapter Eight: Controversies in Music Access and Use – 

Underground Music File Sharing Communities 

8.1 Introduction 

Community is about shared interests and shared practices and having a ‘sense of 
community’. Rheingold (1993) depicts communities as having shared social codes 
(‘netiquette’) and reciprocity (‘knowledge-potlatching’) as social cement to bind 
online communities, in addition to longevity, critical mass and ‘sufficient human 
feeling’; combined, these characteristics make a community an interesting focus of 
study. This view of communities is in line with the categorisation of networks of 
practice identified by Wasko and Faraj (2005), which they identify as being large, 
loosely knit, geographically distributed individuals who may or may not know each 
other, and may never meet. 

In continuing the discussion about controversies, Latour (2005:31) argues that a key 
aspect of ANT is to map the controversies about group formation, which is done 
through the traces that actors leave during this process. In this ANT tradition, this 
chapter discusses the characteristics of group formation in underground music file 
sharing communities, using Roswell as an example. Latour argues that group 
formations are dynamic and thus more traceable than established connections (Latour, 
2005:31). 

New technical artifacts such as those enabling the Roswell community were created 
to inscribe these differing ideologies of creation and distribution of music. Often these 
artifacts centred on free unauthorised distribution of music, and were defined by their 
characteristics of access: public and private. These artifacts were/are used to engage 
in an activity called file sharing. Within public file sharing, options for access can be 
split into two main categories; public file sharing applications like the popular 
LimeWire, and public torrent trackers whose music content is hosted by websites like 
thepiratebay.org. Within private file sharing, underground music communities exist 
(see Figure 2). Record labels have responded to these new forms of distribution 
through language and legislation to marginalise file sharing. 

The critical approach to research requires that inquiry into social activity should focus 
on understanding the meanings from within the social context and lifeworld of actors. 
This chapter explores the context of underground music file sharing communities, 
from the perspective of those who are members of such communities. It addresses the 
gap in the literature on music file sharing communities identified in Chapter Three. 
The discussion in this chapter highlights the number one reason for belonging to a 
community like Roswell is quality, “I am in this underground community, demand for 
quality is extremely high” (Gates). Members value high quality content, in terms of 
the technical quality of the format of the content, and also the quality of the 
experience in which they can be certain they are getting the content they are 
‘promised’.  

Thus this dissertation focuses on one particular community and through cultural 
interpretation it attempts to discuss the community’s cultural norms, values and 
beliefs, roles, rituals, ideologies, and specialised language. 
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8.2 The Role of Underground Music Communities 

In a similar way to the spokespeople of the previously established actor-network 
discussed in detail in Chapter Seven (the four major music recording labels), new 
spokespeople emerged in the transitioning actor-network as a result of changing 
rituals in music distribution. These include consumer organisations like Electronic 
Frontier Australia (EFA), and the Electronic Frontier Foundation in the United States, 
as well as communities such as Roswell which themselves became a new obligatory 
passage point. Although these communities are not concerned with creating music, 
they play an ever-growing role in the distribution of music on the Internet. This actor-
network is in constant transition, possibly more so since the advent of the Internet. It 
has now reached a point of irreversibility; where it is no longer possible for the actor-
network to return to its previous state before the Internet. Thus it is important to learn 
more about music file sharing communities, those who participate, and the 
motivations for doing so. 

Underground music file sharing communities are online spaces where individuals 
interact and communicate. They are formed around the act of file sharing, and are 
private and secretive in nature. There are a number of reasons individuals engage in 
file sharing; to make a political statement, unlimited choice, the community 
connection, because they love music, and because of their desire for quality. It is 
argued that in order to understand the casual file sharer’s activities, it is necessary to 
understand those in the underground. They (underground file sharers) argue that they 
are not malicious; instead they argue that they regularly spend money on music. 

8.2.1 Uncovering the Underground Scene 

Underground music file sharing communities are a reality, even though most people 
do not know they exist. They are hidden from public view, making them somewhat 
elitist to those who are allowed to join; “it’s kind of like an underground on the 
Internet, that only a select few have access to. Not a public trading area. So you 
contribute to this area. Like you get their stuff and everyone else gets your data” 
(Jason); “you couldn’t get to the URL without knowing the correct paths and stuff 
like that, it is pretty well hidden” (Gates). The only time the public hears about these 
communities is when they make the news after getting caught by the authorities, “The 
only thing you can really find out is when they were busted. There is a bunch of 
groups of people that get together…A group of people are taken down, when they get 
exposed” (Jason). Their history is not well known, but they have been around for 
longer than iTunes and other commercial online stores, “I’ve been doing this close to 
10 years now” (Rusty). Some say that it is now harder to get access than ever before, 
“Many years ago it used to be not as secure where there were public channels to get 
into. Now they have all been privatised, really high security on their servers, unless 
you actually know people in there, you can’t get in” (Jason). 

It is important to distinguish again between underground private communities and 
public file sharing which happens through applications such as LimeWire, and 
through public torrent communities like thepiratebay.org, “there is kind of another 
view that the public thinks they are looking at that. So going online where everyone 
can access torrents, you think you are looking at that level (the top level of file 
sharing), but you are really looking at a small part of that” (Jason). 
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Underground music file sharing communities exist to enable the sharing of mostly 
unauthorised digital content. Individuals participate in these communities for a 
number of reasons, one is to make a political statement, “I’m happy to be a part of 
something that is taking a shot back at the disgusting practices of the music industry. I 
think that someone has to make a stand” (Rusty). Others due so because of the almost 
unlimited choice in music content, “So one (community) is say maybe like a huge a 
huge headquarters for music and movies. Another site might have TV, games, 
Playstation games. You have unrestricted access on one site you have got to send 
things to the other site to actually gain credit on that site” (Jason). 

Members of underground music file sharing communities are significantly motivated 
by the variety of content on offer, “That thing (community) has like everything” 
(Rusty); “It (the community) has everything, every single...if you have the right 
access, you can get any single thing you want. Live recordings from actual shows. 
Just much more material than you could ever get in a store, that all these DJ's have 
access to” (Jason). Despite common views of the subculture, participants are 
encouraged to purchase music, “They encourage you, if you like it to buy it, if you 
don’t like it okay, you sample it…to keep the artists around you’ve got to pay them, 
so if you do like their songs, obviously go and buy it” (Jason). Essentially such 
communities provide unlimited choice. 

The community aspect is something missing in almost all commercial music 
information systems, and for some, this is very important as it forms part of their daily 
ritual to check what new music has been uploaded, “everyday I wake up and I go to 
this FTP first thing in the morning it’s like my lifeline…and I check what’s just been 
released through the scene… yesterday this is what got released in terms of metal 
through the scene (showing)” (Rusty). New content is added to ‘the scene’ each day, 
and new content is filtered down to underground communities also daily, “this 
channel is pretty good with keeping up with alternative rock coming out, and all the 
stuff is high speed. This is the more public end of the MP3s scene…these days though 
I cant really get as much as I used to be able to since all my courier access went out 
the window. Because I just haven’t had the time to do that. It’s more like basically for 
someone who has no life. You have to have a lot of time. Its MP3 to MP3 transfer, so 
you have to connect one FTP on one side of the client or the FTP…its at high speed 
and basically being a courier that’s pretty much where it comes from, and so that is 
what I rely on for stuff. Its not mainstream…they’ve got the new POD album up here 
which hasn’t been released yet…” (Rusty). 

Talking about music is also an important part of sharing music, “there are all the 
forums in IRC where you can discuss…and it’s good to find other people who care as 
much about the high quality music. So there is definitely a market there for it, it’s just 
how a company decides to take advantage of it” (Gates). 

8.2.1.1 For the Love of Music 

There is little doubt that people belong to underground music communities because 
they love music, “I’m an avid music lover…Absolutely love it, my everything, my 
little baby” (Rusty), and because they like belonging to an underground community 
“the community is a really good community, it is so diverse, there people who love 
metal, who love indie, pop, mainstream, whatever else and they all have their little 
niches and you can talk to other people about what you like and find out what’s 
happening. It is a very good way of finding out about new music that is starting up, 
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new bands that are coming on.  What I just said applies to all the private torrent sites, 
so it doesn’t matter if it’s HD or if it’s TV episodes or whatever it is all the same” 
(Gates). It is not surprising that access to ‘everything’ is appealing, “In a few days I 
have more than iTunes” (Jason). 

It is argued that in order to understand file sharing, it is necessary to understand those 
in the underground, “you have to understand the underground hard core music 
enthusiasts before mainstream enthusiasts because the underground hard core dudes 
will put their life savings into music, the average mainstream dude will go, ‘Oh that’s 
a nice single on TV, I think I might go buy the single or album’. As the underground 
dude will use like $100 or $500 at a time as you see the mainstream music won’t. I 
was going through the obscurities and I would walk through there (Tower Records) 
for 2 hours at a time” (Rusty). 

An outsider may view these communities as a malicious subculture, but those 
involved generally do agree with that classification, “it is not about making money, it 
is not about ruining the artists, like giving their stuff away free. That is not what they 
are about, they are about, make everything available, without any restrictions…you 
join them because you can get any single, any movie, any music, anything at speeds 
you could never imagine.  You could have a movie in a matter of a few seconds.” 
(Jason). 

Quality is also a motivator for engaging in file sharing and it is manifested in 
underground music file sharing communities in a number of ways; through enforcing 
a strict initiation process, through imposing strong rules and strict protocols, through 
providing an orderly navigational structure, providing preferred file formats, by 
having reliable sources of content, by providing incentives to share through status and 
privileges, and by having members with high technical competence, access to good 
digital content for sharing, and fast resources such as high speed servers for sharing. 
These are discussed in the following sections. 

8.2.1.2 The Initiation Process 

There is one way to gain entry into an underground music file sharing community: by 
knowing a current member to get an invite. Communities have been harder to gain 
access to in recent years so some parts of the file sharing subculture take more 
extensive members when recruiting new members. To gain access to ‘the scene’ 
which is known as the top of the file sharing community (content is filtered down 
from here to communities like Roswell, and then to public communities), the 
initiation process is much more strict than for communities. Entry can be gained by 
‘talking oneself in’, by contributing content and maintaining a prescribed share ratio, 
by ‘sucking up’ or by buying a way in. 

In order to join an underground file sharing community like Roswell, it is necessary to 
know a current member in order to get an invitation, “to get on there you have to 
know someone already on there, and they are very elitist, they are not very welcoming 
of new people” (Gates).  One participant commented that he “sucked up” in order to 
get an invitation to a community – he simply swapped invitations with a member 
from another community, a practice that appears to be quite regular. However this is 
not always easy to do, “it is really hard to get in there, you have to basically know 
someone who was in there when it started up” (Gates).  

For entry into ‘the scene’ high up in the file sharing subculture, “you have to actually 
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know people personally” (Rusty). Rusty comments on how this is different to 
underground communities such as Roswell, “Its not like (community name) where 
you just need an invite from someone, you have to be in the scene, you have to be in 
the IRC channels, you have to be talking with FiSH encryption…It’s a special script 
that you run through an IRC client” (Rusty). Sometimes it is even necessary to talk to 
moderators by phone, “they also require you to, once you get in, they need to have a 
good talk over the phone with you, like if you ever get any further than just like as a 
basic user on a restricted pirated site because…there’s like huge FBI stings. If there’s 
an FBI sting, there’s usually someone taking photographs of people and computers 
being taken out of apartments, full severs and stuff like that, and they’re released 
through the scene and get distributed to everyone through the scene…Everyone goes 
into a lockdown saying ‘don’t release anything else!’ it comes to a standstill” (Rusty). 

Talking your way in happens within the chat rooms for music; “I was lucky I had 
always had a real silver tongue with being able to talk music with these people, like 
really get to understand the geek behind the top sites” (Rusty). Rusty explains how he 
got involved in ‘the scene’, “what happened was…in the MRC client, there’s like, 
you can customise your client by like doing scripts, add-on scripts to it…then just 
through talking to people, because if you are a scripter, you are also part of some sort 
of elite group because you can code. These people also happen to be part of the MP3 
‘scenes’” (Rusty). 

Another way to gain access to underground music file sharing communities is by 
contributing. Some prefer to buy their way in, “you can buy hardware for their server” 
(Jason). Some communities have specific conditions for membership, “the ratio to get 
on there, you must rip fifty CD’s first, and they won’t even consider you until you 
have ripped fifty CD’s… they want variety, and they do encourage you to have rarer 
CD’s.  That’s one thing that’s come between the sites, the more rare it is, the more 
highly valued it is” (Gates). This statement gives evidence that those participating in 
file sharing communities also purchase music (the original CDs). 

In some underground communities, maintaining an adequate share ratio is part of the 
membership trial, “basically there is like a trial status so if you, you have to maintain 
what is called a ratio…so you basically have to maintain over zero point five which 
means that everything you download you have to upload at least half, that is like the 
bare minimum. But it is preferred to be at least one to one, and you are absolutely 
loved if you do one to two…which means you have got twice as much uploaded. So 
after four weeks and after reaching a certain ratio, they promote you from trainee to 
user and then after you upload so many gigabytes then you get promoted to the high 
ranking and the benefits or being a high rankers, when you go to search for music you 
can search specifically by artist by title by format, by year, whereas by default you 
could only browse genres” (Gates).   

Due to the illegal nature of most of their activities, underground music file sharing 
communities are vigilant in covering themselves so as not to let in ‘intruders’ from 
the music recording industry, “Unless you know someone quite well, its tough as no 
one wants to give you access because there is a lot of the government and music 
industry people that kinda want to do it, to get into that ‘scene’ as well to break the 
groups up” (Jason). So there is always an element of trust that others will not let 
intruders in, and the strong rules in place go a long way to ensuring this, “you know 
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that no one’s going to give you up. If you ever did, they would almost know that you 
did it” (Jason). 

Security is managed in a number of ways, “to get into the real secure ones, you cant 
even use a web browser. You need to install special software on your computer, 
which has special security, just so you can access these things. With traditional 
software, you can’t access it…to get into the chat room, you need security certificates. 
Like SSL certificates just to get in… they are public security certificates...people 
aren’t going to go down to that level of security for any reason other than that. Unless 
banking systems, they have that kind of security as well” (Jason).  

8.2.1.2.1 Getting an Invite 

Different communities deal with invites in different ways, “(community name) is 
actually very strict and modifies their list of invites.  They don’t open it, they close it 
most of the year, they might open it three times a year, that’s it and if you don’t get in 
then you can’t get in the community, very, very strict” (Gates). Some people use their 
ratios from other communities to get an invite, “just like (community name), a lot of 
people get ratios to use” (Rusty). 

So getting an invite can be difficult, “obviously it is very high value of entry right, so 
what typically happens is someone will go okay, I am on xyz TV which is the private 
community for TV (episodes) and this person is on xxx (for music) and they will trade 
invites and that is sort of how they get around into, there are places dedicated to 
trading invites…and then they have a third person from each community to verify that 
they are actual members” (Gates). 

8.2.1.3 Rules and Protocols 

Underground music file sharing communities run by very strict rules. The rules 
govern how much is ripped (done by moderation), the specific technologies that must 
be used when ripping content (converting it to a format for distribution online), and 
also for what else must be included with the upload. There are also rules for dealing 
with album cue files. Those at the community level, and also at ‘the scene’ level of 
the subculture employ innovative methods to ensure the ripping rules and protocols 
are followed.  The strong rules of active participation and reciprocity also remove the 
ability to free ride (download without uploading) for extended periods of time. 

Underground communities are strongly rule bound, “there are very strict protocols in 
having to rip albums…it is very heavily moderated, like with the CD’s you rip…you 
get reviewed by a handful, they have got moderators everywhere, and one of my 
mates he was one of the moderators, it is like a trial. Then after the trial is completed 
then you get put onto full membership and you get to do everything you want.  So it is 
really, really strict, so that is how they’ve been able to survive for a long time…and 
there is no centralised tracker like with public torrents, it is just peer to peer which 
also makes it very difficult to destroy, especially when you have moderators based all 
around the world, you can’t really take down one moderator and the whole thing falls 
over, it doesn’t work like that” (Gates).  

There are specific technologies needed in order to rip ‘properly’, “If you’re a ripper 
you have to use a tagging program made from a guy called Gronan (pseudonym), he 
is like a head of the scene…it’s like a PHP starting template. Here’s where the track 
information is going to end up, and here’s where the release info is going to be. They 
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put them in these things and they self expand, self adjust and everything. Depending 
on what you input into this program. At the end of the program, once you finish 
tagging it, all the information goes into the NFO27 file and tags the file and then it 
does a CRC28 check of the file, so it then it creates a CRC file you can check it with a 
checker, once you get it and if all files go through the CRC checker and matches the 
CRC file and everything is ok, then you don’t have any problems…and then down 
here, they’ve put all the… you know the record label, the rip quality which is scene 
variable bit rate (SVBR), the rip date and then the release date but usually they leave 
that out these days, for some reason. But that would have been done well before, well 
I actually remember getting this well before the album came out because I was 
interested in learning some of the songs on it” (Rusty). 

When uploading an album, there are also rules for other things you must include, 
“you must include a log file and the log file tells you how the album has been ripped 
and they actually have a guide on how to rip albums properly and encourages people 
to follow that guide. They are very strict on maintaining this quality. So you can 
upload an album without a log which is fine but if someone else comes along with the 
same album and then uploads it with a log, they delete yours and put theirs up there 
instead. Cover art is not mandatory but it is definitely preferred and cue file again 
definitely, not mandatory but you get flamed if you don’t put it up there, especially 
for albums that you know you need a cue file” (Gates). 

Innovative methods are employed to ensure the rules are followed, “I can speak first 
hand for this community…it completely values FLAC above everything else. They 
even recently implemented a new type of moderation…and it means that your album 
has been ripped in FLAC, it has then been verified by a moderator to be of the highest 
quality standard and then it puts a little seal on it and it means that anyone that 
downloads that album knows that they are getting absolute quality. They also classify 
MP3’s into three different types of MP3’s. There is like B0 and B1 and B2, and B0 is 
the best quality MP3 and B2 is the smallest file size, better for smaller devices, they 
are able to support OGG (Linux format) and basically any format that you can think 
of but pretty much FLAC is still number one” (Gates). 

Also with ‘the scene’, they have bit rate standards, “If you’re not using a certain MP3 
encoder and a certain CD ripping program, automatically your release is nuked. It gets 
nuked through the high levels sent down through the chains and then all of the site 
ops have to delete if off their sites or put ‘nuked’ next to it” (Rusty). The activity at 
the top of ‘the scene’ is highly sophisticated, “they have their little quality control 
scripts and they tell the ops. I have never actually seen any in process but I know 
these things are highly sophisticated. If things aren’t tagged properly – nuked if songs 
aren’t labelled properly – nuked…” (Rusty). 

One annoyance of music lovers in online music is the gap that appears between songs 
on an album, “people really get really, really annoyed” (Gates). In underground 
communities, the uploader overcomes this issue, “that comes back to high quality 
music there is a thing called a cue file, C U E and it basically joins them all together 
and removes the gap so you can actually play back an entire album digitally” (Gates). 
If this cue file is not included in the upload, there are consequences to bear, “a person 
contributes a new album and it hasn’t the cue file, that person gets like flamed from 

                                                
27 Information file 
28 Cyclic redundancy check 
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everyone in the community for not doing it.  You will get told to do it again with the 
cue file” (Gates). 

Some find the rules annoying at times, “There are a lot of rules and it can get 
extremely frustrating sometimes, when people get completely anal or someone’s 
made a huge mistake before, like some other ripper has made a huge mistake so when 
you want to release something they just go, ‘we want scans, we need the barcodes 
taken off the scans but we need the high resolution scans, and we need CD scans and 
we need the lyric booklet scanned for proof because there have been other people who 
have done it wrong’” (Rusty). 

The strong rules in Roswell and other similar underground communities remove the 
possibility of free riding, at least for an extended period. In public file sharing 
communities there is a tendency to free ride, “I remove it straight away, you know 
when you are finished downloading it and the option is to remove, I remove it straight 
away” (Sid). Free riding is a problem documented as contributing to the instability of 
online community networks, however it is minimised in private communities. 

8.2.1.4 The Orderly Structure 

Despite what might be thought by outsiders, underground file sharing communities 
are very orderly, formal and structured. To maintain this order, lots of work needs to 
be done in ‘the scene’ and within each community’s administration. Fixes to damaged 
content are often sent down to communities from ‘the scene’, rather than marking 
content as damaged and removing it. Additional information that comes with content 
in ‘the scene’ is also evident of the orderly structure, as it helps to keep track of 
content in ‘the scene’. The ability to request desired content is also an example of a 
structured community; one which is built upon trust and anonymity. 

In referring to the community that he is a member of, Gates argues, “it is not informal 
at all, it is really structured…It is interesting how that happens but it is pretty 
structured, it is not just hacked together or anything” (Gates). In order to maintain an 
orderly structure, a lot of work needs to be done; “He actually runs a site from the 
back end. So that’s his way of getting into the courier position, there’s lots of hints, 
high level encryption, lots of it needs to be done so the machine is as stable as 
possible, because if the machine goes down even for a couple of hours, there goes 
three hours worth of couriering that they will never get back. They’re always on the 
back end” (Rusty). 

More evidence of the orderly structure is found when contents are eligible to be 
nuked, but a fix is released instead, “every now and again you get a fix sent through 
saying ‘track fix’ and you open the folder and inside it will be, Track # 5 because 
track 5 on the original was corrupt or had a glitch or something” (Rusty). 

Additional information helps to keep good track of the music available in ‘the scene’, 
“They put the tracklist there and after that they usually put the release notes but some 
people aren’t as imaginative as me, cant write or express themselves. Especially for 
something that’s an advanced copy. In the metal scene it seems to be that people take 
a real passion to metal so they end up going ‘oh this is the new album, these are the 
highlight tracks, this album’s got this and this’” (Rusty). 

One valued aspect of underground file sharing communities is the ability to request 
content, “I would put a request in and someone would send it down it’s just amazing” 
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(Rusty); “There are request systems so if you want something you will get it” (Jason). 
Other instances of the orderly structure are in the easy navigation, “with the server 
you kind of browse it, it is as if you are browsing for a computer so you can see all the 
files, they are all organised. Usually they organise them by day so every day there is a 
directory” (Jason). These updates are advertised in the chat rooms where people ‘hang 
out’, “Like in the chat room, the server interacts with the chat room so whatever is 
new on the server, it says this was just released” (Jason). Requests are discussed in 
detail in Section 8.5.43. 

The orderly structure relies on a system of trust and anonymity, “no one has any 
personal details at all. Not even IP addresses. You would never know where anyone is 
from. Everything has been masked. You couldn’t track anyone even if you were one 
of them. They can’t track each other. So it is basically a network of trust that has been 
built up through many years” (Jason). Such communities have very few boundaries; 
“They create a massive infrastructure, every country they have all of the top servers in 
their hands” (Jason). 

8.2.1.5 Preferred File Formats 

Those participating in underground music file sharing communities are often 
motivated by quality. In fact, this is what clearly sets these communities apart from 
public file sharing (in addition to active participation and reciprocity), high quality 
music content. There are trade-offs that need to be made because of the large storage 
space needed for the larger file sizes associated with lossless formats such as FLAC, 
however this is not an issue for those who value the high quality. 

The music file formats shared in underground communities are important in 
maintaining quality within the communities (technical quality, and quality of the 
experience), “(they are) anal about sound quality” (Rusty). An online store such as 
iTunes makes their music available in their fairly high quality Advanced Audio 
Coding (AAC) proprietary format (which is close to CD quality), however this format 
is not attractive to those in communities as the format enables the use of digital rights 
management technologies. In comparison, music shared through public file sharing 
applications such as LimeWire generally use open formats such as the compressed 
MP3 format (lower quality than CD), and they cannot be embedded with DRM. As a 
further comparison, some underground file sharing communities value FLAC format, 
called a “FLAC scene” (Rusty), which is an acronym for Free Lossless Audio Coding 
“FLAC is a lossless format so it preserves the quality of the CD…it is very important 
for me” (Gates). It is an open format equivalent to CD quality, and it is the only 
acceptable format for many engaging in these communities, “I am not interested in 
MP3…I tend to stick with open formats…quality being a huge factor” (Gates).  

