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Abstract 

In the current era of music consumption, cloud-based streaming services are the dominant 

mode of distribution and reception for artists and audiences. Music streaming services 

represent the latest reconfiguration in the way music is consumed, driving new cultural 

relations with music founded upon subscription-based access. Conventional understandings 

of music collecting became challenged within these new media conditions, as the 

intimacies of individual ownership and acquisitive logics are traded for immediate access 

to abundant music databases. Conversely, the resurgent popularity of vinyl records 

suggests the enduring relevance of music ownership, physical music media and music 

collecting. This thesis interprets these parallel developments through a reassessment of the 

contemporary music collector, evaluating the position of different music media formats 

and technologies and their relationship to collecting practices in the era of streaming music 

consumption. Drawing on a series of in-depth semi-structured interviews with Generation 

Y music consumers, my analysis demonstrates the heterogenous composition of music 

collections, unpacking how different media technologies are adopted, resisted and coexist 

within configurations of practice and locating their role in processes of meaning making 

and in orienting social life. In doing so, this thesis provides a timely re-examination of 

established scholarly literature on music collecting in a new era of streaming music 

consumption and addresses a lacuna in knowledge regarding the broader integration of 

music streaming services within existing configurations of technologies and individual 

practices. Through close examination of music discovery within the context of collecting, 

this thesis also addresses a central component of streaming consumption experiences and 

provides an extended perspective regarding music collecting practices in the streaming era.  

As I will show, the contemporary music collector remains characterised by significant 

personal, financial and social investments in music. Ownership of vinyl records continues 

to dominate conceptions of the music collector among interviewees, however owners of 

music collections comprised of CDs and digital files also readily identified with the label 

of music collector, suggesting a broadening perspective on the collectability of music 

technologies in the streaming era. While music streaming services were enthusiastically 
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used for everyday music consumption and were the site of distinct music management 

practices related to saving and organising new music discoveries, interviewees were 

hesitant to accord music streams the same status as collections of vinyl records, CDs and 

digital files. The lack of ownership over music streams and the reduced control prescribed 

by platform interfaces were found to be largely incommensurable with collecting practices 

established with previous music technologies. Music streaming services therefore did not 

support the same emotional and personal investments as existing music collections but 

occupied a practical role alongside these collections as a means for convenient music 

consumption, exploration and discovery. Reassessing the contours of the contemporary 

music collector, this thesis provides important contributions to ongoing debates concerning 

the nature of evolving object relations, shifting understandings of digital and material 

culture, and processes of musical meaning making in the era of streaming music 

consumption. 
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1   Introduction 

On a summer afternoon in late 2018, I was standing behind my turntables at my semi-

regular DJ booking at the local pub. The venue is a refurbished 1970s beachside hotel 

which resembles a fusion of Puberty Blues and Boogie Nights in its vintage pastel 

aesthetic and retro kitsch appointments. Vinyl records naturally fit the mise en scène; 

the rotating discs of polyvinyl chloride evoking feelings of nostalgia in line with the 

venue’s period schtick. As a popular venue which positions itself as the community hub 

of the beachfront, my audience spans a diverse range of patrons. From elderly locals to 

young families, I enjoy a breadth of reactions and interactions prompted by the sight 

and sound of the record crate by my side. Young children stare in awe, transfixed by the 

elaborate sculpture of mechanical arms and wires producing sound from the record 

grooves. Older patrons smile in warm recognition, commenting on my collection and 

recounting memories of their own records, joking at their unknown present value. I also 

regularly encounter those who approach with the eye of a music collector. From 

seasoned veterans, playfully rivalrous in their evaluation of my records, to new vinyl 

collectors yet to purchase their first turntable, the vinyl record appeared well established 

among the patronage as a resurgent music format of polysemic generational appeal in 

the digital age.  

Acquiring my first record in late 2012, my initial interest in the format was driven by its 

curious status as an analogue recording medium experiencing a resurrection in cultural 

salience. My first impressions were of a premium cultural product, packaged and 

presented in a way which captured the eye and encouraged an aesthetic engagement like 

no other recording medium I had encountered. Similarly, the tactile and embodied 

rituals of handling and placing the tonearm onto the lead-in groove felt like more than 

just listening to music, it was to indulge in text and context as a cohesive and purposeful 

artistic object. My intention became to cultivate a record collection. It was to be 

something I could own which would accompany me into the foreseeable future, 

allowing me to one day review the trajectories of my taste and relive my musical 

memories long after my CDs were lost, and my hard drives had failed. I began by 
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collecting those albums which I regarded as personal favourites; punk and metal classics 

from my adolescence, indie, psychedelia and shoegaze from my early twenties and more 

recent forays into dark wave and post-punk which I deemed future classics of my last 

few years as a music fan. I took pleasure in making physical that which I had only 

known as a list of songs on my computer or iPod, poring over liner notes and images I 

never knew existed. My collecting was animated by a desire to preserve the past for an 

imagined future, a motivation which I cannot recall associating with my previous music 

collections of CDs or digital music files. This impulse might be attributed to an early 

crisis of memory or aging, my records becoming souvenirs which I could point to in 

order to remember and validate my musical trajectory to myself and others. Greater 

questions, however, might concern the enduring magnetism of seventy-year old sound 

recording medium and the enduring personal pleasures which may be gleaned from its 

collection, particularly at a time when abundant access to music streams may negate the 

need to collect altogether.  

I would not want to suggest that this anecdote is encompassing or representative of all 

of the experiences and motivations related to vinyl’s current resurgence. Rather, what I 

wish to draw from this account is what it may suggest regarding the contours of music 

collecting and the image of the music collector in the current age of streaming music 

consumption. This question concerns the use and evolution of the music technologies 

and formats which frame our engagements with music and how they are navigated and 

enacted within the consumption and collecting practices of individuals. Of interest here 

is how these technologies structure how music may be explored, discovered, archived, 

acquired and listened to in a highly disruptive and rapidly evolving media landscape. At 

the present moment, music streaming platforms such as Spotify, TIDAL and Apple 

Music have become solidified as the mainstream mode of music consumption, 

constituting the core of music interactions for a majority of consumers. These 

technologies mark the beginning of the ‘post download era’ of music consumption and 

the latest in a series of seismic technological shifts which have reconfigured the 

operation of contemporary music industries (Farrell 2014). Streaming services users 

enjoy unparalleled access to abundant music databases, allowing them to listen to 



3 

 

almost anything they desire with nothing more than a smartphone or other compatible 

networked device and an internet connection of sufficient bandwidth. The 

popularisation of music streaming platforms has seen the ownership of once popular 

physical music formats largely abandoned, with the materiality of music media 

reconfigured into digital interactions with playlists, files and interfaces. Following this 

transition from discrete music commodity object to digital information flows, the 

emergent and enduring preference for physical music carriers such as the vinyl record 

raises questions regarding the nature of our relationship with objects as we are faced 

with an abundance of media and culture in digital form.  It is this intersection between 

practices of collecting which operate at the heart of our meaningful relations with 

objects and shifting understandings of digital and material culture that I aim to 

investigate in this thesis. To do so, I turn to a series of qualitative interviews with young 

music consumers in order to unpack these relationships through an examination of 

individual practices and interactions with the materiality and affordances of music 

technologies. These accounts reveal the heterogenous appropriation of various music 

technologies, illuminating practices of contemporary music collecting in the streaming 

era.  

Reflecting on my original motivation for collecting records, my desire to capture my 

musical memories and taste trajectory within a music collection finds resonances with 

the type of collector described by Walter Benjamin in his now seminal essay Unpacking 

my Library (1969). In an account of his own book collecting, Benjamin privileges the 

material presence of the objects which comprise his collection. He writes that for the 

‘true’ collector, each item in the collection represents a ‘magic encyclopedia’ containing 

the history and background of the object, its origin, design and routes of former 

ownership. At the moment of acquisition, the object becomes infused with the 

biography of the collector, their thoughts and memories constituting ‘the pedestal, the 

frame, the base’ as it enters the collection (Benjamin 1969 p.60). It is in this way that 

collecting functions as a ‘form of practical memory’ (Benjamin 2002 p.205), allowing 

the collector to look ‘through’ their collected objects ‘into their distant past’ (Benjamin 

1969 p.61).  Indeed, the dog-eared sleeves and hairline scratches of many of the second-
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hand records in my collection give a glimpse of their previous lives. My copies of 

Steely Dan’s Aja, Bob Marley’s Exodus and George Benson’s Breezin’ continue to bear 

the name ‘Mark’ on their covers, maintaining a symbolic connection to their former 

owner. It is the distinct patina and history adorning these records which differentiate 

them from other functionally identical copies (Boon 2010) and allow them to be 

recognised as those which I own. Through the entwining of the collector’s biography 

with the past trajectories of collected objects, Benjamin highlights ownership as ‘the 

most intimate relationship that one can have to objects’ and that which animates the 

collector and allows them to ‘live in’ their collection (Benjamin 1969 p.67). The music 

collection embodies my ‘lifetime soundtrack’ (Istvandity 2015), evoking 

autobiographical memories embedded in the aura and material traces of each object.  

Benjamin’s essay highlights how collectors relate to their collections as a material 

biography. Crucially, it is the physicality of objects which is emphasised in enabling 

them to act as material anchors of identity and memory and affording the collector a 

sense of self which extends across both spatial and temporal vectors. Collections are 

similarly implicated in the exploration and communication of social identities, 

concerning the accruing and display of cultural capital (Bourdieu 1984) as collected 

objects come to signify social and cultural lifestyles and distinguish the collector from 

others. Moreover, collecting has played a central role in the curatorial practices of 

museums, galleries and other cultural and historical institutions, from the ‘cabinets of 

curiosity’ of the late eighteenth century to the ordered modern museum (Thomas 2013). 

It is in this sense that collecting may be approached as both a mode of expressing the 

meanings and values represented by objects and as a process in which such meanings 

may be forged. While these emphases within collecting may be observed in a variety of 

cultural arenas, there are few which better encapsulate these relationships between 

collector and collection than music collecting and the interior and social worlds of the 

individual music collector. As a cultural form closely associated with identity, social 

belonging, affect, personal, and cultural memory (Bennett and Rogers 2016 p. 37), 

music can be conceived as a ‘positive resource for active self-making’ (Hesmondhalgh 

2008 p.330). Practices of music collecting then, provide a useful perspective in 
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understanding how music may come to be a product of self-realisation and become 

infused with such meanings. In this thesis I therefore aim to investigate processes of self 

and identity formation, as individuals make sense of the musical abundance of the 

streaming era and forge subjective relationships with culture through the cultivation of 

personal music collections.  

While music media, and indeed cultural products more broadly, have arguably shed 

their physicality in the digital age, notions of media materiality are far from irrelevant 

when considering the practices of music consumers (Magaudda 2011). Rather, the 

reconfiguration of the relationship between materiality and culture has seen the 

integration of new material technologies used for music consumption, including the 

iPod, hard disk drive and more recently, the highly convergent smartphone. These 

music technologies are further complimented by the resurgent relevance of an existing 

material music format in the vinyl record. The paradoxical return of the vinyl record 

within the current digital context points towards a renewed significance of media 

materiality and value of ownership over music artefacts. The enduring position of 

physical playback technologies and music objects within individual practices of 

consumption and collecting serve to illustrate how the progressive digitalisation of 

material culture objects in the digital era may not be as simple, linear or obvious as it 

may appear. Indeed, as Roy (2015) writes, ‘different music media, far from erasing each 

other, interminably coexist and intersect, creating a heterogenous technological 

ecology’ (p.1). Nowak similarly (2020) notes the contemporary coexistence of pre- and 

post-digital modes of music consumption and distribution, highlighting the interplay 

between individual musical biographies and the functions, aura and materiality of 

different music technologies which see them maintain relevance within practices of 

music consumption. This coexistence of music formats is also a product of the music 

industry’s recognition of marketing different formats to meet different consumer 

preferences, including the promotion of limited or special album editions specifically 

targeted towards collectors. I intend to account for this diversity of music technologies 

and media materiality in terms of what they provide as affordances to individuals, 

unpacking how these technologies are enacted within heterogenous practices of music 
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consumption and collection. Broadly concerning the possibilities of action regarding a 

particular object or thing, the concept ‘affordances’ (Gibson 1979) will become a key 

analytical lens in this thesis and will be discussed in more detail in the following 

chapter. In doing so, I aim to demonstrate how music technologies of different eras and 

of varying materiality provide arrangements of competitive and complimentary 

affordances which individuals may mobilise towards their own practices.  

This diversity of music technologies and the complexities of their interrelations in the 

contemporary context is reflected clearly in the heterogeneity of music collecting 

practices. In his comprehensive study of record collecting in the early to mid-2000’s, 

Shuker (2010) tracks the successive development of recording formats and the role of 

collectors and the music industry in determining what is regarded as ‘collectable’: 

All recording formats represent different forms of music collectible, and 

historical shifts in the relative status of each format are reflected in record 

collecting preferences and practices. New formats can take a while to 

become regarded as collectable, or, indeed, may never be regarded with 

great favour (as with audiotapes). While new formats may, for most music 

consumers – and some collectors – supersede the old, this can have the 

effect of consolidating for some collectors the appeal of the former. Of 

particular interest is the privileging of vinyl as the collectable format, and 

the relative collectability of audiotapes, CDs and digital music. (2010 p.57) 

Given the increased salience of digital music technologies in the time since 

Shuker’s study, the collecting of digital music files and indeed cloud-based music 

collecting through music streaming platforms has arguably become a more 

popular form of music collecting practice. It is through considering the current 

diversity of the media and technologies that comprise music collections that I 

follow Shuker in using the terminology of ‘record collecting’ and ‘music 

collecting’ in a general sense to refer to practices of collecting sound recordings in 

a variety of formats (Shuker 2010). While music collections may continue to 

include vinyl records, or records in reference to the album format, they are now 
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even more likely to include digital music files in the form of albums, singles, 

individual cherry-picked songs or personalised music aggregations in the form of 

cloud-based playlists (Hagen 2015). Importantly, Shuker’s work also highlights 

the ‘historical shifts’ in the collectability of music formats and technologies and 

how format preferences are connected to the generational position of the collector 

and associated connotations of nostalgia, memory, aura and authenticity. He goes 

on to relate these primarily to the materiality of different formats, and the different 

experiences they may facilitate (Shuker 2010). It is here that I situate my own 

contribution in investigating the collection practices and format preferences of 

individuals born between 1990 and 1996 during the latter years of ‘Generation Y’, 

as they are uniquely positioned having grown up during the turbulent years of 

music’s digitalisation and maintain formative relationships with both digital and 

physical music technologies. I will use these accounts to question essentialising 

characterisations of Generation Y individuals as ‘digital natives’ (Facer and 

Furlong 2001), claims of a ‘digital revolution’ in music consumption (Bylin 

2014), and broader rhetoric of discrete media ages which smooth over the 

‘complexity and  intricacies of the relations between old and new media’ (Beer 

2008 p.77).  

Writing during the rapid popularisation of digital music files and the dawn of the iPod 

as a significant new music technology in the early 2000s, Beer (2008) suggested that 

Shuker’s (2004; 2010) investigation of the music collector and music collecting in 

practice could be extended with considerations of music’s new digital forms. In light of 

current reconfigurations driven by music streaming services, I similarly contend that 

Shuker’s typology of contemporary collectors may once again be revisited to include 

the integration or active rejection of platform-based streaming consumption. This thesis 

will therefore present a timely perspective on the shifting contours of the contemporary 

music collector through a detailed analysis of extended interviews with young music 

consumers and re-examination and interrogation of established scholarly literature on 

music collecting in the current era of streaming music consumption. Unpacking the 

accounts of my interview participants, my analysis will identify key fault lines 
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developing between established and developing conceptions of the music collector and 

address an important lacuna in understanding concerning the integration and 

coexistence of music streaming services within existing configurations of technologies 

and individual practices. Moreover, this thesis will also provide a novel contribution to 

understandings of contemporary music collecting practices through a close examination 

of music discovery; an undertheorised component of streaming consumption 

experiences (Nowak 2016b) and significant affective process for the music collector.  

My investigation will be structured by the following research questions:  

1. How does the musical abundance afforded by music streaming services change 

practices of music collection?  

2. How are different music technologies integrated, combined or excluded within 

the practices of music collectors?  

3. How do different music objects mediate the memories, identities and social lives 

of music consumers in the streaming era?  

4. How do collectors understand the value of physical, digital and streaming 

music? 

This thesis is presented in six chapters. Chapter Two presents the theoretical 

background and empirical methodology of this thesis, providing a discussion of current 

scholarly debates concerning the relationships between music technologies and 

practices of music consumption and collecting which have become salient in the age of 

music streaming. This includes the contemporary status of collecting practices and 

objects, the constantly evolving state of the music industry, and the cultural significance 

and the position of old and new music technologies as they continue to reconfigure and 

shape the meanings of music for individuals, communities and society. The chapter then 

introduces the methodology and sampling procedures used to conduct this thesis.  

Chapter Three explores the perceptions of the music collector and practices of music 

collecting in the current era of streaming music consumption, highlighting how the 

contours of collecting practice and characterising features of the music collector have 
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been transformed by changing media circumstances. This section reveals the fault lines 

which have emerged between traditional understandings of music collecting associated 

with physical formats and newer emerging definitions founded upon practices of digital 

and cloud-based music consumption. These points include tensions between emphases 

on use and exchange value of collections, the gendered nature of collecting practices 

and the logics underlying processes of acquisition and methods of demarcating and 

ordering collections.  

Chapter Four then investigates the format preferences among Generation Y music 

collectors, revealing the trajectories of various music media formats and technologies 

over the course of their careers in music collecting. Where the previous chapter 

highlighted the changes and continuities between established and emerging definitions 

of the music collector and the transformative impact of streaming music technologies on 

collecting practices, this chapter turns towards the generational situatedness and 

development of these participant perspectives and their relationships with music 

technologies at different stages in their lives. I examine how practices established with 

the music technologies of one’s youth may foster and encourage a disposition oriented 

towards music collecting and see the adoption of new technologies become mediated by 

pre-existing collecting practices. These perspectives detail the coexistence and 

combination of music technologies within collecting and consumption practices, 

revealing individual accounts concerning integration of music steaming services and 

renaissance in the appeal of vinyl records. Feelings of music ownership and enduring 

practices of music collecting are found to play an important role in mediating the 

adoption of new music technologies for collectors.  

Chapter Five observes the notion of music discovery in the streaming era, drawing 

attention to the role of personal music collections in structuring and facilitating 

experiences of discovery. Building upon the work of the previous chapter in 

establishing the concept of a ‘career’ in music collecting, the process of finding and 

discovering music has been identified as a consistent feature of almost every stage in the 

career of the collector. The chapter begins by establishing music collections as a 

framework with which collectors may navigate and make sense of an abundance of 
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available music content, slow the pace of their cultural consumption and cultivate 

meaningful experiences of music discovery which evolve over time. This discussion 

will then be followed with the conceptualisation of music discovery regarding the social 

and technological conditions which give rise to instances of music discoveries, as well 

as approaching the moment of discovery itself as a phenomenological act modulated by 

individual affective responses (Nowak 2016b). Using the experiences and accounts of 

my participants, I locate the role of music collections of various music media formats 

and technologies in providing a longitudinal perspective on music discovery, 

conceptualising growing discoveries which emerge and evolve over time and in 

facilitating the rediscovery of previously discovered music content.  

This thesis concludes by summarising the findings of the previous chapters and 

presenting some conclusions regarding music collecting and situates them within wider 

discussions of cultural consumption and technological obsolescence in the digital age. 

This chapter will then reassess the relevance of the personal music collection as the site 

of identity construction, memory and deeper relationships with music and Walter 

Benjamin’s claim that his conceptualisation of the collector is ‘running out of time’ in 

the streaming era (1969 p.65). 

 



 

 

2   Literature Review and Methodology 

In this chapter, I introduce the scholarly background and theoretical frameworks of this 

thesis. Summarizing sociological perspectives on the role of music in private and public 

life, I begin by defining music as a resource for processes of positive self-making and 

locate practices of music collecting and consumption as illustrative examples of the 

contemporary relationship between popular culture and self-identity. These perspectives 

are balanced by an understanding of the more ambivalent aspects of this identity-music 

relationship which are often revealed through studies of music collecting 

(Hesmondhalgh 2008). Contextualising the nexus of music technologies, individual 

practices and contemporary understandings of music collecting presented in this thesis, I 

turn to the historical trajectory of music as a cultural commodity and collectable object. 

To understand contemporary music collecting, we must consider the technologies of 

recorded sound. In this way, practices of music consumption and collecting may be 

identified as social behaviours connected to the circuits of music production, 

distribution and circulation and processes of individual and collecting meaning making. 

These processes of social meaning making, as Borschke (2010) has shown, have also 

been shaped by more informal digital networks of creative reproduction which are 

beyond the scope of this thesis, concerning the creation and use of song edits and 

remixes. I instead draw analytical focus to the technological shifts in music 

consumption as they are situated within the collecting practices of my interview 

participants. Evolutions in music technologies such as the development of the digital 

music file represent significant moments of transformation which frame accounts of my 

interviewees, reconfiguring their musical engagements from interactions with physical 

music media to the materiality of digital interfaces, personal computers and other 

devices.  

I then focus on the latest series of cultural transformations driven by the advent of the 

streaming era of music consumption. These shifts concern new relationships with music 

based in access over discrete ownership of music media, representing a reconfiguration 

in the affordances and materiality with which consumers may engage within practices of 
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consumption. I will unpack the emergent features of the streaming era, including the 

privileging of the playlist as the vehicle by which music streaming services deliver 

personalised music recommendations and as the site of music management and 

individual musical curation. I then discuss the applicability of established notions of 

music collecting within the new media conditions of music streaming services, 

highlighting reconfigurations in ownership and restricted control over music and 

collections which signify clear discontinuities between emerging and established 

understandings of music collecting. Finally, the resurgent status of the vinyl record will 

be approached as a paradoxical feature of the contemporary music media landscape. 

Charting the turbulent trajectory of the format, I will unpack dominant theories 

regarding the enduring cultural relevance of vinyl records and their cross-generational 

appeal in the streaming era. 

Following this, I explore established scholarly literature concerning collecting. An 

understanding of the self-making and identity work involved in music collecting 

necessitates a broader perspective on practices of collecting as a unique form of 

consumption which occupies an important role in structuring our relationships with 

objects. This section observes some of the salient demographic variables presented in 

previous investigations of collector cultures before unpacking some of the positive and 

negative depictions and stereotypes of the collector and their particular relevance to 

music collecting. I then turn more specifically to the collecting of media goods such as 

music, highlighting their unique positions regarding their enduring use-value for the 

collector. These perspectives on collecting practices and the figure of the collector will 

become recurring features of the following chapters, as the sense of purpose, identity 

and self which may be cultivated through practices of music collecting take on new 

significance as consumption increasingly occurs within the personalised environments 

of music streaming platforms.  

I then situate these arguments concerning technological change and practices of 

collecting within theoretical frameworks of materiality, affordances and practices of 

consumption. This section examines perspectives from material culture studies, studies 

of science and technology and theory of practice approaches to cultural consumption, 
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highlighting the linkages between the actions of individual actors and the affordances 

and agencies of material and digital objects. These concepts and their implications in 

terms of human-object relations represent the framework through which I will approach 

the significance of music consumption, collecting and collections as a performative 

practice and site of negotiation between materiality, symbolic meanings, cultural 

narratives. Finally, this chapter concludes by discussing and justifying the methodology 

and sampling procedures used to conduct this thesis. 

2.1 Music, Self and Society 

Music occupies a unique position in the modern world as a cultural product, social 

practice and aesthetic experience, possessing enriching potential for both societies and 

individuals. In his critical defence of ‘why music matters’, Hesmondhalgh (2013) 

identifies the role of music as the basis of our intimate relations with others, the site of 

sociability and experiences of community and in constructing ‘experiences of solidarity, 

commonality and publicness across space and time’ (p.5). As a ‘remarkable meeting 

point of the private and public realms’ (Hesmondhalgh 2008 p.2), music represents as a 

unique, emotionally charged cultural product which taps into the personal and 

subjective (Martin 1995) while facilitating collective experience and ‘human 

flourishing’ (Hesmondhalgh 2013 p.17). Within sociological analyses, music is 

overwhelmingly conceived of as a positive resource for processes of active self-making, 

(Hesmondhalgh 2008; Frith 1996; Finnegan 2003), influencing ‘how people compose 

their bodies, how they conduct themselves, how they experience the passage of time, 

how they feel-in terms of energy and emotion – about themselves and others, and about 

situations’ (DeNora 2000 p.17). This is to approach music as a ‘technology of the self’, 

with musical forms functioning as devices for the ‘organization of experience, as 

referents for action, feeling and knowledge formulation’ (DeNora 2000 p.24).  

Music consumption encapsulates the contemporary relationship between popular culture 

and self-identity, apprehended by individual actors as a resource to be used for purposes 

of emotional, memory and biographical work. In her analysis of music in everyday life, 
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DeNora (2000) identifies how music is mobilised for the modulation or structuring of 

feelings, motivations and desires in a reflexive ‘emotional work’, becoming part of the 

‘reflexive constitution’ of internal emotional states (p.53). It is in this sense that 

individuals may develop strong feelings of association with specific music texts, 

becoming ‘a part of them, inseparable from their identities and their everyday lives’ 

(Bennett and Rogers 2016 p.43). Music is also used to evoke, secure and retrieve 

memories, allowing individuals to relive experiences of the past. This entwining of 

music with biographical memory can be found to operate on both the individual and 

collective levels (Bennett and Rogers 2016) and concerns processes of ‘producing 

oneself as a coherent being over time’ and ‘producing a retrospection that is in turn a 

projection into the future, a cueing in how to proceed’ (DeNora 2000 p.66). Music may 

therefore provide a means for individuals to reexperience and reshape their memories 

and a sense of the past in a way that they remain congruent with current identities 

(Strong 2011). Such understandings of the relationship between the self, memory and 

temporality can be found at the heart of Benjaminian perspectives on collecting as 

collectors constitute and curate a sense of the past through their collections. While other 

cultural products and forms of popular culture may similarly provide means of self-

making through consumption, commonly held understandings of the strong connections 

between music and emotion might indicate that music may be a particularly significant 

cultural form for such processes (Hesmondhalgh 2008). Frith (1987) similarly describes 

the salience of popular music when compared to other forms of popular culture in terms 

of evoking and anchoring personal memories, pointing to the strong feelings of 

ownership different audiences place on corresponding eras of music from the past.  

Through live performances or ‘simply by virtue of the fact that thousands and 

sometimes millions of people can come to own the same recordings’, music may also 

form the basis for collective and public musical experiences (Hesmondhalgh 2008 

p.329). As Van Dijck contends, personal connections to music are often closely coupled 

with a wider collective experience of social listening and appreciation:  

…people nourish emotional and tangible connections to songs before 

entrusting them to their personal (mental and material) reservoirs, but they 
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also need to share musical preferences with others before songs become part 

of a collective repertoire that, in turn, provides new resources for personal 

engagement with recorded music. (Van Dijck 2006 p.358) 

Green (2015) also approaches the collective foundation of music consumption through 

the notion of ‘peak musical experience’. Such experiences may be characterised as 

formative moments in which tastes for particular genres and performers may be 

solidified among groups of music fans, creating feelings of belonging through enduring 

collective and often generational cultural memory (Bennett and Rogers 2016). 

Significant here is the role of musical texts, material objects and artefacts as the means 

by which actors infuse and secure these moments of individual and collective memory 

and experiences. It is in this way that collections of music media such as vinyl records, 

CDs and DVDs and even musical instruments, memorabilia and recording equipment 

may come to represent a nexus of ‘personal-collective engagement’ (Bennett and 

Rogers 2016), whose collective and cultural value become clear through their 

exhibition, display and sale (Leonard 2007).  

However, as Hesmondhalgh (2008) notes, these dominant conceptions of music as a 

positive resource for self-identity may provide an overly optimistic account of music’s 

self-making potentials and omits antisocial dimensions of music consumption. 

Developing a critical understanding of music-identity relations to balance 

understandings of music and society, Hesmondhalgh firstly points to the incorporation 

of authenticity and creativity into capitalist logics which feed into definitions of the self 

as an individual enterprise to be realised through consumption of cultural products 

(2008). Indeed, the self-making aspects of music do not elevate it above the exploitation 

of music industries. Music too can be found to be implicated in more ambivalent 

dimensions of self-identity. Hesmondhalgh pertinently discusses a case of a male music 

collector whose collecting and devotion to music had become a source of antisocial 

encounters with his wife and those around him. Here, obsessive accumulation of music, 

dominant assertions of musical opinion and playing of loud music are coded as a defiant 

assertion of interdependence and identity while simultaneously becoming the site of 

problematic relationships with music. Music may also become embroiled in instances of 
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‘competitive individualism’, manifesting in desires to present oneself as being 

particularly ‘musically sensitive’ (Hesmondhalgh 2013 p.50) through ‘critical analysis’ 

and emotional sensitivity when relating to music. Finally, Hesmondhalgh also briefly 

details the influence of early life experiences, social and historical factors and other 

psychological dimensions which may shape individual capabilities in constructing a 

coherent and healthy self-identity more broadly, but also regarding the use of music as a 

resource of self-realisation.  

As I will explore in the following chapters, these various positive and problematic 

perspectives on the relationships between music and processes of self and social identity 

work can be identified through analysis of music collecting. As mentioned previously, 

collecting is a passionate form of self-defining consumption which plays a defining role 

in capturing and reflecting the identity, personality and passions of the collector. As 

Shuker (2010) notes, music collecting is also a highly social practice, with music 

collections becoming the focal point in a number of social settings and facilitating 

shared musical experiences. Joint ownership over a single collection, bonding with 

other collectors over a shared item within the collection and sharing in the pursuit of 

rare, exotic or coveted records with other collectors are all forms of social engagement 

oriented by music collections. As in Hesmondhalgh’s case study of the collector 

however, these accounts of music collecting are balanced with an awareness of the more 

ambivalent relationships between music, the self and society. For instance, 

competitiveness or a sense of friendly rivalry may be approached as an integral 

component of the ‘homosocial character’ of music collecting (Straw 1997), but this may 

too stray into a form of status competition through music. As I will show in Chapter 

Three, negative connotations attached to the masculine or socially maligned images of 

the collector shape how my interview participants presented their own collector 

identities and engagement in practices of music collecting.   

2.1.1 Music as Object, Commodity and Collection 

To understand the relationships between music technologies, individual practices and 

contemporary understandings of music collecting presented in the following chapters, it 
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is necessary to first examine the historical trajectory of music as an object. Unpacking 

the evolution of music as a cultural commodity and collectable object, my analysis will 

pinpoint the transformations and continuities of established and emerging collecting 

practices concerning material music collections and digital music streams.  

In 1877, with the invention of Edison’s phonograph, ‘music began to become a thing’ 

(Eisenberg 2004 p.13). Originally intended for non-musical uses of recording the human 

voice for education, business and family purposes, the early playback device afforded 

rudimentary sonic impressions to be recorded and reproduced using wax cylinders 

(Eisenberg 2004). While the recording and playing of music was a supplementary use of 

the phonograph for Edison, it was not until the design of Emile Berliner’s gramophone 

in 1887 that sound reproduction became more explicitly oriented towards music 

listening (Chanan 1995). With this, music gradually became an object of the ‘age of 

mechanical reproduction’ (Benjamin 2008). Technologies of sound reproduction 

transformed how music was conceived of by listening publics and occupied a new role 

in the creative processes of music artists and composers. Indeed, as Katz writes, the 

phonograph brought radically new ways of experiencing music to music listeners:  

They were hearing performers they could not see and music they could not 

normally bring into their homes. They could listen to the same pieces over 

and again without change. And they ultimately decided what they were to 

hear, and when, where, and with whom. All of this was made possible by 

the distinctive characteristics of sound recording technology. (Katz 2004 

p.9) 

Again, while these shifts did not immediately transform the way music was produced, 

distributed and consumed, it was the introduction of the phonograph and it’s ‘effects’ 

(Katz 2004 p.3) that began the gradual transformation of our relationship to music 

(Coleman 2003).  

One of the more significant of the ‘phonograph effects’ outlined by Katz (2004 p.3) was 

the newfound tangibility of music as an object. Referring to Karl Marx’s observations 
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concerning the inseparability of music consumption from the services of musicians, 

Katz notes that ‘when sound is recorded and preserved in a physical medium […] the 

listener’s consumption need not end when the singing is over’ (Katz 2004 p.10). Music 

had become an object which could be owned and listened to at the convenience of the 

listener. While ‘technically the musicians were still necessary; […] once the record was 

owned they disappeared’ (Eisenberg 2004 p.24). Similarly, music had become a 

commodity, ‘exchangeable for the universal commodity, money. The musician need 

never see the working man behind the money; the listener need never see the working 

musician behind the vinyl’ (Eisenberg 2004 p.20). Prior to the development of sound 

reproduction technologies, music, ‘due to its invisibility, and to the manner in which it 

unfolds in time’ could be conceived of as an immaterial phenomenon (Straw 1999 

p.147). It is from this perception of music as an intangible experience that Hennion 

(1997) suggests scholarly perspectives now fixate on the forms of physical mediation 

which materialise it.  

Tangibility is a ‘meta-trait’ of music objects which facilitates the portability and 

repeatability of encounters with recorded sound (Katz 2004). However, the physicality 

of music as an object can in itself be regarded as a material preservation of sound, 

structuring new practices of consumption through the ‘stockpiling of music’ (Attali 

1985 p.101). Writing at the precipice of digital music technologies, Eisenberg remarked 

‘For the listening public at large, in every century but this one, there was no such thing 

as collecting music’ (2004 p.11). Now, during the second century in which music may 

be collected, music collecting remains a common and popular form of relationship to 

music, albeit reconfigured in some sense with the advent of digital music and music 

streaming. Prior to music becoming an object, instruments, manuscripts, programs, 

books, and other musical ephemera were collectable by music enthusiasts (Katz 2004). 

However, as Eisenberg (2004) remarks, ‘even for a musician, silently reading a score 

does not provide the full aesthetic experience of a work’ (p.11). With music’s new 

status as a commodity object, collectors began to see ‘neither the means to create sound 

nor mementos of it, but sound itself’ (Katz 2004 p.10).  
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In the United States, the early collecting of recorded music was facilitated by an 

increasing musical repertoire made available for home listening most notably by the 

Columbia Phonograph Company. These collectors primarily collected 78s with some 

interest also in phonograph cylinders, eventually popularising record collecting as an 

established form of record collecting along with distinct channels for appreciation 

(clubs and societies), acquisition (retail and second-hand markets) and mediation 

(associated literature and music press) (Shuker 2010 p.13). The collecting of music 

objects, Eisenberg (2004) explains, may be driven by a number of underlying 

motivations or provide a distinct range of satisfactions for the collector. Firstly, he 

refers to ‘the need to make beauty and pleasure permanent’, as the collection of cultural 

objects may prevent their disappearance and ensure their preservation. Secondly, 

collecting may be motivated by ‘the need to comprehend beauty’, concerning the way in 

which collected objects may become ‘more beautiful the better it’s understood’ through 

repeated study at the leisure of the collector. Collecting may also provide means to 

‘distinguish one’s self as a consumer’ through the cost of collected objects, the 

discrimination exercised in their acquisition or the devotion to the pursuit of a complete 

set. The fourth of Eisenberg’s collecting motivations finds parallels with Benjamin’s 

account of the book collector who looks at their collected items and gazes ‘into their 

distant past’ (Benjamin 1969 p.61), concerning the nostalgic connection forged between 

the era of an object’s creation and that of its acquisition. Finally, collecting may satisfy 

‘the need to impress others, or oneself’, as the accumulation of social capital (Eisenberg 

2004 pp.14-16).  

In more than a century of technological evolutions since music first became an object, 

music and technologies are now more or less explicitly thought of together. ‘As a 

contemporary popular cultural form, music is wholly technologically articulated and 

expressed, in terms of both consumption and production, and of course the technologies 

concerned are in turn social and cultural in their constitution, emergence and use’ 

(Nowak and Whelan 2016 p.1). New developments in the technological mediation of 

recorded music continue to emerge at the present moment, with the advent of music 

streaming seeing our relationships with music further reconfigured. Music is now 
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regarded as a ‘ubiquitous’ and omnipresent feature of our everyday lives, permeating 

our daily routines and activities as a sonic companion to enhance and modify our 

internal rhythms and external environments (Kassabian 2013). Moreover, as Katz 

remarks (2004), music technologies and their ‘phonograph effects’ have not only 

influenced our relationship to music as an artistic and cultural product, but have granted 

consumers mastery and control over it across spatial and temporal dimensions:  

Performances and works are no longer clearly distinct, for recordings can 

take on the function and meaning of both. Just as recordings can be heard as 

spontaneous interpretive acts, their repetition can transform them into 

compositions, works that can be analysed, historicized, canonized, 

politicized, and problematized. Nor are production and reproduction so 

easily separated when pre-existing sounds can be manipulated in real time. 

With recording, listeners need not simply receive music, for they have an 

unprecedented control over the sounds they hear. (Katz 2004 p.47) 

An understanding of these continuing shifts requires sustained investigation of the 

technologies of recorded sound. This is to think of music consumption, and indeed 

collecting, as social practices connected to conditions of production, highlighting the 

roles of music media formats and technologies as the site of individual and collective 

processes of musical meaning making. As the following sections explore, the 

relationships between technologies of recorded music and practices of consumption, 

collection and meaning making are closely coupled with the historical and future 

trajectories of technology.  

2.1.2 The Dawn of Digital Music 

In the 1980s, the relationship between music and technology would undergo what 

Taylor (2001) describes as the most fundamental transformation since the invention of 

music notion with the advent of digital age. ‘Digitalization accomplishes many of the 

same things as the gramophone: music storage and retrieval is greatly facilitated, though 

this time it is not simply music as sound, but music as bites – combinations of zeros and 
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ones’ (Taylor 2001 p.3). Indeed, the digitalisation of music has intensified many of the 

‘phonograph effects’ outlined by Katz (2004 p.3), becoming more portable, more 

readily reproduced, more easily manipulated and further reducing the limitations of 

storage capacity. Digital music has also seen a reconfiguration in music’s tangibility as 

it has shifted from its physical manifestations in vinyl records and cassette tapes into a 

‘creature of the digital world’ (Sterne 2012 p.7).  

The compact disc was the first of the digital sound carriers, ushering in a new age of 

digital technologies capable of interacting with digitally inscribed music files. The CD 

was aggressively marketed as the replacement of the existing vinyl LP in the early 

1980s, boasting ‘longer playing time, smaller size, programmability of tracks, and a 

subcode for display control, and optional user information’ (Pohlmann 1989 p.8). 

Beyond technological superiority, the CD provided increased auditory clarity, with 

reduced harmonic distortion, wider dynamic range and the mitigation of wow and flutter 

with the use of an optical laser (Baert, Theunissen and Vergult 1992). CDs were 

introduced in 1982 and had already outsold vinyl records in American markets by 1988, 

becoming the principal sound carrier during the transition period between vinyl records, 

tapes and the proliferation of digital music files (Coleman 2003). In an updated 

afterword to his highly perceptive book The Recording Angel: Music, Records and 

Culture from Aristotle to Zappa, Eisenberg (2004) highlights ‘the shrinking and 

rainbow-coloring of the disc’ as the most visible change late 20th century (p.211). On 

the lamenting of vinyl’s death and the raging debates surrounding the merits of 

analogue and digital audio among audio fanatics which continue to this day, Eisenberg 

(2004) reports that: ‘In exchange for the cleaning up of surface noise, most listeners 

readily accept a whiff of disinfectant in the air’ (p.211). Indeed, the 1990s have been 

characterised as a golden era for recording industry profits as many consumers 

reformatted their music collections, selling their records and repurchasing their albums 

on CD at costs which far outstripped those of their production (Marshall 2012).  

Not long after the widespread adoption of CDs as the mainstream format choice for 

music consumption, music was extracted from the disc and encoded within a digital 

music file. Digital music files are perhaps the most abundant form of recorded sound, 
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comprised of a diverse number of codecs and configurations of audio compression, 

bitrate, file size and metadata to suit a range of applications utilising technological 

devices and digital network flows. The MP3 format is easily the most common of these 

files, with more recordings existing as MP3s than all other audio codecs combined 

(Sterne 2012). Perhaps the most significant and disrupting affordances of digital music 

is its ability to be copied. Taylor (2001) notes the limitations of physical forms of music 

distribution in the pre-digital era, requiring material recorded objects to be moved from 

place to place. Broadcasting, while enabling recorded music to be listened to in multiple 

locations simultaneously, lacked the fidelity of direct consumption; the capturing of 

these broadcasts forfeiting even more quality (Taylor 2001). What digital technologies 

allowed for then, was perfect and unlimited reproduction of recorded sound with no loss 

of quality or detriment to the original copy:  

On- or offline, digitally recorded music can be copied exactly, unlike all 

previous modes of reproduction; making a perfect copy of digitally recorded 

music is pretty much the same thing as copying a floppy disk, and these 

copies can be easily compressed and sent over the Internet. (Taylor 2001 

p.4) 

As described by Sterne (2012), ‘chances are, if a recording takes a ride on the internet, it 

will travel in the form of an MP3 file’ (p.1). The birth of the MP3 was soon 

accompanied by affordable CD burners and software used to reproduce CDs using 

personal computers (PC), which by that time had become a common fixture within 

western households. It was this series of technological developments along with 

increases in the speed of the internet through which the affordances of MP3 files would 

be realised, culminating in the phenomenon of music file sharing. 

While early online file exchange systems had emerged in the late 1990s, it was with 

introduction of Napster in 1999 that peer-to-peer file sharing would become popularised 

as a method of accessing and acquiring music (Martin et al. 2010). The application 

amassed more than ten million users in the first six months of its release and continued 

to grow at a rate of 200,000 users each day, becoming the ‘noisy centre of a new social 
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reality that struck terror into even the most sturdy of music entertainment executives’ 

(Giesler and Pohlmann 200 p.94). By November of 1999, the Recording Industry 

Association of America (RIAA) had filed lawsuits against the company (Sullivan 1999): 

Prominent musicians started filing charges of their own against Napster and 

its users in early 2000. The legal battles ensued for several years. Napster 

was ordered to shut down in July 2001, but another court stayed that ruling, 

allowing Napster to remain in operation during the appeal process. As a last 

gasp Napster began talks with German media conglomerate Bertelsmann 

(BMG), but in early 2001 Napster was ordered to filter all copyrighted files 

out of its network. (Morris 2015b p.108) 

The illegal sharing of music online was labelled by music industries bodies as the 

reason behind a parallel decrease in CD sales despite continued growth in CD sales 

during Napster’s peak (Nowak 2016a). Indeed, just as cassette tapes and video games 

were blamed for the decline in records sales in 1978, the fall of CD sales in 2001 was 

attributed foremost to the introduction of the internet and new digital music 

technologies (Best 2008). In retrospect however, the decline of CD sales in the early 

2000s can be attributed to a number of factors, including the qualities of the medium 

itself. The birth of digital music files was facilitated by the CD, and in turn, ‘digital 

music files […] were accompanied by a set of media and technologies that enable their 

massive diffusion’ (Nowak 2016a p.18). While the significance of digital music codecs 

such as the MP3 were transformed with their appropriation by filesharing applications, 

the development of digital record and audio compression within the recording industry 

absolves file sharing as the single cause of the dwindling of CDs (David 2012).    