One downside to FLAC format is the larger file size, but this is seen as an essential 
characteristic of quality for some, rather than a liability,  “As a result the file sizes are 
much larger …about twenty or thirty meg instead of four meg…if you have got a 
decent audio setup you can really hear the difference in the quality…especially with 
metal, there are a lot of top end very heavy guitarists and in MP3, a lot of that gets 
chopped off” (Gates). However not everyone can ‘afford’ FLAC files, “I love FLAC, 
but I can’t afford it because FLAC is like 320megabytes per album because its such 
high quality. Where I just take the highest MP3 bit rate” (Rusty).  
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8.2.1.6 Reliable Sources of Content 

Quality is maintained in underground music file sharing communities due to the rules 
and preferred file formats, and also because it has very reliable sources of music 
content. Firstly, the community and the higher up ‘scene’ are organised making the 
sharing of content happen almost instantaneously. Most content shared in 
communities like Roswell and in public file sharing comes from ‘the scene’. ‘The 
scene is supplied mostly by industry insiders who leak the content. Once leaked, it 
flows quickly and freely among communities.  

At ‘the scene’ level, there are many quality checks of uploads, some even require 
physical proof of the CD. Musicians and fans alike can add new content in folders in 
‘the scene’ as long as it passes the quality checks mentioned in the previous section. 
Some find all the rules annoying, but it is what maintains the ‘social space’ where 
they spend their time. 

Underground communities provide reliable sources of content because “it is a really 
organised group and distribution method. A movie comes out on Tuesday lets say, it’s 
already across the world in a matter of seconds, faster than actual distributors can get 
it around the world. They have no DRM or nothing, the full song, higher quality and 
you can download it” (Jason).  

Most content in underground file sharing communities comes from what is called ‘the 
scene’, “a giant scene which is regulated by a certain group, the ‘all knowing’ who 
take all releases funnelled toward the top…and all these top sites are hosted in 
countries like Sweden and in off shore accounts” (Rusty). ‘The scene’ is responsible 
for most content on torrent sites, “scene rips all come from this” (Rusty). There is an 
incredible amount of high quality content available, “he’s shown me the amount of 
stuff he has access to at one time and my head nearly exploded and went mad. ‘Man, 
please add me to some of these sites!’” (Rusty). However running such systems is not 
easy, “There is so much going on to actually keep the system in place” (Jason). 

But where does ‘the scene’ get its content? “The scene is notorious for having people 
who, the people who supply the scene are called rippers, and those people they are 
usually record industry insiders. They are also people who work for pressing plants 
and they always add like 3 extra copies onto the end of the pressing room and so they 
end up flogging off with a couple…” (Rusty), and it is “sometimes even people from 
bands” (Rusty). Others agree that it comes from leaks in the industry, “Not all of it 
but a good chunk of the pirated material is coming from the source where it is actually 
being produced” (Jason). 

Acquiring content for ‘the scene’ can be equated with an FBI investigation, “They 
have really good sources that they acquire through, they don’t want to trust, there has 
been too much investigation into this now. The scene used to be more open, people 
could easily get in and out of it, if you had something really good they would want 
you to come in and now they are like the FBI and a major investigation, they don’t 
want anybody, so it seems basically closed up so that nobody can really get into it 
anymore” (Jason). 

Music flows freely once it is in ‘the scene’, “as soon as the group submits it to one top 
site, top sites are like having some sugar if you’re a diabetic, as soon as it hits the 
stomach in one area its straight through the blood stream. That’s how it gets 
distributed multiple ways. This is the grassroots of all piracy, in terms of quality 
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piracy” (Rusty). Automated systems are needed to support such activities, “it expands 
so fast that people have to automate their distribution systems to keep up” (Jason). 
Often the content is available long before it is in the mainstream, “sometimes the 
rippers don’t even bother to know when it’s going to be coming out” (Rusty).  

Rusty is in a sometimes compromising position as he is part of ‘the scene’ and he also 
does some website work for some of his favourite metal bands, “If they know they’re 
not going to make any money, like one of the bands I have worked with. They know 
they’re not going to make that much money and they do it for the love; they just love 
to play music…they’re happy just to throw a couple of thousand together to record an 
album. They’ve asked me previously, ‘can you just get the band name out there? Just 
rip this onto one of those scene things?’ I am like ‘ok’. I just feel bad doing it because 
I personally know the band” (Rusty). 

The top sites play an important role in checking the quality of uploads, as discussed in 
section 8.2.1.4, “there the top sites and they are extremely fast with high bandwidth 
that runs scripts that, like the head of the scenes use to detect if the rips are legit in 
terms of, (did) they actually come from a CD source” (Rusty). When content is 
filtered down to underground communities from ‘the scene’, there are also a number 
of quality checks that take place, “that also come down to (community name) cause 
they just doesn't like let any old sound go through...it has to pass certain bit rate 
checks” (Rusty). 

Those at the top of ‘the scene’ even go so far as to require physical proof of a 
legitimate source, “There’s been a lot of ripping going on these days it terms of 
having someone taking photos or scans of actual album covers. Not so much for 
people printing it out again, but for people who are the topsite guys who need to see 
that it’s an actual legit rip… In the NFO files for instance…let’s go into Alicia Keys 
music…There’s a proof thing, someone takes a photo of the CD and album cover” 
(Rusty). 

Musicians and fans alike can also place their music directly into folders high up in 
‘the scene’ so they are available for filtering down to the underground communities, 
“Also if you’re a member…you just create say you like a band called The Hymen you 
just create that album name, like that folder name in there…any wild people can like 
dump in what they have on The Hymen. There’s going to be like millions of hymen 
releases what the bootlegs, demos, 2 CD releases…” (Rusty).  

8.2.1.7 Incentives to Share 

Underground file sharing communities provide a number of incentives to encourage 
active participation, “there are rewards for sharing high quality music, so there is 
always incentives” (Gates). They enable a number of ways to contribute, and “you 
must contribute, you must share… and the more you contribute, they reward you” 
(Gates).  

There are different levels of contribution to ‘the scene’, “the people that are actually 
taping the content and putting it on there. I guess you call it a ‘ripper’, the ones that 
are actually getting the goods and putting it there…and there are people who are 
distributors. They call them ‘couriers’; their job is they are on a bunch of these sites 
and their job is to distribute between these sites. So each country has their own 
network of sites. There are people who have to move the content between the sites. 
They are called ‘top sites’. They are a network of underground servers that...usually 
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people at corporations that have really high-speed Internet connections will just...like 
system administrators. They are not allowed to do that but at a company that has a big 
Internet connection, they are going to utilise a lot of that connection” (Jason). 

It does however take a fair bit of time to be an active member of such a community, 
“When I was fully into it I didn’t have much time, I think you really spend a lot of 
time in the dark and make sure things flow through…but I found it was worth the 
return, having access to everything” (Jason). Sharing is made easy due to the stable 
infrastructure that the communities have, “Imagine like ten times or a hundred times 
faster, like maximising your Internet.  Because when you download from some web 
server site, they ensure that you are getting great speeds so it is not going to take you 
long, or they know that it is not going to be worth your time” (Jason).  

There are some incentives to share that provide benefits in terms of both status and 
privileges, “The more credible releases a group does through ‘the scene’, the higher 
their reputation gets, the more people want you to have things. I used to be in the 
scene called a ‘courier’. A courier is someone who knows a lot people who run top 
sites. Top sites enable them to filter those things down into the other sites and supply 
all the scene members and everything. In return they get access to top sites, they get 
access to these people sites which will probably be filled with couriers who courier 
things like movies, they courier games, e-books, applications… anything. The amount 
of FTPs I use to be on before until life took a turn for the busier was amazing” 
(Rusty). 

8.2.1.7.1 Status 

Status is important to those who participate in underground music file sharing 
communities and those higher up in ‘the scene’. It is a sign of their active role in the 
subculture, and has certain privileges associated with it. A strong (high) status 
commands respect. The class distinctions made through the status (linked to an 
individual’s share ratio) can be a source of political conflicts among groups in ‘the 
scene’ as the groups race to be the first to upload new content. Achieving this, groups 
are labeled as ‘legends’, and this is a motivator for sharing. 

It is interesting to consider those at the helm of such underground music file sharing 
communities and ‘the scene’. Very little is known about the administrators 
moderating underground file sharing to ensure its continued smooth distribution 
throughout the underground. Why would one take on such a role, which “takes a lot 
of time and effort”? (Gates). One community member gave a suggestion, “honestly, it 
is a good question you raise and I think a lot of these guys do it just because they can. 
For them I guess it is like any hobby, if someone comes home and they want to watch 
TV all day, these guys come home and they moderate music, that’s what they like 
doing…interesting how it sustains itself though, it doesn’t seem to fall over, it just 
keeps on going and going” (Gates). 

Such an important role commands respect and status in the underground world, 
“Definitely, definitely, they are well respected within the community” (Gates). Other 
roles in the community also command a level of respect, “the power users tend to be a 
bit more elitist that the others” (Gates). 

‘The scene’ is also “very political. There are group conflicts, where one group will be 
caught out with doing a webrip, which a low quality thing that has come off 
someone’s site” (Rusty). In terms of competition between groups, “there is a lot of 
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competition” (Jason), and the way it works is this: “a group, they get it within 
seconds, like it is a few minutes later and another group puts it out, they will lose 
points because they are copying another group basically, if one group copies another 
group that looks bad and they lose their reputation” (Jason). 

When asked about the myth that there is a race to get new content ‘out there’ as quick 
as possible by those in the underground scene, it was revealed, “That is definitely 
right. There is a thing called ‘scene’ releases, which are like pre-releases, and 
basically it is stuff you shouldn’t have access to but for some reason someone has 
access to it. They release them to the community and if you do that you are like a 
legend, everyone loves you for it. It comes back to the whole status thing, the problem 
with ‘scene’ is they are usually not FLAC they are usually MP3 but people still 
download it and when the FLAC version comes out they then grab it as well. It is 
almost like it is an economy of music, yeah an economy of music, that is what it is. 
Completely artificial but then again one dollar is only worth one dollar because we 
say it is worth one dollar, it is a different type of economy, trading in music” (Gates). 

Status is definitely a motivator for sharing as much as possible, “There are rankings 
for those groups, every time they release something they get points…that group wants 
to release as many things as they can so they are like the ‘best group’. Each release is 
tagged with the group name on it” (Jason). Status and peer recognition are converted 
into privileges, “the more you get recognised the better the sites that you get access to.  
The top groups have access to everything, to the top stuff basically” (Jason).  

8.2.1.7.2 Privileges 

Status in the underground is linked to a good (high) share ratio (sharing much more 
than downloading). Having a good share ratio leads to privileges. Active participation 
and reciprocity are key to getting privileges, and there are rewards for ‘good’ file 
sharing also in the form of privileges. Donations to the community or ‘the scene’ can 
also lead to privileges. 

Different classes of members have the ability to engage in different activities, “if I go 
browse by metal, I could search for my artist or title by putting in the keywords I want 
but by being a power user you get access to the power search which means you can 
then search by format, so I can choose to have FLAC and nothing else” (Gates). 

Active participation and reciprocity are key to gaining and maintaining privileges, “it 
(‘the scene’) is very interactive and to keep your place, there are different levels, like 
the people that are giving content have full access so they have no limitations, they 
can download anything that they want without restriction. People that are just 
distributing things between sites have restrictions. They have to move piles in order to 
get credit, so it is kind of like a credit based system, so every time they upload, they 
send something they get three times the amount of credit that it is worth.  Just say 
they upload a CD and that CD was a hundred megabytes, they can now download 
about three times that which is three hundred megabytes, that is how they get their 
credit” (Jason). 

There are other rewards for ‘good’ file sharing too, such as access to other parts of the 
community, “you get access to the privilege forums and all these other sort of things, 
there are other incentives to be a power user as well” (Gates). Some of these 
privileges provide access to new content, “there is a huge access that you get, you 
don’t just get access to music, you get access to every single thing that you can 
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imagine, every magazine, every piece of software, game for every console, so it is a 
pretty big system that you use.  If they find out that you are breaching anything, they 
will just kick you out” (Jason).  

Donations allow people to buy their way in to the community which usually also 
results in privileges, however some run communities ‘for the love of it’, “not all 
communities are interested in contributions. That’s the risk, they expose themselves 
and then many people don’t even want hardware contributions, they don’t want any 
contributions, they don’t want any money from this, they just do it for their own 
enjoyment” (Jason). 

8.2.1.8 The Importance of Technical Competence 

Those participating in underground music file sharing communities generally have 
strong views in disagreeing with the ideologies about online music distribution held 
by the music recording industry. For the reasons of cost, convenience and choice 
outlined in Chapter Seven, file sharing is an appealing option for those with technical 
know-how and connections. 

Strong technical skills are needed to participate both at the community level, and also 
higher up in ‘the scene’. Many resources are also needed to support large scale, high 
speed file sharing; these often come from corporations where members work. Strong 
technical skills are needed to implement encryption, and to mask their existence. 
There is little doubt that those involved at the grass roots of ‘the scene’ are ‘the brains 
of the operation’. 

Similar to the espoused ethics of hackers, those in underground communities 
generally have strong beliefs that they are providing a service for themselves and their 
peers, “Most people who have a decent knowledge of computers, are fairly political 
about it, to an almost religious extent sometimes” (Richard). Those participating in 
the administration and moderation of music in underground file sharing can be 
considered hackers to some extent.  

To participate at more than a rudimentary level in ‘the scene’, is it necessary to have a 
high level of technical skill, “Definitely. Definitely. If you don’t know how to use 
FTPs like SSL security to put on your FTP connection you wont be able to connect to 
any of these sites, because it is all encrypted data transfer so ISPs cannot see and 
whatnot” (Rusty). One reason for this need is to mask their existence, “The normal  
(public) sharing can be detected by ISPs, the true sharing can’t be, it is more secure 
than a bank basically, the way these transactions are taken place. Its all 
encrypted…encryption is there to so it can’t be broken” (Jason).  

There are rewards for having good technical skills, in the form of unlimited access to 
music content, “there’s groups of people that have their own group, they will name 
their own group and they will be affiliated with the site. They will be on that site, they 
have unrestricted access to that site.  But then other sites they may have restricted 
access, they send files to that site, they gain more access to that site” (Jason). 

Many resources are needed in order to run an underground community. It is 
interesting to consider where these resources come from. There are suggestions that 
many of the really dedicated members or ‘peers’ in underground communities use 
corporate based servers related to their daily job, “I would tend to agree with that 
statement, I would say that guys that run servers have to have good Linux knowledge, 
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because they are all Linux servers because basically these guys seem to be pro open 
source or pro Linux, at least the guys who maintain the servers are…yes they are 
probably all system admins in day jobs or at least, I don’t know they have got good 
Linux knowledge and good programming knowledge and instead of running viruses 
and destroying other people’s computers, they have found a way to sort of harness 
that free time” (Gates).  

Others agree that the only way these communities can operate is in using the 
resources of corporations, “It’s definitely a corporate environment…you can’t just do 
it on a home based connection. They are doing gigabytes per second in transfers. 
They are doing speeds that you would never see from your home. You could never do 
that…everybody is racing to see who can move it there faster. Who has the faster 
server” (Jason). So those contributing new content to underground file sharing 
communities need a high level of technical competence, “people making torrents are 
probably a bit more clued in” (Eugene). Those higher up in the scene unsurprisingly 
need strong technical skills, “So the scene stuff is kind of technical” (Rusty). Such 
activities are carried out ‘on the job’, “It is definitely an aside to their job, so if they 
ever got caught they would loose their job. They must feel confident enough to have a 
security system in place that they are not going to be compromised.  But there are 
some people that are compromised” (Jason). 

Those running communities can be considered the ‘the brains of the operation’, “They 
are the smartest in the industry” (Jason) and that there is just no way to stop those 
with these technical skills, “There are guys out there that have grown up with 
technology, they know how to write in code and they know how to program the 
computer and know how to do whatever they want. There’s no way any government 
or any organisation is ever going to be able to stop that” (Alex). 

8.3 The Language of File Sharing 

It is interesting the way that language has been used to marginalise file sharers. The 
word pirate is arbitrarily applied to those engaging in file sharing regardless of 
whether they are doing so for commercial gain, or for personal use, or whether they 
do a little or a lot of it. File sharers are generally unconcerned with being called a 
pirate, and they do not feel it reflects negatively on them in any way; they thought it 
was “a funny term…a hilarious term” (Cassandra), and in some cases it was more like 
a badge of honour, “I don’t take much heed of that piracy warning, I don’t think it’s 
that serious what I do so I wouldn’t call myself a pirate, sounds kind of cool, pirate I 
guess if everyone does it that’ll make everyone pirates then” (Brad). 

The term ‘pirate’ was first used in the context of copying digital content to apply to 
the actions of those engaging in mass copying and distribution for commercial 
purposes (i.e. to make money). For many Australians, the word ‘piracy’ conjures up 
ideas of holidays visiting Asian shopping centres full of ‘pirated’ content available for 
sale, “Yeah, I remember a long time ago I went to Singapore and I couldn’t believe 
how cheap CD’s were” (Cassandra). More recently and as part of this vilification of 
those engaging in file sharing for personal use, the term has been used negatively to 
describe individuals, “coming up with the idea of pirates and all the negative 
connotations of that and then applying that to individuals who may have ripped off a 
few songs or a couple of CD's or something” (Media). 
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It is worth considering the history of the word ‘pirate’ and how it applies in its 
original context, compared with how it is now used when discussing infringing 
copyright, “Piracy is what happens when Captain Jack Sparrow steals your ship. 
Piracy is not infringement of copyright and infringement of copyright is not piracy. 
Neither is it theft or stealing as the copyright owners would like us to believe” (EFA). 
However all too often in the contemporary online music context, the word is used in 
power plays against consumers: 

“It (piracy) is an infringement of an artificial monopoly created by 

statute. They (copyright owners) have no proprietary rights in a piece of 
copyright work, such as in a piece of movable property so it is not 

capable of being stolen. Unless I decide to drop to the registrar of 
copyrights in the United States and steal one of their copyrights that way 

(laugh) but infringement of copyright is not stealing, its not piracy and its 
not theft but the copyright owners very much like using those words and 

will use them in the face of all evidence to the contrary. Piracy in 
particular carries with it notions of rape and pillage and bloodthirsty 

brigandage and so forth” (EFA). 

Some feel that even though the term pirate applies to them, they are “an unrealised 
customer. In the view of a commercial entity that has a vested interest in the content, 
yes I am a pirate, because I don't pay for the majority of the content that I download 
from the Internet.  However if the record companies provided me with a clear and 
direct method of making micropayments directly to the artist with a minimal 
overhead to the record companies, sure I understand they still have to do business, but 
if the majority of my payment went directly to the artist, then I would be happy 
paying for that music” (Angus). 

The use of this language to describe individuals downloading unauthorised music for 
personal use is considered to be inappropriate by some, “applying the same term and 
the same draconian sort of legal approach to them as to people that are generally 
ripping off and breaking copyright and selling things for profit, it's just a stupid 
approach that doesn't help” (Media). Others agree this is an unfair classification, ‘I 
tend to associate the word pirate with someone who is reproducing copies of stuff and 
distributing. I think pirate and I think someone who’s making money off something 
that’s not theirs….I’ve never done that, not once. I’ve never asked for any money for 
in return any burnt CD’s. It’s a sort of sharing system that seems so legal but you 
know it’s not, but you can’t help but think I’m not a pirate. I would not call myself a 
pirate. The definition would but I wouldn’t call myself that” (Alex). 

Some believe it is a prejudiced term used to extreme levels to “portray the people that 
they are arguing against in a very unfavourable light that essentially anyone who 
would infringe their copyrights is somehow beyond the power, and is equivalent to an 
international war criminal” (EFA). 

Others do not see file sharing as being equivalent to other illegal activities, “I guess 
downloading music is illegal but then again technology has made it so accessible and 
it’s something which you don’t necessarily put in the same basket as doing other 
illegal stuff. Ultimately you are stealing products or goods of the company but 
technology has made it so accessible” (Bill). Some say this is because of its seemingly 
widespread use, “Even though I know it is still wrong that you are getting it for free it 
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is sort of a little bit more, I would say a little more accepted.  If you are just doing it 
and you are not harming anybody” (Michael). 

8.4 New Rituals in Music Use 

There are a number of new ways that music is being used as a result of technology. 
Listening to music in a random unpredictable way is now more common. Sharing 
music can lead to exposure, which is important before a musician can actually make 
any money from their music. File sharing through online communities are one way to 
achieve this. Side loading is the most popular way to transfer music to a PC and 
mobile device. 

Digital music and their associated libraries have changed the way that people listen to 
music. With older music mediums such as the cassette and albums, and to a large 
extent CDs, music was listened to serially, that is, in sequential order from beginning 
to end. New digital mediums “tend to be song based, you know you have your 
popular artist that you are interested in and you collect their stuff or the stuff that you 
like, but you tend not to listen to music anymore in a serial fashion” (Media). A result 
is that consumers now have more control over their music than they have ever had 
before, “all the way back to vinyl, you had to listen to songs in the order that they 
were placed on the vinyl, it's a predictable experience” (Media). This new way of 
listening to music is much less predictable, which appears to have wide appeal “even 
the same with CD's, even though with CD's technically you can program it, most 
people don't because it is too complicated” (Media). 

Some believe that bands need people to share songs in order for them to become 
known, which then leads to people purchasing music, “you’ve got to get people to 
buy whatever you want, you’ve either got to give it away to them so then they tell 
their friends so you’ve got a daisy chain, IM’ing it or whatever people do with their 
songs to share, they need people to share the songs” (Band Manager). Online 
communities are also a viable way to engage and participate and keep ‘old’ music 
alive, “they swap it (music) in the community and they talk about it and it keeps the 
whole thing alive. It comes back to the experience of what it’s about and sharing that 
experience” (Band Manager). 

Although digital download sales are growing, the majority of music is transferred to a 
computer or mobile device through side loading; “a term that describes the delivery of 
content by “taking a CD and ripping it to a PC” (Universal Music). It is a process also 
used with downloaded tracks, “you could legitimately buy tracks from BigPond 
online, download to your PC then plug your phone in and side load it that way” 
(Universal Music). 

8.4.1 Personalisation in Online Music Systems 

Personalisation in online music is a feature that has been explored only briefly by 
music distributors. Recommendation systems are one way to personalise music, and it 
can expose the consumer to new music. Playlists are another way to personalise 
music, a strategy adopted by some music distributors but needs more attention. 

Technology is changing how people use music is through recommendation systems 
and playlists, “I think that’s one sort of upside that maybe the industry hasn't 
investigated enough” (Media). Such personalisation appeals to some consumers, 
“They (Magnatune) encourage you to actually buy the tracks…they have online 
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playlists, you can download them and you will be connected to their servers and listen 
to the music from there and I think it is usual for them to give five to ten tracks from 
each artist for free and if you think it is worth the money you can order CDs from 
Magnatune, they will produce their own” (Succi). 

The recommendation system works by recommending songs or albums to listen to 
based on current listening or purchasing activities, “the same kind of thing that people 
do with Amazon, you buy and book and it says ‘other people who bought this book 
bought this’, for a CD it is the same thing” (Media). Some consumers see value in 
such features; “If they would actually recommended songs I liked…I like organising 
my music the way I want it in my library…and I have my rating system” (Richard). 
Others take recommendations from peers in chat rooms, “I can either search by it (the 
term) or get some recommendations from IRC or some messaging services and I chat 
with other people and they say, hey that is a great track, listen to it” (Succi). 

This approach to music access and use can bring new music in a similar genre to light 
for the music consumer, to continually build the music library, “when they have their 
collection or their favourite stuff, they start to become a bit more interested in new 
stuff, new artists that are in similar genre's or new stuff from existing artists, you 
know the single in a way has come back but it has been found and sampled and then 
purchased digitally. I mean at the end of the day, they are music enthusiasts and they 
are always interested in new stuff but this makes it a bit easier for them to explore” 
(Media) 

Some like this characteristic of the medium, “the move to CDs, it was great because 
then you could make your own playlist and chuck it in the car and stuff and you didn’t 
have to rewind or fast forward” (Brad). This would be a new approach to marketing 
music content by the music industry, one that has barely been explored in this context, 
“the industry itself has never been able to market music in that way and I don't think 
the industry has really caught up with this idea” (Media). They could “use that as a 
way of increasing the sales of music for a particular artist or increasing the sales of 
new artists” (Media). 

Another significant change technology has bought about in listening activities is the 
ability to subscribe to other people’s playlists. This could be considered word of 
mouth marketing which some say is “always the most powerful if you can get it” 
(Media). It works in such a way that “you subscribe to somebody who you think 
creates a nice playlist” (Media) and you can listen to what they have programmed. 
This can be done to some extent with the service provided by BigPond, users upload 
their playlists to the BigPond website. Playlists are a popular way for people to 
manage their music on their computer, “I make my own play lists, and it all depends 
what they’re on. Usually it’s modified to like work, running, being romantic and stuff 
like that” (John). 

8.5 Associations in the Roswell Community 

The previous section discussed the role of underground music file sharing 
communities in general; this section provides detailed insight into one particular 
community, Roswell. The discussion is based on 120 days of observations of the 
community.  
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Roswell is the focus of this section, and fundamental concepts from the literature on 
communities are used to frame the discussion. The culture of the community is 
discussed, as are the importance of active participation, reciprocity, access to 
necessary resources and the use of language. The discussion gives insight into a rarely 
discussed phenomenon, that of underground music file sharing. This section discusses 
the characteristics of a community within the Roswell context. These characteristics 
are then presented in detail as they apply to Roswell; they include community culture, 
active participation, reciprocity, access to resources and language.  

8.5.1 Community Culture 

In the wider context, the existence of a community such as Roswell is mobilised 
through an interpretation of the current political, legal, social, and cultural 
environment in which it exists. It exists to not only provide content to those inscribed 
to its rituals and norms, but also as a statement to those governing this wider context. 
Such a statement refers to the inability of the mainstream to meet their needs socially 
and technically, and that their ideologies are relevant and are supported by a relevant 
sub-culture. High profile legal cases such as the current PirateBay.com trial are used 
as an argument to strengthen the credibility and relevance of such ideologies, and as 
an agent for moving the sub-culture norms to the mainstream. 

Kappos and Rivard (2008) provide a detailed classification of the concepts of culture  
from the information systems literature. Such a conceptualisation of culture is useful 
in gaining insight into the cultural manifestations as they exist as part of the IT artifact 
that enables the Roswell community, see the following table which is based on 
Kappos and Rivard’s structure.  

 

Manifestation Type Manifestation Example of Manifestation in Roswell 

ARTIFACTS 

(Ein-Dor, Segev and 

Orgad, 1993; Soh, Kien 

and Yap, 2000; Martin, 
2002:83) 

Physical 
Arrangement 

Easy navigation: Different parts of the community can be easily 
accessed through the universally accessible navigation bar. The list of 

all available content is in a central place available under Browse: All 

Anonymity of community: All traffic in Roswell is encrypted and thus 
cannot be identified by ISP’s who are engaged in monitoring traffic. 

Additionally, having an almost invisible website to non-members 

enables them to maintain their secret and exclusive nature. 

Latest information about community activities: Summary statistics 

provided classify all users together, all torrents, all peers, all lechers and 

all seeds together to give a total 

(Martin, 2002:77) Jargon Technical: All members need an understanding of the terms specific to 
file sharing, such as seeds, leeches, peers, torrents etc. Uploading 

members need technical skills in data compression, naming conventions 

and uploading in order to participate. 

Representation of self: In representing their identity, the majority of 

users appear to use a pseudonym for their username. 

Emotionally laden: Members regularly make comments on content 

pages under the link to download. They often say ‘thanks!’ or comment 

on the quality of the content or the choice of content. 

(Martin, 2002:69; 

Schein, 2002) 

Rituals Initiation (indoctrination): To join the community, a prospective 

member must be invited by a current member. 

User Agreement: On the welcome page, the community states, “Before 

you go any further, you should read the xxx.net user agreement”. A link 
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to the user agreement is available. 

Enhancement (rewards for performance): Status is a driving force in the 

economy of Roswell. All members have an individual share ratio and 

this represents the ‘status’ of a member by depicting their contribution 

to the community. The more a member contributes, the higher their 

share ratio, and thus the higher their status. 

PRACTICES Formal 

(Giddens, 1984) 

Rules Explicit: On the welcome page, the community states, “before you do 

anything here at xxx, we suggest you read the rules! There are only a 

few rules to abide by, but we do enforce them!” A link to the rules is 
available. 

Naming conventions: The rules state that naming conventions are 

necessary for new uploads and must be adhered to else the content will 

be ‘nuked’ – identified as being of low quality, and share ratio is 

decreased. 

PRACTICES Informal 

(Myers and Tan, 2002; 

Campbell, Fletcher and 

Greenhill, 2008) 

Roles Member classes: Upon joining the community, the average user is given 

a User class. Depending on a member’s share ratio, they may be 
assigned to a new class, which has a higher status e.g. Power User has 

more status and rights than a User member. 

Fulfilling requests: Content appears in the daily listing of Roswell in a 

rather random manner. Those with the ability to upload do so according 

to their own personal tastes, and to what they have available to them 
(the latest CD etc). Members can however request specific content in 

the Request Forum. 

Member profiles: All users have a profile able to be viewed by any 

member of the community, but the feature is not particularly easy to 

find. The profile lists when the member joined and when they were ‘last 

seen’, their IP address, who they were invited by, how many new 
member invites they have available, their maximum amount of torrents, 

the amount uploaded and downloaded, the current share ratio and user 

class, the number of torrent comments and forum posts, and the files 

that the member is currently seeding.  

Face-to-face friendship connections: Some private posts suggest that 

some members have offline friendships and connections. Posts 
advertising local LAN gaming party get-togethers, and the associated 

comments support this assumption. 

ESPOUSED Cognitive 

(Martin, 2002:88) 

Beliefs Access to ‘new’ content - On the welcome page, the community states, 
“the goal is to provide absolutely the latest stuff”. 

Status to upload new content - On the welcome page, the community 

states, “only specially authorised users have permission to upload 
torrents. 

Invitation to join the ‘ranks’ - Including others in On the welcome page, 

the community states, “If you have access to 0-day stuff do not hesitate 

to contact us!” A link to contact the site administrators is available. 

Removing community responsibility for illegal behaviour: On the Home 

page, it states “You may not use this site to distribute or download any 

material when you do not have the legal rights to do so”. It also states 

“It is your own responsibility to adhere to these terms”. Finally it says 

“the administrators of this site cannot be responsible for what its users 

post, or any other actions of its users”. 

INFERRED Attitudinal  

(El Sawy, 1985; Martin, 

2002:88; Thanasankit, 

2002) 

Values Informing members: Information about the current community activities 

are visible at all times by all members. These include statistics and 

details about users, content and sharing, news and polls. 

Unpredictability in available content: Each day an average of 49 new 

content items are available for download. Other than requests and 
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regularly uploaded content, the daily list of content is mostly unknown 

before it appears. 

Donations: The Home page suggests that if a member donates, they are 

rewarded with upload quota (to increase a member’s share ratio). It is 

believed it is used to maintain the computer hardware infrastructure. 

Agreeing to community ideology: The majority of content shared in 

Roswell is considered to infringe copyright. By joining the community, 

members informally agree to sharing this content and engaging in an 

unlawful act. 

 

Table 17: Manifestations of Culture in Roswell 

Usability is a well-established concept in human-computer interaction design, being 
concerned with developing computer systems to support rapid learning, high skill 
retention and low error rates. Such systems support high productivity: they are 
consistent, controllable and predictable (Schneiderman, 1998), in much the same way 
that the cultural practices inscribed within Roswell provide an environment which is 
consistent, controllable and predictable. Preece argues that the effect of such 
inscription on online communities is that users are able to communicate with each 
other, find information, and navigate the community software with ease (Preece, 
2000:8). 

Roswell is efficient on matter – made to distribute large amounts of content using 
BitTorrent protocols. Roswell has a ritual and symbolic aspect, it requires regular 
contribution and participation and it is a symbolic representation of its underlying 
inscribed ideologies. 

Potential members are drawn to a community such as Roswell for a number of 
reasons. One of the main reasons is their strong identification with the collective 
Roswell culture in terms of its underlying beliefs and values that are embedded within 
the community. File sharing is illegal in many countries, because it often is a means to 
share content without authorisation from the copyright owner. Those individuals who 
identify with the sub-culture holding the beliefs that music should be free, or that 
access to free music is not immoral, are often drawn to this type of community. Those 
with technical abilities to rival their peers within the community are admitted. By 
identifying with the deviant sub-culture collective, individuals are to some extent 
making a statement against the mainstream collective which for the most part, is paid 
recorded music.  

Members in Roswell have a strong trust, not specifically in others in the community 
as Putnam (1995) says, but a trust in the community as an ‘always on - meeting 
place’. The trust is that there will be a community available to participate in, trust that 
the content available will be of the highest quality, and trust that all communications 
and transactions are as anonymous and hidden as possible. So in some ways there is 
trust in the system operators and administrators to fulfil all of these expectations, and 
these expectations are built as much as possible into the rules and the rituals in the 
community. There is also trust that others will respect and embrace these rules to 
contribute to maintaining a sustainable community. 

In order to become and remain a member of Roswell, an individual must recognize 
and abide by the cooperative norms of the community (Putnam, 1995). To a new 
member, the community norms are not clear, unless a person has previous experience 
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with a community such as Roswell. To understand these norms a relatively 
inexperienced user (such as myself) needs to look for patterns of activities or rituals 
that occur on a daily or some other regular basis, needs to understand the language 
being used, and needs understand the beliefs and values of those engaging in the 
community. Culture is legitimised through this acknowledgement and active 
participation in the cooperative norms of the community.  

8.5.2 Active Participation 

Latour asks if the focal actor is able to renegotiate his/her plan so that it 
accommodates all who would be eligible to join? This is a crucial question for an 
ethnography of modern technologies. To some extent the answer is yes; the 
community adopted file sharing norms of contribution and reciprocity however 
members are limited to people who ‘know’ members either in real life or online, or 
can manage to get in contact with a current member on IRC (Inter-relay chat). This 
defines an exclusivity characteristic to the community.  

Roswell bears the interests of hundreds of people who were enrolled during the time 
of observation. Within such a membership base, there appear to be few competing 
interests. However the community is not standalone, it is partly reliant on ‘the scene’, 
which is made up of ‘top sites’ who filter available content down to the community. 

In terms of becoming irrelevant, Roswell only maintains its member base by 
providing something not available elsewhere. That elsewhere is often public file 
sharing networks. Much of the content available in Roswell is eventually available 
through public trackers, however the timing and quality is a key characteristic of 
Roswell content. Being available to Roswell members before (often long before) it is 
available on public trackers is a benefit of enrolling in the community. The high 
quality of such content is also an encouraging factor in the translation. 

Roswell as an association of humans and non-humans, is an institution, parts of which 
are delegated to pieces of machinery (P2P networks, BitTorrent protocols), parts of 
which are delegated to collective persons (the community ‘meeting place’) and parts 
of which are delegated to humans (members, administrators and top site sources).  

Within the social framework defined by the Roswell’s purpose and policies, people 
generally strive to satisfy their own needs. Whether they contribute to the good of the 
community or are just there to indulge themselves depends on the community’s 
policies. Thus the purpose, the people and the policies comprising a community 
determine what it is like (Preece, 2000:7), and how they engagement and contribution 
is defined. 

According to Wasko and Faraj’s (2005) classification of three types of capital for 
knowledge contribution (discussed in Section 3.2), Roswell exhibits characteristics of 
structural capital in its encouraging of regular interactions. It is not however known 
how strong the ties are between members of the community. Everyone in the 
community knows at least one other person (the person who invited them) however 
they may not know anyone else. It is expected that some in the community do have 
quite direct ties in real life and also through their online personas as those at the ‘top’ 
of this type of community need to be known, respected and connected. Rogers and 
Kincaid (1981) add to this understanding of structural capital by arguing that 
individuals are likely to understand and comply with group norms and expectations, 
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which can help to explain the strong conformance to the rules in Roswell and other 
underground communities. 

In Roswell, digital content is shared as a good in demand to satisfy individual needs 
of music, which also has a ritual value of being the primary means of communication 
among members of the community. Those moderating the community discipline the 
existence of such content, and it also provides the method of transaction upon which a 
member’s ‘status’ or ratio is based.  

8.5.2.1 Obligations 

Members do more than perceive an obligation to participate in the Roswell 
community. Members are obliged to participate and interact regularly within the 
community in order for membership to exist. It is important to note though that this is 
not made clear on joining the community, and it is not highlighted any more than any 
other topics in the frequently asked questions. So it is suspected that those who are 
attracted and thus engage in a community such as this are in the habit of interacting 
regularly within a community of this type so it doesn’t need to be made clear that 
membership accounts expire.  

One of the reasons Roswell was sustainable for four years (until its closure on 1/1/09) 
and could be considered successful for an extended period of time is due to the 
regular participation of members of the community. As a member of Roswell, 
participation is mandated. If a member ceases to participate for a defined period of 
time (4 weeks), the member’s account is terminated. This rule is a motivating factor 
for regular interaction. Some authors in the literature argue that positive and regular 
contribution behaviours can improve organizational effectiveness (Goodman and 
Darr, 1998; Olivera et al., 2008) and this appears to be the case in Roswell. 

As discussed in Section 3.2, Wasko and Faraj (2005) argue that commitment to a 
collective conveys a sense of responsibility to help others because of their shared 
membership, and that individuals committed to participation are motivated by a sense 
of obligation to the organisation. In Roswell this may be taken a step further with 
members motivated by a sense of obligation to the cause, to the sub-culture, to the 
deviation from the mainstream as a whole.  

The trust of others in terms of ability, benevolence and integrity is related to 
motivations to participate and engage; this is true of Roswell where other member’s 
technical ability is appreciated and expected, benevolence is built into the values of 
the system architecture, and integrity is paramount to build up these relationships 
based on trust.  Although the concept of trust has been studied in a diversity of 
settings, Wasko and Faraj argue that reciprocity has been given little attention. 

The underlying philosophy of peer-to-peer technology is reciprocity. Values of 
reciprocity are embedded in the design of systems that use such technology, such as 
underground file sharing communities like Roswell. Wellman and Gulia (1999) 
acknowledge that even between strangers, there is evidence of reciprocal 
supportiveness; communities such as Roswell operate on a strong sense of reciprocity 
(favours given and received), in addition to a strong sense of fairness (Wasko and 
Faraj, 2000). In fact, it is these regular multiple exchanges with members unknown 
that form the norms of the Roswell community.  
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8.5.2.2 Banishment 

Some authors argue that conflict is an integral element in social interrelations 
(Campbell et al., 2002). Campbell et al. go further to say that ritualised practices of 
conflict assist in unifying and defining community boundaries. From their perspective 
of conflict as a form of tribal behaviour, they give examples from their empirical 
study that reveals the most obvious form of this “potential punitive action” is in the 
form of banishment (2002). 

Roswell manifests actions of banishment in relation to two activities; uploading files, 
and sharing. In the former, a file that is uploaded without following the strict 
requirements for naming conventions of the file is banished by being ‘nuked’. For a 
file to be ‘nuked’, it is firstly identified by moderators of Roswell or individuals from 
a ‘top site’ as being an inferior copy of the digital file. When a file is ‘nuked’, it is 
tagged as being an inferior copy with an image such as the one in Figure 33. 

 

Figure 33: Nuked icon 

The action of nuking a file has a number of side effects on the identity of the 
individual that uploaded the file. It links the member with inferior content, resulting in 
a decrease in their perceived status within the community. It could also influence the 
way their status is viewed outside of the community amongst the ‘top sites’, if they 
posted the content at the higher level and then it was filtered down to Roswell. 

In relation to sharing, banishment occurs if a member refuses to contribute by sharing 
their downloaded content within the community. This act is commonly called free 
riding (discussed further in the Section 8.5.4.1). Most software used to download 
BitTorrent files enables the sharing option by default. However if a user changes this 
setting and no longer shares, this will be reflected in the member’s share ratio. If they 
continue to download new content and not share it back, their ratio will reach 0% and 
they will be banished from the community. Members are not banished immediately 
when they reach 0%, if their ratio moves to a minus number, they are given a grace 
period of four weeks to redeem their ratio (so that it is above 0) else they are removed 
from the community. This information is not formally codified in the rules; rather it is 
part of the informal learnings from within the community. 

8.5.3 Reciprocity 

Roswell is a community of mostly strangers interacting together. When considering 
professional reputations in Roswell such as those discussed by Wasko and Faraj 
(2005), they are not professional as such, i.e. are they not gained through any sort of 
qualification or formal recognition, however they are professional in the sense that 
belonging to a community such as Roswell means that a member has a certain level of 
technical skills, abilities and knowledge just to gain access and participate. Members 
generally do not invite new members with low technical skills as it also could reflect 
negatively on their ‘professional reputation’ if they don’t regularly participate. A 
member’s professional reputation and identity is heavily linked to their member class 
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(eg power user) and their ratio. The higher the member class and the higher a 
member’s ratio, the higher they perceive their professional reputation, or status, to be. 
Status relies in part upon reputation and is important in identifying oneself within the 
community. This is in line with Wasko and Faraj’s (2005) findings that people 
contribute in a community of (mostly) strangers to enhance their reputation.  

8.5.4 Sharing 

Having the experience to share in Roswell works on a number of levels. Firstly, it is 
primarily concerned with the act of uploading new content. Roswell has quite strict 
rules about who has privileges to upload new content. These rules are not unlike 
similar underground file sharing communities in having such rules for the way to ‘rip’ 
and encode content, how to name content, and what sort of additional information 
needs to be provided as part of uploaded content (NFO files, track listings etc). 
Roswell is somewhat unique though in their rule to only allow a very small group of 
members to upload new content. In Roswell, only 5% of members in privileges 
classes can  upload new content. This is done to maintain a very high level of quality 
of the content, both in terms of it being what it says it is (naming) and that it is the 
highest possible quality version of the content as is possible at that time (technical 
quality). In public file sharing networks, problems with both of these issues arise on a 
regular basis. In these public types of networks, content is often misnamed, and it is 
often of a low quality. 

Considering the earlier discussion about the source of the majority of content in a 
community such as Roswell (filtered down from ‘the scene’), those in that 5% in 
Roswell, or at least some of them, more than likely have connections higher up in ‘the 
scene’ and use Roswell as a distribution outlet for this type of content. Having these 
connections also identify the uploader as someone who has extensive experience (as it 
takes connections and time to work your way into ‘the scene’). For the content that a 
member is uploading from a source other than ‘the scene’ such as a locally aired TV 
or radio program, or a CD or DVD rip, they must follow the explicit rules for making 
it available to avoid having their content ‘nuked’, which is when content is either 
removed from access or marked as ‘a bad rip’ with a little nuclear image and is 
thereafter avoided. Having content nuked also negatively affects one’s status in the 
community, so nuking content isn’t a regular occurrence, but often happens for 
instance on pre-released content where someone has a ‘cam’ (video camera in 
cinema) copy of a movie, but doesn’t declare that it is a cam (and therefore inferior 
and rarely acceptable) version of the movie. 

Secondly, experience to share is discussed in relation to Olivera’s paper (2008) when 
a person responding to a request needs to decide if they have the experience to match 
the request (for content in the context of Roswell). If a person responding to a request 
doesn’t easily find the exact match, they then need to decide if they want to continue 
the search until a match is found. This decision is usually based on the person’s 
experience in retrieving requests for content previously, the perceived likelihood of 
finding the match, and their intention to increase their status. 

The third way experience is important in sharing is in the everyday participation in 
the community through sharing downloaded content. Most members can only share 
the content they have downloaded from the community (apart from those identified 
5% with upload privileges). Experience, and technical skills, often translates into 
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more participation. Those with the higher levels of experience and technical skills are 
more likely to have their computers turned on longer, and to see the importance of 
them ‘seeding’ content for long periods of time. Many of these people run computer 
servers which are always on…of course those that have privileges to upload content 
and are part of ‘the scene’ are likely to spend extensive time on line on a daily basis 
(thus having their computer ‘seeding’ content) and are also likely to have the most 
experience through belonging to other similar communities and sources of file sharing 
such as this.  

Referring back to Wasko and Faraj’s argument that people contribute their knowledge 
when they are structurally embedded in the network, we consider Roswell and 
member’s perceptions about contribution and participation. Being an active member 
of Roswell means that a person is structurally embedded in the Roswell network.  

When a member joins, they are allocated to a member class/role which inherits certain 
privileges. They become both a leech and a seed when they participate within the 
community, which structurally embeds them in the network, as they become the 
recipient and subsequent provider of content. Being a member, comes the expectation 
that they will contribute on a regular basis, and that they will make every effort to be 
an active part of the community. They often form alliances and connections with 
others in the community while in this role (which is evidenced through comments, 
requests, and forum posts) and it is expected that this added level of connectedness 
can also encourage contribution as people feel others are ‘relying on them’. 

Somewhat in opposition to this, Wasko and Faraj (2005) believe that contributions 
can occur without regard to expectations of reciprocity from others or high levels of 
commitment to the network. It is agreed that this can be a way of explaining activities 
in public file sharing systems like LimeWire, that the expectation of reciprocity and 
commitment is low and accepted by those participating, however in a community 
such as Roswell, reciprocity and high levels of commitment are not only expected but 
they must occur else the member faces removal from the community. This happens if 
there is a lack of involvement for a period of time (removed after 4 weeks), or a low 
share ratio (which if it falls below an acceptable level, then the member is also 
removed).  

8.5.4.1 Free Riding 

Free-riding, or “social loafing” as named by Chidambaram and Tung (2005) refers to 
such a practice as “. In their definition of the term, they refer to the “tendency of 
members to do less than their potential”. Identifying such an act as detrimental to 
group sustainability, they argue that the result can be process losses for teams and 
reduce productivity gains. Free-riding is a far more common practice in public file 
sharing systems like LimeWire, where studies report up to 70% of users only 
download, and don’t upload (Adar and Huberman, 2000). The practice is less 
accepted in underground communities such as Roswell. In Roswell a member can 
only free ride (leech and not seed back) for a short period of time which will result in 
a low and unacceptable ratio resulting in being removed from the community. There 
are certain times when content is made available as ‘free-leech’ which means a 
member can free ride without penalty, however this is not a regular practice. 

It is important to note that reciprocity is not built into the technical aspect of the P2P 
software used to download BitTorrent files in Roswell; rather, it is built into the rules 
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of the community/social infrastructure. As any kind of P2P software can be used in 
conjunction with the Roswell community to download and share files, it would not be 
enough to ensure that all software had sharing a default option, and one that was 
always activated. So in addition, reciprocity is built into the rules and everyday 
activities of engaging in the community through the ratio system. 

8.5.4.2 Access to Resources 

Latour asks if the focal actor is able to renegotiate his/her plan so that it 
accommodates all who would be eligible to join? This is a crucial question for an 
ethnography of modern technologies. To some extent the answer is yes; the 
community adopted file sharing norms of contribution and reciprocity however 
members are limited to people who ‘know’ members either in real life or online, or 
can manage to get in contact with a current member on IRC (Inter-relay chat). This 
defines an exclusivity characteristic to the community.  

In line with Latour’s discussion of the negotiation of interested parties of the VAL 
subway system (1993a:381), actors outside of the artefact are interested in what is 
labelled in ANT as a quasi-object. However dissimilar to the VAL artefact, 
government and institutions are interested in Roswell in a way that is negative to 
members. Their interests lie in closing down such communities, rather than promoting 
and supporting them. Attention needs to be given to the spectrum of potential 
members of the community and how their needs are negotiated into Roswell’s norms. 
Members have varying levels of technical competence, experience with private file 
sharing communities, and needs for content. 

Latour (1993a:381) discussed the association of the Mayor and his/her happiness at 
having subway cabins that are reversible. Although he purports no direct resemblance 
between the “happiness of the mayor” and “reversibility of the cabin”, he identifies 
the translation of “happiness” into “reversibility”. Without being “obvious, direct or 
simple”, a similar association is seen in Roswell. 

“Feeding” content down from top sites in ‘the scene’ is an irreversible act. Content 
can move down the hierarchy only, it cannot traverse. Administrators of Roswell 
decide which content to filter through to Roswell so it is available for its members. 
There is a non-obvious association between the focal actor of Roswell and the success 
of the community and happiness of its members. In order for members to have 
sufficient new content regularly to satisfy their needs, new content must be sourced 
and approved by the Roswell Administrators. 

This content comes from ‘top sites’ and members with the authority to upload. So it is 
the ability to source content form outside of the community (which is often more 
current than content uploaded from a member’s own collection) which this 
irreversibility then translates into “success” of the community and “happiness” of its 
members. 

Without this ritualistic injection of new and current content from ‘top sites’, the 
community could risk becoming stale and irrelevant. New and current content ensures 
members return to the community regularly, and continue to participate through 
seeding/leeching this new content. New refers to ‘new’ to the community and 
‘current’ refers to content recently released by content creators and producers such as 
the latest album by a particular artist. 
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The model of contribution behaviours proposed by Olivera et al. (2008) is a useful 
way to look at contribution behaviours in Roswell (identified in section 3.2). Even 
though Olivera et al. focus more on a structured organisation, they do consider a 
distributed environment such as the one Roswell exists in. It is also applicable as it 
assumes that individuals who participate are “likely to possess knowledge or expertise 
that could be useful to others” (Olivera et al., 2008). 