In the years following the closure of Napster, tensions between ‘the technological and 

legal enforcement of a production and distribution model’ and ‘increasingly 

criminalized alternative distribution modes’ would continue to mount as new filesharing 

technologies would emerge (Nowak and Whelan 2016 p.1). As Nowak and Whelan 

(2016) describe, parallel to the unravelling of the techno-legal debates surrounding 

filesharing, digital technologies assumed a salient position in processes of music 
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production, distribution, and reception as well as in shaping how listeners engage and 

socialise with music. It is in this way that the ‘digital’ may be characterised as the 

‘techno-cultural frame’ through which debates concerning the recorded music, music in 

contemporary society and the digital mediation of our social lives are observed and 

apprehended (Nowak 2016a p.18). Indeed, described as both a ‘revolutionary set of 

creative practices’, and a ‘technological beast responsible for destroying music’, Prior 

highlights the digital as the ‘technocultural leitmotif for the twenty-first century’ (2010 

p.399; original emphasis). Given the complexities and cultural changes associated with 

the digitalisation of music and its uncertain future trajectories, Nowak (2016a) suggests 

that the development of grounded and empirical accounts of digital technologies and 

their adoption by individuals is essential. It is in following this line of enquiry that I turn 

to music collecting, directing my analytical focus towards the relationships and 

unfolding dynamics between evolving music technologies and individual practices.  

2.1.3 Digital Music Collecting 

Throughout the short history of the musical recording, the physical dimension and 

material characteristics of music technologies have continued to shape how they are 

perceived, used and evaluated by music collectors. Having grown up during the 

widespread popularisation of digital music codecs, the music collecting practices and 

engagements detailed by the interview participants in this thesis are framed by the 

significant changes in the material affordances represented by the transition from 

physical CDs to digital music files. Indeed, as I will explore in greater detail in Chapter 

Four, the collecting practices are heavily mediated by experiences of collecting and 

interacting with music as a digital format.  

With the advent of CD ripping and online filesharing, music recordings increasingly 

exist as digital files, complicating their identification as a collection (Kibby 2009). 

Questions concerning the collection of digital files are often occupied with discussions 

of ‘objectness’, as it is through the material dimensions of physical music formats that 

collectors come to encounter the history, ‘social life’ (Appadurai 1986) and authentic 

‘aura’ (Benjamin 2008) of collected objects. In an era in which digital information may 
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be infinitely reproduced then, ‘we may be losing feelings of the authenticity and the 

aura and authority of the original’ (Belk 2014 p.252). As Boon (2010) writes, the 

outward appearances which ‘structure our fantasies of what objects are’ break down in 

the digital world where packaging becomes irrelevant (p.113). In the context of the 

computer screen through which the presence of the digital music collection is 

recognised, the digital counterfeit looks identical to the original (Boon 2010). Indeed, 

the non-rivalrous and replicable qualities of digital music files have culminated in 

conditions of musical ubiquity and abundance which may diminish the traditional 

pleasures associated with the desiring, hunting, discovering and eventual acquisition of 

collected objects (Mardon and Belk 2018). It is in this way that practices of digital 

collecting have been characterised as lacking many of the pleasures associated with the 

collection of physical objects (Arditi 2017; Watkins et al. 2015).  

McCourt offers a detailed account of the qualities of digital music files and their 

dubious relationship with established notions of music collecting associated with 

physical music formats: 

They are just data, metadata, and a thumbnail, and therefore emotionally 

less valuable than a medium you can hold in your hands. Through their 

immateriality, digital files cannot contain their own history. Unless they are 

burned onto a CD, they have no physical manifestation. No history is 

encoded on their surfaces, since they have no surfaces. If a digital product is 

enshrined in a physical form, like an LP or CD, it is regarded as being 

valuable. When a product is delivered in a string of bits, rather than 

presenting itself in a physical form, it appears to have less value. (McCourt 

2005 p.250) 

In the eyes of the physical music collector then, digital music files deny the same 

material presence of physical music carriers and therefore reconfigure their status as a 

collectable. Kibby (2009) too identifies a ‘reluctance on the part of researchers to accord 

digital collections’ the same roles and significance as collections of physical music 

formats (p.431). Indeed, the ‘thingness’ (Straw 2012) of music collections has been 
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characterised as ‘an integral part of our relations’ with them (Beer 2008 p.75). For 

example, Giles, Pietrzykowski and Clark (2007 p.431) describes digital music files as 

unlikely to accord the same sentimental value as physical collections. Cunningham, 

Jones and Jones (2004) similarly write that the reduced material presence of digital 

music collections diminishes the sense of ownership felt by the collector when 

compared to physical formats. However, as Borschke (2017) illustrates in describing the 

outrage from fans and listeners at the loss of important rare and obscure music 

collections following the shutdown of MegaUpload’s1 data servers in 2012, the 

diminished status of digital music files in the eyes of the music collector may not be so 

straightforward.  

The physicality of music carriers and technologies has indeed changed significantly 

from the ‘fixed materiality’ of cassette tapes, compact discs and vinyl records, ‘to the 

fluidity of intangible digital formats’ (Magaudda 2011 p.18). However, following 

previous discussions of digitalisation in this chapter, the material presence of digital 

music has not been erased entirely, but reduced to the scale of computer code and 

reconfigured into material interactions with music devices and computer interfaces. As 

Sterne suggests, this necessitates a turn from study of media towards the study of 

formats, highlighting ‘smaller registers like software, operating standards, and codes, as 

well as larger registers like infrastructures, international corporate consortia, and whole 

technical systems’ (2012 p.11). The study of format concerns the ‘look, feel, experience 

and workings of a medium’, demarcating the rules in which technologies may operate 

(p.7). This perspective provides a productive lens to investigate the materialities of 

software and data files implicated in the collection and consumption of digital music 

files, making visible their tactility which is often conflated with immateriality (Sterne 

2012 p.7). The study of formats makes salient the ‘stuff beneath, beyond, and behind the 

boxes our media comes in’ and necessitates new degrees of specificity when discussing 

media (p.11).  

 
1 MegaUpload.com was an online file-storage service which operated from 2005-2012 favoured by MP3 

bloggers (see Borschke 2017). 
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The material dimensions of digital music collection and consumption are highlighted by 

Magaudda (2011), who examined user engagements with iPods and other portable 

music players. These devices were demonstrated as the site of entire reconfigurations of 

meanings, objects and actions related to music as they became socially integrated within 

the practices of individuals. The mass dissemination of digital music files has also seen 

the integration of the hard disk drive within music collecting practices as a ‘material 

strategy’ in which the portable or internal hard disc drive may gain degrees of personal 

attachment and affection in the life of the collector (Magaudda 2011 p.27). Further, 

while the collection of digital music files may be impossible in the same way as 

physical music formats, in the digital context, it is argued that ‘symbolic substitutes for 

collections stand in for the collections themselves’ (Burkart 2008 p.247). Through the 

use of software interfaces for controlling, organising and interacting with digital music 

files, a sense of materiality may be attached to digital music collections (Kibby 2009). 

As demonstrated by Kibby (2009), music listeners cultivated collector relationships 

through practices of playlist and mixtape creation, locating collections of digital music 

as the site of taste expressions and identity construction in a similar fashion to physical 

music collections. 

Music as a digital file has also been an integral component in facilitating new types of 

interaction, engagement and experiences concerning personal music collections. As 

McCourt (2005) notes, the possession of digital music collections may provide ‘a more 

intense and intimate experience than owning physical recordings’, generating new 

collector desires for compacting, immediacy and customisation (p.250). Dibbell (2000) 

describes how the lack of rituals associated with listening to other formats, such as 

lowering of the stylus on a record player or inserting and ejecting a CD facilitates an 

immediacy between himself and his collection. In this way, the immediacy of the digital 

collection and the abilities of instantaneous play and traversal between songs in the 

collection may allow the collector to know and experience their collection in a new and 

more intimate way than ever before (Dibbell 2000). Further, the MP3 codec can be 

regarded as explicitly ‘designed for massive exchange, casual listening and massive 

accumulation’, prescribing their use among ‘distracted consumers of the culture 
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industries’ for hoarding, searching and sharing of digital music libraries (Sterne 2006a 

p.838). It is in this way that the sharing of music files and practices of hoarding and 

accumulation may ‘contribute to the psychological appeal of digital music files to music 

collectors’, as the lack of physicality ‘accelerates the need for and process of 

circulation’ (McCourt 2005 p.215). In other words, whereas digital files may lack the 

material affordances of physical formats which allow for the anchoring of personal 

narratives and reflection of history through the patina of the objects surface, the appeal 

of digital music for music collectors lies in abilities of rapid accumulation, distribution 

and sharing.  

The abilities of music collectors to participate in practices of sharing digital music files, 

however, are contingent on the sharing policies dictated by digital formats, software 

players and technologies of digital rights management or ‘DRM’ (Burkart 2008). 

Indeed, shareability, the new source of value and feelings of ownership associated with 

digital music libraries (McCourt 2005), is often illegal beyond the boundaries of 

authorised online music portals and platforms owned by the service provider (Burkart 

2008). While the MP3 is an unprotected audio codec and therefore readily populated the 

networks of peer-to-peer applications of the late 1990s, major record labels favoured 

alternative formats such as WMA or AAC sold through legal digital storefronts (Burkart 

2008). These formats are embedded with forms of DRM copy protections which impose 

limitations what users were able to do with their music collections, often limiting the 

amount of times a file may be copied, burned to a CD or used with a portable music 

player. It is through the enforcing of DRM file formats along with music early 

distribution as a service rather than a product that Burkart (2008) describes the digital 

music collector as existing inside a ‘digital enclosure’, whose controlled life is 

incommensurable with the ‘empowered music user’ who may build their collection 

using physical music formats and unrestricted MP3 files. The evolution of DRM 

throughout the early stages of music’s digital life was met with significant criticism 

from consumers, with digital retailers such as Apple abandoning the software in 2007 

after having realised that the current implementation was ‘not particularly effective at 

enforcing the particular forms of control they were seeking (Morris 2015b p.155). As I 
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will demonstrate in the following section however, the same type of user limitations and 

restricted controls imposed through the implementation of DRM technologies may still 

be observed in the contemporary conditions of platform-based music streaming. Indeed, 

‘subscription services reinforce the hoarding aspects of digital music but then trouble it 

by never giving users full control over their libraries’ (Morris 2015b p.168). 

2.2 The Streaming Era 

Media streaming represents one of the latest major innovations in a history of 

technological transformations shaping cultural consumption and has quickly become 

part of the casual lexicon within everyday life and media industry contexts. Referring to 

the continuous transmission of media content over the internet in real-time, streaming 

allows content to be accessed without needing to be downloaded and stored locally on a 

device and has been instrumental in facilitating wider shifts towards increasingly 

networked, personalised and mobile consumption (Hesmondhalgh and Meier 2017). 

While existing communications technologies such as radio and television broadcasts 

may be superficially understood as streaming, the term has only been more routinely 

applied to technologies in the digital era, where it has become a ‘key metaphor for the 

flow of information’ (Morris and Powers 2015 p.107). Today, streaming is commonly 

used to describe cloud-based or networked media platforms which have quickly become 

leading avenues of distribution and consumption for music, film and television content.  

Streaming services are increasingly establishing themselves as a mainstream mode of 

music listening. With some minor exceptions, music streaming services can be broadly 

understood as providing ‘on-demand’ music access, allowing users to choose what they 

wish to listen to from vast online music databases. In the absence of an active internet 

connection, many services also offer users the option to save music to a local device for 

offline listening. Such services are made accessible to users as applications and are 

compatible with a broad range of ‘smart’ and networked devices including mobile 

smartphones, personal computers, gaming consoles, cars and televisions. In this way, 

streaming allows users to access music from media devices ‘that are often deeply 
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embedded and heavily used in daily life’, encouraging music consumption in a variety 

of everyday contexts and in ways which serve a diverse range of purposes and roles 

(Hagen 2016 p.229). As Herbert et al. (2018) suggests, music streaming services have 

emerged as a direct substitute for discrete music purchases ‘with legal downloads now 

seeming like a transitional technology and disappearing more rapidly than physical 

music formats’ (p.352). The widespread adoption of music streaming services has been 

hailed as the saviour of major music labels and the mainstream recorded music industry 

who had yet to recover from the damages attributed to online music piracy (Christman 

2017; 2018):  

Income from streaming now accounts for well over half of all revenue in the 

US recording industry (i.e. more than all other forms of retail combined) and 

will soon cross that threshold in the UK, the world’s second biggest 

streaming market […] It is estimated that there were 206 million people 

subscribed to a music streaming service worldwide at the end of 2017 

(Mulligan 2018). Spotify occupies the position of market leader and, as of 

July 2018, had 183 million monthly active users, including 83 million 

subscribers. Apple Music is the second largest service with more than 50 

million subscribers (as of May 2018). Other important players in the field 

are Amazon, Pandora, Deezer, and TIDAL. (Herbert et al. 2018 p.352) 

Herbert et al. (2018) estimates that outside of specialist market segments, the 

domination of music streaming services as the mainstream mode of music consumption 

is likely to continue and eventually replace traditional music retail entirely. Similarly, 

streaming is slated to have a significant impact on practices of radio listening, although 

this shift has yet to be observed (Herbert et al. 2018). 

The relative infancy of music streaming then, may be understood as the site of 

significant transformations regarding music distribution, access and interpretation which 

are still yet to be fully accounted for. As Hagen (2016) suggests, the experience of 

music listening using streaming technology is characterised by the interplay between 

individual, contextual and musical arrangements, shaping both user engagements with 
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streaming platforms and the way they may be approached as a listening format. As new 

cultures, user practices and modes of music consumption become shaped by streaming 

services, they may emerge in conflict with those established with previous music 

technologies, redefining ‘norms of media consumption’ in the digital age (Morris and 

Powers 2015 p.106). As Herbert et al. (2018) reminds us however, any changes to 

practices of consumption or to the shape of music texts themselves cannot be directly 

attributed to music streaming or understood as being determined by streaming 

technologies. As in the previous discussions of technological evolution above, music 

streaming services provide a range of affordances for music consumption with which 

users may engage and appropriate in prescribed and unexpected ways. Many of the 

transformations driven by the adoption of music streaming services can, as Herbert et al. 

(2018) suggests, be found to have emerged in relation to prior media formats and 

technologies. In this way, streaming may be more accurately approached as the latest 

development in technologies which have further intensified the ‘phonograph effects’ of 

recorded sound (Katz 2004 p.3) and enhanced existing consumer desires and practices.  

2.2.1 Product to Service, Ownership to Access 

The popularisation of streaming has been described as the beginning of the ‘post-

download era’ (Farrell 2014), as models of ownership over digital music files have been 

replaced by models based on ‘access’ and ‘context’ (Wikström 2012; Mulligan 2018) in 

which music is offered as a service rather than a product. In contrast to the ownership 

model based on a single payment in exchange for ownership over discrete music 

objects, streaming platforms typically offer consumers access to large databases of 

music for a fixed monthly cost. This shift sees music transformed from a durable and 

copiable good into ‘single use products (streams) that perish as they are consumed’ 

(Anderson 2011 p.160). As a metaphor for unlimited access to unending flows of 

informational goods, streaming obfuscates how these new services are interrupting 

existing circulatory flows of music distribution and consumption, reconfiguring key 

property rights associated with the purchase of discrete music commodities (Morris 

2011). In many ways, these free-flowing and abundant discourses serve to position 
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music as a utility akin to water or electricity, feeding into ‘notions of control, curation 

and stemming the tide – a process carried out for us, expertly and discretely, by our 

service of choice’ (Morris and Power 2015 p.109). Another key change in the post-

download streaming era has been the obscuring of distinct practices within the music 

industry. Whereas industry objectives associated with physical formats and the 

ownership model were concerned with units, distribution and production, labels and 

industry bodies are ‘increasingly in the business of promotion, curation, user experience 

and analytics (Morris and Powers 2015 p.108). Indeed, because music streaming 

services collapse previously distinct processes of music distribution exhibition and 

consumption within a single context, user listening data has become the primary source 

of value for service providers. This data is fed back into the platform to help personalise 

user listening experiences using algorithms but is also sold to other interested parties as 

marketing information (Tryon 2013).  

The ‘paradox’ of the streaming metaphor lies in the contradictory assertions of 

continuity and flow as well as separation and division (Morris and Powers 2015 p.109). 

Streaming services on one hand offer abundant musical choice, while the shift from 

ownership of music commodities to their delivery as a service prescribes arrangements 

of power and restrictions on user control which resembles the implementation DRM 

with digital music files. As Morris and Powers (2015) propose, if the promise of 

unlimited and abundant musical access were to be believed, on what grounds then do 

these services providers differentiate themselves from one another and compete in an 

increasingly crowded marketplace? They suggest that streaming service providers 

instead ‘smooth over these inconsistencies by presenting branded musical experiences 

that target certain styles of musical access, discovery and use as they vie for consumers 

to buy into their ethos of musical control’ (Morris and Powers 2015 p.109). Derived 

from the look and feel of platform interfaces, quality of curatorial devices, types of 

imagined users and degrees of control afforded over music on a given platform, branded 

musical experiences represent the ‘re-imagining the consumption of music as an 

experiential brand’ and frame the emerging norms of media streaming and musical 

ubiquity (Morris and Powers 2015 p.110).  
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Among the changes driven by the introduction and widespread adoption of music 

streaming services, the provision of subscription-based access to music streaming 

services has been specifically highlighted as one of the more problematic vectors of the 

transition towards access-based models of music distribution and consumption (Arditi 

2018). As Arditi (2018) contends, subscription-based streaming platforms may be 

characterised as models of ‘unending consumption’ in which music consumers continue 

to pay for access to streaming services regardless of their individual use and, if they 

should terminate their subscription, are left with nothing to show for their expense. This 

contrasts sharply with the established norms of the ownership-based distribution in 

which consumers maintain perpetual ownership over purchased music, may choose to 

listen or not listen without additional cost and enjoy few limitations over their musical 

engagements. Indeed, given music collecting is premised on the ownership over music 

commodities, Arditi (2018) suggests that the widespread adoption of subscription 

streaming services represents a fundamental shift in the status of the music collector. 

Where the various physical forms of commodified music recordings have enabled the 

cultivation of ‘library-like collections that in turn allow us to fetishize the commodity’, 

the shift from ownership of music commodities to accessing music as a service sees the 

music collector transformed into the music user (Arditi 2018 p.305). This dynamic is 

outlined by Arditi as what he identifies to be ‘the problem with subscription streaming 

services’:  

if I buy a CD, I own it forever, but if I pay for a subscription, I no longer 

have access to music if I stop subscribing—after a year, I have spent $120 

with nothing to show for it. While Apple Music boldly claims “It’s all your 

music” (apple.com/music), in actuality none of it is your music […] 

Whereas music collectors could listen to their music at will after a one-time 

payment, music users become trapped in endless consumption because they 

immediately begin creating collections of music through their subscriptions 

that they would have otherwise used that subscription fee to purchase. 

(Arditi 2018 p.309) 
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In this way, subscription or unending consumption models are said to permanently 

increase the income revenues of the music industry by increasing the average 

yearly music expenditure of individual music consumers by 200% (Arditi 2018).  

The transition from ownership to access models within major global markets represents 

a dramatic shift in music consumption in which the norms and conventions for both 

music listeners and services providers are yet to stabilise. Further, it is among the 

turbulent conditions of this transition that many of the fault lines between established 

notions of physical music collecting and experiences of collecting within the platform 

environments of streaming services may be located. Music streaming services represent 

a clear impediment to ownership and therefore to music collecting. However, through 

the employment of branded music experiences, streaming service providers attempt to 

satiate and indulge the ‘will to archive’ (Lüders 2019) and collect music through the 

look and feel of platform interfaces and provision of user controls in ways which are 

conducive to music collecting. These dynamics between established and emerging 

forms of music collecting will be the focus of Chapter Three of this thesis, articulating 

how the different affordances of music technologies interact with individual practices 

and constitute contemporary understandings of music collecting and collectors in the era 

of digital music streaming.  

2.2.2 Mixtapes and Playlists: Then and Now 

The popularisation and widespread adoption of music streaming platforms has been 

accompanied by new trends in music consumption driven by the provision of 

frictionless and abundant music access. One of the more significant shifts in this regard 

has been the increasing importance of playlists to music streaming services. Playlists 

have been described as a ‘privileged object’ within platforms such as Spotify, emerging 

as something of a music format in their own right through the packaging and delivery of 

personalised music experiences to platform users (Eriksson et al. 2019 p.117; Herbert et 

al. 2018). The creation of custom mixes in the form of playlists can now be regarded as 

an almost universal practice for streaming service users and consumers of digital music, 

indulging the same listener desires for customised musical experiences which animated 
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practices of mix taping in the late 1960s (Drew 2005; McCourt 2005). Drew highlights 

(2005) the disruptive practices of early ‘mix tapers’ following the introduction of the 

cassette tape, writing that ‘Rather than conforming to artistic intention and industry 

practice, mixers treated the album as an open work and took the selection and ordering 

of songs into their own hands’ (p.535). These practices have been described as the 

origin of longstanding narratives concerning the unbundling of the album in favour of a 

focus on individual songs and their creative and haphazard aggregation by listeners 

(Morgan 2019). Individual control over musical experiences was further increased with 

the dawn of digital music. The malleability of digital music files saw the creation of 

unique playlists become more accessible and widespread along with a new wave of 

mourning for the dematerialisation and disaggregation of the album format (Drew 

2005). It is in this sense that Herbert (2018 et al.) argues that the current salience of 

playlists over music albums is not a product of music streaming services, but that 

streaming technologies have further accelerated existing consumer desires for 

customisable musical experiences. 

Despite the origins of mixtapes and playlists as a user driven consumption practice, 

Drew (2005) notes how the ‘mix-tape trope’ is readily exploited by new and old music 

industry players. Industry bodies in the early digital era were ‘capitalizing on mix-tape 

nostalgia by offering an expanded range of music compilations, which often are 

implicitly or explicitly marketed as alternatives comparable to homemade mixes’ (Drew 

2005 p.534). Though he notes that these commercial mixes did not capture or deliver 

the authenticity and interpersonal connections represented by homemade mixes, they 

represent the commodification of music mixing and raise a new raft of issues 

concerning the labour of music fans and the packaging of music:    

[Digital music] has opened up new and sometimes exciting possibilities for 

packaging and selling music, yet music retailers’ deployment of the trope of 

the mix has also had more troubling implications. It commodifies a practice 

that music fans have enjoyed on an informal, one-to-one basis for three 

decades; it puts a price tag on the mix, and turns mixers into laborers on 

behalf of music retailers and record labels; and it corrals the practice of 
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mixing within proprietary digital formats and confines it to the limited 

repertoires of particular music retailers. (Drew 2005 p. 534) 

While the conditions of music distribution have changed significantly since Drew’s 

commentary on the commercialisation of music mixes, his observations regarding music 

compilations as a way of packaging music and mixtape nostalgia find new relevance in 

the current context of music playlists and streaming consumption.  

In the digital environments of music streaming platforms such as Spotify, playlists are 

encountered or deployed in a number of ways by service users. As noted above, user-

created custom playlists allow the curation of unique musical experiences akin to the 

practices of mix taping established with cassette tapes and furthered with the 

introduction of digital music files. These custom playlists, as I will discuss further in 

this chapter, can be identified as the site of digital archiving and collecting practices. In 

this way, playlist features provided within music streaming services appear as the 

‘closest analogy to music collections of the past’, with playlist creation, curation and 

management enabling users to develop feelings of ownership over music streams 

(Lüders 2019 p.12). Equally, playlists are the vehicle by which music streaming 

services deliver personalised music recommendations, often using combinations of 

algorithmic systems, user listening data and human curation. In this capacity, curated 

recommendation playlists serve as a new kind of sociotechnical cultural intermediary 

(Webster et al. 2016), functioning as a gatekeeping mechanism allowing ‘certain 

recordings to be highlighted, suggested, or even automatically played in lieu of others’ 

(Morgan 2019 p.5). The use of playlists as the way of packaging music within music 

streaming platforms and as the site of user practices of music archiving and collecting 

will be returned to in Chapter Five, highlighting their position within user strategies 

used to navigate abundant music streams.    
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2.2.3 Directing the Stream: Playlists and Algorithms as Sociotechnical 

Cultural Intermediary 

In his interrogation of music industry disruptions driven by digital service providers 

such as Spotify, Morgan (2019) details the new gatekeeping role of music streaming 

platforms through the implementation of music recommender systems. Music streaming 

services have been similarly classified by Morris (2015a) as ‘digital infomediaries’, 

based on conceptualisations of ‘cultural intermediaries’ concerning the role of 

gatekeepers who shape popular tastes (Bourdieu 1984) and processes of 

‘intermediation’ involving the networks of cultural circulation (Powers 2015). This 

emerging category of intermediaries are characterised by the monitoring, mining and 

mediation of digital cultural products through the use of algorithms and databases 

(Morris 2015). Taking a more specific focus on recommendation systems themselves, 

Webster et al. (2016) describes the combination of human and non-human actors 

involved in processes of playlist curation, suggesting they be approached as a new type 

of ‘sociotechnical cultural intermediary’ (p.141). In this gatekeeping capacity, platforms 

such as Spotify are not only the sites of music distribution, but actively shape how the 

‘digital music streaming commodity’ is discovered through the packaging and delivery 

of music recommendations to service users in the form of the ‘in-house curated playlist’ 

(Morgan 2019 p.4). In early ‘search-based’ versions of Spotify, playlists functioned as a 

way for users to cultivate their own personal music collections and contribute to shared 

and collaborative playlists. The role of playlists was then reconfigured and expanded as 

a part of Spotify’s ‘curatorial turn’ in 2013, as the platform shifted ‘from a search-based 

interface focused on simply accessing music to its current emphasis on delivering 

crafted music recommendations’ (Eriksson et al. 2019 p.117). It is the combination of 

distribution and discovery represented by the in-house curated playlist which has seen 

new tensions arise from the expectations of music streaming platforms to provide a 

constant stream of promoted music to the user in order to prolong consumption (Kjus 

2016).  
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Spotify’s approach to music playlist delivery has become a distinguishing and highly 

popular feature of the platform’s branded musical experience (Morris and Powers 

2015), with playlists such as ‘Discovery Weekly’ boasting over 40 million listeners and 

5 billion individual track streams since its introduction in July of 2015 (Spotify Press 

2016). Discover Weekly exemplifies Spotify’s data-driven approach to music 

recommendation and discovery, gathering data from every user interaction with music 

content within the platform and capturing both the listener’s taste in artists and genres 

and behaviours such as plays, skips and saves in real-time (Prey 2017). According to 

Prey (2017), Discover Weekly is powered by a ‘hybrid recommender system’ which 

combines collaborative-filtering and taste profiling techniques on top of an algorithmic 

conceptualisation of the individual listener, prior listening behaviours and their 

similarity with other users (p.6). Spotify also packages and delivers music through 

playlists oriented around moods and activities alongside more typical aggregations by 

music genre. These categories include: Mood, Party, Chill, Workout, Focus, Dinner, 

Sleep, Travel and Romance, and reflect a utilitarian approach to music as a functional 

and situational tool for enhancing activities as opposed to being used for identity work 

or aesthetic experiences (Eriksson et al. 2019 p.123). In this way, Spotify pre-packages 

music designed to be played in the background during a specific time of day or while 

the listener is engaged in an activity, removing the need for the user to confront the 

abundance of choice presented by the entirety of the platform’s archive. 

In combination with playlists, recommended algorithms play a crucial role in keeping 

users active and engaged within the environment of music streaming platforms, 

continually suggesting new songs to the user in order to keep them listening and 

ensuring that they continue to pay for subscriptions or receive periodic advertisements. 

It is in this way that music streaming services have been characterised as ‘traps’ (Seaver 

2018), as they aim to retain users in a cycle of ‘endless consumption’ (Arditi 2018) in 

order to drive both ad-supported and subscription-based business models. As Åker 

(2018) describes in his analysis of Spotify’s artist radio features, recommendations 

provide the user with ‘more of the same’, suggesting music based off of previous 

listening behaviour and taste profiles in order to maintain a degree of predictability. 
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This notion of providing music with some similarity and predictability for the listener 

has be a characterising feature of commercial radio since the 1920s, with the delivery of 

‘safe cards’ and music that sounds like earlier hits being favoured as a way to reliably 

reach audiences (Rothenbuhler and McCourt 1992). This strategy of predictability 

becomes even more potent in the context of music streaming platforms, as 

personalisation systems allow for recommendations to be customised to meet the 

preferences and tastes of each user individually.    

While music recommendations and algorithms represent an important part of the 

branded musical experience of Spotify and other music streaming services (Morris and 

Powers 2015), they also present new challenges for streaming service providers 

concerning the distribution and discovery of music through curated playlists. Examining 

user experiences of discovery using streaming services, Kjus (2016) found the use of 

curated playlists as a promotional and exploratory device only triggered short term 

exposure and user engagement. Similarly, following initial periods of fascination with 

the large music databases of streaming platforms, users appeared to lose interest, further 

indicating problems with the cultivation of music discoveries and long-term 

relationships between music streaming services and consumers (Kjus 2016). Among 

these challenges, the increasingly passive nature of music consumption (Morgan 2019) 

and the political economy of algorithmic recommendation (Gillespie 2014) represent 

key areas of scholarly inquiry regarding the experiences of music streaming service 

users.  

It is argued that the consumption of music through playlists contextually oriented by the 

listener’s location, activity and mindset, as demonstrated by Spotify, may encourage a 

form of passive music consumption (Morgan 2019). Discussing the salient position of 

in-house curated playlists as a technology for content promotion and delivery on 

Spotify, Morgan (2019) identifies ‘soundtracking-your-life’ style playlists as 

encouraging forms of ‘lean-back’ listening. In this way, the ‘aural experience of hearing 

the music’ is not the primary focus, but functions as ‘a soundtrack, or even a functional 

element designed to attune the listener’ in order to perform activities such as working 

out or studying (p.11). Notions of passive music consumption in this way are not a new 
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concept of course, with radio representing a similarly passive or non-interactive mode 

of music consumption. As Morgan (2019) explains however, the level of listener 

engagement is further reduced when listening to curated streaming playlists, as the lack 

of a radio DJ who may notify the listener to the track being played means they must 

break from their activity to interact with the service interface to discover the track 

information. This too may not seem like an important detail given other conduits of 

passive music consumption including music in film and public performances may also 

lack an emphasis on track information. However, the crux of Morgan’s (2019) argument 

is that these kinds of ‘lean-back’ playlists are introducing and encouraging this style of 

passive listening within the private setting which has typically been characterised by 

listener interactivity and control over music selections by way of personal music 

collections and actively selecting which albums or tracks to listen to.  

The encroaching of passive playlist listening into these previously interactive realms of 

personal music consumption represents a growing concern for music industry actors and 

journalists who remain apprehensive regarding the use of playlists as vehicles for 

discovering music, developing artist careers, and/or improving the overall music 

industry (Morgan 2019; Hu 2018). In many ways, the functioning of these playlists can 

be understood as another vector of Spotify’s privileging of features and affordances of 

‘exploration’ over those which correspond to practices of personal archiving and 

collecting (Lüders 2019). While these playlists may appear to aid the user in curating 

and delivering music selections, the nature of their deployment as a background 

presence and the lack of user engagement with the details required for remembering and 

reexperiencing a given song appear unsuitable in facilitating the discovery of new music 

by streaming service users. Listening to these playlists, a user may effectively stream 

large quantities of music, however the lack of user engagement associated with ‘lean-

back’ listening renders the music itself a largely transient and ephemeral feature of the 

consumption experience (Lüders 2019). It is in this way Kjus (2016) describes how 

users typically refer to streaming services as a way to deepen and extend their 

experiences following initial music discoveries through friends, other media and live 

performances. 
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The centrality of curated playlists to the discovery features of music streaming 

platforms therefore necessitates a focus on the nature and politics of recommendation 

algorithms themselves, drawing attention to the potential for manipulation of user 

recommendations and influence of cultural and economic imperatives. In their analysis 

of platform curation and user control in shaping experiences of music streaming 

platforms, Morris and Powers (2015) describe how the blending of promotion and 

distribution through the in-house curation of playlists may see content recommendations 

‘potentially refracted through the promotional aims of a particular services’ (p.118). 

Despite reflecting an impression of impartiality and unbiased data-driven assurance 

(boyd and Crawford 2012), algorithmic recommendation technologies implemented 

within music streaming platforms cannot be considered purely objective systems, 

necessitating an examination of the politics of algorithms (Gillespie 2014). As Eriksson 

et al. (2019) writes, following the curatorial turn, Spotify sought to cultivate a 

relationship of trust with its users by downplaying notions of collaboratively filtered 

algorithmic expertise, positioning itself as your new ‘best friend’. The deployment of 

the mixtape as a nostalgic and affective motif similarly aims to personify Spotify’s 

‘computational approximations of music preferences and ready-made playlists’ 

(Eriksson et al. 2019 p.118) and soften connotations of the commercial compilation 

albums and associations with music industry profiteering at the expense of creativity 

(Drew 2005; Wikström and Burnett 2009). Such impressions of independence are vital 

in establishing the credibility of algorithms as ‘disinterested machines’ (Kjus 2016). 

However, just as seemingly ‘natural’ search results can be found to reflect biases (Feuz, 

Fuller, and Stalder 2011), developers shape these algorithmic recommenders in certain 

ways.   

While the workings of the recommendation engines behind services such as Spotify 

may remain a ‘black box’ (Eriksson et al. 2019), accounts of ‘payola’ being paid by 

major music labels for their artists and music to be placed on popular and influential 

playlists are revealing of the politics underlying such algorithms. Given the new role of 

playlist curation as a form of taste-making and gatekeeping (Morgan 2019), the 

inclusion of an artist on one of Spotify’s playlists, some of which have followers 
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amounting in the millions, can have a significant positive impact on the artist’s fanbase, 

their number of total streams and generated revenue (Eriksson 2019 et al. p.120). As 

Morris and Powers (2015) point out, the recorded music industry is no stranger to the 

use of bullying tactics, pricing deals and ‘other forms of threat and favour, […] thus 

making the possibility for manipulation in the current case [of Spotify] seem less novel 

or extreme’ (p.118). In this way, the use of algorithmically curated playlists for 

discovering music can be understood as contingent on the trust of users in the 

independence of the recommendation systems from the commercialised interests of 

major labels or of the streaming platform itself. It is important, as Fry suggests, to 

remember that while ‘user experience is important to these services, the algorithms are 

primarily designed to generate more revenue’, and that ‘financial objectives do not 

require algorithms to be perfect for the user, simply good enough’ to retain them as a 

subscriber (2018 p.281).  

Music streaming services then, through their implementation of algorithmic 

recommendation engines and in-house curated playlists have emerged as a disruptive 

new ‘sociotechnical cultural intermediary’ (Webster et al. 2016). In this gatekeeping 

role, music streaming services incorporate music distribution and discovery; the format 

of the curated playlist prescribing and encouraging new kinds of music consumption 

oriented by everyday contexts and activities. As I have outlined however, these 

disruptions have been accompanied by new concerns regarding the politics of 

algorithms and the transience of streaming music consumption and discoveries. These 

issues will provide the conceptual and contextual frameworks for my investigation of 

music discovery in Chapter Five, as I explore how the ‘machine agency’ (Lüders 2019) 

of recommendation engines and curated playlists are apprehended within the concrete 

practices of my participants. This analysis will engage with scholarly debates 

concerning listener attention and the trustworthiness of algorithmic music 

recommendations in triangulating the position of music streaming services as conduits 

for discovering music. Moreover, as discovery may be regarded as an important ‘pre-

acquisition’ phase of collecting processes (Steirer 2014), the role of music streaming 
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services in shaping moments of discovery will also be considered in terms of facilitating 

or disrupting individual practices of music collecting in the digital age.  

2.2.4 Collecting in the Cloud 

The digital distribution of music using streaming technology has seen new forms of 

collection and consumption emerge (Marshall 2014). While elements of collecting 

practice such as rarity, scarcity and ownership may be negated by the access and 

availability of music content afforded by music streaming services, the use of playlists 

to curate unique and self-reflexive aggregations of song allows users to demonstrate 

their tastes and musical knowledge as a form of music collection. However, while 

playlists may afford streaming users a way to express individuality and curate collector 

relationships with music streams, reconfigurations in ownership and restricted control 

over music and collections within the portals of music streaming services continue to 

signify clear discontinuities between emerging and established understandings of music 

collecting. The use of playlists as a strategy for music collection within music streaming 

platforms will be returned to in Chapter Four, unpacking in more detail how streaming 

service users approach playlists as collections and how these understandings may be 

mediated by previous experience with other music media formats and technologies. 

In translating elements of Benjamin’s (1969) rituals of book collecting, Marshall (2014) 

details some important difficulties in situating music collecting practices within the 

context of music streaming platforms. Where collections reflect the subjectivities of the 

collector through the discrimination of its contents and the systems of order and 

classification imposed upon it (Benjamin 1969), the all-inclusive libraries and objective 

structuring of music streaming services deny these distinctions. Further, the immediacy 

and access facilitated by music streaming services removes crucial concepts of scarcity 

and collector desire, negating the labour involved in acquisition and the pleasures of the 

‘hunt’ for desired items (Marshall 2014). From these perspectives, the nuances and 

contours of music collecting represent a point of tension when applied to the contexts of 

music streaming, opening space to question the affordances and symbolic powers of 

music in the cloud for processes of identity construction and communication (Sinclair 
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and Tinson 2017). It is in this way that Marshall (2014) suggests that the type of 

consumption and collection associated with physical music formats may disappear, ‘as 

music delivery systems change and make everything available to us in frictionless ways’ 

(p.71).  

Further objections regarding the collecting of music through music streaming services 

might be found in the sense of ownership one feels over music streams. In a financial 

sense, the ownership of physical music formats concerned the moment of transaction in 

which the media object was purchased and legally transformed into the property of the 

buyer (Morris 2015b). However, as Morris (2015b) notes, this is only one way to obtain 

and exercise ownership over a commodity object such as music. Our relationships with 

music are ‘as much cultural (i.e., it is wrapped up in identity, taste, pleasure, etc.) as it is 

commercial’, as it is ‘possible for users to feel intense ownership over something for 

which they have not paid’ (Sterne 2012 p.385). Indeed, as in the case of ‘freemium’ 

models of music distribution (Anderson 2009) or the acquisition of music files for free 

through peer-to-peer applications, feelings of ownership are not necessarily linked to 

exchange value and may instead be characterised in terms of cultural ownership (Morris 

2015b).  

Cultural ownership concerns the feeling that ‘this is my music’; a ‘deeply’ important 

component of collector relationships with their collections and one which can be found 

to underpin a range of collector behaviours including hoarding and sharing in both 

physical and digital contexts (Gillespie cited in Burkart 2008 p.249). As Morris (2015b) 

suggests, notions of cultural ownership function as a rationale for consumers ‘feeling 

they should have a certain amount of control and rights over the commodity in question’ 

(p.167). These notions of control over music collections and feelings of cultural 

ownership become problematised as digital music is delivered through music streaming 

services. For example, the digital music collector has access to the files which populate 

their media player and may readily transfer them to another device or storage medium 

and may customise the look and feel of their media player interface or change the media 

player application itself. Conversely, streaming service consumers are restricted to a 

fixed user interface experience and may only access music as an authorised user through 
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an installation of the provider’s software. ‘The loss of user control’, regarding possible 

interactions within the environments of music streaming services, ‘strains against the 

music collector’s ego’ when compared to the collector of physical music formats and to 

some extent those who collect digital music files (Burkart 2008 p.249). In this way, 

these streaming platforms may act as a ‘digital enclosure’ for the music collector, 

signifying the relinquishing of technological control over music collections (Burkart 

2008 p.249). 

Elsewhere, Kushner (2019) has described streaming services to not only be problematic 

for collecting, but highlights how these services also disrupt and reconfigure a range of 

music consumption practices:  

[Streaming] services like Spotify offer only a hazy view of collecting under 

new media conditions, because the listening practices that they attempt to 

unseat are not limited to collecting. In part, this is because Spotify and its ilk 

attempt to mediate generalized listening and consumption practices: their 

emphasis on ‘discovery’ belies a vested interest in feeding a steady supply of 

recorded sound that each user is algorithmically predicted to like, not to 

encourage the selection, accumulation, and curation of specific physical or 

virtual objects. (Kushner 2019 p.2) 

Significantly, Kushner (2019) highlights the removal of crucial notions of 

selection and accumulation inherent in the mediation of music collection and 

consumption within the contexts of music streaming platforms. In this way, music 

streaming services may be characterised as replacing the collector’s fetish for 

physical formats with a ‘substitute control fantasy’ (Burkart 2008 p.249). This 

thesis aims to investigate these emergent points of contention regarding the media 

conditions of the streaming era and music collecting, highlighting strategies of 

creative adoption, resistance and technological management of streaming music 

technologies within individual configurations of practices.  
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Despite the apparent irreconcilability of music collecting with the conditions of music 

streaming platforms, recent studies have highlighted user practices which demonstrate 

forms of collecting which resemble and extend pre-digital practices. Within the 

interfaces of music streaming services, personal playlists have been identified as the site 

of significant practices of personal music aggregation which reveal new forms of music 

collecting (Hagen 2015). The ability for users to create their own playlists represents 

one of the primary ways in which collectors may imbue the objective order of streaming 

libraries with their own subjective classifications and schemas (Marshall 2014). As 

Hagen (2015) writes, in ‘imposing one’s will (and oneself) upon an intangible realm of 

endless abundance’ streaming users cultivate a sense of ownership, narrowing ‘the 

impact of the service’s shared features and content in the interests of elevating personal 

music selection above all else’ (p.643). Through the ‘active management of music into 

playlists’ (Hagen 2015 p.644), streaming users were able to create meaningful 

connections to music, constituting relationships punctuated by the same ‘interwoven 

narratives of desire, compulsion, and identification’ which characterise physical music 

collections (Shuker 2010 p.328). Indeed, while the ownership of a particular album may 

serve as a marker of identity for the physical music collector, in the abundant context of 

streaming ‘it is not just things themselves but also the ordering and management of 

those things that becomes a matter of distinction’ (Kilroy-Marac 2018; original 

emphasis).  

I aim to extend understandings of these practices and strategies of negotiating the 

disruptive or ‘intrusive’ (Mollen and Dhaenens 2018) impacts of music streaming 

platforms by introducing a broader focus on the competitive and complimentary roles of 

other music technologies. Music audiences currently enjoy a plethora of ways to 

consume and collect music, with each format and technology providing unique 

experiences shaped by their material affordances and limitations. In this way, the 

contemporary music media landscape represents the interminable coexistence and 

intersection of music media from different eras, constituting a ‘heterogenous 

technological ecology’ (Roy 2015 p.1). The embedding of music media formats and 

technologies alongside or in place of music streaming services within everyday 
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practices may therefore be approached as a strategy of coping or technological 

management to mitigate experiences of intrusive digital platforms. Indeed, ‘the choice 

to keep or reject physical objects, to integrate them into daily practices or to dismiss 

them, represents a larger answer to the contemporary, and expresses various strategies 

of dwelling in a particularly fast-changing technological space’ (Roy 2015 p.2). As I 

will now discuss regarding the resurgent popularity of the vinyl record, the collecting of 

records in the contemporary streaming era may characterised as ‘as a conscious act of 

resistance to dematerialization’ (Roy 2015 p.2). 

2.2.5 Vinyl Revival  

One of the more unpredictable features of the current era of streaming music 

consumption is the continuing resurgence of the vinyl record. Originally introduced in 

1948 as the successor of the shellac gramophone record, the vinyl record was the 

dominant sound carrier throughout most of the twentieth century until the introduction 

of the Compact Disc and the audio cassette in the 1980s and 1990s (Osbourne 2013). 