Olivera, et. al (2008) discuss impediments to sharing in their case study, which relate 
to not knowing the requester of information and thus not wanting to contribute. This 
does not apply in Roswell as those who respond to a request for content (rather than 
information) do so more for their own benefit, regardless of who the requester is. By 
responding to a request posted via the request forum, a member receives points to 
his/her ratio, which in turn gives him/her more privileges. So responding to any 
request from any person results in a standard reward for the person who matched that 
content.  

Sharing is an essential component of Roswell and other similar underground file 
sharing communities. A critical part of sharing is participation. Without participation, 
sharing doesn’t occur in any systematic manner, and this is necessary to sustain a 
community such as this. In their paper, Olivera et al believe it is important to 
understand how and why individuals make contributions, so systems that facilitate 
contribution behaviours can be designed. 

The stated assumptions underlying Olivera et al’s paper also fit with the way things 
work in Roswell: 

• The contribution act is voluntary; individuals choose to contribute 
• Contributors intend to help, regardless of whether the recipient finds the 

information useful 
• Focus on contributions of explicit knowledge – orally or in writing 
• Contributions are made in response to requests for help 

8.5.4.3 Fulfilling Requests 

Olivera et al.,’s (2008) three mediating mechanisms in contributions can be discussed 
in relation to requests for content which occurs via the request forum (see section 
3.2). Requested content is then distributed through the main content listing for all 
members to access.  

Awareness: “a person recognizes an opportunity to contribute” (Olivera et al., 2008). 
In Roswell, this is done by a member going to the Request Forum and deciding to 
respond to a request for content from another member. Those who recognise the 
opportunity to contribute by responding to requests are aware that requests are posted 
regularly and they need to be proactive in checking the appropriate forum. In line with 
the process identified by Olivera et al. the member responding to the request mentally 
identifies its source (which may or may not mean anything significant to them), and 
the content (where they decide if they have access to the desired content). Then if 
they have the motivation to contribute, which in Roswell they usually do because they 
receive additional points to their member ratio (else they probably wouldn’t be 
browsing the request forum), then they move to search and match the request.  

Searching and matching: “individuals determine whether and how the knowledge 
domain of the help request matches their own personal knowledge” (Olivera et al., 
2008). In the case of Roswell, it is not so much about having the personal knowledge 
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per se, it is more about having the knowledge of where to find the requested content, 
and having access to it. So those responding to requests are more likely to look for 
requests in genres of content they have or have access to, rather than one person 
attempting to fill the gamut of requests. Matches can be exact or partial, depending on 
the availability of the originally requested item.  

As Olivera discuss, if matches are not initially identified, the search costs increase, 
and unless there are some countervailing motivations, the search activity will end with 
no contribution. It is extremely likely that this is also the case in Roswell. The 
motivating factor for continuing the search would be experience (how likely is it to 
find the requested content based on what I have been able to source in the past?), and 
desire for points (has a low ratio due to excessive leeching and minimal seeding and 
wants to improve it, or wants privileges).  

In terms of timing, some requests take minutes or hours to be filled, while others take 
weeks or month. This can depend on the rarity of content or how unusual or non-
mainstream it is. 

Formulation and delivery: “contribution is articulated and communicated” (Olivera et 
al., 2008). To formulate, it is necessary to determine what specifically should be 
communicated. For the request in Roswell, the content is to be made available with 
accompanying relevant information about the content. Delivery can happen via a 
number of modes. In Roswell, the content resulting from the request is posted to the 
general content listing along will all other posted content. In the forum, a note is made 
against the request for content that it has been filled. Essentially formulation and 
delivery occurs simultaneously. 

The content posted may be an exact match of the request if available, or a partial 
request if the exact content is not available. For instance, music content in a different 
format than that requested may be provided if the exact request is unavailable. This 
sequence of activities overlap, rather than occur as discrete activities. The activities 
may appear discrete if the time taken to respond to the request isn’t instant. The speed 
of response is usually related to the difficulty of the request (and the difficulty-level is 
different for different people depending on what they have access to). 

It is important also to note that contributions occur also through a member being 
proactive and providing content without request. This often occurs with special event 
shows aired on television which are then converted to the appropriate format and 
distributed through a community such as Roswell. The other way content is provided 
is from the top-sites (discussed earlier in this chapter) however through this process 
the moderators need to be active in choosing which content to ‘downstream’. 

8.5.5 Language 

Cognitive capital “refers to those resources that make possible shared interpretations 
and meanings within a collective” (Wasko and Faraj, 2005). Understanding meaning 
in the communications within Roswell requires at least a basic understanding amongst 
members. File sharing has its own language, and strong file sharing cultures such as 
Roswell embed symbolic language in the daily activities of community. 
Understanding this language is in some way one of the skills and abilities mentioned 
earlier, which are needed to gain access to the community.  
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Some authors propose that the main limitation of ANT is its lack of ability to deal 
with communication (Taylor and van Every, 2000:165). They argue that Latour thinks 
of language as a symbol system (p166). Inscriptions are part of the Roswell 
infrastructure, and are evident in the architecture (peer to peer), in the protocols used 
(BitTorrent), as well as within the community context (through rules). 

In addition to “mastery of the language” (Wasko and Faraj, 2005) of file sharing and 
the underground community, community members need experience with applying the 
expertise they have. They do so through their basic interactions in the community on a 
day-to-day basis because the language is so heavily embedded in all parts of the 
community, they need to have an adequate understanding before having any 
meaningful engagement in the community. Through actively participating, members 
create daily rituals and norms that heavily embed themselves in the community also. 

8.6 Conclusion 

This chapter presents a discussion of underground music file sharing communities, a 
topic treated only sparingly in the literature (as discussed in Chapter Three). Roswell 
and other similar underground file sharing communities have been referred to as 
‘darknets’, as they are hidden far below the public space on the Internet. These 
communities provide a social space for daily rituals, and such rituals exist in an 
environment that is very structured and orderly.  

Chapter Seven presents the wider context of file sharing, details that are necessary for 
placing this critical ethnography within its historical context, and also to position file 
sharing within the wider social, political and legal contexts. The discussion presented 
in this chapter gives insight the actor-network of file sharing, focusing on a 
phenomena situated in a particular time and place (a tenet of actor-network theory). 
The discussion leads to consideration of the research question posed for this 
dissertation which is interested in the way that information systems support file 
sharing activities within an underground online community. 

Such communities operate because they have reliable sources of content. It takes 
many hours to be involved in ‘the scene’ and there is consensus that it is now harder 
than ever to get entry. To an outsider, such ‘illegal’ systems may be considered 
disorderly and ad hoc, however they couldn’t be further from that classification. 
There are strong rules for initiation into the community, and for how to upload new 
content to the Roswell community. This system works on a ratio economy, which 
requires those engaging to have a high level of technical skill. Incentives to share are 
provided through status and privileges. 

The in-depth analysis of the Roswell community presented in this chapter is linked to 
a wider discussion of communities and their characteristics. These characteristics are 
linked to concepts from actor-network theory to gain a better understanding of the 
associations and alliances in the network, and how they influence, and are influenced 
by other actors in the network. The analysis revealed the importance of creating a 
community culture, a reason for belonging to the community. It also revealed the 
importance of active participation and reciprocity to sustain online communities. 
Active participation and reciprocity are primarily manifested in underground file 
sharing communities through sharing back downloaded content within the 
community. The analysis also revealed the important of language in belonging to an 
‘exclusive and hidden’ underground music file sharing community. 
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9 Chapter Nine: Conclusion 

9.1 Introduction 

Music downloading and file sharing are widely popular activities in contemporary 
society, and there are a variety of information systems available to support them. In 
this dissertation, the relationships between those creating and distributing music from 
the music recording industry and those consuming (accessing and using) music are 
discussed, and the way in which these relationships influence behaviour in 
underground music file sharing communities is explored. This discussion leads to 
insights about how information systems support unauthorised file sharing activities 
within an underground online community. 

The IT artifact that supports communication and participation in underground file 
sharing communities is important as it can influence the way in which a person 
engages and interacts (Wasko and Faraj, 2005; Olivera et al., 2008). This dissertation 
argues that the role of technology and related systems in music file sharing 
communities and downloading activities in general is an area of investigation needing 
more attention (Smith and Telang, 2009). 

A key premise informing this dissertation has been that the changes in the music 
recording industry and the way that music is distributed have bought about a number 
of controversies which impact how and why consumers choose to pay for their music, 
or file share (for free). Therefore everyday activities need to be understood within this 
wider social, political, legal and historical context, and there needs to be an 
understanding that any significant changes in the future to the music recording 
industry could also change the way that consumers access and use music. In order to 
explore the role information systems play in music downloading and file sharing, this 
dissertation presents the debates in the literature (see Chapters Two and Three), 
examines the controversies surrounding these issues (see Chapter Seven) and 
provides details about a specific underground music file sharing community which 
exists to share primarily unauthorised music (see Chapter Eight). Through an 
examination of the context of music downloading and file sharing and the everyday 
activities of consumers, opportunities for improving music information systems have 
been identified, however these need more investigation (See section 6). 

This chapter presents a summary of the research of this dissertation, and the findings 
and rich insights (Walsham, 2002) from the data. It presents the evidence necessary to 
answer the research question, and outlines the contributions of the study. The research 
is evaluated using Klein and Myers’ principles for conducting and evaluating 
interpretive field studies in information systems (Klein and Myers, 1999). The future 
of music distribution is discussed, and further research is proposed. 

9.2 Summary of the Research 

In line with Alvesson and Deetz’s (2000:17) suggestions of how critical research 
should be approached, this dissertation offers arguments that counter the dominant 
ideologies and messages spread by dominant groups and powers in the music 
recording industry through drawing attention to hidden aspects of file sharing and 
offering ‘alternative readings’. Actor-network theory has contributed to this 
dissertation by offering a particularly effective ‘alternative reading’ of social 
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interaction within the file sharing subculture, benefited by its emphasis on empirical 
enquiry, and its lack of constraining structure and ontology (Doolin & Lowe, 2002).  

This dissertation extends ANT with a critical approach by conducting the analysis 
within the wider in the social, political, legal and historical context of music 
distribution, access and use. It is possible to demonstrate how the inscription of the 
music recording industry’s dominant view of file sharing and music distribution is 
reflected in the mainstream, and how those not conforming to such ideologies are 
marginalised. Those being marginalised often form their own actor-networks deviant 
from the mainstream. 

This dissertation answers the research question:  

How do information systems support unauthorised file sharing activities within an 
underground online community? 

A critical ethnography approach was employed as a means of yielding rich insights 
(Walsham, 2002) into file sharing activities, the communities in which they occur, 
and the individuals who participate in them. A total of thirty semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with key informants. Tertiary students (music consumers) 
participated in sixteen29 of those interviews and three focus groups. Six musicians (of 
which two are also students but gave a musicians perspective) and eight music 
recording industry stakeholders participated in interviews. Observation of the Roswell 
(pseudonym) underground music file sharing community over 120 days gave detailed 
insight into everyday online music access and use.  The empirical data was collected 
during 2007/2008. 

Interviews and observations are the primary methods of data collection in this 
dissertation, with focus groups providing preliminary information about the context of 
file sharing and the use of music information systems to distribute and access music. 
Studying the community over an extended period of time provides rich insight into an 
alternate (from the mainstream paid online stores) way to do things. These ideologies 
are discussed in Chapter Eight. The critical approach adopted in this dissertation 
challenges commonsense understandings of music downloading and file sharing, with 
the observations and interviews providing insights into some of the lesser-known 
aspects of file sharing. 

When considering the actions of individuals, observations of Roswell provided an 
opportunity to gather detailed information about the daily activities of file sharing and 
the context in which it occurs, to gain a better understanding of online community 
culture (see the Glossary in Appendix I for a definition of terms). Roswell also 
provided an opportunity to investigate the technology artifacts and information 
systems that support an online music file sharing community. Considering that file 
sharing norms involve what is considered in many countries as illegal activity, it was 
an interesting, and somewhat challenging community context to study. The following 
section presents the findings for this dissertation outlining the discussions which help 
to answer this research question. 

9.3 Findings 

The analysis of file sharing activities and context in this dissertation is reflective and 
shows how stereotypic thinking and practices are built into the social, legal and 

                                                
29Two ex-tertiary students were included as a reference point 



A critical ethnography of an online file sharing community: an actor-network theory perspective of 

controversies in the digital music world  

Chapter Nine: Conclusion 

Page 204 of 269 

© J.P. Beekhuyzen 2009 

political structures of society, and more specifically in this case, into the structures of 
the music recording industry. Perceiving file sharing as malicious and in turn making 
it criminal behaviour reproduces such stereotypes within the industry and also in 
mainstream society. Particularly, they benefit those who wield significant power in 
the music recording industry, namely the ‘Big 4’ record labels. 

Taking a critical approach encourages the questioning of common sense assumptions. 
Rather than seeing file sharers as malicious, this dissertation argues that the corporate 
control structure of the music recording industry has created and sustains a clear 
fraction between file sharers and mainstream society through the use of language such 
as ‘pirates’ and ‘piracy’, and through enforcing criminal action on individuals for 
their file sharing behaviour, even if they do so for personal use reasons. Based on the 
discussion in Chapters Seven and Eight, it is argued in this dissertation that private, 
organised underground music file sharing communities like Roswell are a response to 
these practices, providing a secret meeting place for members to participate in such 
activity while ‘staying under the radar’ of law enforcement. This dissertation proposes 
a reconceptualisation of the concept of ‘piracy’ to undemonise file sharing activities 
and those labelled as ‘pirates’. 

9.3.1 Answer to Research Question 

In the critical spirit, this dissertation is useful in exploring what could be; an 
alternative way of doing things which is based on what systems are currently 
available for music downloading and file sharing, rather than only describing what 
currently is, which is the goal of most research. The presentation of the ethnography 
of Roswell is within critical traditions, and it reveals how things could be outside of 
the mainstream thinking about file sharing; that is malicious and always negative to 
the music recording industry. Part of revealing how things could have been involves 
attempting to represent more than one point of view within the actor-network (Doolin 
& Lowe, 2002). This dissertation considers the perspectives of those in the music 
recording industry, including musicians, alongside those who download and file share 
music. The critical approach gives focus to those that are marginalised and 
criminalised for an act that is somewhat commonplace. It also encourages rethinking 
of the reported impact of file sharing on the music recording industry, which, it is 
argued here, has a much less negative impact than those in power encourage society 
to believe. In fact, it is very possible that such activity exists alongside decisions to 
purchase music in a variety of forms (tracks, albums, concerts, merchandise). 

The findings presented in this chapter answer the research question outlined in the 
previous section. The in-depth analysis of Roswell and those participating in file 
sharing or other similar underground music file sharing communities reveals that the 
download culture of file sharing within a community is based on strong rules for daily 
rituals, including active participation and reciprocity. Roles play an important part in 
the community culture, with a member’s ratio representing their ‘status’ in the 
community. Those engaging in underground music file sharing communities often 
engage in interactions in the community on a daily basis. 

Information systems play an important role in underground music file sharing 
communities, providing the ‘meeting place’ for active participation and reciprocity. 
The values of developers are built into these information systems, with ideas of open 
formats and no restrictions on communicating and sharing built into such file sharing 
systems. In opposition, the values built into online stores such as iTunes are quite 
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different, with a focus on the monetary transaction, rather than the experience of the 
interaction. 

This dissertation finds that file sharers enjoy being part of a community, and they 
enjoy the benefits of the community, which are in the form of quality; quality 
(technical) content of the digital file/s, and also quality of the experience of 
interacting which is manifested through the orderly and easy to navigate community 
structure. Such ideologies are built into the information systems that support the 
community. The systems for file sharing support access and use of online music 
however it is the culture of the community which is manifested through rules and 
protocols for interacting which overwhelmingly shape the way the systems are used. 

The following sections discuss the findings of this research.  

9.3.2 Motivators for File Sharing – Choice, Cost and Convenience  

This dissertation extends previous research by clearly identifying three main 
motivators which guide decisions about where and how to access online music. These 
motivators are discussed here from the perspective of the research subjects, and the 
way they influence decision making when file sharing.  

• Choice – the research subjects in this dissertation are frustrated that the largest 
online music store (iTunes) does not provide access to classics such at the 
Beatles and AC/DC and other desired content, whereas sources that provide 
access to unauthorised content enable unlimited access to almost any digitally 
recorded music, often at a very high quality 

• Cost - the price of physical mediums such as CDs are argued to be much too 
expensive, as is the digital music available online ($1.69/track from iTunes). 
The retail price of a digital single track is equal to the comparable cost of a 
track on a CD, however the two are not commensurable as there are no costs 
for packaging, and few costs for distribution and storage of the digital artifact.  

• Convenience - systems supporting the sharing of unauthorised content are said 
to be easier to use than online stores like iTunes, and they provide less barriers 
to the music transaction, such as the need for a credit card.  

These three concepts have not been identified in the literature in combination 
previously; therefore this conceptualisation extends current research on file sharing, 
and it is a contribution of this dissertation. To illustrate this argument, the relevant 
literature is discussed. The important 1958 marketing study by Kelley (1958) 
differentiates between commodity costs and convenience costs, but falls short of 
discussing issues of issues of choice. The more recent study of CD music purchase 
behaviour of P2P users by Sandulli (2007) examined price (cost) and choice 
(discussed as “assortment”) in P2P and CD consumption, with no mention of 
convenience. Berry, Seiders and Grewal’s (2002) comprehensive and 
multidimensional conceptualisation of service convenience is insightful and 
complimentary but narrow in its focus.  

In other areas of commerce, such as consumer health plan choices; research focuses 
on the costs and quality dimensions of purchases. Scanlon, Chernew and Lave (1997) 
argue that little is known about how individuals use information other than price in 
the decision making process, and there is no mention of convenience or choice. 
Degeratu, Rangaswamya and Wub (2000) compare consumer choice behaviour in 
online and traditional supermarkets, investigating how different store environments 
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(online and traditional stores) can differentially affect consumer choices. They 
consider cost and choice, but also do not consider convenience. When looking at 
consumer behaviour specifically on the Internet, it is argued that the convenience of 
the Internet is an attraction. Bhatnagar, Misra and Rao (2000) present a framework for 
understanding the effects of convenience and risk on channel choice patterns, but left 
out of the discussion is product choice and cost. It is therefore argued that the 
combined concepts of cost, convenience and choice as motivators for accessing music 
online have not previously been identified as such, nor have they comprehensively 
been discussed in combination in reference disciplines. 

9.3.2.1 Choice 

In terms of choice online, stores like iTunes are unattractive to some consumers due 
to their limitations on what music is available. Due to licensing restrictions, such 
stores are currently limited in what they offer. The analysis in this dissertation leads to 
the conclusion that in order to encourage consumers to pay for their music, they must 
be able to access the music they want, in the format they want, and use it how they 
want (with no restrictions). It is argued that the economic ideologies proposed in the 
concept of the long tail (Anderson, 2006) are relevant here; that selling a large 
number of unique items, each in relatively small quantities results in ongoing 
revenues. It is argued that there is value in making all digital music content available 
via online stores, else consumers will go elsewhere to find it. This finding confirms 
Lessig’s (2004) categorisation of four primary reasons to file share (discussed in 
section 3.3). 

If individuals cannot find a legitimate source, then they are likely to find another 
(possibly unauthorised) source for their desired music. If online music stores are to 
compete with the free systems of file sharing, they need to provide something of value 
which is not readily available for free, and the first part of this is to provide a much 
wider choice of content than is currently available. Lessig (2004) argues that it is only 
when file sharing is used as a substitute for purchases that it is harmful to the industry 

In discussing choice, one of the benefits of underground file sharing systems is the 
unpredictability in the content available (see the discussion in Section 7.3.4). Much 
like the unpredictability that the ‘single’ has bought about in MP3 music listening 
when using the shuffle function, much of the new content made available to download 
in underground music file sharing communities is unexpected and appears somewhat 
randomly Music is made available when a member decides they would like to share it 
with the community (they may have recently gained a copy), or when a request is 
made for specific content (see Section 8.2.1.6). As such, new content is available for 
download in a somewhat unpredictable way, which encourages members to return to 
the community and participate on a regular basis. 

The second part of the choice finding relates to file formats, which also is connected 
to the finding of convenience discussed later in this section. Online music stores 
provide music in a specific format e.g. iTunes music is in their proprietary AAC 
(Advanced Audio Coding) format. Such formats allow for restrictions such as digital 
rights management to be built in, and these formats are often not compatible with 
different operating systems (such as Linux) and different devices (such as mobile 
phones). This lack of technology fit concerns particularly the more technology savvy 
consumer who has an understanding that they may not be able to play certain content 
because of the way it is formatted and distributed. Consumers find this frustrating and 
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search for ways to avoid purchasing such music in this format. In a very different 
way, underground file sharing communities (both public and private) usually enable 
access to music in the widely used and open format of MP3. However in underground 
communities there is a desire for music in the higher lossless open format of FLAC, 
which plays on any platform or device, and is of a much better (technical) quality than 
MP3 (see Section 8.2.1.5). In Australia, it is very difficult to locate mainstream or 
genre specific music to purchase online in FLAC format therefore giving consumers 
another reason to file share to access their desired music. This situation is described as 
‘scarcity’ and discussed further in the following section (9.3.3). 

9.3.2.2 Cost 

The cost of digital music available through online stores appears to be out of line with 
the costs of physical music and consumers have noticed this and use this partly as a 
basis for deciding how to access their music. Much music bought in online stores is 
compressed up to one tenth of the original file (MP3), and it is argued by some 
consumers in this dissertation that the price of digital music should be one tenth of the 
price (see Section 7.4.3). Many are aware of this disparity and feel that digital music 
as it currently is available in MP3 and AAC format, is not worth paying for at $1.69 
per track. This finding confirms Lessig’s (2004) reason for using file sharing 
networks, that “they would not have purchased because the transactions costs off the 
Net are too high (see Section 7.3.4).  

It appears that many also feel that $30 for a CD is unreasonable, particularly when the 
cost does not decrease months/years after its release in the same way that DVDs do. 
Australian physical retail chains like JB-HIFI have argued in the media that for them 
CD sales have not decreased and that is due to their $10-$15 price tag per CD. The 
research subjects agree with this conclusion, with many saying that when they 
purchase CDs, they do so from JB-HIFI stores. These findings extend the work of 
Bagchi et al. (2006) who argue that individuals may feel that the injustices inflicted 
by the manufacturers justify piracy (see Section 3.3). 

This dissertation also finds that some file sharers believe that the majority of the 
money they pay for music from physical or online stores does not go to musicians, so 
there is no need to pay as only the record labels are missing out (and they have 
enough money anyway in their opinion). The arguments by the music recording 
industry that people working in the industry are losing their jobs because of file 
sharing are usually not taken seriously by these file sharers. Lacking a connection 
between musicians and their fans in the online stores, consumers do not feel obliged 
to pay. Therefore it is argued that the work by Sarri (2006) has value in understanding 
how to monetise emotional loyalty between fans and musicians. 

9.3.2.3 Convenience 

The convenience of using file sharing systems is illustrated by the view that it takes 
‘less clicks’ than using stores like iTunes (Alderman, 2001), which the research 
subjects generally agreed with. Of course there is some level of technical competence 
required to use file sharing systems, particularly underground music file sharing 
communities, but an individual’s level of technical competence can fit with the 
differing file sharing options available. For example, it is argued that those least 
technically competent tend to use either iTunes or LimeWire, whereas those with 
medium skills often use public torrent sites, and those with higher tech skills often 
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participate in underground music file sharing communities (see Chapter Three for a 
discussion of the differences in file sharing systems). 

Convenience in paying for digital downloads is a challenge for those without a credit 
card, however even the most technical competent (and credit card ready) consumers 
sometimes do not feel comfortable with online transactions due to the regularly 
reported privacy and security breaches from the United States (where the iTunes head 
office is located). However there are suggestions to implement a type of 
micropayment option, or remove the payment option all together and make it part of 
the service (e.g. part of the Internet bill, or paid for by advertisers). 

This dissertation extends the ideas proposed by Smith and Telang (2009) who suggest 
that giving away content in one channel can stimulate sales in other channels. They 
argue that free and paid appeal to different markets. This dissertation gives examples 
of how file sharing is a convenient way to access music almost immediately and on a 
daily basis. File sharing is often used as a ‘sampling’ device – to be complimented by 
hard copy (CD) purchases when convenient. This dissertation also agrees with the 
work by Gran and Molde (2009), which proposes that those who file share are ten 
times more likely to purchase music. It is argued that those who generally substitute 
file sharing for purchases would not have purchased anyway. 

Convergence is another issue related to convenience; the research subjects generally 
want one device for their phone and music and even Internet. Issues of licensing and a 
need to primarily consider which device to buy, rather than which music to buy, 
results in dissatisfaction with the options available. Interoperability is also a concern 
as it is necessary for the new device purchase to fit with the technology that the 
consumer already has. 

9.3.3 Scarcity in Accessing Music 

The literature refers to two primary reasons consumers engage in file sharing; 
sampling to try before you buy, and substitution to replace the act of purchasing 
(Andersen and Frenz, 2007). The analysis in this dissertation reveals a further third 
reason for file sharing which fits with this classification: scarcity. 

Lessig (2004:37) argues that people use file sharing networks for four primary 
reasons (as discussed in Chapter Two), one of these reasons fits with the concept of 
scarcity proposed here: “To get access to copyrighted content that is no longer sold or 
that they would not have purchased because the transaction costs off the Net are too 
high (C)”. He argues that sharing motivated by scarcity is “illegal, yet good for 
society (since more exposure to music is good) and harmless to the artist (since the 
work is not otherwise available)”. 

Continuing on from the discussion about choice in the previous section, when 
consumers cannot find music they want either through stores like iTunes or via 
physical stores, they often turn to file sharing to find the desired content. Even those 
staunchly against file sharing admitted to turning to file sharing to get access when 
paid options were not available. The high cost of physical CD imports from overseas 
($50-$60) also results in file sharing, as local copies at reasonable prices are 
unavailable.  

This dissertation argues that scarcity is particularly relevant when considering specific 
genres of music e.g. heavy metal. Most physical stores only provide access to ‘hits’ in 
the mainstream pop music, and many online stores follow similarly. Even those that 
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have quite extensive catalogues like iTunes, still have limitations when it comes to 
specific genres. It is possible that entire communities related to specific genres need 
to be created to meet this niche, in a similar way to Beatport.com30 for electronic 
music. Pfahl (2001) argues that such communities are a way of creating new revenue 
streams (see Section 2.3.8). 

It is argued in this dissertation that underground music file sharing communities are 
effectively creating an archive of all music ever released and making it available on 
the Internet, even if it is to an exclusive few. It is proposed by the research subjects 
that this is something that the music recording industry and others in power should be 
doing, but their slow adoption of Internet technologies and lack of agreement means 
that even iTunes, which is considered the leader in the industry, has large gaps in their 
music catalogues. Issues of competition between distributors further restrict the music 
available to consumers. It can be argued that file sharing subcultures have much to 
offer those interested in this somewhat endless collection of music recorded over past 
decades.  

Even though the high volume file sharers such as those in Roswell and other 
underground music file sharing communities are responsible for more copyright 
infringement than the occasional user, they are not necessarily responsible for more 
lost sales. Sag (2006) gives the example of a college student who rarely downloads 
music but downloads the latest Madonna album for free, when she would otherwise 
have purchased the CD. This act is more hurtful to the recording industry than the 
high volume file sharer because downloads have no “economic consequence for the 
recording industry, only downloads that substitute for legitimate purchases are 
consequential” (Sag, 2006). Sag further argues that exclusively targeting high volume 
file sharers sends an odd message to the public; suggesting that only a certain level of 
uploading is undesirable and that occasional downloading is inconsequential. 
Extending this idea proposed by Sag (2006), it is agued that ‘anti-piracy’ campaigns 
are doomed to fail if strategies continue to focus on those involved in underground 
file sharing communities. 

9.3.4 Embracing Online Communities for Music Distribution 

This dissertation proposes that underground music file sharing communities have a 
long history, existing many years before online stores like iTunes. This dissertation 
extends the work of Thomas (1993) who investigated the ‘computer underground’, 
and it agrees with his description; “the computer underground reflects a highly 
complex mosaic of interest, motives, and skills and possesses a language and a set of 
values, information-processing techniques, and norms that shape its cultural identity”. 

The analysis in this dissertation reveals that those participating in underground music 
file sharing communities have a shared goal of accessing high quality music, and 
most involved argue that they love music (see Section 8.2.1.1). The shared values and 
interests of members are what connect them in this subculture. Joining a community 
like Roswell requires entry into what is considered a trust and reputation network. As 
such, gaining access to one of these communities can be quite difficult, as the 
moderators first need to believe they can trust the new member. Then it is important 
for the member to actively participate on a regular basis, and reciprocate by sharing 
music back within the community in order to build a reputation. The reputation is 

                                                
30 See Appendix J for details 
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indicated by a ratio which is often associated with a member’s ‘status’ in the network 
(see Section 8.2.1.7.2). 

Through the community rules in Roswell, rituals of active participation and 
reciprocity are enforced, which Wasko and Faraj (2000) argue are important for 
community sustainability. However a stabilised network such as Roswell is only 
stable for some: for those members of the community of practice who 
form/use/maintain it (Doolin & Lowe, 2002). Referring back to the literature 
characteristics of communities presented in Section 3.2, active participation and 
reciprocity are two of the core but debateable attributes of communities (Whittaker et 
al., 1997:137). During the analysis, these community characteristics were mapped to 
concepts from actor-network theory to reveal that active participation and reciprocity 
in Roswell and other underground music file sharing communities is essential not 
only to them appearing as a ‘community’ (Preece, 2000) but they are essential for the 
sustainability of the community in the long term. It is important to note that active 
participation and reciprocity are not evident in any significant way in public file 
sharing ‘communities’, and this is one of their main points of difference to 
underground file sharing communities. See the classification of music distribution 
(Figure 2), which is a contribution of this dissertation. 

This dissertation argues that many individuals participating in underground file 
sharing communities regularly purchase music, either on CD, in digital form, or by 
going to live shows and purchasing merchandise. This fits with the findings from 
Gran and Molde’s (2009) study of European Internet users. Generally members of 
underground music file sharing communities are not malicious; they can be likened to 
the original hackers (Thomas, 1993) who often did things ‘just because they could’. 
Even though there is often contempt by these consumers for the music recording 
industry, usually this does not extend to musicians. Most believe that musicians do 
need to be rewarded for their creations, with many feeling that musicians do not 
receive much money from sales of recordings, so they justify that they are really only 
taking the money from the music recording labels, as they still spend money on the 
musicians in other ways (live shows, merchandise etc). This argument fits with Sag’s 
(2006) normative value, which captures the extent to which users feel good or bad 
about how the files were acquired – see Section 3.3. 

The time spent by members in underground file sharing communities like Roswell 
varies from the (somewhat) casual member who may spend a couple of hours a week 
interacting within the community (choosing new content to download) to the ‘hard 
core’ members who spend time in the forums, chat rooms, and adding new content to 
the site on a daily basis. Some take on roles as couriers and system administrators 
requiring them to spend many hours on their ‘hobby’. Regardless of how much time is 
spent in the ‘meeting place’ part of the community, members need to keep their 
computers running and seeding the content for many hours a week. Depending on 
downloading habits, at least as much needs to be shared back as downloaded; the 
more shared back, the higher the ratio, and thus the more important one appears in the 
‘economy of cool’ (see the next section). 

Underground file sharing communities such as Roswell are highly sophisticated, and 
it is argued in this dissertation that the individuals involved in creating and 
maintaining communities such as Roswell are some of the smartest technical people 
around; there is a lot to learn from them. Therefore those at the helm of such 
underground communities take it upon themselves to create an alternative to 



A critical ethnography of an online file sharing community: an actor-network theory perspective of 

controversies in the digital music world  

Chapter Nine: Conclusion 

Page 211 of 269 

© J.P. Beekhuyzen 2009 

mainstream ideologies of distributing and accessing music against the view that it 
should be paid for at a price determined by the music recording industry. However it 
is no longer clear if this is still the mainstream ideology. It is still enforced by those 
who dominate the industry, however there appears to be more and more 
dissatisfaction with the level of control over music downloading activities; thus 
somewhat encouraging an attraction to such communities as Roswell. 

9.3.5 Trading in Music: An Economy of ‘Cool’ 

The analysis in this dissertation argues that many of the underground music file 
sharing communities use the same open source software for their ‘meeting place’. 
One interviewee logged onto the community he is a member of and showed his 
profile during the interview. The first striking issue was the similar look and feel of 
the community to Roswell, which I had been observing. The interviewee explained 
that many of the underground file sharing communities use similar open source 
software, and this applies also to communities for TV episodes, games, movies and 
others. The community he was part of hosted ~45 000 members which is much larger 
than the ~1200 person Roswell. Therefore it is argued that because of the 
overwhelmingly similar characteristics of Roswell and other communities, the 
findings here have wider applicability than just one, now closed community. 

In communities such as Roswell, member reputation or ‘status’ is based on the 
amount of content downloaded/shared within the community. More uploading than 
downloading is encouraged through a ratio which is seen to represent a member’s 
status. To do this, members are assigned a role which begins as a general user for 
most, and they begin with a 0 ratio. Based on how much a member uploads vs 
downloads, the ratio changes. By uploading more than downloading, the ratio 
increases and this can result in a promotion amongst the roles to a higher level, such 
as power user. Different roles bring different privileges (as discussed in Section 
8.2.1.7.2), and result in a reputation leading to a higher ‘status’ amongst other 
members in the network. When finding content that is requested, the ratio increases. 
In contributing difficult to obtain content to the network, the member becomes ‘like a 
god’ resulting in his/her ratio increasing, and his/her reputation being boosted by the 
thanks and accolades from other members (see Section 8.5.4.3). 

Details on the way the ratio system works in underground file sharing communities 
has not been discussed in the literature, therefore an understanding of how it works, 
and its importance in encouraging active participation and reciprocity in an online 
community is a contribution of this dissertation. 

9.3.6 The Quest for Quality 

Quality is an important motivator for participating in underground music file sharing 
communities. MP3 format seems inadequate for many who file share, so the lossless 
FLAC format is often the preferred and sought after format for music. The analysis in 
this dissertation revealed that this is a point of difference to online stores and public 
music file sharing communities, and is an important issue that needs more 
consideration by those selling music online. At present, it is extremely difficult to 
locate recordings in FLAC format in online stores in Australia (see Section 8.2.1.5). 

Quality is manifested in underground music file sharing communities in a number of 
other ways also. The analysis in this dissertation revealed that the most important way 
is through enforcing strict rules that encourage rituals for new membership (only 
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those ‘eligible’ can enter – see Section 8.2.1.2), for engaging and participating 
(enforced through the economy of the ratio – if it falls below 0, membership is 
revoked), and rituals for adding new content (specific software for encoding, and 
filename formats must be followed – see Section 8.2.1.3). If members do not 
conform, reciprocate, and actively participate according to the rules, their membership 
to the community will be discontinued. 

Quality is also evident in the easy to navigate site structure of Roswell, with options 
to browse or search by content type (e.g. heavy metal – see Section 8.2.1.4). 
Providing access to regular new desirable content made available at a high speed can 
also be considered an instance of quality. Files available in multiple open formats 
(MP3 and FLAC), and the ability to request also add to a quality community 
experience when file sharing. 

9.3.7 The ‘Singles’ Market 

This dissertation supports previous research pointing out a trend towards single 
songs/tracks (Rob and Waldfogel, 2006). Evidence in the empirical data in this 
dissertation supports the view that recent years have seen a move from recorded 
music sold primarily in album format, to a society that overwhelmingly prefers single 
or ‘hit’ tracks to a collection of songs put forward by the creator. iTunes and public 
file sharing communities have thrived on this change in preference, specialising in 
providing consumers with access to single tracks. Even though singles were available 
decades ago on physical media (cassette and album singles), the availability of single 
tracks online have allowed consumers to pick and choose the tracks they want without 
the baggage of ‘the rest of the album’ they do not want. 

It is argued in the literature that such changes in preferences have led to the death of 

the album (Andersen, Kozul-Wright and Kozul-Wright, 2006; Klimis and Wallis, 
2009); the album traditionally being the primary revenue source for record labels. As 
such (and among other reasons), sales of CDs have decreased, and sales of albums 
online have not been a strong revenue earner. Instead, there has been a steady growth 
of single track sales through stores such as iTunes. Many enjoy the convenience of 
purchasing single tracks from online stores, while others enjoy accessing similar 
music via LimeWire or some other public file sharing community where it is possible 
to search by single track.  

One unintended consequence of this move to singles are changes in listening to 
music, to one that is more unpredictable than it was traditionally. By having a 
preference for single tracks, consumers are more likely to listen to songs in a ‘shuffle’ 
manner on their portable MP3 player or in their digital library, meaning they listen to 
them in a random order which brings a rather unpredictable experience to listening to 
music. Even though a shuffle feature existed in CDs, it was not often used. When 
listening in shuffle mode, it is impossible to know which song will appear next, 
bringing something new to the listening experience.  

However this preference for singles is not evident in the more private, underground 
music file sharing communities like Roswell. In Roswell, it is not possible to 
download single tracks. All music made available (other than some uncommon 
exceptions) is by album. This preference may be due to a desire for a particular genre 
(e.g. heavy metal) where all tracks on an album are sought. The analysis in Section 
7.4.2 revealed that those who are more interested in single tracks are consumers who 
prefer mainstream ‘pop’ music, rather than those with an interest in a specific genre. 
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However there appears to be space for both options; to buy singles and albums, as 
they appeal to different consumers. Some want to cherry pick the ‘hits’, while others 
are horrified at the thought of listening to album tracks out of their original order. 

9.3.8 Taking Sides in the File Sharing Debate 

There are clear divisions in the literature as to the impact of file sharing (Liebowitz, 
2006; Zentner, 2006; Andersen and Frenz, 2007; Oberholzer and Strumpf, 2007). An 
analysis of the empirical data revealed little agreement about the impact of file 
sharing by the research subjects in this dissertation, and there is even less agreement 
about the measures adopted to combat the ‘problem’.  

This dissertation argues that most people interviewed have an opinion about file 
sharing, usually a strong one, that situates them either for or against file sharing. This 
distinction is similar to that proposed by Gurman (2009) progressives vs. 

conservatives (See Chapter Three). The analysis in this dissertation reveals that many 
on the against side agree with arguments that musicians and record labels are losing 
money due to file sharing, and are not aware or open to any of the possible benefits of 
file sharing to musicians (possible additional revenue through live shows due to the 
increased exposure from file sharing). Many on the for side rationalise their file 
sharing activities are a non-malicious hobby that allows them to access music without 
paying the ‘high’ costs associated with physical and digital music. File sharing also 
provides them with almost endless choice, and is convenient to use (discussed 
previously in this Chapter). Often people file share because they can. These 
conclusions from the empirical data suggest a need for more research on the topic and 
education for all concerned on both sides of the debate. 

Adopting a critical approach in this dissertation is useful to reconcile these 
perspectives. Such an approach enables an interpretation of the multiple views of file 
sharing, with a view to proposing an improved situation for all involved (Alvesson & 
Deetz, 2000). The interviews with various key informants provided great insight into 
file sharing and the associated technologies and systems used to access and use music. 

In the media and in general understandings, musicians are often conflated with record 
labels and those enforcing copyright infringement laws. They are seen as having the 
same ideologies on file sharing, that it is a negative activity. For instance, such views 
were enforced by public attacks on Napster by Metallica, who cooperated with the 
music recording industry in prosecuting the creator of Napster. However the 
interviews with musicians revealed that amongst musicians there are differing 
ideologies, in a similar way to the differing views among consumers (see Figure 1). 
The interviews revealed a somewhat clear distinction between musicians signed to 
recording labels (considered mainstream artists), and those signed to independent 
labels, and seen to be going it alone to create and distribute their music (called indies). 
These interviews added another dimension to the understanding of the music 
recording industry, and to the complexity of the ‘problem’ when it was discovered 
that some musicians are happy for their music to be shared in music file sharing 
communities. Those happy with this activity were not signed to a music recording 
label. 

The heterogeneity of music consumers interviewed added another perspective. Even 
though many of them are part of the file sharing subculture, they hold a variety of 
different values and beliefs about file sharing, and they engage in an assortment of 
activities to access and use music. This includes paying for music either digitally, 
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from physical stores, or attending live concerts and purchasing merchandise. Many of 
the research subjects operate in several of the available social spaces simultaneously 
(iTunes, Roswell), which is inline with the findings from the Singh et al study (2005). 

This dissertation reveals that file sharing often brings empowerment to those who 
participate, a group marginalised from the mainstream because of their ‘unsavoury’ 
actions. This is particularly evident in communities like Roswell which have a strong 
focus on participation and reciprocity. This however was not important to all that 
participated in the interviews; some did not give their actions that much thought. 

Further strengthening this divide in the debate on file sharing is the use of language. 
Those with power in the recording industry have long referred to those infringing 
copyright as “pirates”, and the act they engage in as “piracy”. Some believe the 
discourse of pirates and piracy classifies consumers into “rigid identities based on a 
particular behaviour” (Woodworth, 2004). This dissertation argues that such language 
vilifies those acting deviant from the mainstream, even though many who engage in 
file sharing often spend money on music purchases, merchandise and live shows, or 
may be sampling, or may be file sharing to access something not available through 
commercial options (scarcity). Therefore, file sharers often sit on a continuum of use, 
they sometimes buy and sometimes file share (Singh et al., 2005). The analysis in this 
dissertation argues that their actions are more complex than they appear from first 
glance. 

This dissertation argues that this divide on the file sharing debate has also bought to 
light some consumer’s unhappiness with the ‘legal’ distribution options currently 
available. Many of the research subjects argue that they choose file sharing because 
they are unsatisfied with the cost of available paid music, the choice available, and the 
convenience of accessing it. However for those who file share, there is a constant 
threat of legal action.  

This dissertation argues that file sharers have not suddenly become ‘pirates’ as is 
portrayed by the mainstream media. There is evidence that music use has not changed 
significantly with the advent of digital copying technologies; almost everyone 
interviewed commented that they had made a mixed tape/CD or copied from the radio 
in the past. Digital technology has just made this practice easier, and because of this, 
possibly more common.  

Further in the discussion of the use of language as power, an issue arises as to the 
inference when the term ‘piracy’ is used. The terms ‘piracy’ and file sharing are often 
used interchangeably, however ‘piracy’ infers copying for a profit, when in most 
instances what is referred to as ‘piracy’ is actually an act carried out for personal use, 
and the content is not shared for any personal gain. The use of such language by the 
music recording industry confuses the discourse around file sharing and helps them to 
sustain their dominance over music consumers by appealing to moral values i.e. ‘it is 
wrong to steal’; this then leads to the marginalisation of file sharers. This dissertation 
agrees with Yar’s (2005) argument that the music recording industry should focus less 
on discursive strategies about the immorality of ‘piracy’, instead focusing on it is 
proposed that the music recording industry focus more on understanding music 
consumption activities, and provide systems that better fit with the needs of users. 

Even though there have been few actions against file sharers in Australia to date, 
recent legal action in early 2010 held that Internet service providers are not 
responsible for copyright infringement. The more than a dozen entertainment 
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companies and movie studios alongside the Australian Federation for Copyright Theft 
who bought the case to court were hoping a successful case for them would result in 
the legislating of the three strikes policy (discussed in section 6.4.2) where ISPs 
would be responsible for removing access to the Internet if customers were found to 
be file sharing. As a result, the industry is now claiming they are forced to undertake 
litigation against individual consumers. Even though the case against the ISP will be 
appealed, the Internet is now a treacherous environment for Australian file sharers. 

9.4 Contribution to Knowledge 

According to Thomas (1993), critical ethnography has seven elements: 

1. Accentuate the repressive and circumscribing aspects of culture 

2. Choose the subject matter (focus) in terms of injustices, control etc. 

3. Inclined to scepticism with regard to data and information 

4. Tries to avoid established ways of thinking 

5. Considers language in terms of power 

6. Reflects upon the research process itself – how has the researcher’s 
involvement affected the data 

7. Asks about the broader relevance of the research, that is how do we 
answer the question ‘so what’? 

The list proposed by Thomas was used as a checklist when confirming the critical 
perspective adopted in this dissertation. Firstly, it investigates the controversies 
related to file sharing (1), giving precedence to the discourse of the often hidden voice 
of the marginalised (2) file sharer who operates in underground music file sharing 
communities. Commonsense arguments are challenged (3) and alternative ways to 
think about file sharing are presented (4). Power and language are important concepts 
in an ANT inquiry (5). The researcher reflects upon the research process in Appendix 
G (6). The research in this dissertation is situated within the wider social, legal and 
political context of file sharing, and the systems and technologies that support such 
activities (7). 

Within the traditions of critical research, this dissertation argues that the music 
recording industry is politically and morally structured thus enforcing and reinforcing 
social norms around copyright infringements that help to maintain their power 
structures over music consumers. They dominate over consumers by overcharging for 
physical music (CDs) and digital music (authorised downloads – see Section 7.4.3), 
and there is a perception that they dominate over musicians by taking away their 
creative freedom and dictating how their music will be sold (see Section 2.3.7) It is 
argued that music consumers need to be given more credit for being informed 
consumers; unless the see value in paying, they will not be encouraged to do so (see 
Section 7.4). 

9.4.1 Theoretical Contribution 

By taking a critical approach to extending actor-network theory, this dissertation 
contributes theoretically to an understanding of information systems by populating the 
theory with rich insights (Walsham, 2002) into file sharing activities in underground 
music communities.  
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Alevesson and Deetz (2000:p155) ask how it is possible to critique in a way that will 
accomplish “transformative re-definition”? They propose to simply produce a variety 
of empirically grounded discourses sought from the local actors on the subject matter. 
In doing this, “a particular chunk of social reality” can be seen, and the hidden and 
peripheral voices and discourses of the files sharers are reinforced through the 
research text. Focus is given in this dissertation to underground file sharers, however 
it was important to gain perspectives from those who are not part of the underground, 
and those who are part of the wider (macro) environment that is referred to in this 
dissertation as the music recording industry. Therefore this dissertation contributes to 
empirically grounded discourses on file sharing, sought from local actors in 
underground music file sharing communities, as proposed by Alvesson and Deetz 
(2000). 

9.4.1.1 Extending Actor-Network Theory through a Critical Approach 

One task of critical research is to indicate ways in which subjects may re-think a 
situation, a task termed ‘transformative re-definition’ by Alvesson and Deetz 
(2000:151). Re-definition aims to support imagination in such a way that a different 
reality is seriously considered; this involves promoting alternative vocabularies.  

This dissertation extends ANT through a critical approach, providing rich insights 
into the file sharing phenomena. Using actor-network theory as a research strategy 
puts a strong emphasis on empirical enquiry, despite actor-network theory’s relativist 
ontology (Doolin & Lowe, 2002). Doolin & Lowe (2002) argue that this empirical 
aspect is in part composed of the careful tracing and recording of heterogeneous 
relational networks (which is done in Chapter Six). Combining ANT with the critical 
perspective overcomes a number of limitations in each of the theories, as initially 
discussed in Section 1.4. 

ANT enables the analysis of the interrelationships that comprise the file sharing actor-
network, revealing the associations of those in the actor-network within the music 
recording industry. It is argued that in doing this, “actor-network theory offers the 
hope of a more fundamental appreciation and critique of the underlying relationships 
that pervade contemporary society” (Doolin & Lowe, 2002). 

As there is no checklist for how to carry out an adequate actor-network theory 
inquiry, Latour argues that a strong indicator of quality (of analysis) is whether the 
concepts of the actors are stronger than the voice of the analyst (Latour, 2005:30). He 
argues that as long as the analyst has difficulty in making the text that comments on 
the various quotes and documents at least as interesting as the actors’ own expressions 
and behaviours, then using an ANT approach is acceptable (Latour, 2005:30).  

The empirical examples presented in this dissertation describe the social practices of a 
subculture, a group not often given a voice in public discourse about file sharing. The 
social form of the Roswell community is explained, and cultural interactions are 
highlighted, in a similar way to how Alvesson and Deetz (2000:152) outline ‘the way 
to critique’ in their book on critical research. They argue that by embracing this type 
of critical research, there are opportunities for new forms of action. 

The application of ANT to investigate online music access and use through the 
activity of music file sharing is a theoretical contribution of this study. There are no 
known studies using ANT to analyse an online music network or online music access 
and use, therefore this study contributes to the literature on using the theory. In 
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presenting the analysis in this dissertation, the concepts of the research subjects, 
particularly those who participate in underground music file sharing communities, are 
given a strong voice in the way that Latour suggests (2005:30) – this is illustrated in 
Chapters Seven and Eight.  