Despite its downfall in popularity as a mainstream sound carrier, vinyl maintained a 

cultural relevance among niche dance music cultures of house and techno, and the DJ 

culture of hip hop where the format grew to represent ‘underground cool’, cultural 

authority, authenticity and independent DIY attitudes (Bartmanski and Woodward 

2016). Alongside a revival in alternative guitar music in 2007 and the withering sales of 

cassette singles, vinyl began to unexpectedly regain popularity against the backdrop of a 

saturation of digital audio technologies (Osbourne 2013). Spurred on by endorsements 

by artists and industry through Record Store Day (Harvey 2015) and the return of in-

house vinyl pressing by major labels (Ellis-Petersen 2017), the popularity of vinyl 

records has continued to rise throughout the 2010s, becoming a significant niche market 

for collectors and music fans. Currently, vinyl is a resurgent media format which 

increasingly populates the racks of music sections within departments store chains, as it 

becomes reintegrated into mainstream tastes as a cultural novelty and curiosity. While 

the continued importance of the format to cultural communities sustains vinyl’s status as 

the ‘king format’ (Bartmanski and Woodward 2015), growing mainstream appeal raises 
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questions around its iconic and symbolic power into the future (Bartmanski and 

Woodward 2016). It is suggested that the current rebirthing of vinyl in the digital era of 

music streaming cannot be reduced to an exercise in nostalgia or other single condition 

but requires ‘synchronic inquiry’ into the social meanings and cultural construction 

surrounding the format (Bartmanski and Woodward (2013). Given then the enduring 

relevance of vinyl record in the conceptualising of the contemporary music collector 

and collecting practice (Shuker 2010), the resurgent position of the vinyl record in the 

streaming era represents an important point of entry for my own analysis concerning the 

adoption of a uniquely material music media format alongside digital music 

technologies. 

The late return of the vinyl record in the digital context is a technological trajectory 

which evaded the scholarly estimations of cultural studies and popular music theorists 

during the dawn of the twenty-first century. As Eisenberg (2004) noted in 1996, ‘When 

I was writing, the compact disc was a strident interloper; today it has so thoroughly 

triumphed that vinyl is left to the very poor, the very rich and the very odd’ (p.211). For 

Mark Katz in Capturing Sound (2004) too, in the words of Winters (2016), vinyl 

records were ‘pretty much dead issue’ (p.160). As Winters goes on to note regarding 

vinyl’s resurgence:  

It seems to be growing on its own, nurtured by the Internet, outside of the 

eye of culture writers and the music industry alike. Who can say whether 

this phenomenon will last or continue to grow? Nobody really predicted that 

it would happen in the first place […]. Furthermore, electronics 

manufacturers are making and selling turntables again, and new analog, yes 

analog, technologies are being developed. Factories for vinyl records are 

behind their pressing schedules, and new factories are being equipped, while 

old vinyl manufacturing equipment is retooled to meet current needs. 

(Winters 2016 p.160) 

Vinyl’s upwards trajectory has only continued into the new decade (De Poloni 2020), 

and while the format is not at this stage slated to take over significant market shares of 
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global music sales (Palerimo 2015), vinyl records are said to command ‘an enthusiastic 

and loyal following among 40-something collectors and 20-something hip-hop, techno 

and punk fans’ (Chivers Yochim and Biddinger 2008 p.183).  

Cultural studies perspectives have interpreted vinyl’s resurgence as a vector of a broader 

‘retromania’ (Reynolds 2012) or ‘analogue nostalgia’ (Marks 2002) which is said to 

have emerged in response to the proliferation of digital media technologies. As Katz 

(2015) writes ‘the rising popularity of vinyl records and other analogue technologies is 

often attributed to their anti-digital qualities: their supposed warmth of sound versus the 

cold sterility of digital’ (p.276). It is in this sense that Parikka proposes that analogue 

technologies conceived of as ‘dead media’ in the digital era ‘seem to be as natural a part 

of the digital-culture landscape as high-definition screen technology and super-fast 

broadband’ (2012 p.3). In his early analysis of record collectors, Plasketes (1992) too 

argued that the persistence of the vinyl format is sustained by its nostalgic value within 

key vinyl subcultures. He goes on to characterise these subcultures as ‘made up of those 

who, for various reasons, resist technology or progress and determinedly cling to the 

artefact, collecting or preserving a part of it because of the meaning and experience 

contained within’ (1992 p.109). Indeed, given that the introduction of vinyl records 

coincides with the birth of popular pop and rock music canon, vinyl records are 

perceived by some as an authentic medium on which this music was originally recorded 

for and listened to (Bartmanski and Woodward 2015). Hayes (2006) similarly located 

nostalgic connotations at the foundation of a predilection for vinyl records among young 

music consumers. Despite only having recently switched from CDs to vinyl, Hayes 

likens these new enthusiasts to consumers of nostalgia films as ‘their consumption of 

cultural texts draws upon popular understandings of how these experiences were framed 

in (and by) the past’ (2006 p.55).  

Conversely however, the reduction of the resurgent popularity of vinyl records to 

nostalgia value and the increasing popularity of retro culture has been criticised by some 

academics as it suggests a ‘false consciousness’ (Stewart 1993) which is ‘inconsistent 

with the cultural work surrounding vinyl records’ (Chivers Yochim and Biddinger 2008 

p.184). Adopting an experimental design, Lepa and Tritakis (2016) investigated the 
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sensorial appeals of vinyl records compared to CDs across heterogenous birth cohorts, 

determining that the vinyl revival is likely due to a combination of psycho-social 

mechanisms grounded in both the symbolic and material aspects of the medium. Vinyl 

records were found to be appealing in the digital age due to their distinctive sound, 

aesthetic ‘richness’ and complexity of the formats material, embodied and sensorial 

aspects. Significantly, these features were most pronounced among those who were 

unfamiliar with vinyl records and did not use the medium within their everyday 

repertoires of music technologies. In this way, Lepa and Tritakis usefully distinguish 

between what they identify as two distinct phenomena at play regarding the resurgence 

of vinyl records:  

While technostalgia is a bitter-sweet feeling of embodied resonance when 

using a familiar, but increasingly “obsolete” material medium, symbolic 

aura attribution conversely increases listener’s emotional arousal when 

being exposed to media stimuli that are rather rare and uncommon in their 

everyday media environments, especially for agents that have never been 

originally socialized with them. Insofar, when it comes to understand “vinyl 

retromania”, we are dealing with two nearly antagonistic phenomena with 

only one of them being an instance of “true nostalgia” in the sense of the 

term. (Lepa and Tritakis 2016 p.27; original emphasis) 

For those part of the birth cohort who grew up with vinyl records, mechanisms of 

technostalgia concerning a longing for the lost ‘acts’ of vinyl listening were identified in 

explaining contemporary analogue preferences. For younger cohorts however, the sound 

qualities and novel rituals of handling vinyl records made for a more emotional listening 

experience and saw the attribution of special auratic qualities which as Lepa and 

Tritakis (2016) write, should not be mixed up with embodied technostalgia related to 

media.  

The adoption of vinyl records in the era of digital music has also been characterised as a 

project of resistance against perceived strategies and consumerist discursive practices of 

the recording industry. As in the case of Hayes’ young vinyl collectors (2006), while the 
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music industry may sometimes appeal to collectors, the independent curation of a record 

collection was described as an act of rebellion against capitalist industry values of 

musical immediacy and disposability in favour of a valorisation of the obscure and the 

authentic. For Hayes’ collectors then, vinyl records represent a disruption of ‘music 

industry’s efforts to define and regulate their consumer identities thus restoring a degree 

of autonomy to an economic relation widely perceived to be over-determined by 

corporate objectives, youth-oriented marketing campaigns, legal action and other forms 

of [industrial] control’ (2006 p.52). In the contemporary streaming era of music 

consumption, similar resistant associations connected to vinyl records can be observed:  

Controversies and court cases surrounding file sharing and streaming might 

be about the status of intellectual property in the age of limitless mechanical 

reproduction, but they are also about who controls the narrative, who gets to 

say which music is important and to dictate the ways in which it should be 

listened. Vinyl users are taking back those decisions for themselves and co-

opting the official narratives that commercialized culture attempts to impose 

on them. Technology ultimately may or may not be predictable, people and 

the cultures that they make up are far less so. (Winters 2016 p.160)  

In the image of the bricoleur, Winters writes, the record collector in the digital age 

repurposes the leftovers of industrial capitalism and gives them new meaning, 

compiling a unique alternative history in his or her curation of popular culture (2016 

p.80).  

Similar arguments have been outlined by Burkart in his description of the ‘digital 

enclosure’ constituted by digital formats and now music streaming services (2008). As 

outlined previously in this chapter, given the relationship of music access rather than 

ownership inherent in music streaming consumption, symbolic substitutes stand in for 

music collections through the interfaces of music streaming platforms. Burkart 

describes how these interfaces prescribe how service users may access and interact with 

digital music, constituting a ceding of control to the technology in a way which ‘strains 

against the music collector’s ego’ (2008 p.249). Indeed, compared to practices of 
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physical music collecting, ‘The controlled life of the music user within the digital 

enclosure seems incommensurable with the empowered music user who once went to 

record stores and bought, sold, traded, and collected CDs, LPs, and cassettes’ (Burkart 

2008 p.249). It is in this sense that Burkart explicitly suggests that ‘restoring practices 

of physical archiving’ may be the only remedy for the music collector in the digital age, 

becoming ‘like an ethos to those who collect music diligently’ (2008 p.250).  

Finally, the aesthetic appeal of cover art, materiality and other visual features 

represents a significant part of the vinyl experience for many consumers and has 

been described as a crucial component to the enduring popularity of the format 

(Bartmanski and Woodward 2015). These visual features such as liner notes, 

informative sleeve inserts, gatefold covers and even coloured or design-bearing 

records themselves attract the eye of potential consumers, distinguish one album 

from another and can provide a visual accompaniment to the musical content. For 

collectors, record covers and other visual features represent important sources of 

value and are often stored in protective plastic sleeves and graded in terms of their 

condition in second-hand markets. It is the physical presence and aesthetic 

features of vinyl records which enabled them to occupy a communicative role. A 

display of vinyl records within a room may be regarded as an exhibition of the 

collector’s music taste and identity inviting the observation and admiration of 

others (Giles, Pietrzykowski and Clark 2007). As I will show in Chapter Four, the 

visual and communicative capacities of vinyl record collections continue to 

represent a significant dimension of their value for contemporary music collectors.  

It is through the substantial materiality of records and their packaging that 

collectors encounter and engage with the previous lives of records. This type of 

Benjaminian relationship between collector and collection has seen physical 

formats such as vinyl records take on a reconfigured significance in an era of 

micromaterial music formats. Indeed, as Marshall explains, ‘the greater materiality 

– and fragility – of the vinyl album allows its history to be inscribed onto the 

material object – more so than with a CD, and much more so than with a digital 

file’ (2014 p.67). It is through their unique material affordances that vinyl records 
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may become physically imbued with history and ‘social life’ (Appadurai 1986) 

and reflect the personal history of the collector. Writing during the ‘death’ of vinyl 

and the dawn of the digital era, Eisenberg similarly notes:  

an individual CD does not wear its history in the noble, faithful, doglike 

way a vinyl record did. Two things made the LP especially thingly: its 

mangy, battle-scarred body (which gave it an 'aura,' in Benjamins sense), 

and its big, visible, fetishable cover art. The CD has neither. For the most 

part, any copy of a given CD is interchangeable with any other. Ideally, it is 

nothing more than the information it holds. (Eisenberg 2004 p.212) 

Comparable observations may still be made regarding music streaming, with the 

materiality of individual formats traded for the material technologies used for their 

digital retrieval, the ‘aura-laden’ (Benjamin 1969) and collectable music object 

has been reduced almost entirely into information streams.  

In all, the resurgence and increasing adoption of the near-obsolete vinyl record in the 

era of streaming music consumption raises important epistemological questions 

regarding the management of technology, collective symbolic attributions, embodied 

effects of materiality and the refashioning of discourses regarding novelty, 

technological diffusion and social change (Sarpong, Dong and Appiah 2016; Lepa and 

Tritakis 2016). By repositioning the vinyl record as a contemporary format among other 

media technologies in the current digital context, the broader and more complex 

processes behind its revival may be understood, revealing the ‘significant and self-

conscious role’ of ‘youth cohorts that grew up with laptops and iPods’ in the enduring 

popularity of vinyl records in the digital age (Bartmanski and Woodward 2015 p.xxi). In 

this way, my analysis will contribute to such perspectives in articulating the current 

position of vinyl records within the repertoires of Generation Y participants as a 

uniquely material and highly collectable format which serves distinct complimentary 

functions in their predominantly digital lives and practices of music consumption.  
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2.3 Defining Collecting  

To understand the processes of self-making and identity formation concerning music 

consumption examined in this thesis, the role of collecting becomes a key concept. 

Practices of collecting play a significant role at the heart of our relations with objects 

and can be located in almost all cultures and eras (Belk 1995; Pearce 1998; Steketee and 

Frost 2010). As described by Clifford (1988) ‘collecting has long been the strategy for 

the deployment of a possessive self, culture, and authenticity’ within western cultures, 

concerning the tasteful and appropriate gathering of things ‘to make the world one’s 

own’ (p.218). Throughout history, collections have been gathered in order to forge an 

extended sense of self (Belk 1988), understand and classify nature (Alberti 2006) and 

culture (Clifford 1988), and communicate status (Bourdieu 1984) and identity (Guy and 

Banim 2000) through the capturing, control, display of objects:  

Ancient religions collected sacred objects imbued with magical powers to 

negotiate the hazards of this world and the next. When art became secular, 

the wealthy collected paintings and sculptures to display their power and 

taste. The rise of science gave birth to cabinets of curiosity, vast and varied 

collections of objects that sought to capture and control the scope of the 

natural world. The advent of the modern museum codified and ordered such 

anarchic assemblages, even as growing numbers of individual private 

collectors continued to amass collections of both “high culture”—great art, 

books, porcelain, bones, shells, and insects—and the odd and ephemeral 

products of mass manufacture: toys, cereal boxes, and trading cards. (Moist 

and Banash 2013 p.10) 

It is in this way that collecting is closely entwined with fundamental processes of 

cultural meaning making. Beyond historical perspectives, the attention of institutions 

and the pursuits of the eccentric, collecting can also be located at the origin of nearly 

everyone’s individual history as a purposeful act of self-definition. As Rigby and Rigby 

(1944 p. 35) explain, ‘from the small boy to the connoisseur, the joy of standing before 
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one's accumulated pile and being able to say “this belongs to me” is the culmination of 

that feeling that begins with ownership of the first item , . . they become us’. More 

recently, the popularity of television programs such as Antiques Roadshow and 

American Pickers are indicative of the salience of collecting as a consistent and growing 

feature of contemporary popular culture (Moist and Banash 2013).  

Since attracting academic attention in the 1990s (Pearce 2005), collecting has become 

an interdisciplinary field of study and has been the focus of a range of disciplines 

including psychology, sociology, history, anthropology, museum studies and market 

research. Most pertinent to the present thesis are contributions from consumer culture 

(see Belk 1988; 1995; 2001) and studies of material culture (see Miller 1998) which 

explore collecting as a practice of consumption and the connections between collected 

objects and social processes, respectively. In light of such broad enquiries, collecting 

can be found to be a highly heterogenous practice, often blurring into other practices 

and suggesting different emphases concerning the collector’s relationships with objects. 

As such, collecting requires careful definition in order to be distinguished from related 

areas of consumption such as accumulation, possession and hoarding.  

Belk provides one of the most commonly referred to definitions of collecting as ‘the 

process of actively, selectively, and passionately acquiring and possessing things 

removed from ordinary use and perceived as part of a set of non-identical objects or 

experiences’ (Belk 2001 p. 83). Collecting can therefore be understood as ‘a highly 

involving form of consumption’ (Belk 2001 p. 84), but is distinct in its broad concern 

for sets of objects, the investment in the acquisition and maintenance of the collection’s 

contents and the lack of use value associated with collected objects. Selectivity 

regarding collected objects distinguishes the collector from an accumulator, who may 

display acquisitiveness but without the same degree of discrimination in their 

procurements (Kron 1983). Similarly, while possession concerns the ownership of an 

object, the acquisition of the collected objects by the collector themselves, the systems 

of subjective order which structure the collection contents and the potential completion 

of the collection are distinguishing features of the collector over the possessor (Pearce 

1994; 1998). The pursuit of a set of non-identical objects for reasons other than their 
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utilitarian function distinguishes the collector from the simply possessive drive of the 

hoarder. Finally, unlike the profit-based goals of the investor, the ‘true collector’ is not 

profit-oriented, despite the monetary value which may be represented by their collection 

(Belk 2001 p. 83). 

As mentioned in the introduction to this thesis, perhaps the most definitive account of 

collecting is provided by Walter Benjamin in his touchstone essay Unpacking my 

Library (1969). Benjamin’s writing is ‘rich but elusive’, compensating for a lack of 

theoretical contributions with evocative prose which captures the warmth and passion of 

the collector for their collected objects (Marshall 2014 p.62). Nonetheless, through 

Benjamin’s writing on collecting, three defining themes emerge: Firstly, Benjamin 

draws attention to the process of ordering, describing the act as an invitation for the 

collector to reacquaint themselves with their collected items by considering each object, 

its biography and inclusion within the collection (Benjamin 1969). It is through the 

application of explicit systems of ordering that the collection comes to reflect the 

subjective value judgements and selectivity of the collector. Secondly, Benjamin 

highlights the significance of ownership, encapsulating the collector’s mastery, control 

and responsibility for collected objects. The ownership of collected objects concerns a 

commitment to its development and protection and facilitating a sense of permanence as 

the collection may go on to exist beyond the collector themselves (Marshall 2014). 

Finally, Benjamin identifies the state of desire to be a vital component of the collector 

mentality, describing the time spent in pursuit, planning and craving the next acquisition 

to be a significant source of pleasure for the collector. Taken together, these themes can 

be understood as integral dimensions of collecting regarding physical objects. As such, 

these themes will be returned to routinely throughout the following chapters as a 

working definition of collecting practice against which novel and emerging forms of 

collecting concerning digital objects of variable materiality may be compared and 

contrasted.  



57 

 

2.3.1 Locating Collectors 

The drive to seek out, acquire and own objects has been identified as a common human 

trait (Olmsted 1991) with dispositions towards collecting found to cut across boundaries 

of age, gender and social class (Belk 2001; Pearce 1995; 1998). Collecting is a 

widespread activity among children, with both boys and girls equally likely collect up 

until early adolescence where collecting behaviours drastically decline, particularly 

among girls (Belk 2001; Olmsted 1991). According to findings by Kozden (1989) and 

Belk et al. (1991) the abandoning of collecting practices in adulthood can be understood 

as a result of less available time to devote to collecting, fears of engaging in a childish 

hobby and the new availability of alternative avenues for achieving and demonstrating 

one’s expertise. Dispositions towards collecting may continue to develop over the 

course of the collector’s lifetime, in some cases even returning strongly as time 

dedicated to leisure activities increases following retirement (Dannefer 1981). These 

longitudinal perspectives on collecting and its visibility throughout the lifetime will be 

returned to in more detail in Chapter Four, unpacking the music collecting ‘careers’ of 

my participants and their development over time (Shuker 2010).      

The gendering of collecting practices has attracted significant scholarly attention. 

According to Belk and Wallendorf (1994), gendered relationships to collecting can be 

found in the associations with the types of collected objects, meanings underlying 

collecting practices and the gendered uses to which collections are mobilised. It is in 

this way that collecting activities represent different meanings for males and females, 

reinforcing the ‘socially constructed male predilection for acquisition as a sign of 

achievement’ as well as the ‘traditionally feminine virtue of cooperation as well as 

nurturance in curating the collection’ (Belk and Wallendorf 1994 p.251). Collecting has 

been traditionally understood as a male pursuit in its competitive nature and economic 

requirements, characterised as one of the few cultural arenas in which men may be both 

aggressive and competitive, as well as expressive (Rigby and Rigby 1944). Such 

perspectives are attributed to longstanding associations between collecting and 

masculine instincts to possess, conquer and control desirable objects (Maalsen and 
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McLean 2018). This gendered schism in descriptions of collecting has of course 

attracted widespread critique (Barry 1999). Indeed, while ‘male collectors and their 

preferred collectibles usually are given more public prominence […] there is convincing 

survey evidence that the majority of collectors are women’ (Shuker 2013 p.5). 

Baekeland (1981) highlights how accumulations of socially constructed feminine 

objects such as ‘dresses, shoes, perfumes, china and the like’, are rarely thought of as 

collections (p. 47). More recently, Maalsen and McLean (2018) have also described 

gendered differences in the objects which are considered collectable and suggest the 

privileging of masculine understandings of collecting may ‘preclude other equally valid 

collections and approaches to collecting’ (p.44). Notions of gendered collecting will be 

explored in relation to music collecting and the image of the music collector in Chapter 

Three, where collections of music and related objects will be characterised as a way to 

legitimise alternative and resistant conceptions of what is collectable.  

Practices of collecting can also be found to stratify across social class demographics to 

some degree, with factors of income and culture structuring the collection of certain 

objects within respective social classes (Belk 2001). For example, the collecting of fine 

artworks is more frequently practiced among higher social classes (Marquis 1991), 

while visual art and tattoo collections are more prevalent among upper-middle class and 

lower social status individuals, respectively (Belk 1995). Middle social classes represent 

the largest proportion of collectors in areas such as baseball cards (Bloom 1989), beer 

cans (Soroka 1988), and stamps (Bryant 1982). Elsewhere however, Pearce (1995) 

describes that with the exception of highly expensive collectables such as fine art, 

collections of every kind may be located among individuals of every social background, 

perhaps indicating that class associations with particular types of collection are fluid or 

at least in a constant process of social renegotiation. Given the largely homogenous 

middle-class sample of the present thesis, issues of collecting and relationships to class 

distinctions will not be closely examined. However, the reduced cost and increased 

accessibility of music provided by music streaming services and the implications this 

has on social dynamics of music consumption regarding music taste and class 

distinction will be touched upon briefly in Chapter Five. 
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2.3.2 Passion and Obsession: Problems and Benefits of Collecting 

Given collecting is a highly pervasive and heterogenous practice in contemporary 

western societies, the activities of the collector become difficult to pin down as 

something that is inherently positive or negative. Depictions of the collector and their 

underlying motivations cover a broad and diverse spectrum reaching from the heroic 

and passionate to the obsessive-compulsive (Belk 2001). However, as Moist (2008) 

writes, ‘even as collecting has grown in popularity, mainstream representations of 

collectors have paradoxically tended toward negative caricatures of obsessive, socially 

maladjusted oddballs in thrall to acquisitive drives’ (p.100). This has been particularly 

true in depictions of record collectors in books and movies such as Ghost World (2001) 

and High Fidelity (2000), the latter of which Shuker (2004) refers to as portraying a 

stereotypical image of the male record collector, ‘whose passion for collecting is often a 

substitute for “real” social relationships, and who exhibit[s] a “train spotting” mentality 

toward popular music’ (p.311). The negative aspects of collecting are also described by 

Belk (1988) through his encounter with a collector and dealer of Mickey Mouse 

memorabilia. The recovering polydrug abuser described his collecting behaviour as an 

addiction and often pursued his next ‘Mickey fix’ instead of paying his rent or meeting 

other financial obligations. It is in this way that the search for the collectable, while 

originally intended towards the enrichment of the self, can manifest in more undesirable 

and obsessive aspects.   

Other problematic dimensions of collecting may be found in the collector’s focus on 

sources of perceived enjoyment which concern their collection. In other words, as a type 

of consumption, collecting may be found to be a product of a particular materialist 

outlook which assumes that happiness can be gained through the possession of objects. 

As Belk describes, materialism at the highest levels sees possessions occupy a central 

position in a person’s life and is ‘moderately but significantly correlated with 

unhappiness’ (1995 p.481). However, such perspectives on collecting, and of negative 

collector stereotypes more broadly, can more likely be understood as functioning as a 

type of social defence mechanism for consumers, providing an ‘unwitting metaphor for 
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our own fears of unbridled materialism in the marketplace’ (Belk 2001 p.ix). In this 

capacity, collector stereotypes play a scapegoat role and allow us to ‘escape blame 

ourselves by caricaturing the collector as being the silly non-rational consumer in 

comparison to our own equally obsessive but less focused consumption behaviour’ 

(Belk 2001 p.ix). Indeed, in their careful consideration of cost, time and effort 

concerning decisions of purchase and acquisition, collectors may be more thoughtful in 

their consumption than non-collectors.  

Despite the playful references of my collector participants to their collecting as an 

addiction or obsession, collecting activities provide major benefits to the collector on 

both individual and social levels. Collections may function as a repository of memory 

for the collector. As a form of ‘souvenir’ (Pearce 1994), collected objects can anchor 

memories and experiences from the collector’s past within a tangible and authentic 

reality, often through factual and spatial associations with people, places and events. It 

is here where Benjamin’s conception of collecting can be situated, recognising the 

collectors struggle with temporality: ‘Every passion borders on the chaotic, but the 

collector's passion borders on the chaos of memories’ (1969 p.60). Indeed, as Blom 

writes ‘Every collection is a theatre of memories, a dramatization and a mise en scène of 

personal and collective pasts [...] The world beyond what we can touch is with us in and 

through them, and through communion with them it is possible to commune with it and 

become part of it’ (2002 p.191). 

Collecting can be understood as a purposeful self-defining activity, with collected 

objects seen as more of a part of an individual’s sense of self than single consumption 

items through the expenditure of time and effort or noteworthy conditions surrounding 

their acquisition (Belk 1988). It is in this capacity that collections play a defining role in 

the identity and personality of the collector, representing the accumulation of ‘fetish 

objects’ (Pearce 1994) which capture and memorialise their passions or interests. The 

collector’s enthusiastic approach to desired objects can also contribute to the formation 

of their social identity, serving as a shared interest between likeminded collectors 

encountered in pursuit of the collection and providing a support system of friends and 

peers (Christ 1965; Dannefer 1980; DiMaggio 1987). This social dimension of 
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collecting in the context of record collecting is well documented by Shuker (2010), 

referring to the pursuit of records as a collection of social practices which play out 

across distinct ‘sites of acquisition’ such as record stores, fairs and thrift stores (p.1).  

Finally, collections can contribute to the collector’s own sense of personal mastery. 

Often the focus of what Pearce (1994) labels as ‘systematic’ collections, these sets of 

objects concern the conscious expression of a larger idea or meaning from the 

perspective of the collector through the world of objects. These types of collections 

reflect an emphasis on documentation and juxtaposition of objects and cultural meaning 

in order to make a statement for the reception of a public audience. For all collectors, 

but particularly those who adopt a systematic approach, collecting becomes a practice of 

‘connoisseurship, preservationism, scholarship, daring, perseverance, and judgment that 

rehearses or parallels traits we generally value in careers and in Western culture 

generally’ (Belk 1995 p.487). It is here that conceptions of the collector can be found to 

intersect with archival practices concerned with the preservation of cultural heritage for 

public access. As popular music cultures have begun to be recognised as important sites 

of heritage and cultural value, national archives and museums have become important 

sites for the preservation of the material aspects of popular music heritage. However, 

the practices of the music collector more closely align with the practices of amateur and 

enthusiast archivists involved in do-it-yourself (DIY) archives, as the goals of the 

archive reach beyond collection and preservation to include the personal impacts and 

gratifications of ‘affect-led’ archiving practices (Baker 2015; original emphasis). In this 

way, projects of DIY archiving, similarly to personal music collections, ‘can be 

understood to have begun because of feelings of love and care related to the 

custodianship of popular music’s heritage’, rather than the preservation of music 

heritage (Baker 2015 p.51).  

Ultimately, as Moist (2008) points out, collecting is often ‘as much about production as 

it is consumption’ (p.102):  

Collectors create, combine, classify, and curate the objects they acquire in 

such a way that a new product, the collection, emerges. More precisely they 
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participate in the process of socially reconstructing shared meanings for the 

objects they collect. (Belk 2001 p.55)  

Through their sole focus on a given realm of the collectable, collectors may escape the 

‘fads and fashions of the general consumer marketplace’, and find ‘meaning, 

knowledge, and self through the pursuit of collecting’ (Belk 1995 p.487). This 

passionate and purposeful engagement with activities of discovery, acquisition and 

possession takes on a defiantly valorous connotation in an ‘age of passivity’ where 

technological interventions ‘bring so much to us and demand so little in return’ (Purcell 

and Gould 1992 p.12). As I will show in this thesis, at a time when cultural 

consumption is increasingly structured by personalised online platforms driven by 

powerful algorithms, the sense of purpose, identity and self which may be cultivated 

through practices of collecting may appear even more meaningful and significant.  

2.3.3 Collecting Media Objects 

As objects enter the collection, they are said to undergo a process of symbolic 

transformation and become elevated above their functional or utilitarian purpose (Belk 

2001). This modification of use-value represented by collected items is also described 

by Baudrillard (1996), who differentiates collecting practices from mere accumulation 

of objects on the basis of their intention for use or for possession. In this way, the object 

within the collection becomes ‘divested of its utilitarian function and abstracted from 

any practical control’, leaving only its ‘subjective and social status’ as a possessed 

object (Hagen 2015 p.626). Similarly, Benjamin (1969) describes the collector by their 

relationship with collected objects which ‘does not emphasis their functional utilitarian 

value- that is their usefulness’. Benjamin’s collector instead ‘studies and loves 

[collected objects] as the scene, the stage, of their fate’ (Benjamin 1969 p.60). Defining 

collections in this way, they may be qualified as the ‘total aestheticization of use-value’ 

(Stewart 1993 p.151).  

While this emphasis of the aestheticisation of collected objects has come to broadly 

characterise scholarly conceptions of collecting, this characterisation becomes 
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problematic when approaching personal collections of media goods. Indeed, collections 

of media are difficult to classify as either acquisitions with an assumption of utility 

(Devetag 1999) or as explicitly ‘removed from ordinary use’ (Belk 1995). As raised by 

Steirer (2014), media goods constitute a distinct kind of use value which falls within 

and outside of conservative definitions of use when approaching collections:  

Whereas hammers, chairs, and tea kettles are easily described in terms of 

their functions or extrinsic uses, novels, films, and music are not. Media 

goods are thus typically described or assessed in terms of intrinsic value, 

with use-value serving only as a secondary and nonessential property. 

Media goods are thus better understood as what Jeremy Rifkin calls 

“cultural experiences” than they are as commodities in the classical sense; 

and, as experiences, they are more usefully described in terms of aesthesis 

and individual identification or participation than in terms of extrinsic 

utility. (Steirer 2014 p.82) 

In lieu of any extrinsic use-value associated with media goods, Steirer (2014) suggests a 

revision of collections and their relationship with use, defining use-value instead ‘in 

terms of the various modes of interaction that take place between a consumer and his or 

her goods so as to produce pleasure and/or personal satisfaction’ (p.83). From this 

perspective, collections of media goods may be more readily examined in terms of their 

intended use as designed by the media producer, secondary practices associated with 

ordering, displaying and disposing of media collections and novel uses which fall 

outside of the intentions of the media producer. Further, this model of approaching 

media collections also considers consumer interactions which precede the acquisition 

and the entrance of media goods within the collection, including discovery, sampling 

and desiring (Campbell 1987; Holbrook 1987; Jacoby 1978). In this way, Steirer’s 

model of collecting provides a useful framework to observe the nature and state of 

music collecting practices in the streaming era, broadening understandings of media use 

and encompassing other forms of interactions with media collections such as sampling, 

purchasing, organising and selling. It is these complexities and distinctions between 

collections and their use value which will occupy the focus of Chapter Three, as I 
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unpack and identify the fault lines between established understandings of music 

collecting and emerging definitions founded upon practices of digital and cloud-based 

music consumption. 

2.4 Cultural Consumption and the Forest of Objects 

We live in a ‘material forest’, the objects with which we routinely engage constituting 

important structures of meaning regarding what we know as members of a society and 

how we come to know it (Bollas 2008). The material context of social life is an 

immersive forest of meaning, ‘rich with symbolism, demanding our attention, sparking 

our imaginations and bodies, rife with possibilities for pleasure, devotion, distinction, 

and play’, it is a world of evocative objects (Woodward 2012 p.671). Such conditions 

draw attention to the people’s engagement and use of objects and their generative 

functions within social practices and processes: 

Social actors are not just immersed in a material world where objects are 

mere scaffolds or props that have silently enlisted them – nor are they 

oppressed or alienated by them – but they actively seek out objectual 

engagements and put these objects to a variety of social uses. […] Through 

various scenarios of consumption – where people use goods or services not 

just as a practice in the world, but as a means to understand and construct 

the world and their place in it – social life is inescapably object-oriented. 

(Woodward 2012 p.672) 

Indeed, humans can be regarded as ‘object-seeking social actors’ (Woodward 2011 

p.372), with our material interactions having a structuring and stratifying effect on the 

social worlds we inhabit (Miller 1987). It is in this way that objects such as clothing 

items have been connected to conceptions of identity, functioning as mediators of public 

and private images (Woodward 2007). Similarly, the materialities of music have been 

found to play a significant role in the construction and communication of a sense of self 

and connected social worlds (Bennett 2000).  
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Emphasising these relationships between the material world of objects and social life 

has been one of the more significant contribution of consumption studies. Through the 

material mediation of cultural meaning and social action, studies of consumption 

examine the reception and use of material commodities as a way to understand broader 

social and cultural change. Within consumption studies, a number of dominant 

perspectives have emerged. Postmodern theories of cultural change describe 

consumption as a self-defining process concerning the use of cultural goods to 

communicate lifestyle. This perspective highlights the symbolic value of consumption 

and the display of individuality and style through the ‘assemblage of goods, clothes, 

practices, experiences, appearance […] and other activities which are to be read in terms 

of the presence and absence of taste’ (Featherstone 1991 p.86). Secondly, studies of 

consumption have borrowed significantly from the work of Bourdieu (1984) and 

concern social structures and their relationships with particular types of consumption 

and how this may reproduce inequalities. Consumption has also been approached 

through the lens of material culture, drawing attention to the materiality of objects as 

‘the visible part of culture’ (Douglas and Isherwood 1979 p.44). Studies of material 

culture underscore ‘symbolism, ritual and meaning as the bases for defining 

consumption as a type of cultural interpretation’ (Woodward 2012 p.685) and connect 

the materiality of objects with a social-structural context informed by issues of the 

media, marketing and social class. Through these perspectives, the objects and 

materiality of consumption represent an intersection of ‘physical, pragmatic, psychic 

and cultural imperatives’ and connections to a world of cultural meanings through 

‘everyday practices, such as shopping, eating, playing or watching sports, driving a 

motor vehicle, or listening to music’ (Woodward 2012 p.672). 

Studies of consumption now intersect with the evolving digitality of our everyday lives, 

as cultural goods and objects are increasingly encountered within networked platform 

environments. This transformation constitutes a reconfiguration in our material 

environment, with the technologies used to interface and engage with digital goods 

occupying a new central role in social processes. It is from these reconfigurations that 

the existing relationships between the material world of objects and social life may be 
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reassessed, investigating how symbolic properties and issues of social stratification may 

be interpreted within a context of digital consumption. Scholarly enquiries now turn to 

the material features of these new technological objects and digital environments, 

determining what possess in terms of affordances and how they may be structure, 

destabilise and transform practices of consumption. 

2.4.1 A Digital Forest? 

The tensions surrounding the significance of material and digital material objects, their 

symbolic value and their relations with the internal self and collective social life will 

become a touchstone of the following analysis chapters. These concepts and their 

implications in terms of human-object relations represent the framework through which 

I will approach the significance of music consumption, collecting and collections as a 

performative practice and site of negotiation between materiality, symbolic meanings, 

cultural narratives. 

The dematerialisation of material goods has been described as a broader tendency of the 

twenty-first century (Roy 2015). The reduction of materiality to electronic information 

represents a significant transformation in people’s relationships with objects, 

particularly in the realm of cultural consumption where the symbolic value of objects 

occupies an important role in social life. Consumption represents an area where the 

more obvious consequences of digitalisation are occurring, as practices and cultures 

oriented around materiality have been reconfigured. The transformative impact of 

digitalisation and its relationship with practices of cultural consumption has been a 

focus of recent analysis within the study of consumer behaviour, recognising that the 

dematerialisation of cultural offerings has deeply affected markets and consumer 

practices (Anderson 2006). Indeed, as processes of dematerialisation have proliferated, 

‘all the cultural and leisure sectors are today involved in a process of deep re-

articulation of the relationships between content and material media’ (Magaudda 2011 

p.18).  
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While changes in materiality of cultural goods has seen shifts in the consumption 

practices of individuals, as Magaudda (2011) contends, ‘we also have to recognize that 

interpreting these changes as a loss of relevance in the role of material objects in 

shaping people’s habits and cultures may be somewhat misleading’ (p.18). Firstly, to 

apprehend dematerialisation as the central force in the transformation of cultural 

consumption risks adopting a determinist perspective on technology as a causal 

influence which directly affects people’s practices and behaviour. I will return to 

technological determinism in more detail in a discussion of affordances in the following 

section. Secondly, materiality continues to occupy a relevant position in practices of 

cultural consumption in the technologies used to access and consume digital goods. It is 

in this way that the dematerialisation of objects might be better described as a process of 

‘micro-materialization’ given the sustained proliferation of iPods, Kindles, computers, 

gaming consoles and mobile smartphones and other physical technologies used for 

cultural consumption (Sterne 2012). This thesis therefore seeks in part to complicate 

discussions of materiality in the content of music collecting, drawing attention to the 

materiality of digital interfaces and devices used to engage and interact with music in 

the streaming era. Further, this re-materialisation or re-articulation of the relationships 

between the material features of consumption objects, their cultural meanings and the 

practices of individuals, may see pre-digital objects take on renewed relevance. 

Magaudda (2011) explores these changes in relation to music consumption, unpacking 

how processes of digitalisation ‘quite paradoxically’ see material objects occupy a 

renewed and relevant position within the lives and activities of individuals (p.16). It is 

here that the materiality of objects is said to ‘bite back’ and play an even more 

significant role in the digital context (Magaudda 2011). This understanding of the 

enduring position of materiality within practices of consumption is integral in 

approaching how music collectors engage and evaluate physical, digital and streaming 

music objects and technologies.  

The relationship between materiality and digitality has also been conceptualised in 

terms of digital materiality from a number of perspectives (Pink, Ardèvol and Lanzeni 

2016). In media studies, scholars have interrogated the internet platforms as the 
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environment in which digital materiality may be located and experienced. As Van Dijck 

(2004) writes regarding practices of lifelogging, ‘the digital materiality of the internet 

engenders a new type of reflection and communication. This shows traces of the former 

analogue genre but functions substantially differently’. Elsewhere, digital materiality 

has been broken down into materiality of digital infrastructure and technology, the 

materiality of digital content, and the materiality of digital context (Horst and Miller 

2012 p.25). Such perspectives highlight the composition of digital interfaces, content 

and even computing code itself, raising questions regarding how these elements are 

experienced and interacted with by consumers. In this way, digital worlds can be 

appraised as ‘neither more nor less material than the worlds that preceded them’ and can 

be increasingly thought of as ‘a constitutive part of what makes us human’ (Horst and 

Miller 2012 pp.xx-4).  

2.4.2 Materiality, Affordances and Machine Agency 

Further perspectives on the position of materiality and the relationships between people 

and objects have emerged from sociological studies of science and technology. 

Emerging out of a critique of traditional determinist sociological perspectives on the 

impact of technologies in terms of class, labour and other critical and socio-political 

dimensions, Science and Technology Studies (STS) follow social constructivist notions 

established within the sociology of scientific knowledge (Woolgar 1991). Works in this 

tradition focus on the relationships which exist between technologies and their 

sociocultural contexts, unpacking interactions between technology as a material 

assemblage and the circumstances in which they attain meaning (Hutchby 2001). Actor 

Network Theory (ANT) is a common framework within this perspective (Latour 1987; 

Law 1991), approaching objects and individuals as ‘actors’ and turning to ‘the complex 

relationships between technologies and the social and interactional circumstances in 

which they exist and through which they attain meaning’ (Hutchby 2001 p.442). Here, 

ANT frameworks are often deployed in approaching objects as a ‘black box’ through 

which actor-network interactions may be traced (Latour 1992). 
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ANT perspectives broadly maintain a sceptical conception of technologies which 

questions the inherent characteristics of objects and is therefore hesitant to address their 

‘objective’ characteristics. While useful in approaching the entwining of social 

processes with the technical properties of objects, ANT has been critiqued on 

philosophical and methodological grounds as anti-realism and radically constructionist 

(Latour 1996; Miettinen 2009). In reconciling the opposing poles of social 

constructionism and technological determinism which frame this debate, Hutchby 

(2001) conceptualises a range of ‘middle ways’ in which to approach technology neither 

in terms of ‘interpretive textual’ or ‘essential technical’ properties, but in relation to 

their affordances (p.444). In this way, the range of affordances possessed by 

technological artefacts constrain in analysable ways, their interpretation and use in 

everyday social life (Hutchby 2001). Adopting this perspective in this project allows for 

my analyses of music media formats and technologies to be guided by what is possible 

with a given artefact. This is to acknowledge that technologies and their use are neither 

arbitrarily constructed through social processes nor rigidly determined by the 

technology itself. In this way, I will approach music technologies through their position 

within configurations of practice in a way that is grounded in ‘a conception of the 

constraining, as well as enabling, materiality of the technology as a worldly object’ 

(Hutchby 2001 p.444).  

The materiality of a technological artefact is not only constituted by its physical 

dimensions and features but may also be conceptualised in more abstract terms in the 

form of software interfaces which shape ‘navigation and interaction through technically 

bounded space’ (Hutchby 2001 p.445). The materiality of software perhaps foremost 

concerns the presentation of available actions to the user through a graphical user 

interface (Leonardi 2010). In this way, features within a software interface become 

material as they interact with the user’s ability to fulfil a given objective. As suggested 

by Drucker (2014), graphical user interfaces (GUIs) can be regarded as ‘zone[s] of 

affordances’ as they structure and present data in a particular way, making certain 

features salient over others. GUIs make visible the underlying systems and functions of 

software to the user, communicating which actions are possible through their visual 



70 

 

representation within the interface. While software features are typically reliant on user 

prompts, digital platforms and networked environments increasingly act autonomously 

through the use of algorithms. These autonomous systems represent a form of machine 

agency as they may act independently of human action. In this way, my analysis will 

factor in the role of machine agency in shaping user experiences within digital platform 

environments as they direct the user towards ‘towards ‘perceiving certain action-

potentials’ (Lüders 2019 p.5). As the primary mode of contemporary music 

consumption, the nature of user experiences of music streaming platforms has become 

an important dimension of collector practices in the current streaming era.  

In a recent article, Lüders usefully delineates how ‘objects with machine agency are 

different from material objects in terms of affordances’ (2019 p.15). While machines do 

not possess their own intentions or motivations, an understanding of how they may be 

programmed to act autonomously, and exercise agency have consequences for the 

relationships between technology and consumer behaviour. Encounters with machine 

agency in the form of algorithms are now a common component of everyday 

technological interactions, from the filtering of content on social media sites (Bucher 

2012) to the recommendation of goods and cultural products (Anderson 2006; Prey 

2017). User data is crucial to the functioning of these algorithms, with each action the 

user takes used as an input to further refine the recommendation and filtering outputs. 

While appearing as impartial and uninterested calculation machines, the neutrality of 

algorithms is the focus of considerable scholarly inquiry (Beer 2013; Crawford 2016; 

Gillespie 2010; Morris 2015) which stress various biases related to the production and 

deployment of algorithmic functions. Indeed, ‘algorithms as step-by-step operations are 

written by humans [and] always situated in an economic, cultural and political context’ 

(Lüders 2019 p.6). In this way, algorithms may be characterised as systems which seek 

‘to frame meaning and curate experiences using a given set of raw materials (a 

database) and towards a distinct end’ (Morris 2015 p.452). As I will explore in this 

thesis, the functions of algorithmic systems play a significant role in shaping 

experiences of music streaming platforms such as Spotify in providing a constant stream 

of music recommendations.  
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In illustrating this distinction between material objects and technologies of machine 

agency, Lüders turns to the implementation of recommendation algorithms on Spotify. 