The ‘critical tale’ of writing ethnography gives voice to the research subjects as it 
“push(es) most firmly for the authenticity of the cultural representations conveyed by 
the text” (Van Maanen, 1988:45). Therefore this style of writing ethnography was 
used in order to portray the issues underlying the controversies from an insider’s point 
of view. The inclusion of extensive quotes as examples of these issues throughout the 
analysis chapters (Seven and Eight) portray one of the key aspects of the ‘critical tale’ 
of writing ethnography, to have “the almost complete absence of the author from most 
segments of the finished text” (Van Maanen, 1988:46). 

Actor-network theory was initially chosen because of the way it perceives humans 
and machines as equal in the actor-network. It was also chosen because of its focus on 
associations; at the beginning of the project although the network was unclear, it was 
clear that the associations were in flux and that there were complex relationships 
between the actants/actors. Another appealing (and useful) aspect of the theory in this 
dissertation is its fluidity in using only certain parts of the theory that help to describe, 
organise and explain the empirical data. The concept of controversies particularly is 
appropriate for a critical social theory approach to research in this dissertation, as it 
helps to focus on problems, or points of difference between the actants/actors. 
Therefore the theory of the actor-network was particularly useful in analysing the data 
to firstly identify the actors and actants, then for identifying the associations between 
them and tracing them to identify the problems/differences in their points of view. 
These contributed to identifying the relevant controversies related to the research 
question.  

9.4.2 Other Contributions 

One overall contribution of this dissertation is the combination of perspectives 
presented to give rich insight into the file sharing phenomena. Previous studies on 
online music have been criticised for only presenting one perspective, however this 
dissertation attempts to bring together competing values identified in the file sharing 
controversies. 

9.4.2.1 A Critical Ethnography of the Underground Subculture 

Concepts from culture were useful in this dissertation to help to describe and theorise 
about Roswell, an online music file sharing community. Roswell is an example of a 
community similar in function to other underground music file sharing communities 
that exist. The concept of roles helped to identify the level of access and associated 
privileges of each member of the community. Rules for participating in the 
community are inscribed through daily activities of active participation and 
reciprocity, which is encouraged through rewards and incentives for sharing. These 
daily activities are viewed as rituals as they are mandated in order to remain a 
member of the community, which together with specialised use of language, make up 
the cultural norms of the community. 

When considering the values of those who participate in the underground file sharing 
subculture, quality is of great importance. Quality in terms of the technical quality of 
the digital file, and quality of the experience which refers to the easy to navigate 
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‘meeting place’ and the quality of the experience in that it remains as anonymous as 
possible from outside sources.  

This dissertation also provides a contribution to the theory of communities presented 
by Whittaker et al (1997). Using Whittaker et al’s core attributes of communities, 
concepts from ANT were mapped in order to give insight into the culture of the 
underground music file sharing community.  In doing this, two debatable aspects of 
the community attribute classification were found to strongly contribute to the 
continued sustainability of Roswell. These are the attributes of active participation 
and reciprocity. Some people feel strongly that these are essential, that without this 
repeated engagement there is no community (Preece, 2000). This dissertation agrees 
with Preece, that these attributes are essential in maintaining the sustainability of the 
Roswell community. 

This dissertation provides a further contribution based on context: to date the are no 
systematic studies of underground music file sharing communities that provide insight 
into the everyday activities of those who participate, and their motivations for 
participating. Underground music file sharing communities are frequented by a 
significant number of individuals; so it is necessary to gain a better understanding of 
community culture, and the motivations for engaging in such activity. One interesting 
contribution of this dissertation is an understanding of the structured and orderly 
nature of such communities. These communities are based on an ideology that is 
deviant from the mainstream which would suggest that they balk at rules and 
protocols, however the opposite is found; such communities operate in a highly rule-
oriented environment, one that values good quality about all else.  

This dissertation suggests a need for more focus in systems development on creating 
aspects of communities that encourage people to actively participate, possibly even 
rewarding them for doing so. Such a strategy could be adopted by fan communities 
and paid online stores. The suggested goal is to create the perception of a tangible 
connection between a musician/band and their fans on some level. This can be done 
through incentives such as exclusive interviews, pre-release tracks, and discounted 
concert tickets; providing value and encouragement to actively participate through 
things that music consumers cannot get for free elsewhere.  

This dissertation argues that social networking technologies also offer an opportunity 
to create such connections. Some musicians are already leading the way with such 
innovation, for instance, in late 2009, the Foofighters held a live free concert streamed 
on Facebook from their Los Angeles studio. The concert lasted for 2 hours and 40 
minutes, and was attended by up to 20 000 fans at any one time, all from different 
parts of the world. One key feature of this concert was the inclusion of a ‘live feed’ of 
Facebook and Twitter comments that fans could leave for the band. This included 
song requests. The Foofighters could view the live stream on a laptop in their studio, 
and respond to specific song requests. The concert was used as a promotion for their 
new album which was days away from release. As a fan, I felt privileged to be part of 
such an experience and I would have paid to attend. I also felt obliged to buy their 
new album because of the privilege I felt I received. It is argued that such 
technologies should be exploited to their fullest. 

It is suggested that such concepts of community in online music may be extended to 
mobile phones. For instance, attendees at a live concert may add comments to a social 
networking feed through bluetooth and read on stage by the band. Communications 
might include requests such as in the previous example. The opportunities are endless. 
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9.4.2.2 Investigating Illegal Activity 

This dissertation is unique in the information systems discipline as it examines what is 
considered in Australia, in the United States and many parts of Europe among other 
countries, illegal activity. Based on a clear articulation of the empirical data 
collection, ethical clearance was granted by the host university to observe an 
underground music file sharing community, and to interview individuals who 
participate in file sharing.  

The challenge of not being able to collect real names of any of the research subjects 
posed some problems as outlined in Chapter Four. This made recruiting new research 
subjects, contacting agreed research subjects and completing formalities such as 
consent forms difficult. All research subjects were advised upon meeting to create a 
pseudonym to identify them from that point forward. Thus the anonymity of the 
research subjects was maintained. 

The other major challenge in investigating illegal activity was access to and 
maintaining the anonymity of the underground music file sharing community 
Roswell. The name Roswell was given to disguise the name of the community, and as 
of the 1st of January 2009 the ‘Roswell’ community ceased to exist. Notice was given 
to members two weeks prior to their closure that all accounts would be deleted. No 
exact reason was given for the closure, however it is suspected based on the 
comments left by members in the community that it was due to the 2009 legal action 
in Australia against the Internet Service Provider iinet (bought about by the Australian 
Federation Against Copyright Theft and a number of Hollywood movie companies). 
The requirements for the ethical clearance were to remove all contact with the 
community at the conclusion of the dissertation. This requirement was met with the 
closure of the community. 

9.4.2.3 Practical Contribution 

The question central to this study is: How do information systems support 
unauthorised file sharing activities within an underground online community? 

Understanding file sharing activities and the systems which support them, and what 
aspects of the systems enhance the user experience is critical for designing better 
systems (Lee, 2003). 

This dissertation contributes to the gap in the literature by giving rich insight into 
underground music file sharing communities, and more widely to an understanding of 
who participates in such communities, how they participate, when they participate, 
what they do when they participate, and why they are motivated to participate. This 
dissertation gives insight into the daily activities that make up the act of file sharing, 
from an insider’s point of view. 

This dissertation shows evidence of consumers using their power to choose which 
music information system/s to use to access and use their music, and that the decision 
of how to use this power however is based on a number of factors, most importantly 
choice, convenience and cost as they relate to accessing and using online music. In 
considering these factors when developing online music systems in the future, it is 
necessary to consider how the systems embedded developer values fit with the 
ideologies of the intended audience – free vs paid; the level of technology fit – how 
compatible are the music file formats and operating systems with the systems they 
use; and the consumers level of required technical competence.  



A critical ethnography of an online file sharing community: an actor-network theory perspective of 

controversies in the digital music world  

Chapter Nine: Conclusion 

Page 220 of 269 

© J.P. Beekhuyzen 2009 

This dissertation highlights that there is an opportunity to encourage consumers to pay 
for music by creating more of a connection between musicians and fans. Legal cases 
and bad relationships with record labels that have been publicised have led to a 
disconnect between consumers paying for music and their view that the revenue does 
not go to the musician. So an opportunity exists to create an environment where the 
fan/consumer can get value from the music they purchase, this value needs to be 
something they cannot get elsewhere for free. One way to provide this value is 
through a direct connection to the artist which could be implemented through 
exclusive content, discounted music, and communications with the musician. 

In a similar way, an opportunity exists to create online music communities for 
different genres of music. In a similar way that Roswell provides music for its 
members, genre-specific communities could be created using the attracting 
characteristics of Roswell, which include levels of membership (to create incentives 
for participating resulting in a ‘high’ status), privileges and quality music in lossless 
formats (FLAC). The community could be based on peer-to-peer technology to 
reduce the load of the high quality files from the distributor, and using such 
technology could build in participation and reciprocity into its architecture, 
particularly appealing to those with strong technical competence (those currently 
participating in underground music file sharing communities). 

Another contribution of this dissertation is the understanding of the similarities and 
differences between the systems used to access authorised and unauthorised music. 
Systems used to access free unauthorised music such as the commonly used 
LimeWire provide a very similar service to the systems used to access authorised paid 
music, to provide music (and other digital content), however the values embedded 
within differ. In systems for free unauthorised music, the underlying value is that 
music is free. Another underlying value is that of sharing music which is achieved 
through active participation and reciprocity. Such systems also strive to provide as 
much choice as is possible, as well as being convenient to access and easy to use. A 
planned side effect of such systems is content that is usually of high quality and is 
interoperable across platforms and across devices. 

In comparison, systems used to access authorised paid music have an underlying 
economic value (to pay), while also giving consideration to choice and quality, 
however these do not appear to be a priority. Such systems are usually convenient to 
access however they are not always easy to use. They often provide high quality 
content, however they are often not interoperable across operating systems and 
devices, locking customers in to a particular proprietary system. They may also be 
embedded with digital rights management which does not appear to be attractive to 
the more technically competent consumers. 

Another contribution is the identification of the importance of technology fit when 
consumers choose which music information system to use. Systems used to access 
authorised paid music often have unique or proprietary file formats and need specific 
software applications to play back content. This is almost never the case with 
unauthorised free content, other than needing software to download torrent files 
(freely available on the Internet). File format incompatibilities with operating systems 
are also a challenge, with content from some providers unable to be played on certain 
operating systems. Again this is rarely a problem with content from unauthorised free 
systems. 
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An acknowledgement that different levels of technical competence of consumers 
influence which music information system to use is also a contribution of this 
dissertation. A consumer’s competence with technology influences which system they 
choose. For instance, the iTunes Music Store is aimed at consumers with few 
technical skills, providing a relatively easy customer experience. LimeWire, in a 
similar vein, is an easy to use system for those with values of not paying for their 
content. Systems using BitTorrent protocols on the other hand are more complex, and 
are used by those with more advanced technical skills. Along similar lines, 
underground file sharing systems attract only those with competent technical skills 
(and only those with these types of skills would even know they exist). 

Lastly, it is important to note that the motivations for copying and sharing music do 
not appear to have changed significantly in the past decades, however the means to do 
so have. As mentioned earlier, the Internet essentially is a ‘copying’ machine. The 
music recording industry has existed for many decades, and they have built up 
manufacturing plants and supply chains in order to create and distribute music. It is an 
industry that requires much capital and upfront investment, so it is not surprising that 
they want to hold onto their domination in the marketplace. However the Internet is 
playing a role in changing how they operate in this space. Other industries have faced 
similar issues, such as watchmakers who now have a much smaller market for their 
products because of the proliferation of mobile phones as a means to display the time. 
There is little doubt that record labels need to find new business models. These 
models need to provide new ways of creating value for the music consumer. This 
value is something that the said consumers cannot get for free anywhere else. For 
example, consider the 3D movie Avatar. Months after release, the movie was still 
being sold out in cinemas. Part of this may be attributed to the ‘extra value’ of 3D, 
something that cannot be obtained elsewhere for free. 

9.4.3 Limitations 

This dissertation could be considered limited due to its detailed focus on one 
particular setting, however perspectives are sought from key informants from 
different stakeholder groups to ground it in wider discussions on the topic. It is not 
necessarily possible to generalise the findings from this context to other contexts, 
however it is possible to generalise to theory in the hope that the contributions 
outlined in this chapter can be on assistance in informing future studies, and future 
developments of music information systems.  

9.5 Evaluation of the Research 

Klein and Myers (1999) propose seven principles to evaluate interpretive research. 
Although this dissertation uses a critical approach, many of the principles of 
interpretive research still apply.  

The Fundamental Principle of the Hermeneutic Circle suggests that all human 
understanding is achieved by iterating between considering the interdependent 
meaning of parts and the whole that they form. This principle of human understanding 
is fundamental to all the other principles. The dissertation iterates between the macro 
context of the music recording industry and those who create music, which focuses 
mostly on music distribution, and the micro context which is based around activities 
associated with music access and use. The act of file sharing and the contexts in 
which such activity takes place, are put within the wider social, political, legal and 
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historical context of music distribution. An understanding of the wider recording 
industry and the changes evidenced within is necessary in order to gain a full 
appreciate of the context of file sharing and underground music file sharing 
communities.  

The Principle of Contextualization requires critical reflection of the social and 
historical background of the research setting, so that the intended audience can see 
how the current situation under investigation emerged. The critical approach enables 
the ANT informed study to be put in the historical background of the music recording 
industry. It is important to consider history to put current activities in context in order 
to understand if the behavior and attitudes of individuals has really changed, or if they 
are just now easier due to advances in technology. This dissertation argues that such 
activities have not changed significantly; rather technology just makes them easier 
and more accessible.  

The Principle of Interaction Between the Researchers and the Subjects suggests the 
need for critical reflection on how the research materials (or ‘data’) were socially 
constructed through the interaction between the researchers and participants. On 
beginning this dissertation, file sharing was viewed (by the researcher) as something 
that had little impact on the wider context. However as the project progressed and 
different perspectives were sought from the literature and the research subjects, it 
became clearer that each side of the file sharing debate presented valid arguments and 
that is was necessary to commensurate them in order to make sense of the music 
network. The concept of controversies from ANT was particularly useful in doing 
this. 

The Principle of Abstraction and Generalization requires relating the idiographic 
details revealed by the data interpretation through the application of principles one 
and two to theoretical, general concepts that describe the nature of human 
understanding and social action. Actor-network theory was a flexible theory for 
examining the file sharing phenomena. The ANT approach to analysis and 
interpretation used in this dissertation is in line with the approach outlined in the 
collection of articles in Actor-network theory and organising (Czarniawska and 
Hernes, 2005:9; Hernes, 2005:117). Additionally, Latours’ Aramis (1996) study was 
useful in providing an insightful case outlining the application and use of ANT for 
analysis. The findings in this dissertation contribute to a better understanding of file 
sharing activities, and the systems that support such activities.  

The Principle of Dialogical Reasoning requires sensitivity to possible contradictions 
between the theoretical preconceptions guiding the research design and actual 
findings ("the story which the data tell") with subsequent cycles of revision. Studying 
any context that deals with illegal behaviour can be a challenge, and studies of this 
kind in the information systems literature are rare. Care was taken not to have deep 
theoretical preconceptions of the data; rather actor-network theory was used to guide 
the research, rather than to impose an inflexible structure on the way that the data is 
viewed. The preconceptions that file sharing does not have any major impact on the 
music recording industry was the initial stance at the beginning of this research, 
however the literature and data presented different sides to the debate which through 
iterative attempts at sense making, gave credence to a more objective debate. 

The Principle of Multiple Interpretations requires sensitivity to possible differences in 
interpretations among the participants as are typically expressed in multiple narratives 
or stories of the same sequence of events under study. Similar to multiple witness 
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accounts even if all tell it as they saw it. Due to the strongly debated topic of this 
dissertation, care was taken to give an accurate account of each of the participants in 
the ethnography, and each stakeholder group; consumers, musicians and the recording 
industry. Those with an interest are often emotional in their discussions of the topic, 
so it was important to give each participant adequate opportunity to express their 
points of view. The ethnographic writing ‘critical tale’ chosen allows the native’s 
story to be told.  

The Principle of Suspicion requires sensitivity to possible "biases" and systematic 
"distortions" in the narratives collected from the participants. Because participants 
have such strong emotions about the topic of file sharing, it is necessary to 
acknowledge possible biases in their ‘stories’. Based on the literature and empirical 
evidence in this dissertation, it is understandable to expect that those who file share 
have disdain for the recording industry, but this does not necessarily equate with total 
anarchy and never purchasing music. Similarly, it is not surprising that those in the 
recording industry are mostly against file sharing, but what this study did reveal is 
that they are generally open to embracing new technologies, and musicians 
particularly are exuding their new found power that comes with distributing your own 
music over the Internet. 

9.6 Future Research Suggestions 

A number of areas for future research have been identified. Research topics include: 

• The examination of technology use in different music community settings. For 
example how technology is used in public music communities such a 
Jonathoncoulton.com and MySpace.com. Qualitative studies of these sites 
would contribute to understanding the activities that consumers engage in to 
access their music, and what motivates them to do so. The roles of information 
systems in this context could be further developed. 

• The application of actor-network theory to other music community 
environments to refine and further clarify the importance of active 
participation and reciprocity in this context. 

• Further exploration of the influence of community culture on music sharing 

• Replication of this study in other communities and with other groups of 
stakeholders in different countries (different laws and social norms in other 
countries). 

• Further investigation of the influence of beliefs and values on a consumer’s 
music access and use activities. 

• Studies of other underground music file sharing communities to better 
understand other ‘hidden’ options available to consumers. 

• Investigate the most effective ways to provide education about all sides of the 
debate about file sharing. 

• Investigation of other payment options other than per-track/per-album. 
Consideration of micropayment options, payments added to the household 
Internet bill, or payments absorbed by the infrastructure in an ad-supported 
model. 

• Exploration of the options to reduce costs of physical and digital artifacts, and 
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the possibilities of adopting the long tail theory in online music stores. 

• The possibility of creating revenue from fan based communities, and how to 
best link in activities of musicians to create a ‘meeting place’ for fans. 

9.7 Conclusion 

This chapter presented a summary of the research conducted for this dissertation, 
outlining the empirical research conducted. Details are given about the ethnography 
of underground music file sharing communities which focused on observation of 120 
days of Roswell, and 30 interviews with key informants from the recording industry, 
with musicians, and music consumers, and 3 focus groups with tertiary students. 

This chapter discussed the findings of the dissertation as they relate to file sharing 
activities, and how systems support these activities. The analysis in this dissertation 
reveals three main motivators for choosing file sharing: cost, convenience, and 
choice. These three criteria are often the basis for decision making about whether to 
‘pirate or purchase’. A finding of this dissertation and contribution of this research is 
the identification of a specific reason for choosing file sharing, that of scarcity. This 
concept has not been discussed in any significant way in the literature and it 
complements the concepts of sampling and substitution identified in the literature. 

The ethnography of Roswell, the underground music file sharing community gives 
insight into the culture of the community, and what is required in order to actively 
participate and reciprocate. Such activity of trading in music can be considered as 
operating on an ‘economy of cool’, where the act of sharing is used as a basis for a 
member’s status and reputation. An important part of the attraction to communities 
like Roswell is the desire for high quality music in open formats. In these 
communities, certain file formats like the lossless FLAC are highly regarded. 

In articulating the findings of this dissertation, it is also important to acknowledge two 
insights not clearly documented in the literature, but which were evident in the 
empirical data in this dissertation. These relate to recent changes in the music 
recording industry, which have influenced and continue to influence the way people 
access and use online music. One such change is evidence of the move to single 
tracks away from albums. It is also important to identify and acknowledge that there 
are two clear sides on the file sharing debate; this dissertation discusses these at 
length.  

Finally, this chapter outlines a number of contributions to knowledge that this 
dissertation makes, and the limitations of the research. The research is evaluated using 
Klein and Myers seven principles to evaluate interpretive research. The chapter 
concludes by presenting a number of suggestions for future research. This dissertation 
contributes to an understanding of information systems a number of significant ways: 

• It extends actor-network theory by using a critical approach to study the file 
sharing subculture, a context to which ANT has not previously been applied. 

• It overcomes significant ethical challenges in investigating illegal behaviour 
within the information systems context, 

• It is the only study focusing on an underground music file sharing community 
(called Roswell in this study), 

• It is the only known ethnography investigating underground music file sharing 
communities 
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This dissertation addresses the gap in the literature by presenting an empirical study 
based on the analysis of qualitative data, which informs about the activities of file 
sharing and the context of use. Although there are many ethnographies published on 
deviant groups, a thorough review of the literature revealed no ethnographic studies 
focusing on file sharing, nor on the systems and technologies used to distribute and 
use music in a file sharing context (see Appendix H – Table of Empirical Studies). 
Even though the Roswell community no longer exists, the empirical data suggests 
there are similar and larger communities emerging and operating in the underground 
file sharing environment. Therefore more investigation of underground file sharing 
communities is necessary. 

Through exploring the roles, rules, rituals, norms, values, ideologies, and language in 
file sharing, this dissertation provides a rich description and gives detailed insight into 
how distribution and social structures in the music recording industry are changing, 
and how these changes impact on the way people access (search and download) and 
use (listen and share) music. 
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Appendix A – Details of Interviewees 

Details of interviews with key informants from the music industry 
 

Interviewee Organisation Comments on Interview 

Nikki Murrell 

Music 

Distribution 

 

ROLE: 

Heads the team 
responsible for 
BigPond music 

Telstra 

The national 
communications 
provider, they are an 
ISP and they they sell 
digital music online 
downloadable to a PC 
or a mobile via their 
own online store 

Meegan Henderson from Universal Music in 
Sydney recommended I interview Nikki 
Murrell in Melbourne – they are business 
partners. I was interested to interview a music 
distributor, and in Telstra’s case, they are also 
an ISP. It was a little disappointing as she was 
unable to give much information on a number 
of interesting topics because Telstra doesn’t 
have a public position on it. It was my 
shortest interview.  

Wordcount: 4006 

Key points from the interview: 

• Perspective of a music distributor 
• Younger people are less interested in the physical artifact of music, music has become 

more temporary 
• Lack of consensus on DRM standards and operating standards in the industry 
• Distributors are experimenting with a variety of business models 
• Working at providing value to customers – users should be able to use music freely 

Sabiene Hiendl 

Legal/Copyright 

enforcement 

ROLE:  

Head of MIPI 
Australia 

MIPI – Music 

Industry Piracy 

Investigations 

Sydney 

Legal arm of the 
Australia Recording 
Industry Association  

An insightful interview into the education and 
enforcement approach of the recording 
industry. Discussed disincentives to illegal 
downloading such as ISP filtering and seek 
and disconnect orders. Discussed the 
negatives of suing individuals.  

Wordcount: 10192 

Key points from the interview: 

• Education is important to changing attitudes about file sharing  - programs well rec'd 
• The recording industry needs to show value chain of who is getting ‘burnt’ 
• Australian music industry prefers not to sue individuals 
• Bands are encouraged to use new technologies - aware of the unintended consequences 
• Australia music industry are working on creating disincentives eg ISP filtering 
• Fans are now turning on file sharers and reporting them 
• Need to use artists to discourage file sharing, done in other parts of the world. 
• Legal action will not change piracy behaviour – criminalisation of copyright 
• Young people’s mindset - they think music should be free- will they ever buy it? 
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Interviewee Organisation Comments on Interview 

Meegan 
Henderson 

Record Label 

ROLE:  

Head of Digital 
Music in Australia 

Universal Music 

One of the ‘Big 4’ 

Sydney 

Universal Music are 
trying new business 
models, like drm-free.  

This was a really insightful interview into 
music creation and distribution in the 
mainstream recording industry. This was my 
longest interview. 

Wordcount: 15471 

Key points from the interview: 

• Universal Music is proactive in the uptake of new technologies 
• If we don’t give it to them, they will find it somewhere else 
• Industry was slow to embrace technologies so they need to examine themselves and 

their role in the new music industry, need innovation in data distribution 
• No definitive model as to what makes a hit – harder with Internet 
• Entrepreneurial industry – iTunes benchmark 
• Piracy is related to more entertainment choices, and actions are not new 
• Piracy on the inside of the music industry 
• Interoperability is an issue with DRM, need device convergence 
• IFPI track illegal behaviour and people don’t realise 
• Biggest ISPs fight hardest on restrictions – need to balance profits/conscious 

Kim Weatherall 

IP Lawyer  

ROLE:  

Legal expert on 
Intellectual 
Property and 
Copyright 

University of 

Queensland 

Brisbane 

Professor of Law – 
argues for copyright 
reform in Australia 

This interview was interesting as it provided 
a good legal perspective of copyright in 
Australia and also the new laws as they relate 
to online music. I interviewed Kim at a local 
university as I had previously read her blog 
about law reforms in Australia and she is well 
recognised as a well-informed objective 
scholar on IP and technology. 