She identifies, with particular relevance to the topic of this thesis, how the platform 

actively encourages users to engage with platform features oriented around the 

exploration of music over those directed towards archiving and music collecting. The 

curation of personal playlists, Your Library features and playing files from the user’s 

local disk constitute the ‘material’ means provided to users to ‘save and collect’ music 

on Spotify. These ‘archivable affordances’ are reliant on the explicit actions of the user 

and are understood as broadly reflective of an enduring ‘will to archive’ and manage a 

personal music collection (Lüders 2019 p.14). Conversely, the algorithmic systems 

related to the delivery of personalised music recommendations and the automatic 

population of the ‘friend feed’ represent instances of machine agency which operate 

autonomously regardless of the user’s input. It is here that Lüders concludes that Spotify 

appears ‘skewed towards prompting users to explore rather than archive music’ (2019 

p.14), as the machine agency of the platform makes the latter’s ‘explorable affordances’ 

more perceivable to the user than those related to archiving and collecting. The 

implications of the elevation of these ‘explorable affordances’, as will be evidenced 

among my own interviewees in Chapter Five, are connected to transient musical 

experiences and feelings of being overwhelmed or lost in a tide of relentless music 

recommendations when using music streaming services.  

Lüders’ key contribution here is the notion that examinations of ‘human-machine 

networks’ must take into account both human and machine elements, balancing analyses 

of technological affordances with understandings of the role of machine agency in 

shaping how technologies and objects may be perceived and engaged with by 

individuals. This draws attention to ‘what happens in the space between materiality and 

machine agency on one hand and human practice on the other hand’ and raises 

additional questions regarding autonomous technologies and potential costs to human 

agency (pp.15-16). In terms of the present focus on music collecting, these conceptions 

of the relationships between materiality, affordances and the machine agency of 

software and technological artefacts become significant when approaching how various 
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music media formats and technologies may be apprehended by individuals within 

practices. As I will discuss in the following section, what a particular digital file format, 

physical technology or digital platform may offer in terms of affordances structures how 

they may be integrated within heterogenous practices of music consumption and 

collecting. 

2.4.3 Theory of Practice, Consumption and the Circuit of Practice 

The material linkages between people and objects have also been represented in studies 

of practices through a focus on the habitual consumption activities of individuals and 

their situatedness within broader contexts of everyday life. ‘Theory of practice’ driven 

approaches emerge out of a critique of postmodern perspectives and material culture 

studies, seeking to balance the emphasis placed on symbolic communication with an 

acknowledgement of consumption as occurring ‘within and for the sake of practices’ 

(Warde 2005 p.145). Adopting the theory of practice, provides a ‘means to recognize 

ontological features of the postmodern without succumbing to epistemological 

relativism’ (Warde 2005 p.132). Through the presentation of ‘pluralistic and flexible’ 

depictions of social life, theories of practice identify how ‘both social order and 

individuality […] result from practices’ (Schatzki 1996 p.13). While consumption is 

undoubtedly communicative, viewing goods and services in terms of their sign-value 

alone makes fundamental assumptions concerning the consistency of shared meanings 

and the perceptiveness of individuals to such messages (Campbell 1995; 1998). Further, 

Warde points out how expressivist accounts of consumption may neglect ‘the fact that 

most action is not directed towards communicating with others but towards the 

fulfilment of self-regarding purposive projects’ (2005 p.147). Theory of practice 

approaches therefore underscore considerations of efficiency, effectiveness and use-

values in consumption, accommodating ‘these points comfortably without any divorce 

from appreciation of the role of meaning and understanding, know-how and judgement’ 

(Warde 2005 p.147). 

Theory of practice perspectives broadly approach consumption as the result of 

performative actions involving complex socio-material contexts in which objects, 
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embedded meanings and embodied actions are integrated in configurations of practice. 

Defining these configurations further, Reckwitz (2002) describes practices as consisting 

of several interconnected elements: ‘forms of bodily activities, forms of mental 

activities, “things” and their use, a background knowledge in the forms of 

understanding, know how, states of emotion and motivational knowledge’ (p.249). 

Drawing considerably from the previously discussed STS and ANT fields, Shove and 

Pantzar (2005) articulate a theory of practice approach designed to capture the dynamics 

of change and transformation in social practices. Through the adoption of a practice-led 

theoretical perspective (Reckwitz 2002; Schatzki 1996; Schatzki et al. 2001) with an 

empirical focus on the mundane routines of everyday life from studies of material 

culture (Appadurai 1986; Miller 1998), this framework ties together understandings of 

the generative role of non-human objects, their social meanings and their engagement 

by individuals (Shove and Pantzar 2005). In translating STS and ANT frameworks into 

a theory of practice, Shove and Pantzar redirect analytical attention from individual 

engagements with singular artefacts and technologies towards a wider scope of 

everyday activities which occur within networks of related practices. This perspective is 

particularly useful in my own investigation of music collecting, as such practices exist 

within broader configurations of music consumption and the use of music alongside 

other activities in everyday life. Similarly, I will adopt this ‘wider scope’ in capturing 

the relationships between networks of related practices to highlight the complimentary 

and competitive relationships between different music technologies and their 

affordances as they are appropriated and mobilised within heterogenous configurations 

of music practices. 

Materiality occupies a significant position within conceptualisations of a theory of 

practice approach to consumption, becoming a central element around which 

consumption practices emerge, stabilise and evolve. The material components of social 

practices can be understood as being implicated within a process of constant evolution, 

as they influence and are influenced by surrounding practice elements in contingent and 

often unpredictable ways. Following Shove and Pantzar’s conceptualisation, as new 

objects and technologies develop, they become encapsulated within the pre-existing 
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practices of individuals in a process of ‘performative integration’ (see Hand and Shove 

2007). It is from here that Magaudda (2011 p.19) suggests a ‘circuit of practice’ model 

may explain the dynamics of change and transformation in social practices from the 

point of view of human actors. Based on Shove and Pantzar’s theory of practice, the 

circuit of practice incorporates the perspective of the consumer alongside the meanings, 

objects and actions which constitute practices, approaching them from a ‘concrete level’ 

where their creation, transformation and stabilisation may be captured (Magaudda 2011 

p.21). This model will be returned to explicitly in Chapter Four, as I examine collector 

preferences for different music technologies and formats and how they are situated in 

terms of their materiality and affordances within existing and emerging forms of music 

collecting practice throughout their ‘collecting careers’ (Shuker 2010). 

It is among these fields of inquiry into the significance of material and digital material 

objects and their relations with the internal self and collective social life, that I approach 

the significance of music consumption, collecting and collections as a performative 

practice and site of negotiation between materiality, symbolic meanings, cultural 

narratives. It is my argument that the application of the theory of practice through 

Magaudda’s ‘circuit of practice’ may provide a useful lens to observe the changes in 

practices of cultural consumption regarding music collecting in light of recent 

evolutions in streaming technology. Approaching music consumption and collection as 

a practice, the diverse spectrum of objects and technologies which materialise music can 

be connected to discrete forms of knowledge, understanding, prior experiences, states of 

emotion and bodily activities which locate them within the contexts of everyday life. In 

this way, my analysis aims to contribute to understandings of the relationships between 

people, objects and consumption, accounting for the heterogeneity in practices of digital 

consumption and the continued negotiation between materiality, culture and embodied 

activities of individuals.  
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2.5 Methodology 

This thesis investigated heterogenous practices of music collecting in the current era of 

digital streaming music consumption. This necessitated an understanding of consumer 

experiences as they navigate a highly disruptive and rapidly evolving media landscape 

and cultivate personal music collections using music technologies. As both an elusive 

and ubiquitous cultural object, music occupies a mediating role in and with social 

relationships and therefore requires a nuanced empirical approach. In the present 

analysis, I have adopted a qualitative methodology using semi-structured one-on-one 

interviews to obtain accounts of the lived experiences of my participants regarding their 

interactions with music technologies. The following sections will outline the 

methodological aspects of this project. Firstly, I will discuss the suitability of a 

qualitative methodology for the present study. Following this, I will then detail the use 

of semi-structured interviews as an appropriate tool to obtain meaningful and relevant 

discourses regarding music. Thirdly, the demographics and sampling procedures used to 

recruit my interview participants will be explained before a brief discussion of the 

interview structure and questions. The final section will provide a broad overview of the 

methods used to analyse interview data. 

2.5.1 Audience Practices and Qualitative Questions 

In the literature review sections above, I have outlined the key arguments regarding our 

changing consumptive relationships with material objects and digital culture following 

the widespread adoption of music streaming platforms as a technology for everyday 

engagements with music. This shift can be conceptualised as part of a broader change 

regarding the growing ubiquity and pervasiveness of digital media platforms and 

software interfaces in everyday life. While such developments have been taken up by 

the still emerging fields of software and platform studies, it is suggested that studies in 

these areas may have neglected the significance of people and their practices (Apperley 

and Parikka 2015). Here, Mollen and Dhaenens (2018) argue that audience researchers 

may provide an urgently needed addition to the study of contemporary digital media 
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platforms through a focus on the sense-making of audiences, ‘acknowledging the 

nuances of people’s agency beyond its metrification into computable data’ (p.44). 

Current research following this line of inquiry has conceptualised platforms in terms of 

their intrusiveness, or ‘their exploitive, formative, ubiquitous and excluding character’ 

(Mollen and Dhaenens 2018 p.45), often locating audiences on the receiving end of an 

unequal power relationship at the mercy of digital platforms and economic interests 

(Gillespie 2010). Equally however, contemporary research is increasingly 

acknowledging the agentic role of people and sense making processes through their 

appropriation of intrusive media and emergent resistant and coping practices (Couldry 

and Hepp 2017). It is from this research context that Mollen and Dhaenens (2018) 

propose the juxtaposition of these two perspectives, focusing on audience perceptions of 

new media technologies and how they may be appropriated, resisted and managed 

within their everyday practices.  

This thesis aims to articulate these processes of sense-making and individual strategies 

of creative appropriation, resistance and technological management in the context of 

contemporary music streaming consumption. As previously highlighted, audiences have 

long succeeded in the creative appropriation of music technologies in ways which 

challenge the music industry with illegal peer-to-peer downloading (Levin et al. 2004), 

the dubbing of cassette mixtapes (Cunningham et al. 2006) and creation of disco edits 

using MP3s (Borschke 2010). The widespread popularisation of music streaming 

presents the latest technological iteration of what may be characterised as a new 

‘intrusive’ digital interface for music consumption (Mollen and Dhaenens 2018 p.45), 

provoking new questions regarding the algorithmic shaping of music tastes and how 

listeners attribute meaning to music which they no longer own in a physical or digital 

sense. Regarding algorithms and the formation of taste, Webster et al. (2016) suggests 

that the new intermediary role of music streaming services raises important qualitative 

questions regarding user trust and understanding of music recommendation and how 

they may shape individuals’ perceptions of their own tastes, or music’s role in their 

everyday lives. Similarly, as explored in the above literature review, music collectors 

are actively navigating the lack of ownership prescribed by access-based streaming by 
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appropriating playlist features of these platforms and cultivating meaningful 

experiences with music streams (Hagen 2015).   

As control over the technological variables which populate everyday music practices 

is—outside of financial limitations and restrictions of scarcity—largely a matter of 

individual choice, the methodology adopted for this thesis is designed to give a voice to 

individual music listeners and acknowledges their reflexive perceptions, thoughts and 

feelings connected to their choices and experiences of music technologies. This focus 

necessitates a qualitative approach to collecting practices which acknowledges the 

situated and contextual nature of individual experiences (Mason 2002). Given such a 

focus on individual value attributions and evaluations which Marshall describes as 

existing on ‘the periphery of consciousness’ (2019 p.153), methods such as participant 

observation may be deemed an unsatisfactory approach for understanding the affective 

meanings, memories and subjective experiences connected to music collections and 

technologies. Similarly, while participant observation may provide insights regarding 

the conditions surrounding discrete moments of collecting such as that of acquisition or 

divestment, the purpose of the present thesis is to provide a comprehensive account of 

collecting practices which includes the processes of sense making and subjective 

evaluations which proceed and follow such moments. The present methodology 

therefore needed to account for the subjective and emotional, as well as the more 

pragmatic dimensions of contemporary music practices. A focus on the interior 

processes and justifications of individual music consumers requires a practical method 

to ‘make them talk’ (Latour 2005 p.79). As such, by interviewing these consumers and 

examining their appropriation and interpretation of music and music technologies as a 

collection, relationships of affective meanings and social value may be revealed. It is in 

this way that I deployed one-to-one semi-structured interviews as the most suitable 

method for adequately capturing and accounting for the heterogeneity of music 

collecting practices in the present streaming era. By interviewing these consumers and 

examining their appropriation and interpretation of music and music technologies as a 

collection, I will locate relationships of affective meanings and social value of music in 

their everyday lives. 
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In doing so, this thesis also responds to Marshall’s (2019) call for ‘more qualitative 

work on ordinary musical consumption – whether, how and in what ways people use 

and value music – framed by the insights generated from existing studies of popular 

music consumption’ (p.155). Following Hennion’s work on mediations (1997), 

Marshall contends that perceptions of declining economic value of music in the era of 

digital streaming consumption may be attributed to changes in the form of its mediation:  

we might therefore argue that ‘music’ is inherently valueless outside of its 

specific mediations: it requires a specific mediation to be brought into being 

and to have socio-cultural value. The ‘value’ itself thus resides in the 

mediation rather than ‘the music’. Conceiving of music as inherently 

valueless outside of its specific mediations may help explain why the overall 

economic value of recorded music should have dropped since the onset of 

digitization. (Marshall 2019 p.151) 

It is in this way that the significant economic value commanded by formats such 

as vinyl records can be understood as being tied to the affordances of material 

mediation and associated social functions related to the cultivation and display of 

music collections. Stripped of its material affordances, Marshall writes that digital 

music therefore seems to be interpreted as a ‘low-value’ item (2019 p.151). 

Turning then to music streaming, the value of individual pieces of music ‘content’ 

is negligible, while ‘the value that people are willing to pay for lies in the digital 

mediations – access, curatorial players and devices’ (p.151).  

In sum, Marshall’s argument is that current perceptions of music as a low-value 

item within the contours of the contemporary digital music industry may indeed 

be revealing of ‘more long-standing sociological trends’ among a majority of 

western music consumers which have evaded scholarly observation (Marshall 

2019 p.143):  

I think there is often a tendency among those most invested in music to 

imagine that everyone experiences music with similar intensity but that is 
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not the case. To be clear, there are still people to whom music means very 

much and who value music very dearly. This article does not seek to 

diminish their experience but does suggest that they are the minority cases. 

For the majority of people, at least of those in the western world, while 

music may have some social value, such value is actually fairly low-level, 

tied to music’s main social functions as background and/or accompaniment 

to routine activities. While recorded music objects have offered social 

functions in the past that resulted in them being more highly valued, such 

affordances have been reduced by new, digital, mediations. (Marshall 2019 

p.154; original emphasis) 

It is here that I locate my own contribution, adopting practices of music collecting 

as a framework with which to observe individual value attributions connected to 

music and its mediations among music fans, collectors, and the majority of 

consumers for whom music may operate as an entity of low sociocultural value 

(Marshall 2019) . While Shuker’s work is perhaps the most notable concerning 

Anglo-Western music collectors, it has been critiqued on its focus on the 

importance of prior knowledge of collectable items as outlined in collector 

literature such as Goldmine and Record Collector over the more creative and 

‘anti-canonic joys’ of serendipitous and haphazard forms of collecting (Mitchell 

2011 p.160; Grant 2011). In this way, Marshall’s argument regarding the 

privileging of accounts and subjects who are highly invested in music over the 

experiences of the majority of music consumers may be levelled at Shuker’s 

investigation of music collectors.  

Marshall’s suggestion that the nature of ‘ordinary’ music consumption 

experiences may be revealing of more widely held perceptions of music as an 

entity of low socio-cultural value also hinges on the contexts in which music is 

heard. While an idealised mode of attentive listening is often assumed within 

musicological studies, such focused modes of music consumption are highly 

unusual in contemporary society (Greasley and Lamont 2011). As Marshall 

explains, ‘in the vast majority of cases in which music is heard’, music is not the 
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central focus of the listener’s attention but is instead deployed as a background 

feature to accompany other activities (2019 p.151). This type of ‘ubiquitous 

listening’ is characterised by Kassabian as ‘a mode of listening dissociated from 

specific generic characteristics of the music’ (2013 p.9), with the importance of 

signifiers such as artist, album and genre giving way to the desire for ‘some 

music’ rather than specific music. As discussed in Chapter 2, this passive mode of 

music consumption is reflected in the evolution of music streaming services such 

as Spotify through the salient position of playlists which encourage the use of 

music as a soundtrack to perform other activities (see 2.2.3). However, Marshall 

also stresses that ubiquitous modes of listening do not negate the importance of 

music in its capacity to influence moods and emotions. Nor do such modes strictly 

preclude intense musical experiences or the heightening of other experiences 

through music, even among those whose listening patterns are dominated by 

background music consumption. In this way, the concept of ubiquitous listening is 

useful in explaining why music may not be viewed as particularly valuable among 

many music consumers, as such consumption experiences existing on ‘the 

periphery of consciousness’ are typically of low intensity and therefore unlikely to 

command significant value (Marshall 2019 p.153). Of course, engagement in 

practices of music collecting of any kind may be taken as evidence of an ‘active 

relationship to music’ and indicate a level of musical investment atypical of what 

Marshall describes as the majority of music consumers (Marshall 2019 p.155). 

Focusing on the trajectory and evolution of the collecting careers of the 

interviewees in this study, however, has allowed for such engagements to be 

interpreted over time, revealing variability in the nature of musical investments 

and importance placed on music throughout various life stages. For example, 

while the cultivation of a personal collection of CDs might point towards an active 

relationship with music and denote the attribution of significant sociocultural 

value throughout adolescence, current relationships with music in the context of 

music streaming platforms may be more passive and closer to that of Marshall’s 

characterisation of the majority of music consumption experiences in which music 

is used as a background accompaniment to routine activities.  
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In this way, the ways in which interviewees manage music reflects how important 

music is considered to be within their everyday lives, allowing for the durability 

of dispositions towards collecting or the ‘will to archive’ among my interviewees 

to be observed through the changes these practices undergo over time (Lüders 

2019). The findings and contributions of this thesis therefore reflect variability in 

the level of importance placed on music by my participants at the current stages of 

their collecting careers, allowing the defining characteristics of the contemporary 

music collector to be triangulated from a comprehensive range of perspectives.  

2.5.2 Semi-Structured Interviews and the ‘Methodology of Friendship’ 

In conducting this project, I adopted a qualitative methodology using semi-structured 

one-on-one interviews underpinned by the principles of the ‘methodology of friendship’ 

(Owton and Allen-Collinson 2014). With an emphasis on flexible dialogue, acquiring 

‘thick descriptions’ (Geertz 1994) and the active involvement of the researcher in the 

co-production of knowledge, semi-structured interviewing can be regarded as one of the 

most widespread styles of qualitative interviewing in the human and social sciences 

(Brinkman 2013). According to Flick (2014), use of semi-structured interviews typically 

stems from an expectation that an openly designed interview situation will more readily 

facilitate an open expression of viewpoints from participants than compared with a more 

standardised interview or questionnaire. Semi-structured interviews therefore attempt to 

‘gather discourses on the various ways in which informants conduct their lives, process 

their thoughts and interact with their environments and their peers’ (Nowak and Haynes 

2018), shedding light on otherwise overlooked dimensions such as attitudes and 

subjective experiences (Peräkylä 2005). As Fontana and Frey (2005) put it, ‘The focus 

of interviews is moving to encompass the hows of people’s lives (the constructive work 

involved in producing order in everyday life) as well as the traditional whats (the 

activities of everyday life)’ (p.698; my own emphasis). The advantages of qualitative 

interviewing closely align with the aims of the present study, allowing my analysis to 

capture the contours and nuances of my participants’ collecting practices and reveal the 

logics and rationale underlying their use of music technologies.  
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The privileging of a dialectical approach to knowledge construction and interactive 

dialogue between interviewee and researcher are crucial features of qualitative 

interviewing. Indeed, qualitative research is ‘contextually contingent’ (Wheatley 1994) 

on the relationship between researcher and their informant and requires the continuous 

negotiation and management of alterity as the interview unfolds. While this allows for 

the researcher to become a visible research instrument rather than ‘hiding behind a 

preset interview guide’ (Brinkmann 2013 p.21), it also raises its own set of 

methodological challenges: 

The dynamics of researcher–informant relations within semi-structured 

interviews are subjective in that, not only are researchers a necessary part of 

the research field and interview encounter, in qualitative research more 

broadly the subjective nature of the data gathered is taken for granted. The 

challenge faced by the qualitative researcher is then to develop a self-

reflexive and critical approach of their own presence in the fieldwork, in 

order to make sure that this presence is not disruptive, nor problematic. 

(Nowak and Haynes 2018 p.431) 

These challenges manifested in my own fieldwork experiences, as some music 

collectors revealed that they had purposefully acquired new music before the 

interview in order to ‘impress the researcher’ (Hesmondhalgh and Baker 2011 

p.15). Others appeared to exaggerate their financial investments or the personal 

significance of their music collections within the interview setting. However, I 

was able to mitigate these tensions associated with qualitative fieldwork by 

approaching the interviewer-interviewee relationship from a foundation of 

friendship.  

Emerging within methodological debates concerning research performed by ‘insiders 

and outsiders’ and ‘insider knowledge’ (Browne 2003; Merton 1972; Hodkinson 2005), 

the role of friendship in qualitative research is the topic of significant critical 

consideration. The ‘methodology of friendship’ (Owton and Allen-Collinson 2014) is a 

toolkit with which researchers may manage the alterity of their fieldwork relationships 
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through their close cultural or proximity to either individual participants or fields of 

enquiry. Along with shared social demographic categories, friendship is described by 

Browne (2003) an ‘axes of power’ which may enable the researcher the status of an 

insider. Adopted from anthropology and primarily used in participant observations 

where researchers benefited from favourable relationships with their participants, the 

advantages associated with drawing on the researcher’s insider knowledge and allowing 

for principles of friendship to emerge within empirical field work have seen the 

methodology of friendship implemented within various qualitative approaches (Edwards 

2002; Hodkinson 2005). While insider knowledge has been critiqued regarding potential 

methodological biases and a lack of critical evaluation and reflexivity (Bennett 2003), 

careful inspection and examination of researcher relations and how friendship as a 

method may emerge prior or during fieldwork allow deep insights to be gathered while 

maintaining a critical and ethical perspective.  

The methodology of friendship and notions of insider knowledge have an established 

history of use by music researchers within cultural studies and sociology (Siokou and 

Moore 2008; Nowak 2016a; 2016b). As Nowak and Haynes note, ‘Where research 

focuses on cultural contexts that researchers are already embedded within such as music 

subcultures and scenes and/or where participants are difficult to access, existing 

networks of friends are often essential to the research as informants’ (2018 p.426). 

Moreover, through relations of ‘friend-informants’ or ‘informant-friends’, researchers 

can ‘potentially disrupt elements of competitive individualism and status battles’ in 

research fields such as music where culture may be used as a means of identity claims 

(Nowak and Haynes 2018 p.429). Indeed, in the previously mentioned cases where my 

position as the researcher appeared to have shaped the music collecting behaviours and 

responses of my interviewees, my friendship-led approach to interviewing allowed me 

to navigate these issues. Drawing on my close generational and sociocultural proximity 

to my interviewees, I shared experiences from my own everyday music practices in 

order to downplay the relevance of interviewee behaviours staged for the interview and 

instead direct the conversation towards more grounded accounts of their music 

practices. In this way, I adopted elements of methodology of friendship toolkit in order 
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to handle the pitfalls and challenges associated with semi-structured interviews and 

gather deeper and more intimate data regarding music technologies and practices of 

collecting.  

Following Nowak and Haynes’ (2018) implementation of the methodology of friendship 

within semi-structured interviews, I approached my interviews from an empathetic 

perspective rather than from a foundation of scientific ‘neutrality’ in order to improve 

the level of understanding between the researcher and their participants (Fontana and 

Frey 2005). Where the development of researcher trust in an empathetic interview 

setting may take time to develop with non-friend participants, the methodology of 

friendship helped to facilitate conditions which saw interviewees display a greater 

willingness to respond and allowed for a more authentic dialogue in the interview 

setting in its semblance to everyday interactions (Browne 2003 p.137). In this way, I 

was able to gather deeper and more meaningful data regarding music practices and 

embedded music technologies. One of the key advantages of adopting this 

methodological toolset is the level of discursive detail it is possible to collect from 

interviewees. For example, principles of empathy and friendship shaped the structure 

and trajectory of my interviews. Early portions of the interview guide featured a number 

of questions designed explicitly to manage the alterity of the interview setting, relaxing 

myself and the interviewee and establishing a more informal and conversational tone. 

These ‘icebreaker’ questions concerned features of the interviewees’ music taste and 

helped to build early rapport with my interviewees, making way for more personal and 

intimate descriptions of musical memories and emotional attachments to music 

collections later in the interview. Furthermore, this rapport allowed me to ask my 

interviewees to repeatedly elaborate on their answers in a more natural way without 

becoming repetitive or arduous. 

In my application of friendship as a methodological toolkit however, I remained wary of 

the need to constantly balance and negotiate the various contextual and subjective 

elements at play within the interview setting. As Nowak and Haynes (2018) highlight, 

processes of ‘making the familiar strange’ (Wright-Mills 1962) is a vital component of 

research at the stage of data analysis where relations of power such as those afforded by 
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friendship or close sociocultural proximity need to be taken into consideration. While a 

portion of my research sample were known to me prior to the research interview, my 

previous knowledge of these friend-informants did not extend to their historical 

trajectory of music technology, the various roles these technologies held or still hold in 

their everyday lives and the emotional, memorial and other biographical dimensions 

embedded within them. As such, I enjoyed a casual and informal exchange with my 

interviewees afforded by the methodology of friendship while continuing to explore and 

learn of their individual experiences and music practices from a critical distance.  

Balancing the principles of friendship also involved the management of my own 

subjectivity in the interview setting. Understanding the position of the researcher as an 

active conduit of knowledge production necessitates critical reflection on my own 

perceptions, values and perspective on everyday engagements and practices concerning 

music technologies. Practicing an active form of critical reflexivity is an integral part of 

qualitative research, recognising the responsibility and consequences of the researcher 

in ‘representing the words and practices of other people’ (Spencer 2001 p.450). Given 

my close proximity to my interviewees in terms of generational and sociocultural 

position, I shared many common musical experiences with my interviewees in terms of 

music taste and technological experience. These factors enabled additional degrees of 

confidence and trust with my interviewees and saw my interviews function more closely 

to a reciprocal exchange of information akin to everyday interactions. In this way, using 

the methodology of friendship allowed for friendship-led interactions among both 

friend-informants and informant-friends within the research sample. 

2.5.3 Population Sampling and Conducting the Interview 

I interviewed a sample population of twenty music consumers belonging to Generation 

Y, aged between 21 and 28. All interviews were conducted in the capital city of Hobart, 

in the Australian island state of Tasmania. Interviews were predominantly conducted in 

cafes and bars in the city area. Where possible however, interviews were conducted in a 

natural setting of the participants home in the presence of their personal music 

collection. In these cases, music collections functioned as ‘material probes’ (De Leon 
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and Cohen 2005), stimulating the memory recall of my interviewees and aiding them in 

articulating their significance. Outside of the home, interviewees similarly referred to 

music streaming platforms such as Spotify using their smartphones, or their digital 

music collections on their iPods throughout the interview. All interviews were recorded 

using a digital audio recorder. Among the twenty young individuals interviewed, twelve 

were current students at the time of the interview, eight of which were completing 

bachelor’s degrees (law, arts, music, psychology), one PhD candidate (psychology) and 

one Masters level student (education). The remainder of the sample were either 

unemployed, part-time or full-time employees in various unskilled, semi-skilled and 

skilled professions. The average age of the sample is 24 years old. Of these 

interviewees, seventeen were male and three were female. While this may indeed 

present a limitation of the present study, this gender distribution is consistent with of 

previous investigations of music collecting (Shuker 2010). Similarly, though 

undoubtedly an important demographic variable in terms of cultural consumption fields 

such as music, gender diversity has not been a routinely observed feature of research 

samples of notable studies of music consumption (DeNora 2000). Regardless, the 

female interviewees in this study provided rich and detailed accounts which shared a 

degree of thematic consistency and in some areas reached a point of saturation (Mason 

2002 p.134) regarding their use and experiences of music technology and perceptions of 

gendered associations connected to practices of music collecting.  

While music is a cultural interest which cuts across demographic markers of gender, 

age, ethnicity and social background, young people continue to be the cultural 

population with the strongest relationship to music and the most actively engaged in 

music consumption (Frith 1983). As such, this thesis focuses on young Generation Y 

music consumers and their experiences of music collecting concerning the appropriation 

and combination of different music media formats and technologies. My interest in this 

generational sample also stems from my own position within this demographic, 

providing me with close cultural proximity to my interviewees and their experiences of 

music and technologies and thus allowing for my adoption of the methodology of 

friendship. Moreover, following previous investigations which have examined this 
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demographic group of music consumers (Nowak and Bennett 2020), Generation Y are 

unique in their experience of growing up during significant moments of cultural and 

technological change regarding practices of music consumption. Born during the dawn 

of music’s digital era, the earliest music experiences of my interviewees concerned 

cassette tapes, radio and CDs. In their adolescent years, the dawn of the digital music 

files and the introduction of portable music players such as the iPod further 

reconfigured and shaped practices of music consumption. In the last few years, many 

have adopted music streaming services as their preferred mode of music consumption, 

often in tandem with CDs or digital music files for specific listening contexts such as 

when flying or driving. Finally, a proportion of interviewees reported having adopted 

vinyl records into their media repertoires during its current cultural resurgence. This 

represented the return of a distinctly material music format to predominantly digital 

music media repertoires. In most cases, these interviewees had no prior experience of 

vinyl records. The contemporary music media landscape is characterised by the 

diversity and coexistence of different music media formats and technologies, each 

providing distinct affordances which may be engaged with and appropriated by music 

consumers. These conditions raise important questions regarding how Generation Y 

consumers navigate the breadth of available technologies and engage with them within 

practices of music consumption and collection. The widespread adoption of music 

streaming platforms and use of music recommendation systems are particularly salient 

in this regard, as these services appear to disrupt established notions of ownership over 

music and therefore represent an interruption of practices of music collecting and indeed 

other practices concerning music and consumption (Kushner 2019). As previously 

noted, I knew just over half of the study participants before interviewing them, however 

none of these interviewees were recruited directly by myself as to observe the ethical 

requirements for this project. Interview participants were reached using an online social 

media advertisement which provided a self-selection criterion requiring participants 

belong to Generation Y (born between the early 1980s and the mid-1990s) and have 

collecting experiences with at least two music technologies including music streaming 

platforms. This criterion was specified as it does not prescribe that the participant 

identifies with the label of music collector, but rather is focused on practices of 
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collecting among music consumers. In this way, the sample was able to capture a 

spectrum of consumers ranging from the deeply musically invested collectors and die-

hard music fans to more incidental collectors and casual music listeners. In some 

instances, interviewees explained how they had been referred to the project 

advertisement from previous interviewees. Regardless of my prior knowledge of my 

participants, I similarly managed and approached each interview from the positions 

outlined by the methodology of friendship. Moreover, in observing the ethical 

requirements for this project, any illegal aspects associated with music piracy mentioned 

by my interviewees were not included in interview transcripts. The omission of explicit 

details regarding illegal music piracy was not considered to be a notable limitation of 

the present project as interviewees were still able to discuss the broader impact of illegal 

music piracy in articulating perceptions of value attached to digital music files. All 

interviewees provided consent to be interviewed and for the interview to be digitally 

recorded. In this way, this project does not seek to provide a representational study of 

contemporary music collecting, but rather to explore in detail the situated practices and 

perceptions of my interviewees and use these accounts to evaluate and re-examine 

dominant understandings of collecting practices in the streaming era.  

The explicit focus on the experiences of Hobart-based, Generation Y music consumers 

adopted in this thesis is not without its methodological limitations. Chiefly, the 

disadvantage of selecting this generational cohort as a research sample is that it does not 

capture the perspectives of other age groups and those who reside in locations other than 

Hobart regarding contemporary music collecting practices. Other generational cohorts, 

such as Generation Z, who may not have the same foundational experiences with 

physical music technologies are likely to have distinctly different perspectives on issues 

of music ownership and the relevance of different music technologies. Similarly, the 

findings of this thesis are drawn from a middle-class, predominantly student population. 

The specificity of this research sample may therefore reflect limitations regarding 

factors such as disposable income and amount of leisure time available to dedicate to 

music consumption and collecting when compared to those of different socioeconomic 

status and more diverse occupations. Finally, the geographical location of the 
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interviewee sample in the city of Hobart present some methodological considerations 

when interpreting the findings of this thesis. Compared to previous studies of vinyl 

collecting concerning ‘centres of vinyl culture’ in cities such as Berlin and ‘key 

metropolises’ of London, New York Melbourne and Tokyo, the reduced number of 

music stores, record fairs and other sites for ‘scene-based congregations’ in Hobart may 

exercise some influence over interviewee perspectives and experiences of record 

collecting (Bartmanski and Woodward 2015 p.173). Similarly, the status of Tasmania as 

an island state of Australia also raises implications for touring live music access and the 

circulation of online content and localised physical music media, which is too likely to 

have shaped the collecting and consumption experiences of my research participants.  

2.5.4 Questions, Coding and Analysis 

The interview guide for this project was designed to take advantage of the flexible 

nature of semi-structured interviews and facilitate the investigation of key themes and 

research topics concerning music practices and technologies. This allowed me to seize 

upon the train of thought of my interviewees reactively as relevant topics occurred in 

conversation. The interview guide itself consisted of ten sections, with each section 

opening with questions focused on the more mundane or pragmatic details of music 

practices, before follow-up questions then asked interviewees to justify their responses. 

These questions were often more reflexive and were designed to direct interviewees to 

connect their practices to deeper processes of meaning-making concerning their own 

feelings, perceptions, emotions and value attributions. For example, when investigating 

technological repertoires for music listening, opening questions concerned what music 

technologies interviewees typically engaged with on an ordinary day, which roles or 

functions these technologies provide and finally, how or why is this technology suited 

for this usage? In this way, what was sought from participant interviews was not 

technological truth claims, but how different affordances of music technologies were 

apprehended, approached and engaged with within practices of consumption and 

collection.  



90 

 

The first phase of analysis occurred while listening to and transcribing audio recordings 

of participant interviews. I decided to code and analyse participant interviews by hand 

to ensure I maintained a close relationship with the data. It was at this stage that 

interviewee names were anonymised and referred to by their desired pseudonym. I 

performed an ‘interpretive reading’ of my interview data, in which I engaged in a 

process of ‘constructing or documenting a version of what you think the data mean or 

represent, or what you think you can infer from them’ (Mason 2002 p.149). This 

process began with the cross-sectional indexing of interview data using emergent 

categories based on logics of collecting practice, music technologies and everyday 

engagements with music. These loose and flexible data categories allowed me to begin 

to make comparisons between my interviewee experiences and establish an early 

explanatory logic regarding the roles of various music technologies, how they are 

apprehended by my interviewees in terms of their affordances and how they ultimately 

may be embedded within practices of music collecting and consumption. These codes 

not only concern the subjective accounts of my participants, but my own subjective 

interpretation as the researcher. Indeed, as the researcher is ‘inextricably implicated in 

the data generation and interpretation’, I sought out particular readings of interview data 

which reflect or express relationships to arguments and findings presented in published 

research (Mason 2002 p.149). These interpretive appraisals of interview data were 

shaped then, by the scholarly literature outlined throughout the previous sections of this 

chapter and the empirical methodology adopted for this thesis.  

Importantly, categorical codes were routinely refined throughout the analysis phase to 

ensure that they remained relevant and pertinent to the research questions and aligned 

with the broader methodological strategy of the study. This second phase of analysis 

concerned an interactive process of moving back and forth between analytical codes and 

interview data in order to ensure my indexing was firmly grounded in the accounts of 

my participants and my own interpretive readings. Through this process, a set of 

finalised codes emerged which provided a comprehensive translation of contemporary 

collecting and music management practices, reflecting the heterogenous engagements of 

my interviewees with a variety of music media formats and technologies and providing 
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observations regarding music discovery and how music may come to be collected. 

Finally, the third phase of analysis concerned the reporting of the findings of the 

research and the formation of the broader comparative argument regarding established 

and emerging forms of music collecting. These findings were contextualised by the 

rapidly evolving music media landscape: the technological evolutions of the digital 

music era, dawn of music streaming services and cultural re-ascension of vinyl records. 

This phase of analysis represents the culmination of an ongoing dialectic approach to 

the generation of data, theory and analysis which moves from examinations of everyday 

concepts, and lay accounts and meanings to social science explanations (Mason 2002 

p.180).  

In terms of evaluation of the qualitative data as evidence, the argumentative strength of 

my analysis was tested using ‘negative cases’ (Minichiello, Aroni and Hays 2008 p.260) 

or ‘negative instances’ (Mason 2002 p.136) in which my participants provided 

alternative or conflicting statements compared to the wider research sample. While a 

vast majority of my participants provided accounts of engaged music consumption and 

collection characterised by a multiplicity of music formats and technologies, emphasis 

on control over music listening and active management of personal music libraries and 

collections, my investigation also captured more passive instances of music interactions. 

These interviewees provided useful negative cases in which music was characterised as 

an enjoyable, but ultimately supplementary part of their everyday lives. As Morse 

(2015) explains, the ‘comparison of the negative cases with the more commonly 

occurring cases will reveal important differences, and it is the developing understanding 

of these differences that is often critical to understanding the process as a whole’ 

(p.1215).While these interviewees readily described themselves as fans of particular 

bands and musical genres, they were typically less concerned with actively managing 

their music and often referred to the collection practices of friends and others as 

substantially more musically ‘engaged’ than their own. These accounts produced 

discourses which more closely resound with what Marshall (2019) describes as the 

‘majority of the population in the western world’ for whom ‘music may have some 

social value’, however this value is ‘actually fairly low-level’ and ‘tied to music’s main 
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social functions as background and/or accompaniment to routine activities’ (p.154). As 

such, they provide a contrasting and contextualising counterpoint to those interviewees 

who eagerly described the substantial role of music in their everyday lives and the 

heroic and passionate means by which they collected and consumed music (Belk 2001).  

To conclude, this chapter has laid out the scholarly literature which establishes the 

historical, cultural and theoretical framework for this thesis. This section has provided 

an explanation of the methodological tools which were used to capture and examine the 

collecting practices, technological engagements and critical perceptions of my 

interviewees. The following analysis chapters will build upon the interview data 

gathered, capturing the messiness and heterogeneity of music collecting practices in the 

current streaming era. The first of these analysis chapters seeks to identify the emerging 

fault lines between scholarly notions of music collecting practices, the contemporary 

music collector and emergent strategies of music management and collection 

developing within music streaming services. 



 

 

3   Music Collecting: Collectors and 

Practice 

In this chapter, I will explore how my interview participants perceive the music 

collector and role of music collecting in the current era of streaming music 

consumption. My analysis draws out key transformations and continuities between the 

emergent perspectives of my participants and reinforces understandings of the music 

collector identified by Shuker in the early 2000s (2004; 2010). Of particular interest 

here is the enduring relevance and influence of the ‘High Fidelity collector stereotype’ 

in shaping conceptions of music collecting among my interview participants and how 

they present their own music practices and collector identities (Shuker 2004). While this 

collector stereotype was found to exercise considerable influence over how my 

interviewees defined the music collector, a proportion of interview participants offered a 

broader and more nuanced characterisation. This saw the distinction between notions of 

the ‘traditional’ collector of material music formats and a developing typology of the 

contemporary music collector associated with digital music technologies. I then connect 

these continuities, disruptions, and fault lines regarding established and emergent 

understandings of the music collector to changing media circumstances driven by the 

widespread adoption of music streaming services. In this way, music streaming services 

can be found to further complicate existing definitions of the music collector and 

understandings of music collecting and highlight how these services have been 

integrated alongside alternative music technologies. My analysis concludes by 

unpacking how music streaming services may indeed represent the disruption of crucial 

logics upon which collecting practices have been conceptualised (Benjamin 1969; 

Marshall 2014), leaving some interviewees ambivalent towards the applicability of 

music collecting practices in the context of music streaming. In this way, this chapter 

argues that streaming music consumption has had a transformative impact on practices 

of music collecting and the self-presentation of music consumers as music collectors.   
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3.1 The High Fidelity Stereotype 

Throughout my interview data, the concept of the music collector emerged as a central 

figure used by interviewees to present their own identities or to orient broader 

discussions of contemporary music management practices. In his definition of the music 

collector of the early 2000s, Shuker provides an interrogation of collector stereotypes 

propagated through popular culture such as Nick Hornby’s High Fidelity (1995). 

Finding some support in academic literature on music collecting (Straw 1997), this 

popular image of the music collector is of obsessive males who exhibit a ‘trainspotting’ 

mentality towards popular music and whose passion for collecting is said to stand in for 

‘real’ social relationships (Shuker 2004; 2010). However, this ‘High Fidelity 

stereotype’, Shuker argues, provides only a partial account of the contemporary music 

collector (2004 p.311). Drawing on a series of informant accounts, Shuker balances 

these popular depictions of the contemporary music collector by approaching music 

collecting as a social practice, revealing the pro-social features of collecting practice 

and its role as an orienting device for the identities of individuals. Locating music 

collecting as ‘a core component of individual social identity and a central part of the life 

cycle’, the music collector can be more accurately understood as characterised by ‘a 

complex mix of characteristics: a love of music; obsessive-compulsive behaviour, 

accumulation and completism, selectivity and discrimination; and self-education and 

scholarship’ (Shuker 2010 p.33). The accounts of my own interview participants were 

broadly consistent with Shuker’s findings, revealing a range of characterising features 

when describing the contemporary music collector. While they reflected elements of 

Shuker’s ‘High Fidelity stereotype’, they also signified some important departures 

regarding issues of gender, the use value of collections for music listening, and ‘serious’ 

approaches to music collecting.  

My participants exhibited a range of responses from resistant to enthusiastic in 

responding to questions of self-identification with the label of music collector. One 

quarter of interview participants self-identified as music collectors without hesitation, 

each justifying their answers with descriptions of their own collecting practices 

concerning a range of music technologies. Conversely, half of my interviewees were 
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more resistant to label themselves as music collectors, demonstrating a strained 

relationship with the title and indicating an acute awareness of the ‘High Fidelity 

stereotype’ and its negative associations. This cohort typically reserved the term ‘music 

collector’ for those who pursued physical music formats, regularly acquired new items, 

owned a collection of a considerable size, and invested significant time, labour and 

money into collecting as a hobby. Finally, the remaining quarter of participants 

generally situated themselves within a typology of music collectors, most often referring 

to themselves as a collector in a digital sense and referring to practices of digital library 

maintenance and the cultivation and curation of streaming playlists. 

Given the direct association between popular depictions of the music collector and vinyl 

records, awareness of the ‘High Fidelity stereotype’ was most pronounced among 

interviewees who actively collected and maintained vinyl record collections. As I 

discuss later in this chapter, the identities presented by these participants reflected a 

nuanced division between types of music collector; those whose collecting practices 

were oriented by a ‘love of music’ and the use of collections for consumption, and those 

motivated by a fetishisation of the materiality of vinyl records, their rarity and monetary 

value. While elements of these collector orientations were often presented 

simultaneously by interviewees, this distinction between the privileging of use and 

exchange value of music collections was a source of tension for interviewees as the 

adoption of music streaming services had replaced their record collections in terms of 

everyday music listening practices. These accounts discursively indicate how 

perspectives on music collecting and the image of the music collector established with 

physical music formats have shifted in response to new digital and streaming 

sensibilities. Further, such perspectives also highlight how the commitment to collecting 

physical artefacts and indeed features of Shuker’s ‘High Fidelity stereotype’ continue to 

dominate conceptions of music collecting practices. 
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3.2 Gender and the Music Collector  

Interviewee awareness of the obsessive and socially inept elements of the ‘High Fidelity 

stereotype’ was particularly evident among the accounts of female interview 

participants who often went on to describe the masculine connotations attached to the 

label of the music collector. While collecting itself is not a male-dominated practice, 

music collecting is widely perceived as being a predominantly male-dominated activity 

(Maalsen and McLean 2018). Straw (1997) notably explains how the practice of 

shopping for vinyl records or ‘crate-digging’ (Bartmanski and Woodward 2015), is 

often referred with the masculine descriptor of ‘hunting’ rather than the more feminine 

‘shopping’. Similarly, interviewing record store employees, Fullington (2003) 

highlights the gendered perceptions of purchasing behaviour with male consumers 

characterised as engaged in a planned ‘hunt’ for a rare record, while their girlfriends 

made impulsive CD purchases. These dichotomies of materiality and purchase speak to 

the ‘seriousness’ of the male music collector and the gendered practices which saturate 

conceptualisations of music collecting (Maalsen and McLean 2018).  

The gendered nature of music collecting is complex, representing a combination of 

‘psychological/personality and socio-cultural factors’ related to differences in 

investments and collection-oriented outcomes (Shuker 2010 p.328). Pearce (1995) 

highlights that irrespective of social class, ‘women have collected things as much as 

men, but frequently in ways which emerge much less often into specific and recorded 

social practice' (p. 222). Echoes of Pearce’s claims can be located in recent inquiries by 

Maalsen and Mclean (2018) concerning music collections and the formation of music 

heritage. They argue that the ‘masculine dominance of record collecting has 

implications for representing whose music heritage and tastes are being preserved’ and 

that ‘this dominance marginalises gender diversity in representing the tastes and 

opinions on which music is considered valuable and collectable (Maalsen and Mclean 

2018 p.41). While Maalsen and Mclean’s (2018) work focuses mainly on practices of 

museum archiving, their approach remains relevant in investigating individual 

collections as ways for individuals to construction their own sense of musical history in 
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ways which ‘resist or renegotiate the biases in the commercial production of music 

histories’ (p.54).  

Given the popularisation of the male collector stereotype in popular culture and 

masculine descriptors used to articulate collecting practice among collectors, gender can 

be thought of as a key social variable when approaching music collecting. Consistent 

with Shuker’s (2004) study, the women in my research sample comprised only 15% of 

the overall group, broadly reflecting the predominantly male orientation of music 

collecting. These participants, like the broader sample, described music streaming as 

their preferred technology for everyday music listening, while personal collections of 

CDs were associated with specific listening contexts such as while driving in the car. 

Unlike male interviewees however, these female participants also described a range a 

range of other music related objects such as t-shirts and fanzines when characterising 

their personal music collections.  

The accounts of my female participants clearly resonated with the notion of music 

collecting being a male-dominated activity. As Annie explains, her interactions with 

male music consumers are often marked by a set of assumptions regarding her musical 

knowledge and investment:  

Annie:  I've always thought that music collecting is a very social thing, and when 

I've sort of initiated conversations about my music taste, I think there's 

less of an expectation on me to know what I'm talking about from other 

men. I've found that the guys mostly assume that I don't have any kind of 

musical knowledge or desire to collect music until I prove otherwise, but 

they're more likely to chat about music to other men and assume they 

know what's going on. 

The concept of having to ‘prove’ oneself was a common feature of the experiences of 

my female participants. This notion also finds parallels with Shuker’s (2004) findings in 

terms of women having to prove themselves as ‘genuine’ in their collecting investments 
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and regarding discussions of music and collecting functioning as the foundation of 

interactions between ‘serious’ male collectors. 

Masculine characterisations of music collecting were similarly noted by Ash. 

Describing herself as belonging to the local punk rock scene, Ash describes how 

gendered collecting practices constitute forms of ‘authentic’ participation at the 

exclusion of other types of collections:  

Ash:  In this sense, what is considered to be an authentic male is to collect 

posters, CDs, guitar pics; anything in the punk scene. Women just 

generally don't have the same access to collecting like that and to 

participate at the same authenticity as men, that’s how I feel anyway. 

Here, Ash’s experience highlights how the ‘seriousness’ of male collecting becomes a 

requisite for authentic participation within local music scenes, noting the exclusionary 

function this has on her and other women. However, Ash later located collecting 

practices associated with fanzines and other punk materials to be a site of empowerment 

for herself and other women in her scene: 

Ash:  I know women who keep collections of other things that men don't. I 

keep every movie ticket I’ve had with an ex or anything that has a great 

memory attached to it. I would say that it is gendered. The dudes can 

wank over their collections together, I’m fine with that, but the more I 

think about the women I know who are into music, they collect things in 

a different way, in their own special way. So, in some ways [collecting] 

is a boy’s club, but us girls have had a long history of having our own 

girls’ club and collections. Things like Riot Grrrl stuff and fanzines.  

Here, Ash’s account provides a resistant perspective regarding the exclusionary 

‘wankings’ of the homosocial world of ‘serious’ male collectors, instead emphasising of 

her own expressions of musical knowledge and participation within music scenes. As 

mentioned previously, the music collector is not only defined by the acquisition and 
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curation of a music collection. Music collectors are more often characterised by what 

can be termed ‘secondary involvement’ in music, encompassing activities such as the 

reading of fanzines and other related music related literature (Shuker 2010). Fanzines 

have served an integral role as sites for feminist activism and establishment of feminine 

identity within music subcultures since the 1990s and often become objects of personal 

and institutional collections of universities and individuals (Eichhorn 2013). Ash’s 

account illustrates how women who collect may resist the ‘gendered “seriousness”’ of 

music collecting which ‘marginalizes women’s tastes and opinions on which music is 

valuable and collectable’ (Maalsen and McLean 2018 p.49) by expressing their own 

collectorship through displays of musical knowledge and ‘secondary involvement’ 

(Shuker 2010) using fanzines.  

Ash’s characterisation of her own collection practices and their orientation towards the 

maintenance of personal memories also reflects a key difference found between the 

collections of men and women. According to Martin (1999), male collecting is 

‘consciously competitive, functional and driven by a need for control … whilst 

women’s collecting is more often consciously self-referential’ (p.70). Similarly, Pearce 

(1994) found that the collections of men tend towards the ‘impersonal and historical’, 

while women tended toward personal and emotional investments (p.207). Interestingly 

however, notions of self-referential collections as a feature of female collections found a 

much broader resonance with all of my interviewees, with few conforming to the 

‘serious’ practices associated with male collector stereotypes. The personal and self-

referential elements of collecting practices typically associated with female collectors 

was found to be a common feature of both male and female interviewee accounts. In 

this way, while the sharing and display of musical knowledge with others may remain a 

gendered or indeed exclusionary component of music collecting as a social practice, the 

accounts of this sample of music consumers may be broadly categorised as conforming 

to traditionally ‘female’ notions of collecting. The perspectives of my interview 

participants highlight the role of music collections, technologies and other music objects 

in the mediation of gendered collector identities in the streaming era. This 

categorisation will be furthered evidenced in the following sections, as music 
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collections are primarily characterised as the site of identity work and reflexive meaning 

making by both male and female study participants.  

3.3 Physical and Digital Collectors 

Issues connected to the media materiality of music technologies were prominent 

features of my informant accounts when conceptualising the contemporary music 

collector and situating their own practices of music collecting. For the collectors in 

Shuker’s study (2004; 2010), as well as popular depictions of the collector from popular 

culture, music collecting is synonymous with the distinct material features of the vinyl 

record. Notably however, as Shuker’s work was conducted during the early 2000s and 

his ‘High Fidelity stereotype’ assembled from popular culture texts from a similar era, 

the characterising relations between the music collector and vinyl records continue to be 

broadened by the development of new music technologies and associated collecting 

practices. As explored in the previous chapter, investigations of music management 

practices concerning digital music files (Kibby 2009) and music streams (Kjus 2015; 

Hagen 2015) have observed the role of software interfaces serving as symbolic 

substitutes for physical collections and support emerging forms of collecting practices 

which derive and extend those of pre-digital collecting. Despite lacking the same 

physical and material presence as vinyl records or CDs, digital music collections were 

found to be deployed in the same ways as previous material music collections to mark 

the collector’s life events and cement interpersonal relationships (Kibby 2009). 

Similarly, through practices of careful playlist curation and active music management, 

Kjus (2015) describes how streaming music consumers are able to facilitate a sense of 

ownership over music streams, reflecting meaningful relationships with music ‘as 

various and complex as those of the record collectors in Shuker’s study’ (p.18).  

Despite these new media conditions which frame emergent forms of music collecting, 

established associations between popular conceptions of the music collector and 

material music formats such as vinyl records continue to exercise significant influence 

on contemporary understandings of music collecting. The image of the music collector 
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was inextricably linked to the collection of physical music formats for a majority of my 

interview participants. In this sense, many respondents hesitated to identify themselves 

as music collectors, despite owning significant collections of digital music and actively 

managing music using music streaming services:  

Aelish:  I wouldn’t consider myself a music collector. I guess some of my friends 

are just super extreme on it; vinyl and CD collections from A-Z kind of 

thing. I just don’t have the energy for it. Once I have the music and artists 

that I love and access that, I’m satisfied. Also space wise, I don’t think 

it’s necessary when I can have the music on my phone.  

Aelish explains her hesitation in self-identifying as a music collector, pointing to the 

‘extreme’ collecting practices of her friends. Aelish’s comment highlight the persistent 

influence of the ‘High Fidelity collector stereotype’ over contemporary perspectives on 

collecting, referring explicitly to the laborious pursuits of the ‘serious’ collector who 

privileges material music formats. She goes on to contrast the significant investments of 

her collector friends with her own practices, highlighting the convenience of digital 

music collections when compared to the significant investments associated with the 

collection of physical music formats. The advantages of digital music collections are 

foremost described by Aelish in terms of the immediacy of access and the compactness 

of the collection stored on her phone. In this way, Aelish’s comments find clear 

resonances with McCourt’s (2005) work on digital collecting practices as indulging 

consumer desires for compactness and immediacy; emphasising the utility of music 

collections over aesthetics and becoming ‘less about an artist’s self-expression’ and 

more about the collector’s ‘desire for self-reflection’ (Goldberg cited in McCourt 2005 

p.250). 

A similar perspective was shared by Max, who too distanced his own music practices of 

those from the music collector based on the materiality of physical music formats: 

Max: I don’t consider myself a music collector. There are people so much more 

into that kind of thing that I wouldn’t consider myself one. I would say 
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physical things conveys the idea of collecting a little bit more. Physical 

obviously is much more collectable, most suited, because it has presence 

in a physical space, it decorates and all that kind of stuff. I consider 

people who have racks of records to be collectors more than me.  

Once again, elements of the ‘serious’ collecting practices which characterise established 

collector stereotypes, such as the pursuit of physical music formats and a preoccupation 

with collection size, come to dominate contemporary conceptions of the music 

collector. Max’s understanding of the collector is connected to the ownership of ‘racks 

of records’ and the size and presence taken up by the collection as it decorates the room. 

Indeed, physical music collections are ‘visual and tactile at the same time’, their 

physicality affording ‘emotionally gratifying’ experiences of handling and inspection 

(McCourt 2005 p.250). Like Aelish, this prohibits Max’s identification with the label of 

music collector, despite his own considerable collection of digital music files.  

The materiality of music collections also featured in informant responses which 

provided a more nuanced perspective on the contemporary music collector. In the 

following interview excerpt, Thomas provides a typology of music collector which 

differentiates between the digital and physical music collector:  

Thomas: To me, there’s multiple forms of music collector. There’s a physical 

collector which I would consider the traditional way and the coolest way. 

I’m not one of those, even though I really like the idea of it. It’s not 

something I’ve ever gotten into. And I think that’s an age thing and a 

financial thing and many other things. But I would consider myself a 

collector in a digital sense. I like having a digital library. I really like 

digital album art; I think that’s important. I was always up for 

maintaining my album art and having it wrapped in a nice package. I’m 

still into albums as a package, just in a digital way. So, I would consider 

myself a collector in that sense.  
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Thomas provides a nuanced perspective on the figure of the contemporary music 

collector and relationship with the materiality of music media formats. Like Max and 

Aelish, Thomas’ account demonstrates an awareness of the close associations between 

popular notions of the music collector and a focus on physical music media formats. 

Importantly however, he qualifies this as a ‘traditional’ perspective, suggesting a 

broadening typology of the contemporary music collector which encompasses 

developing collecting practices concerning digital music technologies.  

Thomas goes on to describe how ‘traditional’ perspectives on music collecting and 

material music formats are connected to music consumers of a particular age and 

financial position, noting that while he ‘really like[s] the idea’ of collecting physical 

media, he does not collect these formats himself. While referring to physical music 

media formats as ‘the coolest way’ to collect music, Thomas firmly defines himself as 

‘a collector in a digital sense’, describing the labour and investment involved in 

maintaining his digital music library. Despite ‘fluidity, rather than integrity’ often 

defining digital music technologies (McCourt 2005 p.251), Thomas explains how he 

still approaches his digital music in terms of the album format. Indeed, although 

inquiries into digital music consumption have typically emphasised consumer 

opportunities for modification, recontextualization and remixing (Shiga 2007), Thomas’ 

approach to his digital music collection reflects a pre-digital sensibility towards the 

album as a static ‘package’. Digital album art constitutes an integral component of 

Thomas’ experience of his digital music collection in this way, as it visually ‘wraps’ the 

individual files together. Such practices resemble those identified by Kibby (2009), in 

that the ways listeners interact, organise, access and controlled their music through the 

interfaces of media player software reflected a sense of materiality and allow them to 

attach real-world properties to their digital collections despite their lack of materiality. 

A typology of music collector differentiated by the materiality of collected music 

formats was also suggested by Dominic in his response to the label of ‘music collector’:  

Jack:  Do you consider yourself as a music collector? 
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Dominic:  Not a huge one, because I haven't turned into a full-time hobby as far as 

vinyl goes, but I would say I probably have more music accrued than the 

average person. People who I know who are into music but aren't avid 

listeners, I don't think they would have put the time into the library that 

I've done. I think that's the essence of collecting. You put the time and 

labour in, and you get the product at the end of the day, my library. I 

suppose I'm a collector of MP3s.  

Dominic’s response similarly points towards a nuanced understanding of the 

contemporary music collector and the pursuit of different music media formats. In 

describing his own relationship with the label of music collector, Dominic too touches 

upon vinyl records as being firmly rooted in established conceptions of the music 

collector. While Dominic himself notes his casual interest in vinyl records and therefore 

does not identify strongly as a music collector, he readily describes himself as a 

‘collector of MP3s’ in highlighting the investments he has made as an ‘avid listener’ in 

the curation of his own library. For Dominic, such investments constitute a defining 

feature of contemporary music collecting practice, characterising them as ‘essence of 

collecting’. While established notions of the music collector and a focus on physical 

music formats such as vinyl records continue to shape interviewee perceptions, 

investments of time and labour into the pursuit and curation of a personal music 

collection remain common features of to symbolise 

Taken together, the accounts of my interview participants foremost illustrate the 

substantial influence that popular depictions of the music collector such as the ‘High 

Fidelity stereotype’ maintain over contemporary perceptions and definitions of music 

collecting. Oriented by a focus on the collecting of material music formats and ‘serious’ 

collecting emphases concerning collection size and significant investments of money 

and time towards collecting (Shuker 2010), this conceptualisation saw many 

interviewees reject the label of music collector despite the cultivation of extensive 

digital music collections. However, , a proportion of interview participants indicated 

towards a broader and more nuanced definition of the collector, distinguishing between 

established conceptions of the ‘traditional’ physical collector and the collector of digital 
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music. Such perspectives are indicative of a developing typology of the contemporary 

music collector, with each evolution of music media formats and technologies 

increasingly recognised and incorporated within the collecting practices of succeeding 

generations of music consumers. As I explore further in the following chapter, media 

preferences for music listening and collecting are closely connected to generational 

position and contemporary music collectors are likely to demonstrate an ‘eclectic’ 

approach to music technologies (Nowak and Bennett 2020), with collections comprised 

of coexisting physical and digital formats.  

3.4 Material Collectors and Digital Listeners: 

Reconfiguring the Use-Value of Vinyl Record 

Collections 

So far, this chapter has explored the influence of collector stereotypes and emerging 

perspectives regarding the contemporary music collector, I will now connect these shifts 

to changing media circumstances driven by the widespread adoption of music streaming 

services as they further complicate existing definitions of the music collector. In his 

definition of the music collector of the early 2000s, Shuker (2004) recognised a 

fundamental distinction between the music collector motivated by ‘a love of music’, and 

the collector who was ‘preoccupied with collection size, rarity, and economic value’ 

(p.315). This played out most clearly as a division between collectors whose passion for 

their collection embraces the pleasures of its use for music listening and those who 

privilege collection size, rarity and economic value represented by pristine or unplayed 

records. This distinction produced a divergent image of the music collector based on 

their relationships towards use and exchange value of their collections. Similar 

distinctions between types of music collector have been identified by music writer 

Simon Reynolds (2012), differentiating between music collectors and music enthusiasts. 

As he explains, ‘[enthusiasts] like to distinguish between those who are into rarity for its 

own sake (especially if format or packaging related) and people like themselves who 

just love music and want to turn other people on’ (Reynolds 2012 p.107). Reynolds 
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(2012) also notes a tendency among the enthusiast group to refer disparagingly to those 

who would pursue rare misprints or limited editions as ‘collector scum’ (p.107). These 

distinct relationships with the use and exchange value of collections become significant 

when reconsidered in the contemporary context of music streaming consumption. As 

mentioned in the introduction to this thesis, while Shuker’s (2004) study was conducted 

at a time defined by the mainstream consumption of physical music formats, digital and 

cloud-based modes of music consumption constitute new relationships with music. 

Music streaming services provide an interesting case study to observe the notions of use 

and exchange as defining features of the music collector, as the exchange value of 

music within these cloud-based contexts is negated by the effective status of the 

consumer as a ‘renter’ of music content instead of the owner. 

The ‘access-model’ (Wikström 2012) of music streaming services, in which ownership 

is forfeited in favour of subscription-based rental-access, represents a disruptive case 

which has reconfigured the relationship between collections of material music formats 

and practices of music consumption. As outlined in the previous chapter, music 

streaming services broadly constitute the core of everyday music consumption for my 

participants, with digital music files, CDs and vinyl records occupying auxiliary and 

situational roles within music listening practices. The adoption of streaming music 

technologies for everyday music consumption can therefore be found to render material 

music collections closer to commonly recognised definitions of collected items as 

‘removed from ordinary use’ (Belk 1995 p.67). While music collections are often 

understood as a unique in that they continue to represent use value for the collector in 

terms of music listening, the following interviewee accounts reveal the practical 

difficulties in integrating material music formats within everyday listing practices. In 

this way, the notion of dormant use value associated with physical music collections 

becomes a source of tension when considering the aforementioned emphasis on 

listening or use value as a differentiating feature between conceptions of particular types 

of music collector.  

Among interviewees who maintained vinyl record collections, many stressed their 

importance in terms of ‘use’ in music listening practices in order to distance themselves 
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from negative connotations attached to the music collector concerned with economic 

and exchange value. These interviewees valorised music collections oriented by a 

passion for music and intentions of listening while rejecting the value associated with 

pristine and unplayed items. In some cases, efforts to deflect associations with the 

collector focused on exchange value manifested in the conscious incorporation of 

physical collections into daily practices of music consumption. These practices 

highlight a sense of responsibility felt by the collector to extract the use value of their 

physical collections whenever possible. Whereas some of my participants indeed 

highlighted their passion for music and music listening as key motivators of their 

collecting practices, ‘use value and exchange value were commonly held in tension’ 

(Shuker 2010 p.39), with many also taking pride in certain rare or expensive items 

within their collections.  

These tensions between collecting and listening are revealed in the following interview 

excerpt, in which Cameron details his vinyl collecting practices and emphasis on the use 

value of his collection:  

Cameron:  I never buy something just to put on a shelf. I’d always listen to 

everything at least once. An example being, I bought this vinyl by a band 

I’d never heard of. It was a little bit out of my price range… not out of 

my range but a bit more than I would usually pay. It had a painting of a 

boat that was terrible on the front. I googled it and it was some post 

punkers from Norway. So, I took it home and listened to it and it was 

absolute shit. But you know what, I was glad I listened to it though. But 

my uncle… You know Wilco the band? He has a vinyl copy of Star Wars 

by Wilco. And I’ll go over there, and he will ask me “What do you want 

to listen to?”, and I’ll say “I wanna hear Star Wars by Wilco”. He just 

pulls this weird face and then leaves. Then I go over, and he has a sealed 

Star Wars vinyl, and I’m like shit, “I want to listen to the record not 

smell it!” So yeah, it’s not just about listening, listening is it.  
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Cameron’s account is illustrative of both the use and exchange distinctions between 

collectors and his own love of music. Recounting his own experience of purchasing a 

vinyl record he had not previously listened to, Cameron clearly positions himself as a 

collector who values his collection foremost as a playback medium for music listening, 

explicitly stating ‘I never buy something just to put on a shelf’. Conversely, Cameron’s 

description of his uncle’s collecting practices embodies the collector motivated by rarity 

and economic value. Given that a vinyl record degrades in quality with use, Cameron’s 

uncle keeps a sealed copy to maintain its value as a pristine example. Notably, Cameron 

explains that he would ‘always listen to everything at least once’ when referring to a 

new collection acquisition. Cameron’s insistence of listening to every purchase at least 

once may be coded as a defiant action against those who would value a record for its 

exchange value; negating the exchange value as a pristine record through playing, 

despite consigning the record to the collection with minimal intention for future 

listening. It is in this sense that Cameron describes music listening not as an auxiliary 

component of his collecting practices, but constitutive of them, exclaiming: ‘listening is 

it’.  

Later in the interview, Cameron further explicates his conception of the music collector, 

distancing his own practices from those oriented by exchange value and articulating his 

love of music:  

Cameron:  When you say collector, I interpret the term as if it’s not about music, it’s 

about the collecting, and that’s bullshit for me. If I’m collecting - I’m 

collecting for me - and it’s something that’s a low quantity or it’s 

something that I love. I consider a collector someone who goes to the 

record fair and buys a fluro green Primus record for $400 and say how 

they are going to resell it. Just walking around with Discogs open. I never 

do that; I’m buying it for what’s on it. So, am I a music collector? Yea I 

collect music, but I don’t collect it for a monetary reason or even to try 

and be competitive with other people.  
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Here, Cameron’s account finds clear resonances in Reynolds’ (2012) distinction 

between music enthusiasts and the ‘collector scum’, describing the record fair-going 

collector who picks out rare and novel pressings with an eye to resell them through 

online music marketplaces such as Discogs2. In this sense, Cameron describes the music 

collector to be someone who elevates the process and practices of collecting above an 

appreciation for the music itself. Cameron’s interview excerpt also illustrates the 

tensions held between values of use and exchange among collectors motivated by a love 

of music in revealing his criteria for his own collection, stating that his acquisitions are 

not only guided by music he loves but also by the scarcity of a given recording. In this 

sense, Cameron’s perspective speaks to the complex relationships between music 

collectors and the use and exchange value bound up in their physical music collections, 

as his ‘love of music’ is contrasted by some preoccupation with notions of scarcity and 

rarity.  

The importance of extracting the use value of one’s collection was also a crucial feature 

of Josh’s collecting practices. Crucially however, Josh’s account reveals anxieties 

associated with the potential for listening represented by his collection being wasted:  

Josh:  I felt bad because I had so many records and I felt like I wasn’t listening 

to them as much as I should. So, a while ago I tried to listen to at least 

one record a day. I started at ‘A’ and went through listening to one at 

least per day, a lot of the time it would be more than that. Cleaning them 

as I went. It didn’t last as long as it should of, I didn’t get through the 

collection. I just got distracted and would jump around a bit. And I’d get 

new ones and I’d just listen to them. What I’ve been doing lately, 

because I have my collection on the Discogs app, I just hit the random 

button and it throws something up at me. If I haven’t listened to it 

recently then I’ll whack that on. After I stopped the A to Z method, I’ve 

started doing the random and I’m getting through a fair chunk of my 

 
2 Discogs.com is a popular online music marketplace and crowdsourced database of information about 

audio recordings, including commercial releases, promotional releases, and bootleg or off-label releases. 
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records. But there are a few records that always come back around. I 

usually have a couple sitting out here. The frequent players.  

Josh describes how he has consciously oriented his everyday listening practices around 

his physical music collection, motivated by a sense of responsibility felt towards his 

records as a music listening medium and anxieties associated with the use value of his 

collection being neglected. Such anxieties and practices may indicate Josh’s 

unwillingness to be associated with images of the ‘collector scum’ who privilege the 

exchange value of collected formats over their value as technologies of music playback. 

This perspective on the responsibility of music collectors to approach their collections 

in terms of use for music consumption was shared by a majority of my participants and 

even extended to their discussions of digital music collections. As Cameron described 

later in the interview, ‘I don’t want it to just sit on the digital shelf collecting digital 

dust. I want to listen and make use of it’. Significantly, the use of the online music 

marketplace application Discogs is revealed to occupy an instrumental role in how Josh 

interacts with his physical music collection as he chooses a record to listen to each day. 

Using the application features which allow him to log the records in his collection, Josh 

is able to quickly and easily sort, organise and traverse his physical collection. While 

the logistics of listening to every item in his considerably sized collection has 

necessitated additional strategising and forms of mediated interaction with his 

collection, Josh’s approach to his record collection and listening speaks to a 

commitment to his collecting practices and determination to realising its use value 

within his practices of music listening.  

While listening played an important role in the collecting practices of many physical 

music collectors, a majority of my informant discourses revealed varying relationships 

between music collection and practices of listening. In the following excerpt, Pat details 

how his everyday listening does not explicitly involve his record collection, but 

highlights how his use of music streaming services integrates with his collecting 

practices:  

Jack:  Listening isn’t an important part of collecting for you?  
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Pat:  I don’t think so, especially with online platforms. Listening used to be 

one in the same with collecting, but I think recently they’ve become less 

coupled together with streaming being so easy and such. I didn’t get 

Spotify for ages. All my friends had it and I was like “nah, I’ll just listen 

to CDs”. I kind of broke down and got Spotify eventually and now I’m 

one of them ha-ha. I’ll discover something on Spotify, buy it on vinyl, 

but then just continue to listen to the Spotify version a lot of the time. 

Because it’s just so instant on my phone. A new album will come out at 

12am and I’ll listen to it on Spotify immediately but then I’ll buy it 

physically at some point because I want to have it. The collecting is more 

of a…. Yeah, I just want to own it. I do listen to some of them, but often 

it’s because I like the band and I want to support them at a show or 

something like that. 

Jack: Do you listen your records much at all? 

Pat:  I’ve got a really nice record player actually. So, I do listen, but it’s 

finding the time to sit down. I find if I have that time I’ll do washing or 

something with a record on. But then if you are busy and it finishes you 

have to go and turn it over ha-ha. It’s definitely an active kind of 

listening.   

Pat’s account clearly demonstrates how his use of music streaming services has shaped 

his listening and collection practices. Pat articulates his initial resistance to using 

Spotify for his music listening, reflecting Shuker’s (2004) depiction of the collector who 

approaches their music collection as the site of use value for everyday music 

consumption. Following his adoption of Spotify however, Pat explains how he now 

approaches his music collection in terms of the sense of ownership it affords while he 

predominantly streams music for general consumption, citing the immediacy and 

convenience of music streaming platforms. Significantly, Pat reveals how his listening 

practices integrate with his collection of vinyl records, describing a cross-media 

collecting arc which begins with music discovery using Spotify and ends with the 

purchase of a vinyl record. In this way, by taking a broader perspective on music 
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collections as comprising of various music media formats and technologies, the 

interactions between different music objects and technologies can be observed within 

individual collecting practices. In the case of Pat, Spotify provides significant ‘use’ 

value in terms of music listening, while his physical collection allows him to support 

music artists and provides feelings of ‘cultural ownership’ (Burkart 2008 p.249), 

informing a sense of self, identity and personal history. Finally, these roles attributed to 

different formats are in no way described as static, as Pat’s investment in a ‘really nice 

record player’ illustrates his intention for listening, albeit a rare occasion. Here, Pat’s 

records are valued for facilitating a particular kind of ‘active’ listening experience. 

Reynolds similarly suggested that the absence of convenient interfaces of vinyl records 

‘enforce a more sustained mode of listening, more contemplative and reverent’ (2011 

p.125). Although, Pat’s remark of returning to flip over a record after putting it on to do 

the laundry speaks more to the kind of ambient, secondary or ‘ubiquitous’ listening 

(Kassabian 2013) which has come to characterise the use of music streaming services 

(Fleicher and Snickars 2017).  

While not a shift that may be simply attributed to the dawn of streaming platforms 

directly, vinyl record collections in the streaming era appear largely divorced from 

practices of everyday music listening. While the use of vinyl records for music listening 

has, and still does, provide rationalisation for ownership and collection (Shuker 2010), 

everyday consumption involving vinyl records was not found to be a practical reality for 

a majority of my interviewees. Bracketed off from everyday listening in this way, the 

contemporary vinyl record collection seems to alleviate the typically problematic 

classification of music media technologies as a collection, appearing closer to traditional 

definitions of the collection as assembled objects removed from ordinary use (Belk 

1995). This is not to say that vinyl record collectors in the streaming era fetishise the 

materiality of their records over experiences of music listening. Indeed, the endeavours 

of my participants to listen to each of the vinyl records in their possession at least once 

or attempt to purposefully integrate them within practices of everyday music listening 

may be interpreted as attempts to manage negative connotations associated with the 

stereotypical High Fidelity music collector. Rather, the perspectives of my participants 
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serve to highlight how these types of divisions between ‘collector scum’ and the 

collector as music lover collapse, or are at least problematised, by the convenient and 

instantaneous availability of music streams for music listening.  

All of my interviewees foremost described a love of music as the primary motivations 

underlying their collecting practices, despite the majority of their everyday music 

consumption occurring outside of their vinyl collections through streaming platforms 

and other alternative music technologies. In this way, the collecting of vinyl records was 

rationalised through processes of social identity work bound up in music ownership and 

desires to support music artists. These rationalisations can be understood as being 

afforded by the material features of vinyl records, as record collections may radiate the 

taste of the collector in domestic spaces and vinyl is increasingly perceived as an 

important way to support recording artists in the streaming era (Krukowski 2018). 

Through these perspectives I have shown how music technologies from different eras 

coexist and intersect within the collecting and consumption practices of music listeners. 

Similarly, my analysis suggests that distinctions between collector types oriented by the 

use and exchange value attached to music collections continue to shape how young 

music collectors present their own practices, despite their declining applicability as 

music streaming services replace existing music collections for everyday music 

listening.  

3.5 My Collection: Acquisition, Ordering and 

Subjectivity 

Throughout the accounts of my interview participants, feelings of ownership over music 

collections were closely tied to the unique logics guiding its cultivation. As described in 

Chapter Two, one of the primary differences between collection and accumulation is 

said to be the selectivity and discrimination of the collector (Kron 1982). Where 

accumulating may be understood as a form of indiscriminate acquisition, collecting is 

underpinned by a distinct sense of order (Marshall 2014) with which items entering the 

collection are subjected to. This refers to the ‘rules’ with which collections are 
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cultivated, determining what is included in the collection and what is not. As Marshall 

(2014) explains, ‘a collection without order is not a collection but something else – a 

hoard, a mass, an accumulation’ and it is the imposition of ordering rules which allows 

collections to reflect subjectivities of the collector (p.64). The affordances of different 

music technologies presented as an integral feature of the subjective ‘rules’ governing 

the collections of my participants, with objective features of music technologies such as 

the size of vinyl record or the format of digital music files structuring the acquisition 

and ordering of music collections.  

The significance of ordering to collecting practices in reflecting the subjectivities of the 

collector draws attention to how subjective order is imposed, or alternatively, how the 

bounds of the collection itself are demarcated. Until the dawn of mainstream music 

streaming consumption, the ownership over physical music formats or digital music 

files could be regarded as a key determinant of what is and what isn’t included in the 

music collection. It is through the exercising of individual ownership that items within 

the collection can be characterised as being ‘acquired’, locked ‘within a magic circle in 

which they are fixed as the final thrill, the thrill of acquisition, passes over them’ 

(Benjamin 1969 p.60). The moment of acquisition and final ownership of items entering 

the collection may also represent the ‘transformation of ordinary profane commodities 

into sacred icons’ (Belk 1994 p.320). The sacred status of the collection foregrounds 

how the ordering and demarcation of music collections may also be approached 

spatially, becoming sites of special reverence for the collector and highlighting 

processes of storage and organisation as further dimensions of the collector’s subjective 

order. However, with streaming music consumers appearing closer to renters than 

content owners, the significance of ownership and the moment of acquisition when 

conceptualising music collecting practices requires reconsideration. Within the 

environments of cloud-based music streaming platforms where physical collections are 

substituted for symbolic alternatives (Burkart 2008), the establishing of subjective order 

and demarcating of the music collection concerns the manipulation of platform 

interfaces over relationships of ownership and moments of acquisition. In this way, the 

ordering and demarcation of music collections through notions of ownership and 
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acquisition become disrupted in the streaming context, restricting how collectors may 

order their collections according to their own subjective sensibilities.  

My interviewees detailed a range of practices related to the ordering of music 

collections, each of which reflecting subjective systems of evaluation and judgement 

through the imposition of acquisitive logics and ways of demarcating the bounds of 

music collections. In the following excerpt, Pat discusses the ‘rules’ ordering his 

collection of vinyl records, describing the ‘completist’ logic guiding his acquisitions:  

Pat:  There’s a connection to the artist when you collect. I like to collect full 

discographies; I think I have all of the Outkast albums on vinyl, like six 

full length albums and a few ten inches as well. I don’t really touch seven 

inches though. Even if I don’t love the album of that artist, I’ll still buy it 

to fill the gap in my collection for that artist. Heaps of bands also do 

things like coloured pressings, so I have multiple copies of the same 

album just in different colours. I think I have two or three copies of each 

Smith Street Band album; I’ve got 5 copies of Luca Brasi’s first album. I 

just got a preorder pressing of Extended Family. I didn’t even know of 

them when that was originally released. It’s definitely a collecting thing.  

Pat reveals a completist approach to his vinyl collecting practices, explaining his 

preference for collecting the ‘full discographies’ of artists he enjoys, cultivating a 

unique sense of connection to the artist themselves through the complete ‘set’ of 

collected releases. Significantly, Pat admits that in some cases, this drive for completion 

of an artist’s discography takes precedence over his own enjoyment of a particular 

album, describing a need to ‘fill the gap’ in the collection. Moreover, Pat describes the 

production of coloured vinyl pressings as an additional vector to his pursuit of 

collection completism. Differences in vinyl pressing colours creates a set of functionally 

identical, but aesthetically differentiated vinyl records which capitalises on the 

collector’s pursuit of completion in their collecting. Hosokawa and Matsuoka (2004) 

identify the assembling of a complete set of releases by a particular artist or label as part 

of the ‘thrill of pursuit’ for vinyl collectors, becoming emblematic of fandom of 
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particular sounds, but also in communicating qualities of ‘expertise, acumen, 

commitment, and taste’ (p.9). However, Pat’s account is perhaps most illustrative of the 

combination of objective and subjective judgements which characterise collecting 

practices (Marshall 2014).  

Following ideas put forward by Benjamin (1969), Marshall characterises the rules 

which govern the ordering of a collection as the blurring of the objective and subjective, 

solidifying the relationship between the objective features of an object and the 

collector’s own biography and subjective meanings:  

What thus occurs in collecting is a blurring of the objective and the 

subjective. Objects acquire meaning through their entry into the collection, 

but that collection is always a reflection of the collector’s subjectivity. The 

lives of the collector and the collection are always intertwined, the biography 

of the collector infusing the objects with meaning. As Benjamin writes, it is 

not that the objects come alive in the collector, rather it is the collector who 

‘lives in them’. (Marshall 2014 p.64)  

Regarding music collecting, the music itself and the nature of its mediation constitute its 

objective qualities and the ‘impersonal criteria that the collector can use to make 

judgments’ concerning its selection and admittance into the collection (Marshall 2014 

p.64). These objective features of music objects, including its physical condition, 

country of origin, its scarcity or limitedness are commonly deployed as criteria for 

collection among music collectors. However, as Marshall’s (2014) analysis proposes, 

these seemingly objective features represent a ‘false objectivity’, as they are ‘dependent 

upon a series of arbitrary and subjective judgements taken by the collector’ in their use 

as a requirement criterion for entry into the collection (p.67). Pat’s approach to the 

collecting of records clearly demonstrates this false objectivity in his approach to music 

collecting, as the objective qualities of vinyl records, their colour and size and content, 

become instantiated as subjective ordering criteria to orient his acquisitions. Indeed, 

while the completist notion of acquiring the discography of a particular artist reflects a 

sense of objective ordering governing his collecting, Pat’s disregard of seven-inch 
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releases and selectivity around which artists discographies to pursue marks a departure 

from a collection ordered purely by completism. In this way, Pat’s collection becomes 

reflective of his music tastes in the artists whose outputs he pursues as well as his own 

subjective preference for vinyl records of 12- and 10-inch size. 

Elements of a completist approach to acquisition and collecting were also demonstrated 

by Josh, who adopted a methodical style of vinyl colleting oriented around a list of his 

favourite albums: 

Josh:  At the moment, I’m just ticking off all of my favourite albums and 

getting them on record. [Showing list] So that’s my top albums as of 

maybe seven or eight months ago. It changed a bit now, but for the most 

part that’s pretty accurate. I’ve just been trying to nail all the ones on the 

list.  

Here, Josh explains how his collection is structured by the pursuit of acquiring all his 

favourite albums. Given that the acquiring of favourite albums was a common strategy 

guiding the collecting practices of many my participants, Josh’s collection criteria may 

not seem particularly notable. However, it is the means with which he approaches these 

acquisitions, using a printed off list, that his collecting demonstrates elements of a 

completist venture. Indeed, Josh’s list plays an active part in his practices of acquiring 

and collecting vinyl records, both as a record of his subjective judgements regarding his 

‘top albums’ of various artists and as an indication of his collecting progress as he 

crosses off each item as it enters his collection. Significantly, where notions of 

completism in music collecting are typically concerned with ‘every imaginable version 

of a particular tune; wanting all one artist’s output; and collecting every recording 

within a particular series’ (Shuker 2010 p.19), Josh’s pursuit of completism is instead 

structured by his own subjective tastes. In this way, Josh’s account can be taken as an 

example of the importance of subjective ordering to collecting practices, deploying a 

methodical completist approach in pursuit of assembling a record collection which 

reflects his own subjective tastes regarding the ‘top albums’ of a given artist.  
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In adopting a completist approach to acquiring his list of top albums, Josh’s practices 

successfully navigate some of the tensions typically associated with completism and 

collecting. As Reynolds (2012) explains, ‘the true collector’s desire is to remain in a 

state of constant craving’ (p.90). It is in this sense that completism can be differentiated 

from collecting, as the completion of a collection represents the cessation of the 

collector’s state of desire (Marshall 2014). Similarly, Shuker (2010) notes that ‘to 

complete a collection is in tension with the fear of doing so, since once this has been 

achieved the purpose of the enterprise is gone (p.47). In this way, Josh’s subjective 

judgements regarding his favourite albums constitutes a ‘set of things’ with boundaries 

that may be constantly extended (Belk 2001 p.66), as he notes the revision of his list as 

his musical tastes have evolved over time. Indeed, Josh’s use of a subjective system of 

ordering to structure his record acquisitions can be characterised as a strategy to 

ameliorate tensions concerning collection completion and remain in a constant state of 

desire, ensuring that the list with which he plans and pursues new acquisitions is never 

exhausted.   

While many participants privileged their own personal music preferences when 

describing their collecting practices, the role of musical canon in determining what is 

collectable was also a significant factor in orienting collector selectivity to various 

degrees. As Shuker (2010) explains, ideas of musical canon are closely tied with issues 

of taste and cultural capital, as the selectivity of music collectors is shaped by culturally 

and historically established notions of what is ‘collectable’ and what represents ‘good 

taste’ in music. In this way, these constructed notions of canonical significance of 

particular musical texts come to serve as a form of symbolic or cultural capital (Frith 

1996; Toynbee 2000; Clayton, Herbert and Middleton 2003), in a process of self-

validation among social groups who locate themselves socially on the premise of their 

taste and knowledge of particular music genres. The wielding of such knowledge is a 

vital component of music collecting, demonstrating cultural capital through familiarity 

with the biographies of music artists, producers and labels. Significantly however, 

‘musical cultural capital does not necessarily have to be part of the generally accepted 

canon of artists and genres but can instead function to distance its adherents from that 
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tradition, asserting an oppositional stance’ (Shuker 2010 p.84). Indeed, where some 

collectors may leverage the canonical status of culturally or historically significant 

recordings, others find cultural capital in the pursuit of the obscure and exotic.  

This kind of oppositional approach to collecting was touched on by Cameron, who 

describes his collection of more obscure and potentially dismissible music as important 

for the preservation of such recordings and socially in exposing them to others:  

Cameron:  I always think of myself in the position, switched around of course, of 

my uncle or my girlfriend’s dad. Where you know, I’ll go over to their 

house and say, “holy shit, you’ve got this album that I’ve heard that I 

really like”. I hope that in the future my brother’s kid or whoever comes 

over and says, “oh my god you have Prayer for Terrene by IDYLLS”. Or 

they look at the cover and they see a dude being strangled in the water 

and they are like “what is this about?!”. So sometimes I’ll buy something 

and keep it and maintain it because I hope in the future somebody, it 

could just be one of my friends will just be like “what the…”. I really 

hope that happens, I don’t know what that’s called ha-ha, parental 

guidance? I think it’s important though. But there are only certain types 

of stuff that I feel like I have to preserve like that. Cause’ IDYLLS would 

die. I mean, I don’t think they are ‘just another grindcore band’, but they 

are just another grindcore band and people just dismiss it.  

Cameron reveals a clear connection between the subjective ‘rules’ governing his 

collection and notions of canon, as his acquisitions reflect not only his own subjective 

tastes, but also a desire to ‘preserve’ music which he feels may fall outside of the 

popular music canon and become lost or dismissed. Indeed, explaining his own 

experiences of discovering music through the ‘guidance’ of his girlfriends’ father and 

his uncle’s music collections, Cameron’s hope is that he too will be able to expose 

others to more obscure music he enjoys, realising the cultural capital located in 

dismissed and marginalised music texts. In many ways, Cameron’s attitude towards 

music collecting resembles that of musician and collector Thurston Moore, who 
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described the collection of mainstream canon material as ‘more like collecting toys, 

more object-oriented’, instead described his own collecting as oriented by his interests 

in ‘defending the cultural value of music that’s not allowed in the mainstream’ (cited in 

Milano 2003 p.14). In this sense, collecting becomes a form of ‘renegade practice’, in 

which the most important thing becomes that ‘you’re gathering information that falls 

below the radar, so it becomes less ignored’ (Moore cited in Milano 2003 p.14). Given 

the breadth of music access provided by music streaming services, such notions of 

collecting as a mode of preservation may take on new valences, as collectors save niche 

music within their collection and prevent them from being washed away by the stream. 

In describing the contours of accumulation and collecting, Shuker (2010) notes the 

pervasive presence of obsession and compulsion. Specifically, an obsession with 

colleting is often said to manifest in the indiscriminate accumulation of objects, a 

fixation in collection size and a fanatical commitment to completism (Shuker 2010). As 

previously mentioned, these obsessive dimensions of collecting behaviour can be found 

to be prominently reflected in depictions from popular culture and may also be located 

within a substantial proportion of academic literature on collecting. Collecting 

completism is often singled out as one of the more common outlets for collector 

obsession, emphasising the ‘hunting’ aspects of collecting and providing a sense of 

orderliness and focus to mitigate anxieties and personal inadequacies of the collector 

(Baudrillard 1994; Muensterberger 1994). These perspectives were demonstrated by 

Simon, who did not admit to an obsession with collecting and completism himself, but 

described what he identified as excessive commitment to completism within collector 

fan communities he is involved with:   

Simon:  Well I’m in some of these Facebook groups for fans of the band Japan. 