Wordcount: 7070 

Key points from the interview: 

• Legal perspective on copyright law as it relates to music in Australia & the US 
• Highlighted recent changes in Australian Law incl Free Trade Agreement 
• Questioned to what extent should companies decide the extent of freedom you will 

have to use the material and to what extent is it okay for that to persist 
• Some kinds of things won't be created unless you can genuinely do mass sales 
• Getting definitive proof to sue an infringer is difficult 
• Sending an infringer a letter from a musician saying how they are ripping them off? 
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Interviewee Organisation Comments on Interview 

Dale Clapperton 

Lobbyist and 

Spokesperson 

 

ROLE:  

Head of the 
Internet civil 
liberties group 

Electronic Frontiers 

Australia (EFA) 

EFA are heavily 
involved in lobbying 
government and 
advocating for the rights 
of Internet users.  

An insightful interview giving an alternate 
viewpoint to the one presented in the 
mainstream recording industry. Discussed 
problems with current and proposed practices 
in the music industry and how they affect the 
end user. EFA are interesting as they cover a 
number of traditional areas such as privacy, 
censorship, freedom of speech, and areas such 
as intellectual property, consumer protection. 

 Wordcount: 7576 

Key points from the interview: 

• New technologies have changed the dynamics of production 
• Using negative language to describe unauthorised music use 
• DRM music is an unstable industry – consumer protection issues 
• ISP filtering is bad – ISPs have no business filtering content 
• DRM restricts how people use music – almost private legislation 
• Side effects of DRM-free 

John Lamp 

Radio Announcer 

 

ROLE:  

Radio announcer, 
finding new acts to 
play on the radio 

94.7 The Pulse – 

Community radio 

station 

Geelong, Victoria 

Founding committee 
member of Tasmania 
Folk Festival at 
Longford, on committee 
of management of 
Sweethearts (Motown 
Group) 

This was an interesting interview giving 
insight into the world of recording and 
distributing music from an independents 
perspective in Australia. Having a weeky 
radio show that promotes local artists, John is 
also active on the live/festival scene. He uses 
technologies such as MySpace to connect 
with bands. He discusses the changing nature 
of the music industry. 

Wordcount: 5188 

Key points from the interview: 

• Perspective on the growing independent music scene in Australia and the recent 
changes 

• Distinction that music industry is made up of recorded music and live music. 
• The importance of live music and free promotion via radio for new Australian bands 

(links to Sabiene’s discussion that radio has power). 
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Interviewee Organisation Comments on Interview 

Robin Simpson 

Journalist 

 

ROLE: Media 

Works freelance for 
print and online 
mainstream newspapers, 
focusing on technology 

This was a phone interview as he is located 
in Sydney. He had lots to say about the 
customer experience of online music and 
how this has changed with the advent of the 
iPod and the ‘iTunes ecosystem’.  

Wordcount: 5691 

Key points from the interview: 

• Identified the iTunes ‘ecosystem’ as the differentiator for success in online music 
• IPod has changed music use by bringing an unpredictability to listening 
• The industry needs to consider marketing units of talent rather than whole albums  
• The importance of playlists & recommendation systems in online music systems 
• Stresses the negative image of p2p 

Neil Wedd 

Band Manager 

 

ROLE: Books 
venues for bands 
and manages 
bands 

Has a long history in the 
music industry, has seen 
an average of 10 bands 
per week for the past 30 
years. He runs the Indie 
Initiative – providing 
information for new 
bands 

This interview was in Melbourne in a rather 
loud location. Neil was very candid with his 
views on the music industry. He has 
extensive experience with live music in 
Australia and gave interesting insight into the 
importance of the live music scene in 
Australia. 

Wordcount: 6437 

Important points from the interview: 

• New bands don’t really know where to start out at becoming a band/brand 
• We have moved to a hit culture 
• Importance of the connection between physical and online music worlds 
• The power of performing live and its importance in being a successful musician 
• Record labels rip artists off 
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Summary of interviews with musicians in the Australian music industry 
 

Interviewee Role Comments on Interview 

Oli Wilson 

 

Electronic Musician 

& PhD student 

Dunedin, New Zealand 

 

I met Oli after he presented at a conference 
talked about his band’s approach to making 
and mixing music. They are innovative and 
relatively successful so it was a really useful 
interview. 

Wordcount: Not recorded – tape failure 

Key points from the interview: 

• Insight into a band that uses Creative Commons licenses to distribute their content 
• Filling a gap in the industry for music that can be remixed without legal action 
• Challenges of adopting CC in the Australasian environment 

Francesca de 
Valance 

 

Singer and Musician 

Brisbane, Australia 

 

In 2008, Francesca won the LA songwriter of 
the year award. She has performed music all 
around the world and has just released her 
first indie EP and working on her 1st album.  

Wordcount: Not recorded – tape failure 

Key points from the interview: 

• Loves that her music is being shared on P2P, feels this will lead people to see her live 
shows 

• Would prefer to have fans see her live than sell CDs so she uses the Internet heavily to 
promote her touring and her songs available for sale digitally on iTunes 

• Has an international perspective on music and is active in the online space 

Daniel Hofmann 

 

Independent Musician 

& undergraduate student 

Geelong, Australia 

 

Daniel is a small time musician, playing live 
shows and self-recording his own tracks and 
distributing them online from his home. He 
is also a student. 

Wordcount: 11819 

Key points from the interview: 

• A mixed perspective of being a university student and a musician 
• Insight into self-recording and distribution on the Internet 
• Used to work in a record store so gave some interesting insight on album sales 

Bree-Arne 
Chamley 

 

Folk Musician 

Geelong, Australia 

 

Bree-Arne plays the Victorian festival scene, 
regularly plays open mics (free gigs in bars) 
and loves to busk. She is very soulful. 

Wordcount: 8871 

Key points from the interview: 

• Perspective of someone who started as a busker and is attempting to get regular local 
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gigs and exposure on the radio 
• Has learnt Internet skills so she can promote her music on the Internet 
• Set up MySpace to connect with other bands and with fans 

Aaron Ruutz 

 

Rock Musician 

Brisbane, Australia 

 

Aaron is a musician and also completed a 
Business Honours degree investigating the 
future for musicians in the Australia context. 

Wordcount: 6188 

Key points from the interview: 

• Dual role as musician and research into music practices in Australia 
• Interesting views on the future of the music industry, and some of their challenges 
• Felt the music industry was too political and difficult to really establish yourself well 

as an independent musician 

Jimmy 
(pseudoym) 

 

Electronic Musician 

& undergraduate student 

Brisbane, Australia 

Jimmy is studying Music Technology at 
university and is also a club DJ. 

Wordcount: 5068 

Key points from the interview: 

• Dual role as musician and student studying music technology 
• Impact of file sharing on working as a DJ – music collections etc 
• Hard to find good quality electronic music to use for DJ’ing 
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Details of interviews with consumers (tertiary students) 

 

Interviewee Details Comments on Interview 

Alex - Male 

Age: 21 

Undergraduate Student  

Wordcount: 5682 

Alex is also a part time club DJ and talked about 
his experiences of making music and how he 
access and uses music he downloads. 

Key points from the interview: 

• New musicians use the Internet to get exposure (friends of his) and it works well 
• Its important to cover yourself when using public file sharing (anti-virus etc) 
• Doesn’t believe that the government can enforce seek and disconnect orders 
• Consumers have more power than ever before 
• There is no way to stop file sharing, music will all be free at some point 

Angus - Male 

Age: 33 

Ex-Tertiary Student  

Wordcount: 7440 

This interview provide insight into music activities 
when no longer a student. Not much had changed 
in his music behaviour. 

Key points from the interview: 

• Convergence in mobile music is important 
• Thinks CDs are too expensive and should reduce in price when not new anymore 
• Access unauthorised music from a range of sites 
• Has embraced the move to mobile music – entire CD collection fits into the palm of his 

hand 
• Would like to see micropayments implemented as part of commercial systems 

Bill - Male 

Age: 40 

Undergraduate Student  

Wordcount: 6951 

Bill has dialup Internet and is interested in 
electronic music. He provided interesting insights 
into how he access online music. 

Key points from the interview: 

• Uses internet to access obscure tracks and sampled tracks 
• Browses shared folders of people hosting music he likes in public file sharing apps 
• Doesn’t see file sharing in the same basket as other illegal behaviour 
• Distributors need to ‘value add’ 

Brad - Male 

Age: 22 

Undergraduate Student  

Wordcount: 6069 

Brad uses a range of mediums to access music, he 
downloads through public file sharing sites which 
has resulted in him buying less physical music 

Key points from the interview: 

• Likes tangibility in music he buys 
• Uses torrents from public sites to access music 
• Likes the convenience of digital music for playlists and to download 
• Believes the future of revenues in the industry is through live music  

Cassandra - 
Female 

Postgraduate Student  Cassandra is a mother of three and a student so has 
limited income. She feels that once she is no 
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Age: 33 Wordcount: 6827 longer a student, she will no longer file share. She 
likes the tangibility of CDs. 

Key points from the interview: 

• Is surprised she got into downloading as she has self-confessed limited tech skills 
• Thinks of herself as an ethical person 
• Feels the advertisements to stop piracy are ‘rubbish’ and ‘hilarious’ 
• Doesn’t equate downloading with stealing 

Eugene - Male 

Age: 21 

Undergraduate Student  

& DJ 

Wordcount: 10293 

Eugene is a music technology student and uses 
torrent sites mostly to download albums. He is 
originally from Nigeria. He cant justify paying for 
an MP3 because of the high price. 

Key points from the interview: 

• Likes tangibility in his music, in CDs which her purchases regularly 
• Has had a variety of problems when downloading through public applicaitons 
• Will never pay for an MP3, it is too expensive and the quality is not comparable to CD 

quality – MP3 is compressed 10 times so tracks should be 1/10 of the price 

Gates - Male 

Age: 21 

Undergraduate Student  

Wordcount: 10400 

This was a really insightful interview into the 
underground music community scene. Very 
detailed information about how the community 
works. 

Key points from the interview: 

• Quality is an important factor in online communities 
• There are rewards and incentives for sharing such as status and privileges  
• Interoperability is important 
• Flac format is important to many in underground communities 
• Many in file sharing communities love music, and they do spend money on music 
• Piracy is related to more entertainment choices, and actions are not new 
• Underground communities are strict in their initiation of new members, and in their 

sourcing of new content. 

Jason - Male 

Age: 25 

Undergraduate Student 

& DJ  

Wordcount: 7052 

Jason is a Canadian studying for a Business degree 
in Australia. He has also been part of ‘the scene’ 
and underground file sharing for 10 years. A really 
insightful and detailed interview. 

Key points from the interview: 

• Has access to almost any music content ever released, including rarities, bootlegs etc 
• Discusses in detail how status is important and how to get into ‘the scene’  
• Has been involved for 10 years so gave details about the competitive nature of systems 
• Discussed how more sharing relates to privileges to new content and communities 

John - Male 

Age: 25 

Postgraduate Student  

Wordcount: 11531 

John is a computer science student from France. 
He downloads to try before he buys, values quality 
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in music, so doesn’t download MP3 files to keep 

Key points from the interview: 

• Has limited choice in ISPs so seek and disconnect would severely disadvantage his 
right to Internet 

• Sometimes downloads, sometimes buys music 
• 90% of people he knows still buy CDs 
• Most of the music he downloads, he doesn’t keep 

Katie - Female 

Age: 21 

Ex-Tertiary Student  

Wordcount: 2875 

Katie is an ex-music technology student and 
discussed how her practices haven’t changed much 
since being at university. 

Key points from the interview: 

• Likes the portability of her iPod 
• Uses a combination of unauthorised and authorised sources to access music 
• Cant find most Australian independent music she wants on unauthorised sources 
• Taped music from the radio when she was younger, file sharing isn’t much different 

Michael - Male 

Age: 18 

Undergraduate Student  

Wordcount: 3981 

Michael is an IT student who downloads regularly 
through public file sharing applications. Has 
encountered viruses, doesn’t miss quality in MP3 

Key points from the interview: 

• Sometimes downloads, sometimes buys CDs 
• Uses iTunes to manage his music collection but has never used it to buy music 
• Likes the tangibility in music 
• Thinks legal action ‘will never happen to me’ 

Richard - Male 

Age: 26 

Postgraduate Student 

Wordcount: 10092 

Richard is a computer science student from 
Germany studying in Australia. He despises DRM, 
he sometimes file shares, he sometimes buys CDs 

Key points from the interview: 

• Believes ISPs have no role in monitoring file sharing and disconnecting customers 
• Feels the advertising campaigns against piracy are ridiculous 
• Believes the recording industry threatens people into conforming 
• Would use any digital content with DRM, even if its free. 

Rusty - Male 

Age: 23 

Undergraduate Student  

Wordcount: 12593 

This interview was insightful into the top ranks of 
underground music communities. Rusty gave 
detailed information about how they work. 

Key points from the interview: 

• Data in underground communities is encrypted so as not be seen by ISPs 
• Discusses in detail how music gets to the top sites in ‘the scene’ and then how it filters 

back down through underground music communities 
• Works with a number of heavy metal bands, he loves music and doesn’t file share to 
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rip off artists, he still spends money on CDs, concerts and merchandise. He values 
quality in music 

Sid - Male 

Age: 41 

Postgraduate Student  

Wordcount: 10200 

Sid has a huge physical music collection (~2000 
CDs) and has recently discovered public file 
sharing. 

Key points from the interview: 

• Happy to pay for music but feels the price is much too high for both physical CDs and 
digital music 

• Believes subscription is a workable model for music distribution 
• Is happy to compromise the quality of music for the convenience when listening to it 

on his iPod 
• Most of his iPod collection is unauthorised files, 10% from CDs 

Snitz - Female 

Age: 35 

Posgtraduate Student  

Wordcount: 9258 

Snitz is a posgrad student and a lecturer in 
multimedia. She provided details of her own file 
sharing behaviour, and that of her students. 

Key points from the interview: 

• Is amazed at the range of music her students bring to class due to file sharing 
• Uses file sharing to find things that are hard to get. 

Succi - Male 

Age: 26 

Undergraduate Student 

Wordcount: 6731 

Succi studies in Germany and gave some insight 
into practices into another country. His 
experiences were similar to those reported in 
Australia. 

Key points from the interview: 

• Uses sites like Magnatune to purchase tracks. Likes the recommendation system 
• Likes the convenience of using paypal to pay for music online 
• Is concerned about the privacy of the information he uses on online sites 
• Follows recommendations from others in chat rooms 
• Believes he should have the right to listen to paid music without restrictions 
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Appendix B – Interview Guide for Music Consumers 

 
1. General music practices and computer use 

How do you find new music? Offline and online? 

What is your experience with digital music? 

Online stores, CDs, Radio, MP3 player, Mobile phone, P2P, Social networking sites 
like MySpace, from friends in emails, P2P? 

Do you have any experience with music on a PC? To access, store or copy music. 

Do you frequently do the following with music files? Access, Burn, Share, Store, 
Transfer - do you require flexibility in these actions? 

How often do you access online music? 

o Download through P2P, Purchase through online store, Music in emails from 
friends, Through MSN or other instant messaging, Music websites? 

Do you think your (or the) music experience has changed with the introduction of the 
Internet (older users)? 

How important is music to you? 

Do you think the way you use music is different to those older/younger than yourself? 

Do you see live bands/acts? How frequently? 

How important is live music for you? 

What is important in a music song to you: Quality? Ease of use? Interoperability? 

What are the reasons you download: Legally? Illegally (file sharing)? 

Do you believe your technical competence skills are related to the tech tools you 
choose to use to access music? Ie you use a certain access method because you feel 
most comfortable with that technology? 

2. Technologies to access online music 

Using online stores - Buying from online stores, using P2P, other access methods? 

Have you bought from an online store in the past 6 months?  The past week?, Used a 
service that hosts unauthorised content in the past 6 months?  The past week? 

Prefer subscription model or pay-per-use? 

3. Music devices 

Is device interoperability important? 

How often do you use a portable device? 

If you don’t use one know, do you envisage you will in the future? 

4. Pirates and digital music 

Legality of downloading actions Do you care if music you use online is copyrighted? 
What does copyright of music mean? 

Do you ever discover new music online and then go and buy the CD? 
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Do you know what the following terms mean? 

Bittorent, copyright, fair use, intellectual property, DRM, creative commons, DMCA 

Do previous publicised court cases against users in the US and software companies 
such as Kazaa here in Australia deter you downloading, or affect how much/often you 
download?  

How do you think governments/record labels should combat piracy? Educate people? 
Enforce DRM in content? Sue offenders? 

If you download music through file sharing, how do you feel about being called a 
pirate? 

Do you feel downloading unauthorised content is ripping off music artists? 

Does the media blows the piracy issue out, as having a worse effect than it really 
does? 

What do you think about professional pirates? 

5. Digital Rights Management 

Have you heard of digital rights management? Do you know what it is or what it 
does? 

Do you know if music you buy/download is DRM protected? 

Do you know if usage restrictions apply? If so, do you know the details of what you 
can do with your purchased content? 

Do you have any difficulties using/playing/sharing music you got online? 

With music that you have bought online, how do you feel about: 

o Restrictions on playability? Restrictions on transfer? Restrictions on burning? 

Online music stores with DRM content re like the model of video shopts that rent, so 
do you feel it is fair that you appear to buy music online but you can only use it like it 
is rented (well fewer restrictions often)? 

Do you think DRM restricts legitimate users? 

6. Privacy, personalisation and online music 

Is personalisation of online music sites and services important to you? 

o Do you think it will be in the future? 

o What appeals to you in personalising your online content? 

How do you feel about giving your personal details to music sites to download 
content? 

What do you think the future of music will look like? 

7. Music artists 

How do music artists fit into the picture of music downloading for you? I.e. their 
royalties 

Do you know how much they get paid from CDs and online purchases? 

Do you think file sharing (P2P) helps new artists? 
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8. TV downloads 

Do you download TV episodes off the Internet either from a store or through file 
sharing? 

Do you feel it is less wrong to download TV shows than music and or movies? 

Does it matter if they are from free-to-air or paid-for on cable? 
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Appendix C: Interview Guide for Musicians 
 

1. How do you define your music? Ie what sort of music do you make? Genre? 

2. Do you write your own music? 

3. How do you get your music out to the public? Do you publish your music 
online? Play live? Do you have a record label? 

4. Tell me about your own music experiences in the online space. How is this 
different to your experiences in the offline space?  

5. Did you grow up with the Internet and what does it mean to you to be a 
musician in the online environment? 

6. Do you feel people are moving away from purchasing physical recordings (eg 
CDs)  to digital music? How rapidly do you think this is happening? What are 
the effects of this? 

7. In the new age of downloading music and a range of new business models, 
how do you think artists can be adequately compensated? What incentives 
need to be there? 

8. What do you know about technologies for distributing music? There are 
basically 3 types of music available online, free music (by artists), 
unauthorised music, paid music.  

o Free music on mySpace and online radio  

o p2p and torrent technologies – online communities  

o legal download sites (eg bigpond/itunes) 

9. Do you think the Internet changes the ability for a musician to communicate 
with his/her fans? How? 

10. How would you characterise the relationship between musicians and record 
labels? Ie royalty payments, use of new technology, court case funds etc? 

11. How do you feel about record labels suing music users? 

12. Would you ever put your own music through p2p networks to market 
yourself? 

13. How do you feel about coupling technologies such as ipod/itunes, 
zune/zunestore etc? 

14. What do think people should be able to do with the music they buy?  

15. What does music piracy mean to you?  

16. Do you feel online piracy has an effect on musician’s ability to make money 
from their music career? 

17. How do you feel about copy protections such as digital rights management, 
and what impact do you think DRM is having on the industry? 

18. Where do you see digital music going in the future? 
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Appendix D: Interview Guide for Music Industry  

 

1. Tell me about your role / organisation / background 

2. What do you see happening with online music at the moment? 

3. Do you think users are enjoying their online music experience? 

4. What does piracy mean to you? 

5. How do you think downloading of unauthorised copies of music is affecting 
the music industry? 

6. There has been some dismissal of the figures presented about the costs and 
extent of music downloading, even by the Attorney General’s department, 
what do you think of the stats? 

7. How social do you think music is? 

8. Do you think sharing music with family and friends is important? 

9. How do you view p2p?  

10. What do you think about the illegal options i.e. P2P? 

11. Why do you think people use them? 

12. Do you see legitimate options for P2P? 

13. What does DRM mean to you? 

14. What does DRM mean to the industry? 

15. How do you feel about it? 

16. What do you feel is ‘legitimate use’ of music? Do you think it restricts or 
encumbers legitimate use 

17. What do you think about EMI and Universal releasing DRM-free music? Does 
the fact that they embed purchaser’s personal details in it affect this view? 

18. What do you think about the legal download options for online music 
available to Australian consumers? Eg itunes, bigpond, mySpace, other, 
TripleJ 

19. Do you think personalising music is important? 

20. Do you think court cases and legal actions scare users away from sharing 
music?  

21. What could be done to encourage people to use legal online services? 

22. Do you think ‘pirate’ is an appropriate term for a person who downloads a few 
songs for personal use and may share it, but does so for no commercial value? 

23. Do you think the current copyright laws are up to date to deal with new 
technology? 

24. Do you think copyright stifles or enhances creativity? 
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Appendix E: Ethical Consent Form  

Digital Rights Management and the Online Music Experience 

INTERVIEW INFORMATION SHEET 

Dear Participant: 

 
We are asking permission for you to participate in an interview to discuss your views on the music 

experience and the Internet (i.e. exploring music, listening to music, sharing music and 

collecting/storing music). The duration of the one on one interview is between 30 and 60 minutes. 

 

The purpose of the project is to gather information regarding what students in particular think about 

music on the Internet. We would like to know more about digitial rights management; which is the 

technology  protection found in songs from most online music stores like iTunes. We want to know 

how you now access music and if (then how) the Internet has changed this for you from the traditional 

way of engaging in music. If you wish, you can receive a summary of the interview results. 

 

All data will be collected, recorded and stored in a de-identified form.  The participants and any 
demographic information will be referred to in broad terms or by fictitious names and will not be 

explicitly identifiable in the research report. There are no identified costs or risks to you. The 

researcher also requests permission to audio record the talk. This audio recording is only to assist the 

researcher. It will be destroyed once it has been transcribed. 

 

Your participation is completely voluntary and you may decline to participate, if you wish. Should you 

have any further questions about this research please do not hesistate to contact Jenine Beekhuyzen on 

0405272068 or jenine@griffith.edu.au.  

This research forms part of the student’s academic Doctorate of Philosophy research program and is 
being conducted by: 

Student Investigator: Jenine Beekhuyzen 
School: School of Information and Communication Technology, Griffith University 

Contact Phone: 0405272068 

Contact Email: jenine@griffith.edu.au  

 

Senior Investigator: Associate Professor Liisa von Hellens 

School: School of Information and Communication Technology, Griffith University 

Contact Phone:  0400 140044 

Contact Email: l.vonhellens@griffith.edu.au  

Please complete and sign the form over the page to indicate your consent. 

We appreciate your time and thank you for your help 

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Research 

Involving Humans. If potential participants have any concerns or complaints about the ethical conduct of the 
research project they should contact the Manager, Research Ethics on 61 7 3875 5585 or research-
ethics@griffith.edu.au 

The conduct of this resesarch involved the collection, access and/or user of your identified personal information. 
The information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to third parties without your consent, except to 
meet government, legal or other regulatory authority requirements. A de-identified copy of this data may be used 
for other research purposes. However, your anonymity will at all times e safeguarded. For further information 
consult the University’s Privacy Plan at www.gu.edu.au/ua/aa/vc/pp or telephone (07) 3735 5585.
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Digital Rights Management and the Online Music Experience 

INTERVIEW CONSENT FORM 

This research is being conducted by: 

 
Student Investigator: Jenine Beekhuyzen 

School: School of Information and Communication Technology, Griffith University 

Contact Phone: 0405272068 

Contact Email: jenine@griffith.edu.au  

 

Senior Investigator: Associate Professor Liisa von Hellens 

School: School of Information and Communication Technology, Griffith University 

Contact Phone:  0400 140044 

Contact Email: l.vonhellens@griffith.edu.au  

By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information package and in particular 

have noted that: 

• I understand that involvement in this research will be my participation in an interview 

discussing my opinions about music and the Internet; 

• I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction;  

• I understand the risks involved;  

• I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from participation in this research;  

• I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary;  

• I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the researcher;  

• I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty;  

• I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University 

Human Research Ethics Committee on 3875 5585 (or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I 

have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the project; and  

• I agree to participate in the project.  