There are always some obsessive fans, for every band, but especially for 

cult bands. There was this dude the other day in there who was like “oh 

finally got my last seven inch of Gentleman Take Polaroid, I was waiting 

on the Holland pressing”, and he takes a picture and he’s got 35 copies of 

the same fucking seven inch and people are congratulating him? Like “oh 

congrats you’ve got the Japanese pressing”, “isn’t it cool there’s a 
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misprint on the German version”. It’s all opinion of course, like that 

person obviously got something out of that collecting. But to me that 

seems more like hoarding. But maybe that’s the real collector. The true 

collector is the one who collects everything. I’d hate to see his house; he 

would have rooms just full of Japan records.  

Jack:  You don’t see the value in that? 

Simon:  Nah it’s definitely got some monetary value, and it’s clearly got some 

value to him and I’m not going to tell him that he’s living his life wrong. 

But, at the same time, it’s totally not me. I think I’m more of a functional 

collector. Like I said, I have to deem them worthy of being collected. To 

me it’s kind of useless, I have all the Japan records, but I only have one 

copy of each one. But yeah, there’s always the negative implication of 

the word collector. A negative connotation. 

Here, Simon provides a value judgement concerning the levels of completism exhibited 

within online fan communities of the band Japan, coding them as beyond that of 

collecting and more akin to obsessive accumulation and hoarding. This perspective 

finds resonances with Reynolds’ (2012) notion of ‘collector scum’, concerning the 

fetishisation of idiosyncratic cover misprints and scarcity of exotic record pressings in 

lieu of a passionate relationship and appreciation for the music itself (p.107). Indeed, 

describing one collector who had acquired 35 different copies the Japan album 

Gentleman Take Polaroid, Simon concedes the notion of the ‘true collector’ as 

possessing elements of accumulation, compulsion and obsession. Interestingly, Simon’s 

own collection, including all major releases by Japan, arguably also reflects some 

elements of completism. However, Simon is quick to distance himself from any 

connotation with completist or obsessive notions, stressing that the records within his 

collection are those which he has ‘deemed worthy’ of collecting, coding his collection 

as selectively considered rather than obsessively accumulated. Moreover, Simon’s 

emphasis on being a ‘functional’ collector refers to the purpose of his collection as the 

site of music listening, negating the value in accumulating multiple functionally 

identical copies of the same release and further defending his own practices as being 
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motivated by a genuine passion for the music itself. In this way, Simon’s perspective is 

illustrative of the fragmented nature of the music collector and collection, offering a 

typology of collector differentiated by approaches to acquisition oriented by completism 

and functional use.  

The imposition of subjective order and the demarcation of music collections may also 

be accomplished spatially, drawing attention to the storage and organisation as systems 

of subjective ordering deployed by the collector. In this sense, music collections can be 

demarcated by their location on a particular shelf, within a specific playlist or residing 

on a particular digital storage medium while other music merely accumulated or 

hoarded is stored elsewhere. As Justin’s interview excerpt details, the ordering and 

organisation of music collections may take the form of a hierarchy of music formats in 

which media format and physical location determine the boundaries of music 

collections and reflect the subjective judgments and taste of the collector: 

Justin:  I would say that the collection in my car in the CD binder is a separate 

collection. 

Jack:  Why is that? 

Justin:  Because I feel like my computer is more extensive and filled with stuff I 

might not listen to. Whereas I only burn something to put it into the car if 

I really like it. I don’t deem something worthy of going into the car, 

unless it’s something that I really like. The primary core music collection 

is destined for the car as a CD. Whereas everything else, I do like having 

in windows media player, but I’m not committed anyway near the way I 

am to the CDs in the car. That’s why my windows media player is 

sometimes full of random stuff that I’ll never listen to. But yeah, the 

main and most meaningful collection of mine is in the car. The computer 

is more how they get to the other places, a point of origin. It’s kind of 

where the music gets tested or evaluated, and where I decide if its worthy 

to be taken into the spaces where I really listen to music. 
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Here, Justin details his process of acquiring new music within his music collection, 

revealing a multi-media trajectory in which music passes through stages of 

accumulation and evaluation, before being purposefully located within the ‘core’ music 

collection, demarcated by its format and physical location. Firstly, Justin describes the 

music stored on his computer as an accumulation, comprised of music he does not 

enjoy, ‘random’ miscellaneous music and music that is not actively listened to. It is in 

this sense that Justin refers to this collection of digital music files on his computer as 

broader and more extensive, lacking the subjective traces of his selectively produced 

CD collection. Though, the accumulation of music on Justin’s computer is revealed as 

an important component of his process of acquisition, representing the stage at which he 

makes evaluative judgments in order to determine if the music can be ‘deemed worthy’ 

of entering his ‘primary’ music collection. Music that satisfies Justin’s subjective 

criteria for entry into his music collection then undergoes a shift in mediation as it is 

burned onto a CD and is introduced into the CD binder which resides in his car; the 

context of his most active music listening. In this way, Justin’s CD collection becomes a 

reflection of his subjective judgement and taste, as a site of meaningful curation and 

commitment for consumption in his car.  

Justin’s trajectory of acquiring music within his music collection illustrates transmedia 

music collecting practices, in which assemblages of different music formats and 

technologies are deployed to at various phases of collection, concerning processes of 

accumulation, evaluation and the exercising of subjective ordering. The subjective sense 

of order regarding what is included in the collection and what is not is firstly 

demarcated by spatial location of the collection within the car and secondly connected 

to the CD format, which itself is prescribed by the compatible playback technologies on 

hand within his desired listening context. However, as Justin goes on to discuss, the 

location of the CDs within his car signifies another vector of his system of ordering as 

these positions constitute a spatial hierarchy of use: 

Jack:  Is there any particular organisation there? 

Justin:  The car collection? I’ve got the binder, and that’s less listened to stuff, 

and then in the front in the console area, I have the stuff that is really on 
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top of my radar at the moment that I’m listening to constantly and that I 

want to listen to. And then the backseat is just other stuff, every now and 

then I’ll pull stuff out of the back that might be relevant, but the hot swap 

up the front is the good stuff. The order is more spatial. It’s kind of… the 

car is the space where its organised. Some things are up front in the 

centre console, some stuff is in the back seat in the binder. And some 

things have even fallen to the floor and are all scratched up. The 

graveyard. Things I don’t listen to anymore and might not even get 

picked up off of the floor. Might get picked up and put in the bin. So, 

things can kind of sometimes can be strewn around and forgotten even.  

Justin describes the geography of his car to be a system of spatial organisation where 

the location of a CD reflects the frequency of its use. Significantly, Justin highlights 

how CDs which fall out of regular, or even occasional use, become discarded to the 

floor or the vehicle, consigned the ‘graveyard’ and forgotten before eventually being 

thrown away. In this way, Justin’s spatial ordering of his CD collection provides an 

interesting perspective on defining collections based on the removal of collected objects 

from ordinary use (Belk 1995). Indeed, Justin’s practices would seem to indicate the 

opposite, as his collection is oriented specifically around functions of regular use for 

music listening, and the lack of use sees items removed from the collection and even 

destroyed entirely. Further, while Justin’s CD collection is coded as meaningful and 

thoughtfully curated, his handling practices of these CDs appears in stark contrast to the 

reverent and ritualised handling of ‘sacred’ collections described by Belk (1994). These 

practices can begin to be understood by drawing attention to the role of the affordances 

of music formats and technologies in structuring and facilitating processes of 

acquisition, accumulation and collection. Justin’s spatial system of organisation and 

carefree attitude to the discarding of CDs is premised on his ability to burn and produce 

his own CDs. In this way, the material qualities of the CD itself become transient 

features; a carrier prescribed by the listening technologies in his vehicle which is easily 

remade in cases of gradual decay or sudden dispossession.  
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The role of technological affordances within practices of music acquisition can also be 

observed in Jake’s description of MP3 collecting and music streaming services, 

emphasising the qualities of these technologies and how they constrain and facilitate 

collecting processes of acquisition and accumulation:   

Jake:  I think I used to hoard MP3s. I would just try and accumulate. There was 

scarcity, I couldn’t just get whatever I wanted. But I guess the collection 

is cultivated, it’s not hoarded. There is selectivity. It’s like a garden. It’s 

not everything growing. It’s a garden of music where you’ve pulled out 

the weeds and thrown them away. So yeah, collection is cultivated, 

whereas hoarding is ‘gimme gimme’. But it depends on what your 

mindset is I suppose. If you are listening to try to find albums that you 

might want to collect, maybe you hoard a bit as part of that process. I 

think I did that in my teen years a bit and it’s an ongoing kind of process, 

but there’s no need for that anymore because the scarcity has gone with 

Spotify. I don’t have to contain it. Now I just have that anxiety about 

what to listen to! Ha-ha. Technically I am pulling from the biggest 

possible hoard of music through Spotify. 

Jake retrospectively describes his hoarding of MP3 files during his teenage years, 

referring to a pursuit of accumulation compared to the selectivity of a collection. 

Indeed, Jake provides a clear distinction between the indiscriminate acquisition of music 

and that which constitutes a music collection, pointing to the role of the collector’s 

subjectivity in the cultivation and maintenance of a collection. An understanding of 

technological affordances and their relationship with practices of acquiring and 

collecting music provides a useful perspective to unpack Jake’s experience of MP3 

hoarding. Writing on the differences between collecting physical music carriers and 

digital files, McCourt (2005), characterises the possession of digital music as a ‘more 

intense and intimate experience’, due to a reconfigured notion of ownership and new 

desires to ‘sample, collect and trade music’ in new and novel ways (p.250). Among 

these new desires is that of compacting and compression, as the algorithms of audio 

codecs facilitate the reduction in size of audio files by stripping extraneous data from 
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the digital signal which is beyond the ranges of human perception. McCourt (2005) 

identifies the appeal of digital music collecting to be predicated in part by the ‘geek’ 

thrill of containing vast music libraries within small areas and devices (p.250). In this 

way, where the physical music collection is characterised by its integrity, emphasising 

the artistic expressions of the artist as an artefact and high-fidelity sound, digital music 

is marked by its immediacy and customisability, in which fluidity and speed becomes 

the collecting fetish. From this perspective, Jake’s account can be taken as illustrative of 

how digital music formats such as the MP3 may lend themselves to be accumulated or 

hoarded rather than selectively collected, constituting large personal archives of music 

for the collector to traverse and refer back to.  

Jake explains how his hoarding of MP3s was related to conditions of scarcity and 

processes of music discovery. Having grown up during the early 2000s, Jake’s practices 

represents a pre-streaming experience of digital music consumption where the 

limitations of internet bandwidth saw the sustained position of physical formats for 

music access. In this way, Jake’s hoarding can be contextually understood as a response 

to his limited access to music, forming a digital music archive whose compactness, 

immediacy and customisability facilitated practices of music discovery. Crucially, Jake 

refers to the amelioration of scarcity with his adoption of a music streaming service. For 

Jake, his approach to Spotify for music discovery is described as functionally the same 

as his processes concerning his accumulated digital music files, providing access to a 

significant music archive with which he can explore new sounds and discovery new 

music. Referring to the Spotify catalogue as the ‘biggest possible hoard of music’, 

Jake’s example reveals how his practices of music discovery established with digital 

music files have been transplanted within the context of music streaming services. 

However, the embracing of music streaming services is not without its drawbacks, as 

Jake jokingly refers to anxieties associated with navigating the breadth of the Spotify 

music database. Indeed, while Jake’s accumulation of MP3 files was not as exhaustive 

as the Spotify database, it could be more readily traversed and explored. It is here that 

the relevance of algorithmic recommendation systems becomes salient as a way to 

approach and make sense of the abundance presented by the databases of music 
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streaming services. This nexus of streaming services, recommendation algorithms and 

music collections concerning practices of music discovery will be taken up in more 

detail in Chapter Five.  

The appearance and widespread adoption of music streaming services has significant 

implications for notions of the personal music collection and its imbued sense of the 

collector’s subjectivity. While services such as Spotify are highly ordered and flexible, 

Marshall (2014) finds them to represent a break in ‘the dialectic of subjectivity and 

objectivity’ as they provide ‘a system of ordering that is produced by someone else’ 

with ‘little scope for individual modification’ (p.68). Moreover, as Morris (2012) 

suggests, these systems of ordering and classification prescribe how they may be 

approached by users, as they ‘set up modes of perceiving and using’, further removing 

the subjective traces of the collector. Finally, Marshall (2014) highlights that the 

discriminatory elements of ordering which concern the demarcation of what is and what 

is not included in the collection become redundant, as ‘everything is included’ within 

the databases of music streaming services (p.68). Simon’s account exemplifies this 

break between subjective and objective culture as he emphasizes the importance of 

collector subjectivities the cultivation of a unique music collection:  

Simon:  I think [music streaming services] are good, but they are shit. Great but 

bad. They are good because they are so functional. They are bad because 

they take away everything that makes collecting a unique thing […] A 

regular person doesn’t really care; they just want to get their music the 

easiest way they can. And it’s so easy and heinously cheap.  

Jack: Do you listen to Spotify playlists? 

Simon:  Nah not the suggested ones, mostly just searching. I know what I like, 

and I’ll just look it up. Sometimes I make my own playlist of good stuff. 

There are times I want to hear something new that’s catered to the 

whatever I’ve been searching for. The algorithm tries to get me 

something good. It never does though, it’s always trash. It’s always 

metalcore. 
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Describing what he finds to be advantages and trade-offs associated with music 

streaming services, Simon highlights the implications of access to streaming music 

databases for music collecting. Simon defines Spotify by its functionality, highlighting 

the service as an ‘easy’ and ‘heinously cheap’ way to access and consume music. 

However, Simon also finds these services to represent a disruption to practices of music 

collecting in terms of the ability to cultivate unique collections which reflects the 

subjective judgements of the collector.  

Simon explains that he seldom uses the curated playlists provided by Spotify, stating 

how he more often creates his own playlists of music he knows that he enjoys. In the 

case where he does defer control over his listening to suggested playlists, Simon 

describes his lacklustre experiences of Spotify’s recommendation algorithms in failing 

to provide ‘something good’. Through their emphasis on music recommendation 

through pre-packaged playlists, music streaming services actively frame and shape how 

music is presented to users, ‘thereby promoting certain values and identities over others’ 

and implying prescriptive notions of an imagined streaming user (Eriksson et al. 2019 

p.115). As Eriksson et al. (2019) argues, the promotion of pre-packaged playlists and 

specific albums to streaming service users is not only an important avenue for music 

marketing, but ‘should be acknowledged as a value-laden practices that is constitutive 

of certain subjectivities’ (p.120). It is here that the break in ‘the dialectic of subjectivity 

and objectivity’ within music streaming platforms may be observed as playlists curated 

by the platform represent a system of ordering produced by the service and not the 

collector (Marshall 2014 p.68). While scholarly inquiries into personal playlisting 

practices have highlighted user-curated playlists as a way for users may to enable a 

sense of ownership of music streams through the elevation of personal music selection 

(Hagen 2015), the privileging of pre-packaged playlists within platform interfaces 

insists on the expertise of the platform in directing user’s music practices (Eriksson et 

al. 2019). While as Simon remarks, ‘regular’ consumers may gladly trade a degree of 

control over their music consumption experiences for affordable access to large music 

databases, ‘the loss of user control over technology, in itself, strains against the music 

collector’s ego’ (Burkart 2008 p.249). It is in this way that the salience of pre-packaged 
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playlists and promoted albums within the interfaces of music streaming services can be 

characterised as an affront to the empowered music collector who seeks the cultivation 

of unique collections imbued with the collector’s selectivity and subjective relationships 

with music. 

3.6 Summary 

In this chapter, I have examined the perceptions and practices of the music collector in 

the era of streaming music consumption, highlighting how the contours of collecting 

practice and characterising features of the music collector have been transformed by 

changing media circumstances. My analysis foremost identifies some key continuities, 

disruptions, and fault lines which have emerged between Shuker’s characterisation of 

the music collector of the early 2000s and the perspectives of my interview participants 

regarding the contemporary music collector. The enduring influence of popular culture 

depictions of the music collector reflected in Shuker’s ‘High Fidelity stereotype’ 

remained a consistent feature of informant accounts. While many interviewees readily 

self-identified as a music collector and its stereotypical associations, others were more 

resistant or cautious in the presentation of their collector identities and often referred to 

negative connotations attached to the label. Overall, contemporary understandings of the 

music collector continue to be structured by the pursuit of physical music formats, 

regularly acquisition of new items, ownership of a collection of a considerable size, and 

significant investments of time, labour and money into collecting as a hobby.  

Stereotypically masculine characterisations of the music collector found support in the 

accounts of female interview participants, who described experiences of being excluded 

from music discussions among male collectors or being met with surprise when 

displaying their own musical knowledge and interests. In locating their own practices, 

the female interviewees of this study provided more nuanced accounts of the different 

motivations underlying their own practices, which resembled previous studies of female 

collecting as typically self-referential and reflexive and male collecting as more 

consciously competitive (Martin 1999; Pearce 1994). Interestingly however, notions of 
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self-referential collections and concern with the personal and emotional investments as 

a feature of female collections found a much broader resonance with all of my 

interviewees, with few male collectors conforming to the stereotypically masculine 

motivators of competition and more impersonal collections tending towards categorical 

and historical goals. Social practices concerning the sharing and display of musical 

knowledge with others may indeed remain a significant part of masculinity for male 

collectors (Straw 1997), however, the accounts of my interviewees may be broadly 

categorised as conforming to traditionally feminine notions of collecting. In this way, 

while the gendered dimensions of the ‘High Fidelity stereotype’ were supported, these 

features were balanced by presentations of music collecting as a social practice 

concerning distinct emotional investments and social and self-identity work. The 

perspectives highlight the role of music collections, technologies and other music 

objects in the mediation of gendered collector identities in the streaming era. 

Despite the considerable influence of the ‘High Fidelity stereotype’ over how some 

interviewees defined the contemporary music collector, a proportion of interview 

participants offered a broader and more nuanced characterisation based on materiality of 

music collections. This saw the distinction between notions of the ‘traditional’ collector 

of material music formats and emergent conceptions of the contemporary music 

collector characterised by the collection of digital music technologies. Such 

perspectives point towards a developing typology of the contemporary music collector, 

as new music media formats and technologies are incorporated within existing 

configurations of music collecting practices. As I explore in the next chapter, 

preferences for music media formats and technologies for collecting are also tied to the 

generational position of the collector, with each evolution of music media formats and 

technologies increasingly recognised and incorporated within the collecting practices of 

succeeding generations of music consumers. 

I then used these developing and divergent characterisations of the music collector as a 

starting point to explore the transformative and disruptive impact of streaming music 

consumption on established definitions of music collections and types of music 

collector. Music streaming services were found to problematise established distinctions 
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between vinyl collectors who actively listens to their collection and more negative 

characterisations of those who would privilege the monetary value of unplayed records. 

Given the broad adoption of music streaming services within the everyday music 

listening practices of my interviewee sample, distinctions between types of music 

collector based on the use of collections for listening became a point of contention for 

vinyl collectors. Indeed, while the use of vinyl records for music listening was cited as a 

rationalisation for ownership and collection (Shuker 2010), everyday consumption 

involving vinyl records was not found to be a practical reality for a majority of my 

interviewees. In this way, vinyl record collectors justified their collections through 

processes of social identity work bound up in music ownership and desires to support 

music artists. In this way, while music collections are typically classified as an 

exceptional type of collection in that collected items continue to represent use value for 

the collector, the use of music streaming services for everyday music listening saw vinyl 

record collections appear closer to established definitions of collected items being 

removed from ordinary use (Belk 1995; Steirer 2014). My analysis therefore suggests 

that distinctions between collector types oriented by the use and exchange value 

attached to music collections continue to shape how young music collectors present 

their own practices, despite their declining applicability as music streaming services 

replace existing music collections for everyday music listening. 

Finally, music streaming services were characterised by some music collectors as a site 

of disruption, as new music relationships based on cloud-based access and concerning 

the ‘intrusive digital interfaces’ of music streaming services (Mollen and Dhaenens 

2018) emerged in conflict with established practices of ordering music collections. 

Feelings of ownership over personal music collections was closely tied to the imposition 

of the unique logics or rules guiding the acquisition, organisation and demarcation of 

collected items. The affordances of different music technologies presented as an integral 

feature of the subjective ‘rules’ governing the collections of my participants, with 

objective features of music technologies such as the size of vinyl record or the format of 

digital music files structuring the acquisition and ordering of music collections. 

However, these subjective and selective logics of ordering were less easily realised by 
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some participants within the platform environments of music streaming services such as 

Spotify. The algorithmic curation of recommendation playlists and their salient position 

within platform interfaces point to the reduction of user control over experiences of 

streaming music consumption, challenging the unique logics and subjective rules 

governing music collections. Furthermore, the pursuit of collection completism and 

desires for rare or sought-after items appear redundant as the vast streaming databases 

provide instantaneous access to conditions of musical abundance, erasing the moment of 

acquisition altogether. It is in this way that music streaming platforms may represent a 

form of ‘digital enclosure’ for the music collector whose practices remain firmly 

connected to notions of music ownership and the controls this affords in terms of 

cultivating feelings of ownership over unique personal music collections (Burkart 

2008). These fissures between notions of music collecting within material and streaming 

contexts and their integration within configurations of practice will be developed further 

in the following chapter.  

This chapter has highlighted the transformative impact of streaming music consumption 

on practices of music collection and the self-presentation of music consumers as music 

collectors. The nature of these presentations and perspectives are of course far from 

static. Indeed, throughout the life of the music collector, reconfigurations in preference 

for music technologies and the evolution of music technologies themselves may be 

observed. These factors, in combination with changes in the collector’s own 

sociocultural and financial status over time, render practices of music collecting the site 

of constant negotiation between variables of everyday life and subjective relationships 

with culture. This interplay between technological and life trajectories occupy the focus 

of the following chapter which investigates how the current configurations of 

technologies and practices of my interviewees developed throughout their ‘careers’ in 

music collecting (Shuker 2010).



 

 

4   Collector Careers 

In this chapter, I will explore the evolution of format preferences throughout the 

collecting ‘careers’ of my participants (Shuker 2010), drawing attention to the use and 

trajectories of different music technologies for music collecting among Generation Y 

collectors. Where the previous chapter highlighted the changes and continuities between 

established and emerging definitions of the music collector and the transformative 

impact of streaming music technologies on collecting practices, this chapter turns 

towards the generational situatedness and development of these informant perspectives 

and their relationships with music technologies at different stages in their lives. 

Examining the technological trajectories of my participants, I explore how formative 

experiences with music technologies represent early engagements with crucial logics of 

ownership, ordering and desire upon which music collecting practices are founded 

(Marshall 2014). I argue that these material interactions with the affordances of 

analogue and digital technologies which punctuate the early collecting careers of my 

participants represent the development of an enduring ‘will to archive’ (Lüders 2019) 

and broader disposition towards practices of personal music collecting. Music collecting 

can therefore be approached as a pre-existing practice which continues to mediate the 

adoption and integration of new music technologies within existing configurations of 

music media through the ‘circuit of practice’ (Magaudda 2011). This role of collecting 

practices in mediating the adoption of new music technologies becomes salient as my 

participants reveal tensions associated with the adoption of music streaming services 

which represent a reconfigured relationship with the logics of music ownership, 

organisation and desiring which support music collecting practices.  

In this way, the perspectives of my participants are revealing of the evaluative processes 

underlying format preferences for music collecting and how the value of different music 

technologies are understood in the streaming era. Further, these accounts show how 

combinations of technologies come to coexist within the practices of music collectors. 

Thus, the findings of this chapter indicate an eclectic approach to the adoption of music 
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technologies (Nowak and Bennett 2020) and challenge essentialising narratives which 

position Generation Y music consumers as ‘digital natives’ (Facer and Furlong 2001) by 

highlighting the sustained social, cultural and practical relevance of older music 

technologies into the streaming era. This chapter begins by unpacking Shuker’s concept 

of the ‘collector career’ and highlighting the unique generational position of my 

participants regarding the evolution of music technologies. I then investigate the major 

music media formats and technologies which populated my informant interviews and 

articulate their position in facilitating music collecting practices and an enduring ‘will to 

archive’ (Lüders 2019).  

4.1 Generation Y: Collecting Careers and Digital 

Natives 

Considering the diverse characteristics of record collectors, heterogeneity of collecting 

practices, and the different accents and emphases these practices may take on over time, 

I follow Shuker (2010) in adopting a wider focus on the ‘collecting careers’ of my 

interviewees. This career model is useful in capturing the physical, monetary and 

emotional investments made by my participants as well as how these may shift and 

evolve with new music interests and changes in life circumstances. Throughout their 

career in music collecting, the preferences of the collector may be abandoned as their 

interests in particular artists and genres evolve. Of interest in this chapter is how this 

also applies to collector attitudes and preferences towards music media formats and 

technologies. For the participants of Shuker’s study of music collectors, vinyl records 

were described as synonymous with contemporary music collecting, while CDs and 

digital downloads were unlikely to be included as ‘genuine parts of the collection’ in the 

view of the ‘traditional collector’ (2010 p.199). Notably however, Shuker’s findings 

indicated generational differences regarding the collectability of music formats, with 

CDs and digital downloads becoming increasingly recognised as collectable among 

younger collectors. It is in this sense that Shuker suggests that ‘we may now be 

experiencing a generational shift in our consumption of music’, as the significance of 

material sound recordings begins to erode in favour of the access and convenience 
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provided by digital technologies such as the MP3 file (2010 p.69). It is by unpacking the 

collector careers of my interview participants that I offer a reassessment of the 

generational attitudes and perspectives regarding the collectability of different music 

formats and technologies in the current era of streaming music consumption among a 

new cohort of Generation Y music collectors.  

The longitudinal focus on the music collecting careers of my participants draws 

attention to their unique generational position at the transition between analogue and 

digital music technologies. The use of generations as a social category provides a useful 

way to approach life stages and shared experiences of groups of people (Lee and Cook 

2015; Woodman and Wyn 2015; Wyn and Woodman 2006). As Mannheim (1971) 

writes, a ‘generation’ can be broken down into the circumstances of the place and time 

the generation is born into; the shared experiences and responses to these circumstances 

and the range of dispositions and sensibilities or ‘structures of knowledge’ which 

correspond to their specific generational location (pp.378-379, 386). Drawing on 

Mannheim’s work, Wyn and Woodman (2006 p.496) define a generation as ‘… people 

who belong to a common period of history, or whose lives are forged through the same 

conditions’. Similarly, Hogarty (2017 p.25) characterises the shared dispositions and 

communicative sensibilities of a ‘generational unit’ as similar to a ‘peer group’, 

allowing for the representation of a subdivision within an overall generation. The use 

and definition of generations in this way can also be equated with Williams’ ‘structure 

of feeling’ (1977), as it enables the collective definition of individuals while allowing 

for ‘the kinds of nuanced and reflexively honed accounts of generation’ in which 

distinctive subsets of individuals may collectively identify with each other (Nowak and 

Bennett 2020 p.6). It is through these conceptions of generation as a social category that 

my analysis of the format preferences and collecting careers of my participants may 

capture perspectives which are broadly reflective of Generation Y music consumers. In 

doing so, my analysis reveals contemporary dispositions and sensibilities concerning 

music technologies and collecting practices which may be used to address the 

essentialising myth of Generation Y consumers as ‘digital natives’ (Facer and Furlong 

2001). 
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Born in the period between the early 1980s and mid-1990, Generation Y are often 

characterised by their experience of growing up during the rapid evolution of digital 

technology during the 1990s into the 2000s. In this way, discourses frequently attached 

to the digital age have come to essentialise the consumption practices of this generation, 

branding them as ‘digital natives’ (Facer and Furlong 2001) who have ‘adopted digital 

technologies and abandoned other forms of technology’ (Nowak and Bennett 2020 p.2; 

see Granjon and Combes 2009). In terms of music consumption, notions of a ‘digital 

revolution’ (Bylin 2014) are founded upon the rapid popularisation of peer-to-peer 

applications and notions of the ‘Napster Generation’ (Barbrook 2002) in the early 2000s 

in which listening practices were said to be reconfigured by the fluid availability and 

access provided by digital music files and online filesharing. Such accounts have been 

broadly critiqued as reflecting a determinist perspective on the adoption of music 

technologies which privilege ideals of technological progress and supersession. Indeed, 

the sweeping rhetoric of a digital revolution which has radically transformed the 

consumption practices of Generation Y fails to account for the nonlinear trajectories and 

messy logics underlying the use and adoption of music technologies. Using the ‘circuit 

of practice’ (Magaudda 2011), Nowak and Bennett (2020) illustrate how the adoption of 

digital technologies cannot be thought of as separated from pre-existing practices, as 

they are ‘performatively integrated’ (p.21) into established configurations of practices 

oriented around materially differentiated music technologies. In doing so, they suggest 

that Generation Y individuals may in fact maintain an eclectic approach to music 

technologies based on material and aesthetic sensibilities and ‘experiences through 

which they first encountered these technologies’ (Nowak and Bennett 2020 p.13). 

Through the evolution of their format preferences throughout their collector careers, the 

accounts of my interview participants too demonstrate an eclectic approach to music 

technologies, as existing configurations of practices and corresponding music 

technologies maintain their relevance in the face of streaming music consumption. This 

is not to say that this eclectic approach is exclusive to Generation Y consumers as 

investments in the affordances of different music technologies have been identified 

among music consumers of much broader age groups (Bennett 2013). However, youth 

demographics are understood as ‘frequently at the forefront in the uptake of new 
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technologies’. In this way, the perspectives of my interview participants reflect diverse 

relationships with various music technologies during this period of rapid evolution of 

digital technology during the 1990s into the 2000s.  

4.2 Compact Discs 

Having grown up in the late 1990’s into the early to mid-2000’s following the peak 

popularity of CDs as a music carrier, the accounts of my interviewees reflect a 

generational perspective on the format, often associating them with early experiences of 

music listening. Such accounts reveal narratives of ownership and desire pertaining to 

CDs, marking the initial stages of my interviewee’s collecting careers: 

Annie: I used to listen to CDs a lot as a kid. I got my first album when I was 5! It 

was a So Fresh compilation3. I’ve memorised some of the track listening, 

like number four was Afroman’s Because I Got High, it was my 

favourite, but I never knew what it meant! Mum and Dad would be like 

“Ahh, that’s Annie’s CD”. They encouraged it, like “ohh sing along!” 

Ha-ha. The first song was Alien Ant Farm’s cover of Smooth Criminal. It 

was the early 2000s or something. CDs were the way to go then. 

 

Simon:  Well I remember the first CD that I ever bought was a Shaggy – It 

Wasn’t Me single, ha-ha. It came with an instrumental and the radio edit, 

some other song like a dance remix or something. I bought it with my 

own money. I don’t know when that came out maybe 2001? I would have 

been seven or eight. I had hand me down CDs and my dad used to burn 

me CDs of his stuff. So that kind of always kicks starts your tastes, what 

you are exposed to as a kid. Mainly classic rock stuff. 

 
3 So Fresh is a popular Australian pop music compilation series beginning in 2000. 
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Memories of first CD purchases were described in vivid detail by interviewees, 

revealing intimate relationships with minutiae such as track listings. Annie’s description 

reveals her early exposure to CDs as a music medium, detailing her first CD acquisition 

and closely associated memories of her parents and her own relationship to particular 

songs. Simon’s account similarly shares vivid details concerning track listings of his 

first CD acquisition, although he explicitly emphasises that the purchase was made with 

his own money, pointing to notions of individual ownership and discrimination in 

personally selecting what CD to buy. As CDs were often the first format purchased or 

acquired by a majority of my interviewees, these descriptions highlight the establishing 

of an early sense of personal ownership connected to the possession of early CD 

purchases and may therefore be characterised as the beginning of music collecting 

practices for many. In this way, particular CDs can be understood as the site of 

important processes of meaning-making for some interviewees in affording a sense of 

personal historicity as the vessels of projected memories from early childhood. 

CDs were also at the forefront of interviewee narratives concerning states of desire. In 

the following interview excerpt, Pat explains his experience of hearing the band Jet on 

the radio and his subsequent desire to discover, acquire and own the music on CD: 

Pat:  When Look What You’ve Done came out, I heard it on one of the radio 

stations up in Launceston on the way to soccer practice. I was like “what 

was that?” and they didn’t back announce it. So, I must have listened to 

that radio station for two days straight trying to hear it again so I could 

get the name and go and buy the CD. I think finding that out meant a lot 

more to me than finding pretty much any other album I’ve bought 

because it was so hard. It’s almost a work thing. I think Spotify definitely 

has taken some of the magic away the from that. Cause I look back on 

that as a really fond memory of finding a band I really like. I don’t know.  

As explained by Marshall (2014), desire, like many elements which underpin collecting, 

is driven by conditions of scarcity. Pat’s account foregrounds this sense of scarcity 

alongside a combination of reduced musical access and minimal control in music choice 
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which broadly characterised the adolescent music experiences of my interviewees 

during the early 2000s. Pat’s account of desire can therefore be understood as a product 

of these conditions, as the discovery of the title or album of the music he heard on the 

radio would then allow for him to purchase and acquire the music he desires in order to 

listen to it again. It is in this way that conditions of scarcity, reduced notions of access 

and control function in creating a ‘time-lag’ in Pat’s account, allowing for the gestation 

of desire and expenditure of labour in discovering and acquiring music (Marshall 2014 

p.71). This labour, visible in Pat’s concentrated effort to discover the name of the music 

he heard on the radio, is described by Marshall (2014) not only as an intrinsically 

rewarding component of efforts to realise the collector’s desires, but also as a source of 

value once the desired object is acquired. Indeed, it is ‘the story of the process of 

acquiring’ which becomes ‘part of the biography of the object’ when it is finally 

situated as part of the collection (Marshall 2014 p.71). In this way, Pat’s account points 

to experiences of desire which may be characterised as a foundational pillar in the 

establishing of a disposition towards music collecting and his early music collecting 

‘career’, concerning laboured acquisition and the solidification of associated narratives 

which reflect a generational perspective on music technologies and access. However, as 

Pat concludes, the current popularisation of music streaming services for music 

discovery and consumption constitutes a fundamentally different condition in erasing 

the ‘time-lag’ in which collector labour and desire may operate, highlighting a 

disconnect between pre-established consumption practices and the affordances of new 

music technologies. This disconnect will become the focal point of later analyses in this 

chapter regarding the adoption and integration of music streaming platforms within the 

repertoires of music technologies belonging to my participants.  

So far, I have used the retrospective accounts of my participants in revealing and 

articulating the significance and position of CDs in the early stages of their collecting 

‘careers’. However, these generational perspectives must be understood as accounts 

situated within a particular time in the lives of my participants at which CDs were often 

the only accessible and affordable way to own, listen and exercise listener agency 

through music consumption. Today, the significance of the CD as a cultural artefact is 
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continuing a slow decline which began with the popularisation of MP3 files, online 

marketplaces, peer-to-peer filesharing and the advent of music streaming platforms. As 

described by Straw (2009), the decline of the CD is ‘signalled in its very 

ubiquitousness’ (p.82), littering charity stores and second-hand markets for a meagre 

price (Straw 2000). This trajectory was reflected in Pat’s interview, where he articulates 

the current position of CDs within his repertoire of music listening technologies:  

Jack: Do you buy CDs now? 

Pat:  Actually, the only CDs I really buy now are just second-hand ones. It’s 

more of a nostalgia thing with CDs. I bought Good Charlotte’s first 

album. We get a heap of second-hand stuff through work. So, it will be 

like two or four dollars, things like Powderfinger and Silverchair. All that 

cool older stuff. I just chuck them in the car most of the time. That’s what 

they are for me. I don’t have a CD player and I just bought a new 

computer without a CD slot. I didn’t even think about it. It’s a new Mac 

and I was like “oh, there’s no CD slot”. Not that I would use it, it’s just 

interesting its going in that way.  

Working as a record store employee, Pat details how his current engagement with CDs 

are usually the result of chance encounters with second-hand copies of albums from his 

youth which arrive in the store. It is in this sense that he explicitly refers to CDs as a 

nostalgic format, pointing to the formats reduced relevancy as a primary technology for 

music consumption and associated connotations with the music from his past. 

Importantly however, Pat explains how his consumption of music on CDs is directly 

structured by the availability of CD players, as the ability to play CDs is becoming an 

increasingly rare feature of modern laptops and other consumer devices. Like many of 

my participants, this sees CDs become a format primarily listened to in the car as it is 

often described as the location of the only working and conveniently accessible CD 

player. The characterisation of CDs as a music technology associated with the car can 

also be approached through a generational lens, symptomatic of the age of interview 

participants and the relationship between their socioeconomic standing and access or 

ownership to a particular era of motor vehicle made during the peak popularity of CDs. 
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Extrapolating this relationship, it is likely that this link between CDs and the car 

environment will evolve as CD players as a standard feature of car stereos becomes 

phased out by car manufacturers in favour of newer music technologies.  

Beyond music consumption, CDs retain relevance in the lives of my participants as a 

way to visually display their music tastes, pointing to the material presence and 

aesthetic affordances of the format as an enduring source of value for collectors in the 

digital age. While Shuker (2010) describes the functional use of music collections for 

consumption to be a distinguishing feature of music collection practices, the increasing 

material differentiation and expanding affordances of available music technologies sees 

the utility value of formats such as CDs sidelined in favour of their aestheticisation:  

Nathan:  It’s sort of nice to look at my CD collection on a shelf. Like, “look at this 

expanse of stuff I have”. 

Jack:  What’s that feeling? 

Nathan:  I don’t know, it’s kind of weird. It’s the satisfaction of seeing them 

stacked side by side. It’s like the organisation of them that’s pleasing. 

Seeing the straight cut, nice and neatly organised. That’s predominantly 

what appeals to me I suppose. Its colourful. Quite like it’s like an art 

piece in itself almost.  

Jack:  Do you listen to them often? 

Nathan:  I listen to the music on my computer in the digital format, not the CDs 

themselves. But I still regard the CDs as a collection. There’s some that 

I’ve never even opened. Others I’ve taken the plastic off and looked at 

the booklet, but then closed it and never played it.  

Jack:  Do you think listening is an important component of music collecting for 

you? 

Nathan:  It’s more like you buy it because it looks cool, because you’ve already 

heard the music. The utility of the format for listening isn’t as important 

in the era we live. You stream something online and then buy it to own it.  
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Nathan details the satisfaction he derives from the visual spectacle of his CD collection, 

describing the uniform shape of the jewel cases lined up next to one another as a 

decorative feature in his room. Significantly, Nathan reveals how he seldom listens to 

the music he owns on CD, instead preferring to listen to the digital versions on his 

computer on using online music streaming platforms. Nathans account also indicates an 

enduring desire to own physical copies of his favourite music on CD, despite the access 

and availability provided by streaming platforms and digital music technologies. In this 

way, Nathan’s characterisation of his CD collection reconciles the typically problematic 

definition of media as collections due to difficulties in bracketing them off from 

everyday use (Steirer 2014; see Chapter Three). As Nathan concludes, it is not the 

‘utility of the format for listening’ that is important to him, but the ownership over the 

object ‘because it looks cool’ as a collection. Nathan’s perspective is useful then, in 

illustrating the position of CDs at the current stage of his collecting career as the site of 

a continuing ‘will to archive’ (Lüders 2019), revealing the significance of the format’s 

material affordances in facilitating feelings of ownership and functions of display in his 

room.  

The pleasures of viewing CD collections were also touched upon by James, explaining 

how only specific CDs within his collection are on display as ‘show pieces’:  

Jack:  Where are your CDs now? 

James:  I’ve got a couple of CDs sitting around that are like show pieces, I’ve got 

a Gojira live album and a signed Black Crown Initiate album. They are in 

my room on a shelf next to my vinyl collection. I think there’s a Ne 

Obliviscaris album as well. 

Jack:  But not all the CDs? 

James:  Only a select few, the cool ones are on display. I’m sure Are You Dead 

Yet? And Songs to Duel By are somewhere in the house, but they would 

be in a tub in a wardrobe somewhere.  

Jack:  Are they cool just because of how they look?  

James:  The couple I have are cool because like, the Gojira live album is in a big 

book with pictures and stuff and obviously the signed ones have just the 
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bit more impact. I’ve never really displayed just a normal CD that I 

would buy. 

Jack:  Why is that? 

James:  I just feel it doesn’t have the same impact; I don’t have the same drive to 

display it. The size of CDs is part of it. But they don’t feel as special or 

have the novelty that vinyl has.  

Following Nathan’s use of CDs, James excerpt similarly describes certain CDs as ‘show 

pieces’, explicitly highlighting their status as an aesthetic presence within his room. 

While the remainder of his CD collection resides in various stages of storage and 

divestment, James’ most prized CDs, such as those with artist signatures or significant 

packaging and extra material content, are on show alongside his collection of vinyl 

records. The reduced material presence of ‘normal’ retail CDs reduces their visual 

appeal for James when compared to vinyl records, however special packaging, limited 

editions and artist signatures can elevate the visual ‘impact’ or appeal of the format, 

imbuing it with a similar sense of novelty and significance. The status of these media 

items as ‘show pieces’ within the collection points to their intention for social 

consumption, reflecting James’ discrimination and selectivity as a music collector in a 

statement and monument of materiality, status, taste and cultural ‘cool’. Importantly, 

James’ account reveals that while the visual appeal of certain CDs remains a source of 

value in the streaming era, at the current stage of his collecting career, James prefers the 

larger size and visual appeal of vinyl records for the display of their collection.  

In the context of contemporary music consumption, young music consumers remain 

‘sensitive to and aware of the different affordances provided by specific music 

technologies to listen to and enjoy music’ (Nowak and Bennett 2020 p.14). As Hayes 

(2006) found among his sample of young vinyl consumers, there was a shared notion 

that listening to artists such as Elvis and the Sex Pistols on vinyl was understood to be a 

more authentic listening experience due to associations between these artists with a 

period preceding the ascension of the CD and decline of the vinyl LP (p.59). Nowak and 

Bennett (2020) similarly found a consensus that vinyl records continued to be held up as 

the authentic format choice for the consumption of ‘classic rock’. Similar associations 
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were present among the accounts of my participants regarding CDs, describing them as 

a music technology tied to consumption of specific genres of a particular musical ‘era’:  

Simon:  CDs are cool to collect, in a way. I’ve probably got over 50. I definitely 

went through a CD collecting phase. I think Nu Metal is weird on vinyl. 

Like CDs were taking over at the height of the Nu Metal era. It feels 

weird when I see The Sickness on vinyl. It just wasn’t mastered for that 

format.  

Jack:  So, you would only listen to older music on vinyl? 

Simon:  I think with the current vinyl boom, things are once again being mastered 

for vinyl, because they understand that’s how people listen to things now.  

For Simon, CDs constitute an authentic way to consume genres such as Nu Metal due to 

the popularity of the genre during the late 1990s and early 2000s at the peak 

consumption of CDs. Moreover, despite a general preference for collecting music on 

vinyl, Simon describes his jarring reaction to Nu Metal albums pressed onto vinyl 

records, citing his knowledge as a musician of different music mastering and production 

processes and their compatibility issues with different formats. While Simon referred to 

his background as a part-time musician in explaining his position, knowledge of 

mastering techniques, music production processes, and the advantages and 

disadvantages of media formats such as vinyl regarding sound quality were not 

uncommon features among interviewees who collected these formats. These 

perspectives speak to the ‘audiophile’ tendencies which find considerable overlap with 

the image of the music collector (Shuker 2013 p.63). In this way, Simon’s account 

further reveals the position and value represented by CDs for young music consumers in 

the streaming era, as they occupy distinct roles within their everyday lives and provide 

discrete experiences of music consumption and collection.   