 

Name:__________________________________ 

 

 
Signature: ______________________________         

 

 
Date:________________________ 

 
 

----- Note: the ethical consent form for musicians and key informants from the 
industry gave the option for their real name to be revealed 
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Appendix F: Personal Demographic Form  

Age: ____________________ 
 
Gender:     male  female  I don’t want to say 
 
Nationality/Race/Ethnicity: __________________________ 
 
Student status:    full time part time international 
 
Degree & Faculty: _______________________________________________ 
 
Degree status:   undergraduate  postgraduate 
 
Occupation (eg part time work): ___________________ 
 
Mother’s occupation: ____________________ 
 
Father’s occupation: ____________________ 
 
Household income (living in your current accommodation – per year): 
 
$0-$25 000  $25 000 - $50 000  $51 000 - $75 000 
 
$76 000 - $ 100 000 $100 000 above 
 
Personal/individual income (per year):  
 
$0-$25 000  $25 000 - $50 000  $51 000 - $75 000 
 
$76 000 - $ 100 000 $100 000 above 
 
Languages spoken: 
 
Regular access to high speed Internet for leisure:  Yes  No  
 
Music related interests (if any): 
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix G – Reflexivity – Copying, Sharing, Music and the 

Researcher 

My family was a quite tech savvy family in many ways, even though we often 
couldn’t afford it. When we had the opportunity, we would spend family money on 
new technology such as a video player (I remember the first with the remote control 
attached by a cord – “wow we can start and stop it from another room!” "), an Atari 
game machine, a number of small game consoles like Frogger and Donkey Kong 
(early versions of the Nintendo GameBoy with only one game on each), and even a 
green screen computer with a tape deck, on which we played a text based strategy 
game called ‘Snowball’.  

From my early adolescent years, a close relative (in a leadership role in my family) 
had a best friend working at a newly opened local video store. As we grew up quite 
poor, we had little money for entertainment. This was at the time when video players 
and movies in a portable format were just starting out, in the early 1980’s. As part of 
her job in the video store, the family friend was allowed to take home four movies of 
any kind each night (as were all staff). She took advantage of this, and living just a 
few houses away, we would also get to watch the movies. At this point, copyright and 
movies was rarely discussed together, with the only conversations on the topic 
discussing the warning label that put on movies and how annoying it was.  

Our family friend had also bought a new video camera to record live footage (which 
she did of our school plays etc), and soon realised this could be used to do a copy of 
any video. So we experimented (well my family member and our friend while the kids 
looking on intrigued) with copying videos from the video store. We managed to make 
good quality copies in a reasonable amount of time (was many hours from memory). 
So on we went on regular basis copying at least some of the four movies bought home 
each night; the only reasoning I can now suffice was so we would have a collection of 
them when we wanted something to watch. Of course we didn’t consider ourselves 
pirates, we still went to the movies to see newly showing blockbusters; these are some 
of my fondest memories (BreakDance2: Electric Boogaloo – don’t laugh "). We 
certainly weren’t selling the copies. But through this process I did get to watch a lot of 
horror movies (which I maybe shouldn’t have as now I am scared of them) and some 
great cult films that I may not have seen otherwise. Most of all, we had ‘conquered’ 
this new technology: learnt how to really use it to its full potential. 

Music was a bigger influence in my younger years than I ever realised until I started 
my PhD. I remember being in the middle years of primary school trying to talk to 
some of my friends at school about how much I liked the music and clothes of ‘Adam 
Ant’ – a pop sensation at the time. All but one had no idea what I was talking about 
(the one that understood had older brothers), so I felt like a bit of an outsider. What 
was this music and why didn’t everyone know about it? I was much too young to 
think anymore of it at that point.  

I sang in the choir in primary school and I played recorder in the school band. I loved 
both as a reason to get out of schoolwork, but really I loved choir practice 
particularly. It was the highlight of my day when I could go to practice. At that time I 
loved to sing, and my music teacher who was really talented inspired me. 

My main influence to music came from my sister, who has no idea where her 
influence came from. As she was in high school (when I was in middle primary), she 
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would write her favourite band names on her school bag and put their pictures all over 
her schoolbooks. She would always be playing music and had large posters of bands 
on her bedroom walls; the most prominent was a almost life size picture of Bon Scott, 
the recently deceased lead singer of local Australian band AC/DC, which I had 
bought her myself as a birthday gift when I was 10 years old.  

I remember spending every Sunday afternoon in my bedroom (with huge almost life-
size posters eventually adorned my walls and ceiling also) waiting for the ‘Take 40’ 
show on AM radio that played the top 40 songs of the week. I would have my sister’s 
portable pink tape recorder ready with multiple blank tapes, ready to record my 
favourite songs. I strongly remember being annoyed because the announcer would 
always talk over the first 10-20 seconds of each song, introducing it and the band. I 
would wait anxiously for him to finish talking so I could start the recording, almost 
always missing the first part of the song.  

Then for the following week, my neighbour (who was two years older) and I would 
listen to the songs over and over whenever I could borrow my sister’s tape player. We 
would sit in the park, our backyards or our bedrooms and try to write down all the 
words to our favourite songs. We would do this by playing the song over and over 
again to try to get the words. Often we couldn’t, possibly because we had little ability 
to put the song into context, as we were very young; maybe it was due to the quality 
of the recording, but also possibly because some lyrics and musicians are notoriously 
hard to understand. But we certainly had fun trying (and also got very sick of hearing 
some songs, I still cringe when I listen to them today). It was certainly a breakthrough 
when cassettes were released a number of years later with the accompanying lyrics. I 
really think the only reason we did this was so that we could sing the words right. It 
was a challenge, and it also gave us something interesting to do. 

Other than this, watching Countdown on television on the weekend was also a 
highlight. Countdown was a show recorded in Australia that had local and 
international live bands performing each week. I honestly don’t remember much of 
what we actually watched on Countdown but I do remember the ritual of watching 
and the fun we had. This was the only exposure I had to live music before I was 14. 

Turning 14 was a big year for me. I was allowed to go to the Brisbane Exhibition 
Show (yearly event 2 hours from my home) for the first time without my parents. I 
remember little about the actual carnival part of the day but I do have clear memories 
of seeing my first live band that night. It was an Australian band called the Divinyls, 
who had a very strong and raw sex appeal, particularly the front woman with her 
unconventional style. Watching her and the band dressed all in black and screaming 
out lyrics was a thrill I had not experienced before. The sound was amazing. The 
atmosphere was incredibly vibrant. Everyone was having fun. All that from a free 
concert at the local annual show. I was transformed. 

Soon after was to be my real first concert. Still 14, a band that I was most fond of was 
to be playing at the Brisbane Entertainment Centre (concert venue 2 hours from my 
home). INXS were Australian and had also gained an international following of some 
of their most popular songs; and they had a cute lead singer. A friend from school’s 
older brother and girlfriend were going along to the concert; I overheard them talking 
one day whilst at my friend’s house. I was bold and asked if my friend and I could 
come along. Much to my surprise, they said sure, if we paid for our own ticket. But to 
convince my mum. She didn’t want to let me go to the concert. Much begging later 
(and somehow finding the money), she agreed, even though her view was, ‘if you like 
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a band, why not buy their cassette or LP, what is so special about a concert? Why 
go?’ I wasn’t convinced by her argument. 

After having one of the most memorable nights of my life seeing live music (I was 
happily surprised to learn that usually at least two bands play a live concert – one as 
support, which happened to be RatCat – an up and coming local act – I had just taped 
their first hit song off of the Top 40), I again felt transformed. Live music was 
amazing. It had such energy and the musicians had such passion. I felt that night like 
they played the concert just for me. 

So I guess you could say that my past is riddled with what could be considered acts of 
piracy and unauthorised copying and recording, but I in no way feel I am a pirate or 
that I have ever acted intentionally maliciously to deprive content creators of their 
royalties. When I was younger, I simply didn’t have any money to pay, however I 
believe that this early exposure to music gave me the love of music that I now have. 
Maybe the copying of the videos early on wasn’t the best thing to do but we didn’t 
really know otherwise. I am from a low socio-economic background, and I don’t 
remember ever being educated on copyright. Taping off the radio is an act that 
countless young people have engaged in over the years, and for me all it lead to was a 
love of music and a hobby of listening to the radio. It also gave me an excuse and 
opportunity to hang out with friends and share the experience.  

My sisters’ purchase of her first CD player was a significant day in my life. We 
listened to her only CD Dire Straits ‘Brothers in Arms’ for weeks. The sound was 
phenomenal. The way to use the CD was different from cassettes and LPs, and I 
found it fascinating. Music was changing but somehow still staying the same. 

I regularly listen to the radio still and I now boast around 300 store-bought CDs in my 
music collection. I have a clear recollection of my own first CD (Violent Femmes) 
and how long it lived in my CD player (many months). I have now run out of storage 
space to keep my CDs. I love live music and have seen over 100 bands in the past 18 
years at a variety of venues. These acts range from rap to pop to grunge to hip-hop. I 
have often paid over $100 to see a band and have rarely been disappointed by a live 
show; some have become the most amazing and memorable times in my life. It is 
exhilarating to be in a room of hundreds or thousands of other sweaty people enjoying 
the band playing directly to us. I have not found anything like it.  

I also like to look for new and old music on the Internet. I have used legal online 
stores, sites that host unauthorised material, sites with free music, and music emailed 
from my friends. To me, music is a very social experience, but it can also be a solitary 
pleasure also. It has few boundaries in terms of what it can sound like, the audience it 
can reach, and the power it has to spread a message or idea. It is a cultural artifact that 
can shape and be shaped by those that interact with it. It has multiple meanings or no 
meaning at all, depending on your mood when listening, and the context in which it is 
played. 
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Appendix H – Table of Empirical Studies 

 
CONSUMER FOCUSED – GENERAL MUSIC DOWNLOADING 

Date Location Authors Unit of Analysis Focus of study Method 

2009 Europe Gran, Molde 1901 respondents Culture consumption 

during economic 

downturns 

Survey 

2009 US Oh, Curley, 

Subramani 

 

104 students Perceptions of 

psychological 

distance – how 

individuals evaluate 

events and objects 

Experiment 

2008 

Qualitative 

 

US Kinnally, Lacayo, 

McClung, 

Sapolsky 

11 college-age students (in 

two focus groups) 

102 college students (pilot 

study – questionnaire) 

Downloading 

activities - Attitudes 

and motives for 

downloading music  

Questionnaire 

Focus groups 

2008 

Qualitative 

UK Blythe & Wright 12 participants 

 

How ethical positions 
around new media 

are reached and 

articulated 

Technology 
scruples 

board game 

2007 

Quantitative 

Europe Mulligan & 

Burstein 

(Jupiter study) 

Unknown Attitudes to DRM Survey 

2006 

Quantitative 

US Rob, Waldfogel Undergraduate students Albums obtained via 

purchase and 

downloading, as well 

as consumers' 

valuations of these 

albums 

Survey 

2006 

Quantitative 

Korea & US Shin, Jung, 

Balakrishnan 

KaZaa file sharing network Large-scale 

measurement study 

on the prevalence of 

malicious programs 
in the KaZaA file-

sharing network.  

Using a light-

weight 

crawler  

2006 

Qualitative 

Europe  

(Greece & 

UK) 

Vlachos, 

Vrenchopoulos, 

Pateli 

25 consumers (and music 

execs below) 

Moving traditional 

business models to 

mobile 

Interviews 

2006  

Qualitative 

New York 

& Hong 

Kong 

Nettamo, 

Nirhamo, Hakkila 

12 music users Mobile music use Interviews 

Mobile 

diaries 

2005 

Qualitative 

US Voida, Grinter, 

Ducheneaut, 

Edwards, 

Newman 

13 iTunes users iTunes use and 

sharing aspects 

Interviews 

2005 

Qualitative 

New 

Zealand 

Cunningham, 

Jones, Jones 

15 hrs obs in 8 music stores  

5 participant obs 

Music information 

retrieval 

Observations 

Interviews 
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1 focus group (4 users) 

9 interviews  

(8 adult/1 child) 

Focus groups 

2005 

Qualitative 

Australia Singh, Jackson, 

Waycott, 
Beekhuyzen  

23 consumers Music use and 

activities 

Interviews 

Focus groups 

2005 

Mixed 

Methods 

7 European 

countries 

Dufft  

(INDICARE) 

4852 Internet users Consumer issues on 

DRM 

Survey 

2005 

Qualitative 

US Fetscherin 174 students  Consumer acceptance 

of DRM 

Survey 

2005 

Qualitative 

Australia Sirotic 11 x 15-17 year olds User experiences in 

online filesharing 

networks 

Interviews 

2005 

Quantitative 

US Pew 1421 adult Internet users Internet and music 

use 

Survey 

2003 

Quantitative 

US Pew 2515 adult Internet users Internet and music 

use 

Survey 

2002 

Mixed 

Methods 

12 European 

countries 

(UK) 

Livingstone 160 children 

Parents 

Heads of IT teaching 

Young people and 

media use 

Interviews 

Survey  

CONSUMER FOCUSED – FILE SHARING 

2009 

Quantitative 

US Smith, Telang Information on all movies 

broadcast in a period of time 

Data on movies in file 

sharing networks 

piratebay.org & 

mininova.org 

Examine the 

competition between 

“free” and paid video 

content 

 

Observations 

2007 

Quantitative 

Canada Andersen, Frenz 2100 respondents How p2p networks 
influence music 

purchasing 

Survey 

2005 

Quantitative 

Europe Skageby, 

Pargman 

P2p network for 6 months Gift giving behaviour Observations, 

forums 

2004 

Quantitative 

US Oberholzer & 

Strumpf 

P2p network for 17 weeks Music sharing, 

Impact on sales, 

network use 

Observations 

2003 

Quantitative 

US Adar & 

Huberman 

Gnutella p2p network for 24 

hours 

Music sharing, 

impersonal networks 

Observations 

2001 

Quantitative 

US Cooper & 

Harrison 

MP3 sharers in IRC chat 

environment 

Subcultures, assumed 

persona of ‘pirate’ 

Observations 

Table 1: Empirical studies focusing on Users music activities, and classified as General Use or File-

sharing 
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INDUSTRY FOCUSED  

Date Location Authors Unit of Analysis Focus of study Methods  

2008 

Qualitative 

Johannesburg 

South Africa 

Pietilä 104 music industry actors Copyright issues in 

South Africa; shows 

historical continuities 

in musicians' 
problems with 

ownership and 

control 

Interviews/ 

Ethnography 

2008 

Mixed 

Methods 

US Adomavicius, 

Bockstedt, 

Gupta, Kauffman 

12 IT industry experts 

3000 certifications for new 

wireless networking 

(802.11) technologies 

 

Defining a new set of 

constructs and 

methodologies upon 

to develop an IT 

ecosystem model 

Interviews 

Model 

construction  

 

2006 

Qualitative 

US Russell 5 media journalists 

reporting on file sharing 

Media coverage of 

file sharing before 

Napster to the launch 

of iTunes  

Interviews 

2006 

Qualitative 

Europe  

(Greece & 

UK) 

Vlachos, 

Vrenchopoulos, 

Pateli 

19 executives from music 

content providers (and 

music users below) 

Moving traditional 

business models to 

mobile 

Interviews 

2006 

Mixed 

Methods 

Europe 

(Germany) 

Swatman, 

Kreuger, van der 
Beek 

Music and news providers 

340 surveys 

112 interviews 

Changing business 

models 

Survey 

Interviews  

2003 

Qualitative 

 

Europe Fetscherin & 
Schmid 

10 DRM providers – film, 
print and music industries 

Changing usage 
rights of DRM 

Survey 

Emails  

2001 

Qualitative 

 

Europe Kretschmer, 

Klimis, Wallis 

100 interviews with music 

companies 

Multi-national and 

independent 

companies 

Business models 

Interviews 

Table 3: Empirical studies focusing on Industry (record labels, DRM providers etc.) 
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Appendix I – Glossary of Terms 
The terms are defined for the dissertation based on common understandings of them. 

 

Term Definition 

Authorised music Music distributed with the permission of the copyright owner through a 

music information system such as iTunes. 

BitTorrent BitTorrent is a peer-to-peer (P2P) file sharing communications protocol 
used for distributing large amounts of digital data (e.g. music files). 

Seeds and leechs are roles responsible for the distribution. 

Download Culture 

 

A term used to describe the cultural characteristics of those engaging in 
file sharing on a regular basis e.g. norms, values and beliefs. 

Downloading To download is to receive data (e.g. parts or all of a music file) to a local 
system from a remote system, such as a webserver. In a file sharing 

context, the data is transferred asynchronously, usually using BitTorrent 

Internet protocols. The complete file is compiled at the completion of 
downloading. A system/individual downloading is called a leech. 

File sharing 

 

The activity of distributing or providing access to digitally stored data 
such as music. In this dissertation, it refers to the storage, transmission, 
and distribution of music via the use of distributed/decentralised peer-to-

peer (P2P) networking.  

In file sharing, uploading and downloading refer to the two directions 

(similar to send and receive, respectively) that digital content (e.g. a 

music file) can move over the Internet. Asynchronously, the digital data 

is copied to a local computer and compiled (indicated by the term 
"loading") to create a complete file, after a period of time.  

FLAC Free Lossless Audio Codec (FLAC) is a file format for lossless audio 

data compression. During compression, FLAC does not lose quality from 
the audio stream, as lossy compression formats such as MP3 and AAC 

(Apple’s proprietary format) 

Leech An individual and/or system downloading a file (or parts of a file) from 

the network. See also Seed. 

MP3 MPEG-1 Audio Layer 3, more commonly referred to as MP3, is a 
patented digital audio encoding format using a form of lossy data 

compression. It is a common audio format for consumer audio storage, as 

well as a standard of digital audio compression for the transfer and 
playback of music on digital audio players. 

Music access and 

use 

The term used to describe the process of obtaining music by using 

available systems to search and download; and using the downloaded 
music in listening and sharing. Music is accessed in order to be used. 

Music consumers People who access and use authorised and unauthorised digital music 
over the Internet. 

Music distribution 
systems 

Information systems that enable the distribution of music over the 
Internet. Also referred to as online music systems. 

Music file sharing 
communities 

A central ‘meeting place’ on the Internet where anyone (public) or 
members (private) can access available music files. These communities 

often have other digital data available for downloading and sharing such 
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as movies and games, however music is the focus of this study so other 
content is not discussed. 

Music industry The wider industry that enables the creation and distribution of music. 

Music recording 
industry 

A term describing those individuals and organisations involved in the 
recording of music and distributing recorded music (the ‘mainstream’ as 
opposed to those distributing and accessing music in ways which are 

‘deviant’ from the ‘mainstream’) 

Online Music 

Systems /  

Music Information 

Systems 

Information systems that enable music to be downloaded by music 

consumers. These include systems that enable the distribution of 
authorised music such as iTunes (legal music) and systems that enable 

the distribution of unauthorised music such as LimeWire (mostly illegal 

music). Also referred to as music distribution systems. 

Peer Individuals and/or systems engaged in file sharing activities. Peers 
connect to the network to download (leech) and upload (seed). One can 

be both a leech and a seed at the same time (e.g. downloading a file 

while uploading another). 

Piracy ‘Piracy’, as defined by Yar (2005), refers to an infringement of copyright 

manifested through the unauthorised copying and distribution (often for 
commercial gain) of copyrighted content  

Public music file 
sharing communities 

Unauthorised music can be accessed via public file sharing communities 
such as LimeWire. Such communities do not require membership and are 

available to anyone.  

Private/underground 

music file sharing 
communities  

Unauthorised music can be accessed via private file sharing communities 

such as Roswell. Such communities require membership and are hidden 
from public view. These communities are also referred to as 

underground music file sharing communities and darknets. 

Roswell An underground music file sharing community that is membership based. 
It is an information system that enables the distribution and sharing of 

mostly unauthorised music. 

Seed An individual and/or system uploading a file (or parts of a file) so that it 

is available to others on the network. See also Leech. 

Sharing Sharing refers to an individual making data files available (music in this 
dissertation) through uploading. The data is often initially downloaded 

through the same community, or is from a personal collection. In private 

communities sharing is mandatory; in public communities, sharing is not 
compulsory (called free riding when not engaged in). 

Unauthorised music Music distributed (usually via file sharing) without the permission of the 

copyright owner through a music information system such as LimeWire 
(public) or Roswell (private). 

Uploading To upload is to send data (e.g. parts of a music file) from a local system 
to a remote system, such as a server, or peer, with the intent that the 

remote system should save a copy of whatever is being transferred. A 
system/individual uploading is called a seed. The act of uploading is also 

referred to as sharing. 
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Appendix J – Glossary of Websites 

 
A list of websites referred to in the dissertation. 
 
Note: Descriptions are taken directly from the websites. Emphasised text has been 
added for clarity. 
 

Amazon 

http://www.amazon.com/music 

Music downloads for any device. Shop over 10 million songs 
and bestsellers from $7.99. Explore new releases and find fresh 

deals daily. 

Not available in Australia 

Beatport 

https://www.beatport.com/ 

Beatport is the recognized leader of electronic music 
downloads by DJs and fans alike delivering content in 

premium-encoded formats that match the professional 

performance quality standards of the world's leading sound 
systems. 

Available worldwide 

BigPond 

http://bigpondmusic.com/ 

You can listen to BigPond Music on your computer and/or on a 

portable music player. You can use any media player of your 
choice (e.g. Windows Media player, iTunes or Winamp). You 

can listen to 30 second samples of tracks on the BigPond 

Music website through the built-in media player before you 
make any purchases. To continue to purchase music you will 

need to be a BigPond Music Member.  

Australian Music Service 

EMI 

http://www.emigroup.com/ 

EMI is one of the world’s leading music companies, 
comprising of two divisions – EMI Music, one of the top 

global recorded music companies, and EMI Music Publishing, 

one of the world’s leading music publishers 

Google Music Search 

www.googlemusicsearch.com/ 

 

This site is not owned or operated by Google.com. This site 

uses the Google AJAX Search API to provide a customized 

subset of Google results. Google has indexed thousands of 

webpages that are simply directories full of mp3 files. These 
directories are hosted by many different people all across the 

Internet. 

Available worldwide 

Isohunt 

http://isohunt.com/ 

 

Bit Torrent search engine, with an awesome P2P community 

sharing comments and ratings in discovering new media. The 

most advanced BitTorrent search engine. With cross-
referenced trackers statistics for all torrents indexed updated to 

the hour, this is the best P2P files search engine and 

community. 

Available worldwide 
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iTunes 

http://www.apple.com/itunes/ 

 

The best way to organize, browse, and play all of your digital 
media. 

Available worldwide with different content in different 

segments of the world 

Last.FM 

http://www.last.fm/ 

The world's largest online music catalogue, with free music 
streaming, videos, pictures, charts, artist biographies, concerts 

and internet radio. Every track you play will tell your Last.fm 

profile something about what you like. It can connect you to 
other people who like what you like - and recommend songs 

from their music collections and yours too. 

Available worldwide 

Mininova 

http://www.mininova.org/ 

Mininova is the largest torrent search engine and directory on 

the net. We started in January 2005 as an alternative to the (at 

that time very popular) SuprNova, which went offline at the 

end of 2004 due to legal issues. Our goal is to provide an easy-
to-use directory and search engine for all kinds of torrent files. 

Visitors of Mininova can anonymously upload torrents to this 

website, tracked by any BitTorrent tracker.  

Available worldwide 

MySpace 

http://music.myspace.com/ 

MySpace is an online community that lets you meet your 

friends' friends. Create a community on MySpace and you can 
share photos, journals and interests with your growing network 

of mutual friends! See who knows who, or how you are 

connected. Find out if you really are six people away from 
Kevin Bacon. 

Available worldwide 

Sony Entertainment 

http://www.sonymusic.com/ 

No specific details about services on the website 

The Pirate Bay 

http://www.thepiratebay.org  

 

The Pirate Bay is the worlds largest bittorrent tracker. 

Bittorrent is a file sharing protocol that in a reliable way 
enables big and fast file transfers. This (website) is an open 

tracker, where anyone can download torrent files. To be able to 

upload torrent files, write comments and personal messages 
one must register at the site. This is of course free. 

Available worldwide 

Universal Music Group 

http://www.universalmusic.com/ 

Universal Music Group (UMG) is the world’s leading music 
company and is comprised of two core businesses: recorded 

music and music publishing. 

Warner Music Group 

http://www.wmg.com/ 

WMG is engaged in the recorded music business (including 

artist services) and the music publishing business. 

 
 