4.3 Digital Music Files 

The majority of my interviewees described their first encounters with digital music files 

during the mid-2000’s. Typically coinciding with the beginning of high school, digital 



145 

 

music files broadly represented an acceleration in practices of music collection for most 

interviewees. During this period, the accessibility of digital music files, their reduced 

cost and physical presence when stored, as well as their broad compatibility with a 

range of devices saw digital music formats such as the MP3 become the primary music 

format for music consumption and collection. Further, notions of individual ownership 

and desire concerning music collections which were established through early 

experiences with CDs became solidified through increased importance placed on music 

as form of recreation and site of social meaning and identity work. These accounts are 

therefore indicative of a particular stage in the development of digital music 

technologies and the maturation of my participant’s relationships with music and 

practices of music collecting. Investigating the position of digital music files at the 

current stage of my participant’s collecting careers, the utility of digital music files has 

been largely replaced by the convenience of music streaming services. In many cases 

however, participants report still owning significant collections of digital music files 

which capture the evolution of their music tastes and reflecting moments in their life 

narratives as a form of ‘time capsule’.  

In the following interview excerpt, Max reveals the sense of individual ownership 

represented by his collection of MP3 files, citing their convenience and portability in 

explaining their suitability for collection:  

Max:  I think obviously, MP3 is the most conveniently portable format, which 

is why I like them. I also don’t have a lot of room in my bedroom, so I 

couldn’t really have a CD collection, so it’s kind of for the best.  

Jack:  They take up less space? 

Max:  Yeah, it’s good for me. I don’t really like umm... I mean I like streaming 

because it’s also convenient. But I also don’t like it for some reason. I 

use it, but I don’t… I don’t think you get the best of both worlds. I think 

you get to have stuff a little bit more if you have MP3s. If you have the 

files. It’s like an ownership thing. I feel like even though if you have 

copied – like say I’ve got an old Gojira album. It’s an MP3 and I’m 
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copying them, but I feel like there’s some continuity of identity between 

my copy of the Gojira album weirdly. Like if I haven’t redownloaded it. 

Jack:  Like if it comes from an old hard drive? 

Max:  Yeah, and like even though I’ve copied it, it’s not actually the same 

thing. But I feel like there’s some continuity there. It feels like, you light 

a fire, and you light a fire with that fire kind of thing. Collecting it does 

feel kind of satisfying. 

Max’s excerpt highlights the advantages of MP3 files for collecting, describing how 

they may be conveniently moved between hard disks, take up minimal space in storage 

and may be readily copied to create backups. Spatially, the ability to store thousands of 

MP3 files on a single hard drive or device provides a clear advantage over physical 

formats for Max, citing the potential difficulties of storing and displaying a physical 

music collection in his small bedroom. While Max similarly describes music streaming 

services as equally convenient for music consumption, his account hints at how 

ownership over individual MP3 files allows him to ‘have stuff a little more’ compared 

to streaming. In this way, a digital music collection represents ‘the best of both worlds’, 

in affording flexible music engagements for consumption alongside experiences of 

music collection and ownership. This strong sense of ownership is visible in Max’s 

attachment to those albums which have endured within his collection for a long time. 

While the duplicates of these files cannot be traced back to their origin versions beyond 

a creation date baked into the metadata, Max describes the ‘collecting impulse’ (Shuker 

2010) in the notion of a ‘core’ collection from which identical copies may be created, 

pointing to a subjective sense of digital historicity which is symbolically tied to the file 

and its copies.   

This sense of ownership over digital music files also featured in Justin’s account, as he 

describes his use of Windows Media Player as the primary way in which he listens and 

interacts with his digital music collection: 

Justin:  What I like to do is just download MP3s and put them into my Windows 

Media Player. I kind of get this weird feeling where if someone comes 
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over to my house and I’ve got the song or the album in Windows Media 

Player and they go onto YouTube to play it. I’m like “what are you 

doing? I’ve got that”, you know? “Why are you streaming when I’ve got 

that in the library?” 

Jack: Is that important that they know you have the file in your collection? 

Justin:  Definitely, there’s definitely something about people’s music tastes as an 

expression of them, so my collection is an expression of me. There’s 

some connection to taste.  

Justin’s account captures the sense of pride he takes in his MP3 collection in reflecting 

and communicating his music taste to others. In this way, Justin defines his music 

collection, and personal music collections more broadly, as an important expression of 

an individual’s personality. Describing the ubiquity and abundance of cultural goods in 

the digital age, Mardon and Belk (2018) question the ability of digital objects in 

demonstrating ‘skill, competence and mastery to oneself and to others, limiting the 

symbolic meanings that these items come to hold for consumers’ (p.17). However, 

given the ease of which music may be streamed online, the selectivity, discrimination 

and ownership reflected in MP3 collections may yet hold some symbolic value for the 

collector and others in displaying musical taste. In this way, while MP3s may be 

abundant and ubiquitous in the digital age, streaming has reduced the necessity of MP3 

acquisition and collection, reconfiguring meanings surrounding ownership of digital 

files and, as in Justin’s case, renewing their symbolic value.  

At the time of interviewing, many of my participants explained how their listening and 

collecting practices regarding digital music files were in various stages of transition due 

to having recently adopted music streaming services into their repertoires of music 

media technologies. Despite this, a minority of participants described their digital music 

collections as an enduring source of value in terms of personal historicity and in 

reflecting the taste trajectories and embedded narratives of a particular period in their 

individual collector careers:   
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Simon:  I’m not going to lie; I’d be pretty sad if my hard drive broke and I lost 

my MP3s. Just cause it’s so old. It’s a definitely time capsule. You go 

into the folders and it’s like what??? It’s such a trip to find stuff in there, 

they are buried really deep. But when you find them it’s like “aww man!” 

I’ve got all the music I’ve ever had; I’ve never deleted anything. Just 

transferred the files new hard drives. I don’t think MP3s are as 

collectable anymore though. These days you can just stream off of 

YouTube or Spotify.  

Here, Simon’s account is revealing of the current position of MP3 files and digital 

music collections at the current stage of his collector career. While he admits that the 

availability of music through online streaming platforms has diminished the 

collectability of MP3 files in terms of music listening, the transferability and lack of 

significant physical presence has meant Simon has never deleted any of his music. In 

this way, Simon’s digital collection can be understood as having accompanied him for a 

significant period of his collector career, described as a ‘time capsule’ containing 

‘buried’ and forgotten music from his past.  

4.4 iPods and Mobile Devices 

Behind the rise of music streaming platforms, portable music players or personal stereos 

can be characterised as one of the most transformative and significant music 

technologies. Since the introduction of Sony’s Walkman, personal stereos have dictated 

their own culture of mobile listening with distinct meanings and practices which have 

come to represent a distinct ‘way of life’ within late-modern post-industrial societies 

(Du Gay et al. 1997 p.18). Indeed, according to Du Gay et al., the Walkman and its 

characterisation as the tool of ‘private-listening-in-public-places’ reflects many late-

modern themes, including:  

the lonely figure in the crowd, using the media to screen out routines of 

boring everyday life; the emphasis on mobility and choice; the self-

sufficient individual wandering alone through the city landscape – the 
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classic Walkman person seen so often in its advertisements, the urban 

nomad. (Du Gay et al. 1997 p.16) 

Similarly, as explored by Bull (2005), personal stereos may facilitate the privatisation of 

urban streets into personalised mobile soundscapes and the synchronisation of music 

with user moods and environments.  

In combination with digital music files, the ownership and use of portable music players 

was described by my participants as an integral component of early collection and 

consumption practices. Such devices allowed for the portable consumption of music 

collection and were characterised as important technologies for showing music 

collections to others and sharing in experiences of consumption. At the current stage in 

their collecting careers, the role of iPods as personal music players has been succeeded 

by the convergent functionality of mobile smartphones in providing access to music 

streaming services. However, a minority of my participants describe an enduring 

significance and emotional connection to their iPods as the site of their carefully curated 

music collections and as a device which has accompanied them throughout their 

adolescence into adulthood.  

The experiences of my participants regarding personal mobile stereos and related music 

technologies begin with early accounts of CD and cassette Walkman use. These 

accounts often involved borrowing devices from parents or siblings and retrospectively 

illustrate the transformative themes of private listening, individualised control over 

personal soundscapes and the synchronisation of music with moods and environments 

(Bull 2005):  

Thomas:  In the forefront of my mind, I remember having a Walkman. I didn’t 

have it – it was my brother’s. He had a mad collection of cassettes, so I 

used to listen to his Walkman when he wasn’t using it, which was rare, 

but that was a real stand out moment for me. I think the idea that you 

could take music with you on the go was revolutionary. You got to 

choose what you wanted to hear. The moment for me was at a netball 
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game. I had my brother’s Walkman, I had Limp Bizkit’s Chocolate 

Starfish on cassette and it was the best experience as a young kid. 

Obviously, my parents didn’t know I was listening to that at the time. But 

what it meant was that for the first time in my life, a boring experience 

became fun because of music. Otherwise I’d have to sit there and watch 

my sister play netball, which to me as a seven or eight-year-old is not a 

thrilling experience, it completely changed the world for me. I could for 

whatever reason move into this other domain. There’s plenty of those 

experiences when you are a kid and you are just sitting there, and you 

don’t know any better so it’s not a big deal to you, but when the veil is 

removed, you realise that you can turn those moments into something 

else. If you have the Walkman with you, you can enjoy that experience 

with music, anywhere. Even today that’s what my whole world revolves 

around; having the ability to turn any situation into anything I want by 

putting on a certain tune.  

Thomas’ excerpt describes an epiphany experience connected to the use of personal 

stereos, finding clear resonances in the work of Du Gay et al. (1997) and Bull (2000; 

2005) concerning the management of space and time and reclaiming wasted or lost 

moments in everyday life in their aestheticisation through music. Moreover, Thomas’ 

account of the ‘revolutionary’ ability to transform moments in his everyday life using 

music also echo Green’s (2015) concept of ‘peak music experiences’ as ‘highly 

memorable experiences of music consumption’ which present as a type of epiphany 

(p.345). Thomas states how his early listening practices and experiences oriented 

around the Walkman have become no less significant in his later life, as he continues to 

rely on the ability to transform contexts of everyday life through mobile music listening.  

Some participants reported purchasing their own portable digital music players during 

their early adolescence which they used in conjunction with their early collections of 

digital music files. However, it was with the introduction of the Apple iPod that 

practices of music collection and consumption became widespread and solidified among 

my interview cohort. The development of the Apple iPod and integration of MP3 
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technology addressed many of the problems related to storage memory and interfaces 

which hampered earlier personal mobile stereos (Bull 2006). Moreover, the emergence 

of convenient music micro-management using the iPod brought with it changes in music 

listening practices and ways of engaging with MP3 files, including the popularisation of 

‘shuffle’ and the mobile creation of playlists. While some interviewees described 

instances of early music listening experience with generic MP3 players, Walkmans or 

Discmans, nearly all participants defined the introduction of their first iPod as a 

significant technological advancement in their collector careers: 

Simon: I was really stoked on my iPod. 

Jack: Why is that such a step up? 

Simon: It’s the brand! It was cool to have the white headphones. The Apple 

headphones. It was cool cause they were actually good!? Actual quality 

in the device; the functionality was so much better than old MP3 players. 

Those old iPods are so smooth and designed so well. Well-made, like a 

little alien put them together, they are so small. Very functional, very 

cool. You had the rating system, the album art, the LCD screen was 

really cool, all the information for the songs. Do you remember the trivia 

game? There was a trivia game on the fat iPods that took all the data 

about the years and genres and song clips and stuff and it was a game 

show that would play a song and then ask you what year it came out or 

something. It was sick.  

Simon’s account reveals the importance of the aesthetic and utilitarian dimensions of 

the iPod, detailing the ‘alien’ or futuristic construction and functionality unlike any 

previous mobile music device he had previously owned. The iPod in Simon’s excerpt is 

synonymous with quality, from the fidelity of the earbuds to the LCD screen. The 

technological affordances of the iPod provide new ways for Simon to organise and 

personalise his music library, citing the ability to rate individual songs, view album art 

and engage with his music in entirely new ways such as through a trivia game which 

was available on some versions of the device. The iPod music trivia game offers a 

unique way for users to engage with their own musical collections beyond the scope of 
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playing music files, demonstrating ancillary knowledge typical of music fandom and 

‘secondary engagements’ with details often displayed by collectors (Shuker 2010 p.8). 

In this way, the iPod trivia game may be coded as means foster or mediate a ‘collector’ 

relationship between the iPod user and the MP3 music library in a sense which is often 

reserved for material music collections (Kibby 2009). Finally, Simon highlights the 

significance of the Apple brand in describing the pleasures of iPod ownership, pointing 

to the iconic white headphones as a signifier of ‘cool’ and marker of ownership and 

participation as an iPod owner. As explored by Sundar, Tamul and Wu (2014), the 

Apple brand has successfully fashioned a sense of ‘coolness’ through both their 

marketing and branding and in providing unique user experiences.  

Despite the significance of iPod ownership during their early to mid-adolescence, the 

devices rarely featured in discussions and descriptions of music consumption and 

collection practices at the current stages of their collector careers. Nathan’s account 

reflects this decline as he explains how his use of his iPod has reduced as he has grown 

older:  

Nathan: I bought an iPod and I listened to music on that predominantly. I usually 

listen to music on my computer now, as I’ve gotten older. 

Jack: Why’s that? 

Nathan: Well I did have it plugged into my old stereo in my car, but because my 

new car doesn’t have a USB integrated port for an iPod, I have to have it 

charging while also plugged into an auxiliary cable. And my car charger 

doesn’t work so, I can’t really do that. So, it’s more CDs in the car. So, I 

would use my iPod more when I was unlicensed and sitting on the bus, 

but since then it’s being used less and less. Mostly when travelling, I 

guess. I mostly listen more at home now. Being more oriented at home. 

Nathan’s account highlights age as a modulating variable in describing his iPod usage, 

describing a decline in use as he has grown older. Previously, Nathan would listen to his 

iPod while travelling on the bus however, since acquiring his driver’s license his time 

on the bus has decreased, removing him from the context in which his iPod was utilised 
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most. This points to the structuring role of everyday life as changing conditions shape 

the listening environments of individuals and therefore influence the use of certain 

music technologies. Finally, Nathan’s new car makes it more difficult for him to use his 

iPod in conjunction with his car stereo. In this way, CDs become a more viable solution 

for music listening in the car, emphasising the structuring elements of listening contexts 

in shaping use of music media and technologies.  

For most interviewees, consumption and collecting practices which once concerned the 

iPod were now facilitated by mobile smartphones at the current stages of their collecting 

careers: 

Annie: Oh, I had an iPod. A tiny green Nano one. I would just carry it 

everywhere. I was always attached to it. That’s how I guess it’s grown 

into my Spotify and Tidal subscriptions now. Everywhere I used to use 

my iPod, like when I’m on the bus, I now use my phone instead.   

Jack: Do you still have the iPod? 

Annie: I would. It’s cracked though, I dropped it on the floor. But everything is 

in the phone now. All the songs would be on my old computer anyway.  

 

Jack:  How often do you listen to your iPod these days? 

Simon:  Not at all. 

Jack: Why do you think that is? 

Simon: I guess it used to be convenient but now phones can do everything. It’s 

just another thing to carry around. It also might be part of growing up. 

My iPod lent itself well to me being an angry teen that didn't want to 

socialise with the world. 

Annie’s excerpt reveals how the utilitarian role once occupied by her iPod Nano has 

‘grown into’ her use of music streaming platforms on her phone while travelling on the 

bus, highlighting a migration of existing listening practices from one technological 
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device to another. Moreover, in an appraisal of her now broken iPod, Annie downplays 

the value of the device in terms of the user experience it afforded or its aesthetic value, 

emphasising that the value to her was represented by the song files themselves. Simon 

similarly explains that he no longer uses his iPod for music listening, citing the 

convergent abilities of mobile smartphones which has negated the utility of a discrete 

mobile music player. Simon’s account also touches on the reoccurring themes of early 

adolescence when describing his iPod use, revealing that the abilities to create a mobile 

privatised space may have been more important in his adolescent years as a means of 

avoiding socialisation. Such uses of the iPod were explored by Bull (2012), highlighting 

their toxic potential as a refusal to communicate with others in public life, redefining the 

relationship with personal space and manifesting an ‘empowering sense of anonymity’ 

though withdrawal. In this privatising role, Bull (2012) argues that the iconic white 

headphones attain symbolic meaning, communicating a ‘combination of distinction and 

power’ and an unwillingness to engage with others (p.537).  

While the design, size and functionality of the iPod made the device something of a 

technological novelty throughout the early 2000s and adolescent years of my 

interviewees, these features have now been largely overshadowed by the convergent 

functionality of mobile smartphones. Even during this period of early iPod adoption, 

Bull (2006) noted the similarities between the device and early mobile phones in their 

mobility, storage capacity and compactness. As the interviewee accounts above 

demonstrate, smartphones have eclipsed the iPod as the device through which 

individuals look, listen, think and interact through new forms of ‘privatised and 

technologically mediated soundworlds’ (Bull 2006 p.133). In this way, the accounts of 

my interviewees introduce a useful opportunity to revisit some of Bull’s interpretations 

of iPod use onto current perspectives on the use of smartphones for music consumption. 

Central to Bull’s interpretation of mobile listening use is the metaphor of control, as 

everyday experiences could be managed through the creative appropriation of mobile 

listening technology and the music contained within it. Taking advantage of the ability 

to compact their entire musical libraries into a single device, iPod users ‘appeared 

increasingly attentive to the relationship between their mood and the music they listened 
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to’, fine tuning their music selections to their moods or environment ‘in ways that 

previous generations of mobile sound technologies was unable to do’ (Bull 2006 p.137).  

Turning to current usage of smartphones for mobile music consumption, the 

technological novelty of the iPod and the sense of wonder once felt at the listening 

possibilities it provides have been reconfigured by this shift from an emphasis on the 

devices themselves towards cloud-based access to music streaming platforms. Listener 

desires for control over everyday experiences using music and the synchronising of 

music with their mood or environment remain at the heart of mobile music consumption 

using these platforms, signalled by the automated delivery of playlists designed around 

common routines and activities. Similarly, just as the iPod and MP3 technologies 

produced radical shifts in consumer expectations of what they can do with mobile sound 

technologies, the portable access to music streaming platforms using smartphones with 

mobile internet connections has seen these listener expectations continue to evolve. 

Relieved from the requirements of storing music files on the local hard disk of a mobile 

device, it is now commonly understood that the use of smartphones and music 

streaming platforms not only provides on-the-go access to the entirety of the user’s own 

music library, but virtually limitless access to music in a broader sense. Just as the 

qualities and strategies once attached to the use of personal stereos were mirrored in 

many of the uses of devices such as the Apple iPod (Bull 2006), the accounts of my 

interviewees suggest that these qualities and strategies are now mirrored in the use of 

smartphones and music streaming platforms. Despite rarely featuring in discussions of 

present consumption and collection practices, a minority of my interview participants 

located their iPods as the site of enduring practices of music collection which sustained 

the position of the device within their current repertoire of music technologies:  

Dominic:  I have the iPod Classic and I’ve managed my library pretty really 

religiously since I got it in high school. I think one of the things about the 

Apple experience that I definitely appreciated was the building and 

maintenance. For me, every album had to have cover art because there 

was a certain aesthetic. You had the cover flow, which was awesome. I 
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think a lot of it was the way it was presented to on the device; the way 

you manage your library; the interface was great; using the click wheel.  

For Dominic, his iPod has played a significant role in facilitating and shaping his 

collecting practices and experience. As revealed in other participant accounts, Dominic 

highlights the way in which the iPod affords a unique type of music consumption 

experience, drawing attention to the presentation of music on the device and its tactile 

and aesthetic features. The way in which music is presented by the iPod can be 

understood as encouraging practices and experiences of music collection through 

processes of ‘building and maintenance’ of one’s music library.  

Dominic goes on to describe how his iPod remains an important mode of music 

consumption despite the potential advantages and convergent functionality of his mobile 

smartphone:  

Dominic:  I feel strange listening to music on my phone. Everything about society 

and technology tells me I should listen to music on my phone, either 

stream it or put my library on my phone. I actively resisted that. I can't 

really tell you why. My life could be all centralised in this one phone, but 

I already use this device enough as it is, and I would prefer to keep music 

separate to that if it makes sense. I think that comes from the fact that I 

do have that library that I spent years collecting and accumulating on the 

iPod and it would feel strange to have that kind of shoved into my phone. 

Despite acknowledging the capacity to ‘centralise’ his music listening practices using 

his phone by using streaming platforms or transferring his digital library to his phone’s 

memory, Dominic describes his uneasiness with the notion of listening to music on his 

phone. Crucially, Dominic reveals that this resistance stems from his long-term 

investment and relationship with his digital music collection through the function and 

capacities of his iPod Classic. Dominic’s commitment to his iPod and his music 

collection may be characterised as an action of active resistance to social and 

technological pressures which would have him abandon his iPod in favour of his 
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smartphone. In doing so, Dominic reveals a desire to keep separate his music 

consumption from his phone which he explains is already deeply embedded within his 

everyday life, further highlighting the personal significance of his music collection as a 

distinct passion and site of pleasurable consumption. Dominic’s comment also speaks 

towards the convergence of portable listening devices and other mobile technologies 

which has occurred since Bull’s interpretation of the iPod in the 2000s. Interestingly 

however, Dominic’s sentiment finds some resonance with the participants of Bull’s 

study who stated ‘that they actually disliked using mobile phones regularly’, contrasting 

the empowering ‘auditory cocoon’ afforded by continuous iPod use with the 

discontinuous nature of mobile phone use ‘whereby the user is always potentially at the 

beck and call of others’ (2006 p.132). It is likely then that part of Dominic’s desire to 

keep his mobile music consumption separate from his smartphone may be attributed to a 

preference towards preserving his use of his iPod as a strategy to control and manage 

his everyday experiences without interruption. This account exemplifies the 

technologically eclectic approach to music technologies displayed by Generation Y 

consumers, highlighting that rather than ‘being entirely dominated by current trends in 

technological innovation’, choice of music technologies has as much to do with the 

contextual meanings ascribed to them by individuals and the experiences through which 

they were first encountered (Nowak and Bennett 2020 p.13). In Dominic’s case, the 

currency of his iPod is connected to the position of the device as the site of his enduring 

collecting practices.  

4.5 Vinyl Records 

The following accounts demonstrate the paradoxical return of a physical music format 

into the music media repertoires of my participants, revealing the logics underlying the 

integration vinyl records within their music consumption and collection practices. Half 

of my participants revealed an active interest in collecting vinyl records, with many of 

them citing no prior exposure or experience with the format. For these participants, the 

material qualities, affordances and cultural discourses surrounding the format 

differentiated them from other music carriers in terms of sound quality, aesthetic 
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presence and their collectability. Significantly, the adoption of vinyl records in the 

digital age can be approached as a manifestation of an enduring ‘will to archive’ among 

my participants (Lüders 2019), sustaining notions of music ownership, processes of 

desiring and practices of ordering which were established and shaped to varying degrees 

throughout their collector careers. 

In the following interview excerpt, Simon details how the visual aspects of vinyl records 

afford his collection an aesthetic function as a visual feature of his home:   

Simon:  Vinyl has to be the best. The size and the scope. It takes up room in the 

space, the art is so good to look at. It’s like a centrepiece of a house. It’s a 

communal activity to look at the records and see what the person has and 

then talk about music and stuff.  

Simon’s account reveals the significance of the material qualities of vinyl records in 

serving roles beyond the functional capacity to reproduce recorded sound. In examining 

the interplay between vinyl records and their surroundings, Bartmanski and Woodward 

(2015) adopt the concept of ‘vinylscapes’, using the language of Appadurai’s work on 

constitutive global scapes (1990). Approaching this relationship as a nexus of object and 

space, this concept highlights the totemic role of vinyl records, revealing how ‘vinyl’s 

aesthetic presence in stores and domestic spaces’ may communicate a multitude of 

cultural meanings concerning authenticity and lifestyle (Bartmanski and Woodward 

2015 p.163). It is in this sense that the display of record collections may be 

characterised as an action of social visibility, inviting the admiration and observation of 

the collector’s taste and identity by others (Giles, Pietrzykowski and Clark 2007). As 

explained by Simon, the aesthetic capabilities of vinyl records are related to the 

increased size and physical presence of the format compared to other music 

technologies. These totemic and aesthetic functions can also be understood through the 

significance of the album cover. The aesthetic appeal of large album cover art has been 

described as a crucial component to the enduring popularity and resurgence of the 

format (Bartmanski and Woodward 2015). In his analysis of Beatles album covers, 

Inglis (2001) writes that album covers serve a range of functions, including to protect 
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and advertise the contained media, as an accompaniment to music listening and as a 

commodity in a similar way to a poster or print. In the context of displaying record 

collections as social totem and focal point of domestic spaces, the advertising role of the 

album cover and its status as a commodity become salient in identifying the contained 

record and enabling the communication of the collector’s taste through its ownership.  

Throughout the accounts of my participants, the physical presence and embodied nature 

of interactions with vinyl records was highlighted as a distinguishing feature of the 

format in the context of the digital age. Given the relatively recent adoption vinyl 

records in the later stages my informant’s collector careers, these accounts revealed a 

distinct generational perspective which rejected the nostalgic connotations typically 

attributed to the format:  

Jack:  Do you see vinyl as a nostalgic format? 

Will:  I think they are a more relevant format now. I didn’t have the initial 

experience with them in the sense that I would develop nostalgic feelings 

about them. It’s still quite recent for me. I did collect CDs and I’ve still 

got CDs and they have always lived in my car with the player there. CDs 

probably have a more nostalgic ‘vintage’ feel to me than vinyl does. 

Whereas vinyl seems  more purposefully physical. Using the needle to 

feel the grooves, where CDs are all lasers and lights. Vinyl feels like a 

more real embodiment in that way. I like the fact that they still make 

them – at great cost and labour as well. Like its more effort, its 

superseded, but there’s something still valuable in the format. It’s nice.  

Will’s account reveals a generational perspective on vinyl records in the context of the 

digital age. Citing a lack of previous experience of the format, Will describes how the 

embodied listening experience afforded by vinyl records constitutes a newfound 

relevance when compared to digital alternatives. Conversely, Will explains that CDs 

conjure stronger feelings of nostalgia for him due to his previous experiences with the 

format and its association with past stages of his collecting career. In this way, vinyl 

records appear as a ‘purposefully physical’ medium, as the lack of digital interface 
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necessitates an embodied listening experience and engagements with the materiality of 

the format and mechanical record player. Will characterises these interactions as a 

reconfigured source of value against a backdrop of digital music technologies, in which 

the monetary costs, production labour and effort of the listener become attractive 

dimensions of the format.  

Defining the resurgent appeal of vinyl records in the digital age, Pat similarly points to 

the materiality of the format, noting the recent introduction of new and novel techniques 

in their production which increase their interest and collectability:  

Jack:  Do you think vinyl is kind of an older nostalgic format? 

Pat:  Well there’s new pressing plants and stuff – the way it’s done now I 

think is a lot different. People like Jack White who are just going 

completely crazy doing liquid centred records. I think that’s the new 

direction its going in. It’s got to be interesting for people to buy it. People 

don’t just buy CDs because you can already hear things on your phone.  

Pat highlights modern pressing and production techniques as a factor contributing to 

current preferences for vinyl records. Alongside digital technologies providing 

convenient access to music for consumption, Pat explains how the significance of vinyl 

records in the digital era may be located in its unique packaging and material features 

by appealing to collector desires through the production of scarcity. Indeed, novelty 

production techniques such as liquid centre labels and the ability to press records in 

different colours differentiate records from other music technologies, creating more 

interesting and desirable objects for collectors to acquire and own. As discussed in 

Chapter Three, the differentiation of vinyl records using pressing colours feeds into 

collector desires for completism, indulging the ‘thrill of pursuit’ in acquiring pressings 

to complete the collection (Hosokawa and Matsuoka 2004). In this way, this perspective 

points to wider shifts in the ‘circuit of culture’ (Du Gay et al. 1997 p.3) as the 

reconfigured position of vinyl record consumption and the logics underlying their 

appeal in the digital era see changes in the production of the format. 
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Many of my interviewees raised notions of high-quality audio in explaining their 

adoption of vinyl records in the digital era, specific aural characteristics which 

distinguish the format from other media types. In this way, the sound of vinyl records 

can be understood as the functional culmination of its material qualities, entanglement 

with a network of bespoke technologies and the visible physical engagement required of 

the listener to play the medium. Will explains the superiority of vinyl’s sound, 

describing the ‘warmth’ and ‘guts’ of the auditory experience when compared to digital 

alternatives:  

Jack:  What are your thoughts on the sound quality of vinyl? 

Will:  I think it typically sounds better. I think there is more body or guts to it. 

There’s a certain presence. Like a warmth. It’s kind of like when you feel 

someone looking at you. That’s not to say though that digital lacks 

anything. It’s just not as voluptuous.  

Will’s description of the superior sound quality of vinyl reflects the sustained cultural 

cachet surrounding vinyl records in the digital age. As asserted by Bartmanski and 

Woodward (2013), vinyl constitutes ‘the preferred way of hearing and understanding’ 

for ‘serious listeners who value high fidelity sound reproduction’, bringing ‘sound and 

style, not just melody’ to the forefront of importance (p.18). Furthermore, Bolter and 

Grusin (2000) find that the ‘authenticity of experience’ associated with the sound of 

vinyl records is directly connected to signs of mediation provided by the format. Will is 

quick to clarify that this is not to diminish his experience of digital music formats, but to 

identify the role of the vinyl record itself imprinting a unique sonic signature. As argued 

by Sterne (2006b), digital audio is often disparagingly characterised as devoid of ‘life’ 

when compared to analogue sound, despite the inherent technical advantages of digital 

formats. In this way, surface noise, electrical interference and the patina of the record’s 

surface constitute dimensions of authenticity, aura and aesthetic practice.  

Notions of superior analogue sound however were not consistent features of participant 

interviews when characterising the appeal of vinyl records in the digital age, as some 
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downplayed the notion of superior analogue sound quality when describing their 

preference for the format:  

Jack:  What are your thoughts on the sound quality of vinyl? 

Pat:  I’m not that fussed. There’s so many of those douche bags – like “I listen 

to vinyl because it sounds better”. It’s really doesn’t. Unless you have the 

best amp and the best speakers and turntable, it doesn’t really sound any 

different. Even then, the average listener is not going to know the 

difference. My rule is that if the song is good then it’s good. The quality 

thing just isn’t as important to me.  

Pat describes the narratives surrounding vinyl and sound quality as a cultural stalemate 

with which he does not engage. While Pat is perhaps one of the most avid collectors 

interviewed, he resists the connotations between vinyl and superior sound, emphasising 

the contributions of the various entangled technologies required to listen to vinyl in 

determining the quality of the sound.  

4.6 Music Streaming 

Music streaming services were unfailingly described as the current preferred mode of 

music consumption among my participants. All participants were active users of music 

streaming services in either free or premium subscription tiers, characterising them as 

convenient ways to listen to, explore and access music. While other streaming platforms 

such as Apple Music, Tidal, Google Play and YouTube Premium were mentioned in 

discussions of music streaming, Spotify was by far the most prominently featured and 

was clearly entrenched in the everyday practices of my participants. As Simon 

described, ‘I would use the Google Play one, but you’ve got the Spotify web player and 

Spotify is on the consoles and everyone’s phones. They are embedded’. Having 

predominantly adopted these services within their repertoires of music technologies 

within the last one to three years, the accounts of my participants reveal an array of 

emergent experiences regarding the interactions between platform affordances and 

existing practices of music collection and consumption. Practices of playlist curation 
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were characterised as the site of unique music aggregations and provided service users 

opportunities to exercise their control within the platform environment of music 

streaming platforms. These practices reflected a diverse range of intentions and meaning 

making processes concerning playlists in ways which both resembled and extended 

established notions of music collection. Despite this, notions of music collecting 

maintained a difficult relationship with music streaming platforms among my 

participants, with the reconfiguration of individual ownership represented by the access-

based model of music streaming featuring prominently in my informant accounts.   

The flexibility and convenience provided by music streaming platforms were common 

features of informant accounts when articulating the appeal of music streaming 

platforms. In the following interview excerpt, Aelish explains how she has been able to 

integrate Spotify into her everyday routines:  

Aelish:  I’ve incorporated Spotify into my everyday existence. Wherever my 

phone is, y’know? Whatever I’m doing I can be mobile and listen to it. 

Whereas my CDs were in the car or in a stereo somewhere. Since its part 

of my daily routine, I feel I’m able to use it a lot more. It’s added value 

and I can attach it to different things now more easily. I like the classical 

mix for the kind of lower moods, it’s good for study and things like that. 

I use the yoga and meditation playlist, it has lots of string instruments, 

chanting and nature sounds. And morning motivation, which is bangers 

to pick me up.  

Aelish’s account highlights how the adoption of Spotify has transformed her 

consumption practices, making music more easily available within the contexts of her 

everyday routines. Whereas the material limitations and affordances of CDs restricted 

Aelish’s listening practices to her car or stereo, Spotify allows her to conveniently 

access the entirety of Spotify’s music catalogue from any location due to the portability 

of her smartphone. Aelish’s ability to increasingly incorporate music within daily 

routines and activities can be understood as product of Spotify’s compatibility with 

mobile smartphones. Indeed, given the compatibility of the Spotify application with a 
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plethora of game consoles, smart televisions and other networked devices, the degree to 

which individuals may utilise the platform within their everyday lives is often entangled 

with the materiality and affordances of devices as well as the design and features of the 

platform itself. In this way, Aelish’s use of music streaming services may also be 

approached as an evolution of mobile listening practices established with devices such 

as iPods at previous stages in her collecting career.  

Aelish’s account is also indicative of the new ways in which streaming services package 

and present music to users. With playlists oriented around meditation, yoga and 

motivation, Aelish describes her experience of effectively tailoring her music listening 

to her current activity or to modulate her mood or energy levels throughout the day 

using Spotify. In this way, Aelish is able to more easily use music throughout the 

contexts of her everyday life, without needing to manually select appropriate music 

content. As previously mentioned, playlists now constitute something of musical format 

in their own right (Herbert et al. 2019), emerging as a ‘privileged object of its streaming 

universe’, playing a central role in packaging music and delivering a personalised music 

experience to platform users (Eriksson et al. 2019 p.117). Further, the shaping of the 

‘affective dimensions of music consumption and discovery’ through mood or time-of-

day oriented playlists is an important part of ‘establishing the quality and identity’ for 

streaming services in forging a distinct and unique branded music experience (Morris 

and Powers 2015 p.117). Aelish’s use of Spotify highlights how streaming platforms not 

only provide access, but actively present music to the user and allow them to flexibly 

deploy music within the contexts of their everyday lives.  

The popularisation of music streaming platforms has seen an emerging tension between 

the established features of music collecting practices and the disruptive potentials of 

streaming consumption (Marshall 2014; Arditi 2018). The dynamics of this tension are 

revealed by my informant Thomas, who details the differences between his experience 

using Spotify and digital music files as collections for music listening:  

Thomas:  Now that I have Spotify, it’s easy. If I’m thinking of something, then I’ll 

just look it up. I now have a universal collection of anything that I have 
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listened to in the past and anything that I will listen to in the future, you 

know what I mean? So, I have everything. I have the collection, not a 

collection, the collection of music. Apart from more obscure stuff that I 

probably won’t run into anyway. So, I guess that now is my collection. I 

do have a personal collection on my computer and that’s mostly classics 

or the odd thing that isn’t available on Spotify. These days I use iTunes 

and that music as a secondary thing to my Spotify listening, and that’s 

been a fairly recent thing that’s happened properly in the last six months 

or so.  

Thomas’ excerpt draws attention to how access to the vast music catalogues of music 

streaming platforms may transform established listening habits, in that ownership of 

digital music files on a local hard drive is no longer a requisite for music listening. 

Instead, Thomas’s listening practices now begin from search queries performed on 

Spotify’s music database, allowing him to quickly navigate different artists and genres 

as fast as they may come to his mind. In this way, Thomas explains how he regards 

Spotify as a music collection par excellence, encompassing everything he has listened to 

in the past and everything he may listen to in the future. Crucially however, Thomas 

still at least discursively distinguishes his collection of MP3 files on his computer from 

Spotify as his ‘personal’ music collection, despite being characterised as secondary 

preference for music listening. Thomas’ distinction between his personal collection and 

Spotify is illustrative of the way in which collections may reflect the subjectivity of the 

collector (Benjamin 1969; Marshall 2014). Consisting only of music which meets his 

subjective criteria of a ‘personal classic’ and those which he is unable to access on 

Spotify, Thomas’ collection exemplifies the ‘blurring of objective and subjective’ which 

is an inherent part of collecting practice (Marshall 2014 p.64). Moreover, the all-

encompassing nature of music streaming libraries may problematise the way users 

approach their services as ‘personal’ music collections. Indeed, whereas Thomas might 

have access to the music collection through Spotify, this discursive detail regarding his 

personal MP3 collection may indicate that he also acknowledges the common access to 

that same collection shared by all other Spotify users. In this way, Thomas’ account 
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provides a nuanced perspective on the notion of personal music collections in the 

streaming era, pointing to differences between forms of music collection and tensions 

concerning connections to the subjectivity, ownership and individuality of the collector.  

These tensions surrounding the reconfiguration of musical consumption and meanings 

associated with the ownership over music were frequent features of my informant 

accounts. While purchasing music downloads still ‘feels like ownership’, music streams 

reflect the shift from a relationship of ownership to one of access as ‘music is no longer 

bought, but rented’ (Marshall 2014 p.68). These tensions often manifested in hesitant 

attitudes towards subscription-based music services and negative appraisals of their 

ongoing monetary cost. In the following account, Luis describes his own hesitation 

towards using music streaming services, highlighting the role of advertising, cost and 

subscriptions in influencing his adoption of Spotify:    

Luis:  I got Spotify probably two or three years ago. Before that I used Pandora. 

I didn’t really use it though, I dabbled with it. The ads just killed it for 

me. Also, I’ve always had this idea that like, ‘never pay for subscriptions, 

it’s so dumb’. I’m not sure why I thought of it that way with Spotify or 

Pandora. But one of my friends put a call out on Facebook to be involved 

in a family account on Spotify where you can get like six or seven people 

paying a family subscription rate and its way cheaper. Like, 36 dollars a 

year for premium Spotify. I thought I listened to enough music to justify 

it, so I did that, and it’s been one of the best things ever. Not dealing with 

ads and using it as if it was my own music collection. So yeah, that was 

three years or so and it’s been my go-to since then, I don’t really listen to 

music in any other form now.  

Luis’ description of his early experiences with music streaming highlights the shifting 

attitudes surrounding music access and ownership. Reflecting on his early aversion to 

subscriptions, Luis unpacks a tension between his experience of as an ad-supported user 

of Pandora and the concept of subscribing for music access. This tension encapsulates 

the transformation in listener attitudes as music becomes increasingly conceived in 
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conjunction with online platforms and subscription-based access. In this way, Luis’ 

initial negative attitudes towards music being offered as a service are likely due to the 

established associations between music and ideas of consumer ownership established 

throughout his collector career. Further, Luis’ account highlights the variable of cost as 

a crucial factor in structuring his adoption of music streaming. By registering for a 

Spotify family account among his friends, Luis is able to access Spotify’s premium 

service more economically, citing the cost as justifiable given his level of music 

consumption. The use of a Spotify family account among friends or sharing a single 

Spotify account between two people to reduce the cost of Spotify’s premium service 

were not uncommon features of participant interviews, with a significant minority of 

interviewees describing some kind of cost mitigation strategy. Interestingly, in 

explaining the advantages of Spotify premium, Luis’ notes that he is able to use the 

services as if it was his own music collection. While presumably a comment on the 

abilities Spotify affords in terms of interacting, traversing and organising music on the 

platform, Luis’ remark might also indicate an awareness of the implications inherent 

with access-based music streaming in which music is effectively licensed for his 

consumption through terms and agreements embedded in the services subscription. It is 

this new relationship between music listener and streaming service premised upon 

access instead of ownership which contrasts sharply with the logics of music collecting 

which have previously applied throughout Luis’ collector career. Finally, Luis describes 

the transformative impact the introduction of Spotify has had on his listening practices, 

quickly becoming his ‘go-to’ mode of music consumption over all other music media 

formats, solidifying his commitment to the service. Luis’ experience is useful in 

articulating how music consumers are navigating the transition from ownership of 

music objects and media to accessing networked streaming platforms, revealing a 

reconfiguration of attitudes towards music consumption as a subscription.  

For some participants, the lack of ownership felt when using music streaming 

services was at the fore of their experiences, revealing the difficulty in breaking 

from practices associated with music possession and ownership established 

throughout their collector careers: 
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Dominic:  Spotify does everything for you. I enjoy the daily mixes, its low effort. 

It’s good for discovering new music. But I always have this sense when 

I’m listening to Spotify that it’s not mine. I’m accessing something. It’s 

like looking something up on YouTube. It feels the same.  

Like Aelish, Dominic highlights the role and advances of music recommendation 

systems when using music streaming platforms, describing his experience of ‘low 

effort’ music discovery of music which is algorithmically predicted to match his taste 

preferences. However, he explains how his experience is tempered by a feeling linked to 

the consumption of music via streaming. This ‘feeling of streaming’ is characterised by 

the lack of individual ownership inherent in accessing networked music libraries. 

Additionally, Dominic describes his experience of using Spotify to be comparable to 

that of other streaming platforms such as YouTube, stating that they ‘feel the same’ in 

regard to the lack of a sense of listener ownership and the way in which he is able to 

access music online. In this way, Dominic’s account captures the emergent meaning 

making processes surrounding music streaming as a way to consume and discover 

music, providing a nuanced perspective on the transformative functionality of streaming 

platforms and how they ‘feel’ to use.  

In a study of music streaming service users, Hagen (2015) located personal playlists as 

the site of a diverse range of practices resembling new ways of collecting music 

deriving from pre-digital collecting. As an exercise of user control, practices of music 

collection, curation and consumption using playlists concern ‘a dialectic between 

practices, intentions, sense-making, and experiences’ in which users cultivate unique 

collector relationships with music streams in the context of a larger generic platform 

(Hagen 2015 p.639). In this way, playlists can be found to facilitate experiences of 

music ownership and allow for the exercising of subjectivity, as well as address listener 

desires in the present moment through the dynamic curation of music as temporal 

expressions of the self. This dialectic between user practices, underlying intentions and 

meaning making processes was evidenced by my informant accounts regarding the use 

of personal playlists and intersections with practices of music collection:  
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Annie:  I like to have my own little playlists that I create within the same theme. 

I’ll make one and then I will save it for when I’m just feeling a certain 

vibe, like I have a playlist for when I want to just chill. I never stick to 

one thing though, because I try and have new music as well. But I do like 

pairing different artists together in different playlists. If you think about 

playlists that you make yourself, no one out there has the same 

combination of songs. It’s very unique and personal.    

Annie describes her playlist practices of grouping together music within a theme, 

revealing the intentions of her ‘chill’ playlist for use when she is in a particular mood or 

to induce a state of relaxation. Appropriating categories created by Liu (2010), Annie’s 

practices may be likened to an ‘archivist’ type of content curation, with a goal to ‘pull 

together a diverse set of content from different sources’ (p.3). Importantly, Annie 

highlights the aggregation of music within a personal playlist as a highly personal 

practice, pointing to the heterogenous combination of songs as a form of curation which 

is unique to each individual and that is increasingly prevalent given the ease of playlist 

creation. 

Practices of playlist curation were also described by Chris, who deploys his own 

personal playlists as a way to keep track of new music discoveries and help him return 

to them at a later time:  

Chris:  A lot of the time when I’ve found a new album that I really like, I’ll 

create a playlist for it just to remember it and it doesn’t get lost. There are 

a few in there at the moment, I try and keep up with a lot of new stuff. 

There’s just so much music on Spotify and it could end up being lost and 

not listened again. Occasionally I’ll go back over the playlists and say, 

“oh remember this album” and kind of get back to it. Because they have 

dates added on them, there might be a group of playlists of a particular 

kind of music and I can kind of see what I was into at various times.  
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Chris’ account illustrates the use of personal playlists as a device for ‘dealing with 

technology’ (Hagen 2015). Remarking on the amount of music available on Spotify, 

Chris explains how he uses personal playlists as a way to save new music discoveries. 

In this capacity, Chris’ practices represent a ‘librarian’ approach to curation (Liu 2010), 

as playlists serve as a way for him to more easily retrieve and return to saved albums. 

Further, in aggregating his music discoveries in a series of playlists, Chris explains how 

they also function as representation of his listening history. These playlists afford Chris 

a retrospective view on his music consumption and resemble traditional forms of pre-

digital music collections which capture and reflect the collector’s cultural tastes and 

their trajectories over time. In this regard, Chris’ practices also reflect elements of a 

‘preservationist’ approach to curation (Liu 2010), in which playlists are kept and 

maintained over a longer period for reasons beyond music consumption. Chris and 

Annie’s account provide useful examples of the fluidity of music streams, inviting the 

dynamic aggregation and management of music. These aggregations exemplify a form 

of music collecting which resemble and extend pre-digital practices, with curation 

oriented by mood, feelings and memories allowing users to ‘experience mastery over 

the self’ (Hagen 2015 p.642).  

While the accounts of my participants resembled those of Hagen’s (2015) study 

regarding the use of playlists as sites of significant investments of the self and 

experiences of collecting, they were clear to distinguish between notions of pre-digital 

collecting and the curation of streaming playlists. Perspectives on the position of 

playlists as the site of music collecting practice diverged on the topic of fluidity 

regarding digital music streams, with a perceived lack of permanence, the ease of 

aggregation and dynamic nature of playlist curation conflicting with established 

conceptions of music collecting:  

Jack:  Do you regard playlists as a music collection?  

Pat:  In a way, I guess. I mean if you are into that. It’s such a detached thing, I 

don’t know. 

Jack:  How so? 



171 

 

Pat:  It’s detached from the album. You can just keep adding to it. Remember 

when you would burn a CD for your friends? You gave them a CD and 

it’s all the songs that were on there and that ever will be on there. It’s a 

closed thing. Whereas a playlist is so open. It can change and be 

whatever it wants.  

Pat was hesitant to characterise streaming playlists in the same way as music 

collections, diverging on issues of fluidity in which playlists and the content within 

them may evolve and continued to be actively managed over time. Chiefly, Pat points to 

the importance of the album format to music collection, remarking that practices of 

music playlisting are ‘detached’ from such notions and therefore distinct from music 

collecting. As Hagen (2015) explains, the album format maintains a paradigmatic 

influence on music consumption, particularly among those streaming users who come 

from a history of consuming and collecting physical formats. Pat’s account exemplifies 

this position, as his perception of music collecting is closely tied to the 

comprehensiveness and cultural significance of the album and reflects his practices of 

CD and record consumption throughout his collector career. Pat’s understanding of 

music curation regarding playlists can be similarly characterised as being mediated by 

his previous experience creating mixtape CDs. Mixtapes have long been at the centre of 

social practices in establishing and maintain interpersonal bonds through shared music 

and a sense of collective identity (Voida, Grinter and Ducheneaut 2006). Citing their 

finality as a ‘closed thing’, Pat’s understanding of curating personal aggregations of 

music appears to be firmly connected to practices of mixtape curation, emerging in 

conflict with the dynamic potential of streaming playlists. As a ‘closed’ music selection, 

the social practices connected to careful music curation and acts of gift-giving become 

solidified by the final track listing and finitude of the mixtape. The modification of 

music within a mixtape therefore constitutes a break in the symbolic social bonds it 

represents. In this way, Pat maintains a distinction between activities of music collection 

and curation, with the dynamic affordances of playlists negating their position as a 

collectable music aggregation laden with symbolic social meaning for the collector.  
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This distinction between curation and collecting and the mediating role of mix taping 

practices over perspectives on dynamic streaming playlists was also raised by Dominic: 

Dominic: They [playlists] are pretty temporary. I mean the playlists that I burn onto 

CDs they are obviously a bit more permanent because they're are closed 

and onto a CD, but that’s more of a mixtape. I guess that’s the difference 

between a playlist and a mixtape. I've never made a playlist and gone 

back to add songs or vary the playlist. If you make someone a mixtape 

and it's got that purpose and sentimentality behind it then that kind of 

becomes its own thing and that's like a collection in a way, but generally 

I don't view playlists as collections. Especially because most of the 

playlists I listen to now are constantly changing and random on Spotify. 

If you take the playlists still on my iTunes that I made for Soundwave in 

2008, there's some sentimentality there, but I don't really access them that 

much. I suppose it is a collection because it's a moment in time. If I make 

a playlist that still exists from years ago, they have real sentimental value 

for sure. I haven't changed those playlists at all. They could be changed, 

but I haven't touched them. I definitely treat them more like mixtapes 

connected to a specific time.  

In discussing his practices of personal playlist curation, Dominic too raises the 

distinction between playlists and mixtapes, pointing to degrees of permanence, 

physicality and fluidity. For Dominic, the status of a playlist as a collection is tied to its 

ability to function as an evocative object embedded with memory and ‘social life’ 

(Appadurai 1986) which allows the collector to ‘live in them’ (Benjamin 1969 p.67). 

Explicitly describing how he approaches ‘open’ streaming playlists as if they were 

‘closed’ mixtapes, Dominic ignores the potential for ongoing modification in order to 

maintain his own sentimental and nostalgic connotations with selections of music which 

represent discrete ‘moments in time’ from his past. Here, the modification of the music 

contained in these playlists can be understood as negating these personal connections 

between Dominic’s past and the authenticity of the static playlist; untouched from the 

moment its curation was finalised. It is from this Benjaminian perspective on collecting 
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that Dominic refers to mixtapes as providing some semblance to music collections due 

to their entwinement with the life of the collector and their capacities as unadulterated 

‘moments in time’, to communicate the memories and narratives of the collector’s 

personal history. Dominic’s perspective can similarly be approached as a product of his 

previous experiences of playlist and mixtape curation, as his current practice of 

approaching streaming playlists as a static structure is revealed as a mediated extension 

of curation practices established during earlier stages of his collecting career.  

Finally, music streaming services were discussed regarding their integration within a 

range of existing consumption practices, revealing intersections with existing repertoires 

of physical music media formats. In the following interview extract, Luis details how he 

uses Spotify alongside other music technologies to overcome omissions in streaming 

libraries and listen to music at a higher quality:  

Luis:  Sometimes when I do find a CD in my house and it is on Spotify but I’m 

keen to hear it, then I will listen to it on CD in the car or whatever just 

because I think it sounds a tiny bit better quality wise and it’s just that 

immersive thing. Just listening to something on CD. So, I’ll listen to an 

occasional CD in the car but mostly Spotify. Although there is some 

music that just isn’t on Spotify. Things like Tool. I’ll listen to things like 

that using MP3s on my phone or that I have downloaded. It’s funny, 

sometimes an artist’s on Spotify just won’t have a particular album on 

there. One that comes to mind is Tyler The Creator, his very first album, 

I’m guessing it was on some particular label that just hasn’t let him put it 

on there or something like that. So, if I want to hear stuff like that, I’ll 

have to listen to it on my phone. 

Despite the highly convenient access to music provided by Spotify, Luis still listens to 

CDs in some situations in his everyday life. Whereas Spotify is described as the core of 

Luis music listening practices, CDs remain relevance as a source of an immersive and 

high-fidelity listening experience. Indeed, as mentioned in the previous discussions of 

CDs, interviewees differentiated their experiences of listening to CDs compared to 
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streaming platforms and digital files due to their material presence and artwork. 

Similarly, Luis also revealed that his use of Spotify is also complimented by his own 

digital MP3 files which he listens to on his smartphone. Citing the omission of 

particular albums and artists on the platform, Luis uses his own digital music collection 

to access these works. Luis’ account is useful in illustrating the turbulent and evolving 

arena of music licensing for use of streaming services, revealing how consumers utilise 

combinations of listening technologies to overcome limitations and serve particular 

roles in their everyday lives. 

Music streaming platforms were also revealed as important conduits for sampling new 

music before purchasing it on CD or vinyl. As Nathan describes, music streaming 

services play a key role when purchasing music:  

Nathan:  These days I’ll look online and listen on YouTube or Spotify and hear the 

singles or the whole album, and then make that decision to buy that 

album. It’s like digital access enables access to physical formats, because 

you listen to digital formats first usually. Like I’ll hear the music online 

and that will like trigger me to go and buy the CD if I like it enough. It’s 

not like, the act of buying the music leads you to the music anymore. The 

act of hearing it leads to the purchase.  

Once again, music streaming services are defined in terms of their convenience and 

immediacy in providing instant access to music from a range of personal devices. In 

describing his past experiences of purchasing CDs in order to listen to and discover 

music, Nathan highlights the current role of Spotify and YouTube in triggering him to 

purchase music on CD if he sufficiently enjoys it. This relationship between music 

streaming services and music exploration and discovery will be returned to in more 

detail in the following chapter. In this way, these accounts are further revealing of the 

intersections of newly adopted music streaming services and established practices of 

music collection cultivated throughout the collector careers of my participants. Once 

again, Nathan’s practices demonstrate an eclectic approach to music technologies which 

reflect the enduring significance of music collecting in sustaining the relevance of CDs 
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in the streaming era. While Nathan uses music streaming platforms for everyday 

consumption, music exploration and discovery, Nathan still prefers to purchase music 

he particularly enjoys on CD. This indicates an enduring commitment to the format as a 

collectable object sustained into the streaming era within individual configurations of 

practices and technologies.  

4.7 Summary 

In this chapter, I have investigated the format preferences among my interview sample 

of Generation Y music collectors, revealing the trajectories of various music media 

formats and technologies over the course of their careers in music collecting. Using the 

accounts of my informants, I have shown how experiences of music technologies during 

childhood and early adolescence represent early engagements with crucial logics 

underlying music collecting; ownership, ordering and desiring (Benjamin 1969; 

Marshall 2014). These engagements marked the beginning of my informants’ collector 

careers, establishing an enduring ‘will to archive’ (Lüders 2019) or disposition towards 

music collecting at an early age. Adopting an approach informed by the ‘circuit of 

practices’ (Magaudda 2011), the adoption of new music technologies was found to be 

mediated by sets of pre-existing practices established with particular music media 

formats and technologies. Specifically, notions of music ownership and enduring 

practices of music collecting played an important role in mediating the adoption of new 

music technologies for the keen collectors among my interview sample. In this way, I 

have recorded the evolution of the consumption and collection practices of my 

participants throughout the various stages of their collector careers, articulating 

processes of ‘performative integration’ as the affordances of new technologies are 

reconciled with pre-established practices and existing repertoires of music media 

formats (Magaudda 2011).  

From these technological trajectories, a ‘composite biography’ (Shuker 2010) of the 

typical Generation Y record collector regarding their preferences for music technologies 

and media formats can be identified. Despite the heterogeneity of music technology 
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preferences and collecting practices, three key observations regarding common 

experiences and perceptions regarding music technologies can be regarded as 

illustrative of a distinct generational perspective. Firstly, CDs occupied a unique 

position in the accounts of my participants as the first music media format they engaged 

with, often as their first music purchase with their own money or as a memorable album 

from childhood. In this way, my participants described deep nostalgic associations with 

CDs, revealing a unique generational perspective on the format. At this early stage in 

their collector careers, music consumption and collection practices were limited by 

scarcity of available recordings and their high costs. At the current stages of their 

collector careers, CD collections were characterised as significant ‘memory traces’ 

(Bennett and Rogers 2016), reflecting experiences from the collector’s life and allowing 

for their narration to others.  

Informant perceptions of vinyl records represented another notable generational 

perspective on music media formats and technologies. Having adopted the format after 

largely abandoning physical music media formats in favour of digital music files and 

music streaming platforms, the accounts of my participants further contribute to 

scholarship concerning the paradoxical return of vinyl records in the digital age 

(Bartmanski and Woodward 2015; Winters 2016; Sarpong, Dong and Appiah 2016). 

While often characterised as a secondary technology for music consumption, vinyl 

records were broadly appraised in terms of their materiality and in affording experiences 

of music collecting, scarcity, and facilitating the ownership and possession over a 

‘singular object’ (Baudrillard 1994). Importantly, this late adoption of vinyl records saw 

my participants resist the typical nostalgic connotations attached to vinyl records as a 

manifestation of ‘retromania’ (Reynolds 2012), instead perceiving the distinct qualities 

and limitations of the medium as purposefully designed for specific consumption and 

collection experiences.  

Finally, the adoption of music streaming services constitutes the latest shift in 

preferences regarding music technologies. At the current stages of their collector 

careers, music streaming services were described by my participants as the preferred 

mode of music consumption in both situated and mobile contexts. In terms of music 
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listening experiences, streaming services were characterised by their convenience and 

flexibility, with algorithmic recommendation systems providing individually tailored 

music suggestions alongside playlists designed for everyday listening contexts, 

activities, and moods. As highlighted in the previous chapter however, participants 

reported difficulties exercising the same sense of music ownership which they accorded 

to music collections throughout their collector careers when managing music on 

streaming services. This perspective was particularly pronounced among those 

collectors who still actively collected and maintained collections of other music media 

formats and technologies. While practices of personal playlist curation echoed Hagen’s 

(2015) findings in reflecting some key dimensions of music collection practice, for the 

material music collectors interviewed, playlist curation was largely mediated by 

established understandings of mixtape creation or concerned with the practical 

management of new music discoveries (see Chapter Five). In this way, the integration 

of streaming platforms within the established circuits of practice of my interviewees 

often saw these services deployed in complimentary ways which intersected with 

existing music collections and technologies. This included the use of streaming as a tool 

for music exploration, discovery and in pre-empting purchases of physical music 

formats. Similarly, omissions in the music databases of streaming platforms saw my 

participants continue to rely on their own personal music collections of CDs and digital 

music files in order to listen to particular music artists and albums.  

Following Nowak and Bennett (2020), these findings simultaneously highlight the 

shared cultural experiences which constitute the generational ‘structure of feeling’ of 

my Generation Y participants (Williams 1977), alongside the heterogeneity of 

interactions with various technologies through their lifetimes. These perspectives 

therefore further challenge notions of the essentialising myth of Generation Y as ‘digital 

natives’ (Facer and Furlong 2001), pointing to individual processes of social and 

cultural meaning making which sustain the relevance of older music technologies into 

the era of digital and streaming music. Indeed, the experiences of my participants serve 

to illustrate the ‘nonlinearity of the physical-to-digital transition’ driven by digital and 

streaming music technologies (Bennett and Rogers 2016).  





 

 

5   Music Discovery in the Streaming 

Era 

In this chapter, I will explore the notion of music discovery in the digital age, drawing 

attention to the role of personal music collections in structuring and facilitating 

experiences of discovery. Building upon the work of the previous chapter in 

establishing the concept of a ‘career’ in music collecting, the process of finding and 

discovering music has been identified as a consistent feature of almost every stage in the 

career of the collector (Margree, MacFarlane, Price and Robinson 2014). For the music 

collector, stories of music discovery constitute a key component of the memories 

attached and reflected by items within the collection. As Benjamin describes, details of 

the moment of discovery and the technological and social conditions which led to it 

represent ‘the pedestal, the frame, the base’ of items in the collection (Benjamin 1969 

p.60), allowing it to function as a ‘form of practical memory’ (Benjamin 2002 p.205). 

Conceptualising music discovery as both a central component of streaming consumption 

and significant affective process for the music collector, this chapter questions the 

nature of music discovery in the era of abundant and ever flowing music streams.     

Music collecting represents an important means for consumers to ‘make sense’ of 

culture (Featherstone 2000 pp.162-163). Infused with meaning and entwined with the 

biography and life narratives of the collector, music as a product of objective culture 

becomes understood through its associations and relationships with the collector’s own 

subjectivities. As explored in Chapter Three, the ‘blurring of the objective and 

subjective’ which occurs as music enters the collection concerns the exercising of the 

collector’s control (Marshall 2014 p.64), as the collected item is rescued from the 

frantic chaos of commodity circulation and ordered within the context of the collection 

where it gains stability and meaning (Straw 1999). These notions become significant 

considering the acceleration of music circulation through music streaming platforms 

where cloud-based databases provide access to music libraries well ‘beyond the 
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absorptive capacity of human beings’ (Featherstone 2000 p.162). According to Simmel 

(1909), the accelerating abundance of cultural production and consumption indicates a 

growing void between the ‘culture of things and personal culture’, which in turn ‘robs 

the individual of any consistent inner relationship to culture as a whole’ (pp.101-102). 

Following Simmel, Marshall suggests that the processes of subjective ordering 

implicated within collecting practices may be a strategy used to mitigate the ‘cultural 

malaise’ driven by an acceleration in the production of objective culture. In this way, 

the curation and maintenance of a personal music collection may be characterised as a 

‘framework through which we can make sense of the volume and speed of cultural 

products’ (Featherstone 2000 pp.162-163).  

The conceptualisation of music collections as a framework with which individuals may 

understand and make sense of culture provides a useful lens to interrogate the nature of 

music discovery in the age of digital abundance. Discovery and sampling constitute a 

range of important pre-acquisition interactions with goods which precedes their entrance 

into an individual’s personal collection (Steirer 2014). As a means to slow down music 

consumption in the face of accelerating cultural production and circulation, I use music 

collections as a way to observe the entwining of music with the people, places and 

individual narratives. My analysis will capture the maturation of these relationships as 

they evolve and take on new layers of meaning throughout the collector’s life. I also use 

personal music collections as a way to provide a longitudinal perspective on music 

discovery which moves beyond established conceptions privileging the conditions of its 

emergence in order to explore music discoveries as a phenomenological act modulated 

by individual affective responses (Nowak 2016b). In this way, my analysis captures the 

initial moments of music discovery but also encompass discoveries which evolve over 

time and the rediscovery of previously discovered music.  

This chapter begins by defining the concept of music discovery within the conditions of 

the contemporary era of streaming music consumption. This discussion will then be 

followed with the conceptualisation of music discovery regarding the social and 

technological conditions which give rise to instances of music discoveries, as well as 

approaching the moment of discovery itself as a phenomenological act modulated by 
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individual affective responses (Nowak 2016b). I will then apply this theoretical 

framework to the experiences and accounts of my participants, providing a nuanced 

analysis of music discovery in the streaming era and making salient the role and 

position of social, technological and affective variables. Specifically, my analysis will 

foreground the role of music collections of various music media formats and 

technologies in providing a longitudinal perspective on music discovery, particularly in 

conceptualising growing discoveries which emerge and evolve over time and in 

facilitating the rediscovery of previously discovered music content. In doing so, this 

chapter highlights music collecting as a strategy of managing an abundance of music 

and music recommendations, extending understandings of music collecting into the era 

of streaming music consumption through the intersections of music collecting practices 

and experiences of music discovery.  

5.1 Defining Music Discovery 

Discovery has been cited as a crucial component in the production of innovation in arts, 

as the driver of cultural ‘churn’ and in creating quality individual experiences of culture 

(Tepper and Hargittai 2009). Creative churn in cultural industries concerns audience 

demands for new cultural goods. As Tepper and Hargittai write, ‘a healthy art system 

requires its audiences and consumers to seek out new artists and new sounds’, without 

such demand, there is reduced opportunity for new styles and artists to emerge (2009 

p.228). Music audiences also derive pleasure from discovering new music which fits 

within their preferences or music taste. Music variety, surprise and encounters with the 

unfamiliar have long been described as critical to the enjoyment and appreciation of 

music among scholars of popular music and musicology (Hagendoor 2003). Music 

discovery also plays a role in the creation of social bonds and relationships. Actions 

such as the creation of a mixtape or playlist for loved ones, recommending an artist or 

band to co-workers or friends concern the development of reciprocity, trust and shared 

interpersonal interests (Erickson 1996). In this way, music discovery may also function 

as a form of social currency, as knowledge of particular genres and styles of music may 

be connected to notions of cultural capital, social status, distinction and opinion 

leadership (Tepper and Hargittai 2009).  
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The expansion and diffusion of culture, including the nature of music discovery, is 

closely tied to changes in technology (Carey 2008). The hypothesised ‘celestial 

jukebox’ (Burkart and McCourt 2006) has been largely realised with the dawn of online 

music streaming platforms, as ‘systems whereby any text, recording, or audio-visual 

artefact can be made available instantaneously via wired and wireless broadband 

channels to Internet appliances or home computers’ (Burkart and McCourt 2006 p.1). 

The accessible and exploratory capacities of such services have fed into user fantasies 

of the ‘perfect search, the ultimate discovery and instantaneous and complete 

gratification through immersion in millions of intangible digital commodities’ (Burkart 

2014 p.405). In this way, music discovery can be characterised as a central feature of 

music streaming services, affording service users the ability to explore and discover 

music from expansive music libraries. Conversely however, recent studies have located 

the vast libraries of music streaming services as a source of anxiety, with users reporting 

feeling daunted, stressed or like they are ‘drowning’ in the amount of choice presented 

by the online musical abundance (Johansson et al. 2018 p.47). These conditions have 

necessitated new methods of technological intervention and industrial gatekeeping of 

content to help consumers make sense of the sheer scale of available content (McCourt 

and Zuberi 2016 p.123). These methods include algorithmic recommendation systems, 

curated playlists and mood or context specific musical experiences and have largely 

become differentiating features between digital music platforms in online spaces 

(Morris and Powers 2015). 

Music discovery remains a poorly theorised area of consumption practices in that 

scholarly investigations have been primarily concerned with the emergent conditions 

which frame instances of music discovery (Nowak 2016b). Here, music discovery is 

defined as a result of an individual’s technological agencies for accessing music (Tepper 

and Hargittai 2009) or the changing social conditions or ‘habitus’ of their social milieu 

(Bourdieu 1984; Rimmer 2012). In this way, discussions of the act or moment of 

musical discovery have been sidelined by analyses of their social and technological 

contexts. More recently, scholars have turned to the actual ‘phenomenological moment’ 

of discovery itself, drawing attention to individual affective response as a characterising 
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feature of music discovery (Nowak 2016b). This focus on the affective dimensions of 

music discovery allows for a conceptualisation which extends beyond the moment the 

music is first accessed or consumed, encompassing a range of interactions including 

those which evolve over time. Approaching music discovery in this way, the role of 

personal music collections in facilitating and orienting discovery experiences can be 

identified in the gathering previously discovered music for future consumption and 

keeping track of music during periods of evaluations in which moments of discovery 

emerge.   

5.2 Discovery and Distinction: Social Milieus and 

Digital Revolution 

As Nowak (2016b) writes, scholarly investigations of music discovery have been 

broadly characterised by a focus on the technological and social variables which give 

rise to instances of discovery. These variables concern an individual’s technological 

options for accessing and consuming music (Tepper and Hargittai 2009; Rojek 2005) 

and the social conditions which mediate their lives (see Bourdieu 1984; Rimmer 2012). 

In this way, music discovery is theorised in terms of the interactions between the 

structure of an individual’s social milieu, the technological agencies they enjoy 

regarding music consumption and concerns the composition of individual music taste 

and music preferences. However, as I demonstrate in my analysis, these variables and 

conditions are tempered by the social dynamics within milieus and peer networks, and 

the quality and accuracy of algorithms.  

The stratification of music taste and preferences has long been the focus of 

investigations into social class and the logics of distinction in relation to culture 

(Bourdieu 1984; Rimmer 2012; Bennett et al. 2009; van Eijck 2001). These perspectives 

concern the functions of cultural consumption in terms of social distinction, as 

particular styles and aesthetics, taste eclecticism and omnivorous cultural preferences 

have been found to be demonstrative of ‘cultural capital’ and are indicative of the high 

social status of individual actors (Bourdieu 1984). With the extension of Bourdieu’s 
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work in conceptualising the ‘musical habitus’, Rimmer (2012) draws attention to the 

reflective and ethical elements of ‘embodied taste acts [and] contextualized practices of 

music’s use’ in unpacking the ‘blend of social, emotional, political or, conversely, 

largely instrumental purposes lying behind actors’ musical preferences and practices’ 

(pp.313-314). Significantly, this introduction of social and structural factors into the 

theorising of music taste formation makes salient the ‘importance of individual 

networks for the (mediated) transmission of taste’, and specifically, understandings of 

inequalities of influence within peer groups and social networks. (Verboord 2019 p.2). 

These social dynamics regarding the influence of one’s peers are crucial in 

conceptualising the role of social milieus in the circulation of culture and in shaping and 

facilitating instances of music discovery.  

As I demonstrate through the accounts of my participants, the networks and peer groups 

which constitute part of an individual’s social milieu also play a key role in the 

diffusion of taste and culture. Adopting an approach based on networks and 

connectivity, Verboord (2019) describes the position of cultural ‘mavens’ as important 

conduits of word of mouth influence within their social networks. These individuals 

demonstrate high levels of expertise and interest in a product and as such are often 

sought as group opinion leaders by other consumers (Rogers 2003). As displays of 

cultural capital and the boundaries between cultural forms evolve and shift, the 

awareness of cultural trends and being ‘in the know’ becomes a type of social 

distinction, as a display of displaying one’s aesthetic and cultural dispositions (Prieur 

and Savage 2013). As Prieur and Savage (2013) explain, these displays of cultural 

dispositions towards particular tastes function as a form of ‘position taking’ that is met 

with acceptance within an individual’s peer group or social network (p.250). In this 

way, the sharing of cultural tastes, preferences and non-preferences among social 

networks is constitutive of a reciprocal relationship, in which the admiration of one’s 

social network and to a lesser extent, individuals outside of the peer group, operates as a 

measure for what is fashionable and appropriate (McLean 2017). In the context of music 

discovery, actions such as the creation of a mixtape or playlist for relatives or 

recommending an artist or band to co-workers or friends constitute the development of 
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reciprocity, trust and shared interpersonal interests within an individual’s social milieu 

(Erickson 1996). However, with the advent of digital media, the internet and the 

emergence of streaming services as cultural intermediaries, these social dynamics and 

their function in circulating and appraising music tastes and cultural dispositions have 

been radically reconfigured.   

The arrival of online media platforms and social networking sites has seen the routes of 

cultural diffusion and circulation diversify. In terms of peer networks, the use of social 

networking sites has transformed the way these groups function in relation to the 

formation of cultural tastes and dispositions, rendering contact with relevant others 

more frequent and ubiquitous, expanding networks to include ‘like-minded strangers’ in 

the form of fan communities and online forums and enabling exposure to social media 

influencers and content creators (Verboord 2019 p.6). As Verboord (2019) contends, the 

arrival of social networking sites has broadly increased the significance of sharing 

among consumers, representing new developments in the flow of cultural information 

and how individuals may discover it. This notion is visible in the design of music 

streaming platforms, with services such Spotify offering integration with social media 

websites, ability to ‘follow’ users and features which allow the curation and sharing of 

user playlists. It is therefore suggested that the internet and digital media platforms now 

play a key role alongside traditional cultural intermediaries in the composition of 

individual music preferences and taste in the age of digital music technologies, shaping 

information flows and how culture may be discovered by individuals (Verboord 2019). 

Further, the salience of such platforms and online networks for the distribution and 

discovery of music has opened space to question assumed social divisions in music 

taste, as tastes and genres traditionally tied to socially situated milieus, scenes and 

music subcultures  may be encountered through systems of algorithmic recommendation 

rather than paths of socialisation (Beer 2013, Webster 2020). 

Scholars have argued that contemporary modes of digital music distribution have freed 

individuals from constraints of their social milieus regarding music discovery, providing 

them with the technological means to explore music in line with their own aesthetic 

sensibilities (Knopper 2009; Kot 2010; Kusek and Leonhard 2005). This democratic 



186 

 

potential has led to suggestions of a ‘digital revolution’ in which consumers may engage 

in ‘risk free grazing’ (Doctorow 2003 p.1) of music at ‘no more than the cost of an 

internet connection’ (Rojek 2005 p.358). As Webster similarly contends: 

In principle, music streaming services create the conditions for people to 

engage with music that they might otherwise have felt excluded from on the 

basis of having a different class background, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, or 

age to what is traditionally associated with particular musical genres, scenes 

and subcultures. By making it harder to maintain social divisions in music 

taste, music streaming platforms have the potential to undermine the part 

that music taste plays in the reproduction of class inequalities in ways not 

previously encountered. (2020 p.14) 

However, these arguments may overestimate the promises afforded by digital music 

technologies and their democratic potential in flattening social inequality and erasing 

the logics of distinction concerning music taste and discovery (Nowak 2016b). As I 

have discussed previously in Chapter Two, the personalisation of content delivery using 

algorithms and playlists raises additional concerns regarding user attention and the 

politics of algorithms, highlighting the difficult status of music streaming services as 

conduits for music discovery. Tepper and Hargittai (2009) found that while 

technological interventions for purposes of music discovery are likely to become more 

pervasive, the use of technologies such as algorithmic recommendations and music 

streaming platforms will likely be ‘used to reinforce existing social patterns and 

relationships, rather than transform them’ (p.246). Similarly, the relationship between 

social class and musical taste itself is far from straightforward, as music remains a 

cultural field of ‘contested positions’ in which preferences may ‘track lines of social 

cleavage’ but do not do so in a unified or uniform way (Bennett et al. 2009 pp.92, 251). 

In this way, the influence of music recommendations from one’s social circle, 

mainstream media and other social avenues which makeup one’s social milieu 

demonstrate the enduring social dimensions of music discovery and taste formation. 

While undoubtedly oriented by interactions between social structures and technological 
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agencies, it has been argued that these analyses of music discovery have failed to 

conceptualise and capture the moment of discovery itself (Nowak 2016b). 

5.3 Music Collections and Discovery as Affective 

Responses 

Nowak (2016b) provides one of the first inquiries into the relationship between music 

discovery and its affective dimensions. Using individual narratives of music discovery 

which reach beyond the moment music is first accessed or the ‘origins of discovery’, 

Nowak’s investigation illustrated how ‘the initial interaction with content matters less 

than the interaction that leaves an affective mark on individuals —the actual discovery’ 

(2016b p.143). Here, the notion of music discovery encompasses a range of interactions, 

including gradually growing to like particular content over time and rediscovering 

content which has already been accessed. In both cases, the conditions of discovery are 

modulated by individual affective response, rendering interactions with music content 

memorable discoveries which ‘leave a mark’ on the listener (Nowak 2016b p.142). 

Affective responses can be understood as the ‘bodily responses to music content that 

arouse individuals’ sensibilities and enable them to categorise content they discover’ 

(Nowak 2016b p.142). In this way, Nowak suggests ‘an inclusive and dynamic 

definition of the notion of discovery by exploring the phenomenological act of 

discovering music as an affective response to, and definition of, content’ (2016b p.142). 

Importantly, this reconceptualisation of music discovery clearly delineates between 

‘access’ and ‘discovery’ as while music may be encountered by the listener, it is their 

affective response in defining, categorising and remembering music which defines the 

moment of discovery.  

Following this reconceptualisation of music discovery, Nowak (2016b) argues for ‘a 

need of a greater longitudinal perspective on individual music tastes that considers 

change and dynamism and includes rediscoveries that question the reliance on origin 

stories of discovery’ (pp.144-145). He gives two examples of these types of music 

discoveries, in the archiving of music content for later consumption and in forgetting 
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about music after consumption and rediscovering it at a later time and remembering it. 

In both cases, the role of music collections in facilitating discoveries becomes salient, as 

the location of music being purposefully archived and the site of discovered music 

which has been forgotten and awaits its recollection by the collector. Nowak (2016b) 

hints towards this relationship between music collections and rediscovery, stating that 

‘the management of one’s library can result in discovering music that was already 

accessed and stored’ (p.143). Once again, the actual moment of rediscovery is marked 

by the arousal of sensibilities and affective bodily response of the listener. This allows 

for the reinterpretation and recategorisation of previously accessed music content, 

revealing evolving relationships with music as individuals change their opinions and 

engage in different processes of musical meaning-making with the same music at 

different points in time. Furthermore, this introduces temporality as a variable which 

modulates the appreciation and reception of music, changing in relation to life 

narratives and identities and shaping the way in which music may accompany 

individuals over time. It is in this way in which music discoveries, including the social 

and technological conditions which frame their emergence, become embedded within 

unfolding life narratives and identity work of individuals. An analysis of rediscovery 

then, allows for the dynamic relationships between individuals and music which unfolds 

over time to be revealed through intersections of individual memory, music collections 

and life narratives.  

Reflecting on past musical discoveries, Burkart (2016) likens the experience to ‘sifting 

through old zines, show posters, self-developed black and white photos, and other 

ephemera, with friends and lovers from the 1980s’ (p.1). Significant here is the position 

of nostalgic objects, keepsakes and material things as a simile for individual 

retrospective gazing of past musical experiences, discoveries and engagements, 

speaking to the close associations between music objects and senses of temporality. 

Described as a chronicling of ‘personal growth, self-development, education and 

movement through cultural institutions’ marked by relationships and significant life 

milestones, music collections and associated narratives can be found to be ‘self-

fashioning’ and occupy an important affirming position in the life of music fans 
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(Burkart 2016). However, such narratives cannot be regarded simply as static structures 

of nostalgia but as dynamic trajectories of identity and the self which may continue to 

orient the lives of individuals into the future. Referring to his own personal music 

collection, Burkart concludes with a forward-looking sentiment, writing: ‘I have still not 

put away my records as childish things, as they symbolise the future’ (2016 p.1).  

As noted by Burkart (2016), his own narrative of musical discovery, collection and 

personal development is not unique and will likely resemble and resonate with that of 

many others born of a similar time, although the applicability of these sentiments 

becomes complicated when they are considered within the contemporary digital 

paradigm. Moments of music discovery increasingly concern digital spaces and 

therefore represent a fundamentally different relationship to objects, spaces and 

temporalities within the life narrative of an individual. Moreover, music collections now 

encompass or consist of digital music formats or lists of music stored within the cloud 

of music streaming service providers. These changes raise questions around the nature 

of musical discoveries and the degree to which these memories can accompany the 

individual through life and be rediscovered. Such changes also have implications for the 

way in which individuals engage with music throughout their lives, including the 

affective dimensions of musical discovery throughout the life course and relationship 

with temporality, memory and identity work.   

In the following analysis, I suggest that what Nowak is discussing here concerning the 

role of temporality in shaping music discoveries is the same as, or at least closely 

related to, Burkart’s (2016) description of the layers of meaning music takes on when it 

is situated as part of a personal music collection. For example, as Bartmanski and 

Woodward (2015) describe, music collections may provide the means for the cultural 

expertise of the collector to be captured, reflecting embedded narratives of music 

discovery over time and inviting their recollection. It is the sense of personal historicity 

in terms of personal life narratives and trajectories of music taste which are important 

here, as personal music collections capture and reflect this relationship between music 

discovery, the passing of time and the evolution of embedded narratives, memories and 

identities. I use the accounts of my participants to investigate the capacities of personal 
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music collections in facilitating experiences of music rediscovery and inviting the 

recollection of narratives and memories. Specifically, I examine how the dynamic 

relationships which unfold between individuals and music over time may be embedded 

and communicated by collections cultivated within the platforms of music streaming 

services. Similarly, I also use the accounts and experiences of my participants to address 

the call for longitudinal analyses of music discovery using the concept of personal 

music collections. Indeed, as suggested by Nowak (2016b) the ‘gathering of information 

required to remember [songs] and listen to them again’, is a crucial component to such 

longitudinal perspectives on music discovery (p.144). Based on the previous chapter’s 

conceptualisation of music collecting as a practice founded on early experiences with 

music technologies and which has endured into the contemporary musical interactions 

of my interviewees, It is here that I argue for the significance of personal music 

collections as an organising concept with which instances of music discovery and 

rediscovery are anchored and can be unpacked. 

In the following section, I will reassess the social and technological conditions which 

structure instances of music discovery. In doing so, my analysis will reveal the nature of 

user interactions with the algorithmic recommendations and personalisation systems of 

music streaming platforms, detailing how they may facilitate exploration and discovery 

for some users, while others characterise them as a source of frustration and an 

impediment to music discovery. Further, I will demonstrate the enduring role of social 

milieus, friends and others in orienting music discoveries, highlighting these 

relationships on one hand as valuable conduits for discovering music, and on the other 

as the site of contentious social dynamics related to the oversharing of music with 

others. I will then introduce the role and position of personal music collections in 

facilitating longitudinal analyses of music discovery, firstly providing a nuanced 

conceptualisation of growing music discoveries which evolve over time before 

examining instances of music rediscovery.  
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5.4 Algorithms, Discovery and Exploration on Music 

Streaming Platforms 

Describing their experiences using music streaming platforms, all of my participants 

detailed some form of interaction with the platform’s discovery playlists and other 

exploratory features driven by algorithmic recommendation systems. As Max explains, 

these features have now become his primary method of exploring music:  

Jack:  How do you typically go about discovering new music? 

Max:  Spotify algorithm. Less so from people now. But not necessarily, talking 

to my girlfriend, she recommended Kendrick Lamar to me. My brother 

recommended me DJ Shadow. There’s an element of both, but largely 

right now its Spotify algorithms that’s helping me explore things. You 

can browse more, be exposed to a wider range of things. I think 

algorithms influence what you listen to a lot more now. People 

influenced me a lot more before. Earlier on it would be through people, 

their tastes would influence you a lot more. Like my Dad listening to 

Meatloaf or something, or Kiss. You would listen to Kiss because it was 

on in the house. Now it’s more boundless, everyone gravitates in their 

own direction. I’m less influenced by other people. You explore with the 

algorithm. 

Jack:  Because there’s just so much there to listen to? 

Max:  It is because there’s so much, but it’s just more efficient. The algorithm is 

personalised. You still have those conversations with others, but I do a 

lot of my exploring with algorithms. 

Max’s account exemplifies elements of the democratising potential promised by the 

large music databases of streaming platforms. Not only does this database allow Max to 

become ‘exposed to a wider range of things’, but the personalisation of the curated 

music suggestions makes exploring new music more ‘efficient’, ensuring 

recommendations remain relevant and aligns with his taste dispositions. Conversely, 
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while Max still encounters music recommendations from his social milieu through 

friends and family, this is characterised as a much less efficient means of exploring and 

discovering new music. In this sense, Max’s music tastes and scope for exploration are 

no longer tied to the influence of those around him, as the control and agency afforded 

by music streaming platforms allows service users to gravitate ‘in their own direction’.  

These themes were a common feature of informant experiences, with personalised 

discovery playlists providing a means of usefully navigating the expanse of available 

music on streaming platforms while remaining relevant to the user’s taste dispositions. 

Pat further unpacks the use of curated recommendations, characterising music 

exploration and discovery as a risk-reward situation in which the advantages of curated 

playlists may be located:    

Pat:  Because my commutes are so short, I don’t get through albums really. At 

work I’ll most of the time use a playlist because I’m not the only one 

there and I want to keep it interesting for everyone. Bit of pressure ha-ha. 

If I’m there alone I’ll choose whatever I want, but I’m kind of indecisive. 

Sometimes I’ll just put the same album on again when it finished. This 

interview has made me realise that music listening is really stressful. 

There’s just so much to listen to, and every time I listen to something I 

don’t like; I feel like I’m wasting my time. But then again, you can’t find 

stuff you like without listening to stuff that you don’t like. I think that’s 

where Spotify playlists which work off of what you listen to comes in 

handy. I think it’s a good thing.  

Here, Pat’s account reveals some of the negative implications represented by the 

abundance of musical choice when exploring new music on streaming platforms. Pat 

describes exploration on these platforms as containing a degree of risk, as accessing 

music which does not align with his taste dispositions results in a feeling of wasted 

time. Pat concedes that the risks associated with wasting time on music is a necessary 

component of music discovery on streaming platforms in order to discover new music 

which meets his taste preferences. Pat points to the role of recommender systems as a 
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tool to mitigate these risks, describing how his listening behaviours are used to direct 

the platform algorithms to ensure he receives relevant music recommendations. Such 

features are illustrative of the data-driven approach to streaming music consumption, in 

which the users every action on the platform is recorded and used to personalise service 

features and generate saleable data (Morris and Powers 2015). These systems help Pat 

by filtering the abundance of choice available and reducing the stress associated with 

exploring large music databases and selecting music for various everyday contexts.  

The use of recommender systems and curated playlists in terms of saving time and 

reducing labour associated with discovery and making listening decisions was similarly 

described by Aelish, who located these algorithmic systems as an important contributor 

of her ‘love’ for Spotify:  

Aelish:  I love Spotify, I have the premium subscription. A lot of the time I 

still listen to all of the same albums that I have on CD. But I also 

use the daily mix playlist which has been good. It gives me all the 

same genres and sounds that I like, it’s a safe bet. Like it has some 

of the main staple artists that I listen to, plus similar genres so I can 

try new things within the mix. So, it’s a good way to expand my 

tastes a bit. Cause I’m not going to spend time looking for new 

music. It’s almost a waste of time to listen to something that I don’t 

like. I just want to enjoy it as it is immediately happening. I don’t 

want to spend an afternoon or evening thinking about it.  

Once again, Aelish’s experience of using music streaming platforms highlights the 

significance of personalisation algorithms and recommendation systems for music 

listening and exploring. Echoing Pat’s account, Aelish similarly characterises time spent 

listening to music which she does not enjoy in pursuit new music to be wasted. In this 

way, automated playlist curation features such as the ‘daily mix’ playlists provide a way 

for Aelish to effortlessly incorporate the sampling of new music within her normal 

listening habits. These playlists combine ‘staple artists’ which Aelish listens to 

alongside new similar sounding music and allow her to ‘try new things within the mix’, 
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mitigating the significant time investments associated seeking out new music and 

providing a way to expand her tastes while listening to music she enjoys.  

Aelish’s love for Spotify is founded in part on the quality of the platform’s 

recommendation systems, pointing to her trust in these algorithmic tools in providing 

immediate access to music she enjoys. Positive characterisations and descriptions of 

music platform recommendation systems as a trustworthy ‘infomediary’ (Morris 2015a) 

for accessing new music was a feature of many informant interviews. For others 

however, trust in the quality of algorithmic recommendations was absent. As Jake 

describes, he seldom uses recommender systems when using music streaming platforms, 

citing issues related to a lack of eclecticism, and serendipity:  

Jake:  I think it does pretty well. If I was keen on taking advantage of it, I 

would probably be happy with it. It can sort of remind you as well of 

things you have heard – but it’s – I think it’s okay. If you are a music 

person you see the algorithm picks as really pedestrian and shitty. But if 

you are a more casual listener then you might really like it. I see what 

they are doing, it doesn’t impress me too much. There’s a lack of human 

element as well. It takes the serendipity out of discovery a bit. As a 

listener, it feels condescending to be typecast by an app I find their 

suggestions for older stuff to be better than those for say metal. I guess 

with older music they can just suggest classics, its more ingrained and 

they know what they are doing – its more established what the classics 

are. Whereas metal it’s like “oh you like Gojira – here’s a metalcore band 

who are French” it’s like “what!?”. 

While Jake codes Spotify’s personalised music recommendations as useful as a way to 

remind himself of things he might have heard, he clearly distances his own consumption 

practices from these features. Jake’s critique of these features is premised on the lack of 

serendipity in Spotify’s music suggestions, describing the feeling of being ‘typecast’ by 

the platform algorithms as they quantify his tastes within certain parameters and fail to 

accurately account for the nuances and diversity of his music tastes. Significantly, Jake 
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positions the use of personalised music recommendations in terms of social distinction, 

coding them as designed for the ‘casual listener’ and far too pedestrian for ‘music 

people’. It is here that Jake’s account echoes elements of the cultural omnivore thesis 

(Peterson 1992), as taste eclecticism and diversity are deployed as exhibitions of 

cultural capital and social status. Developing these ideas further, Jake concedes that the 

quality and reliability of Spotify’s music suggestions are genre dependent, describing 

them much more favourably when recommending older and more ‘classic’ music genres 

due to the notion of culturally established ‘canon’ material within these genres orienting 

the majority of suggested tracks. Conversely, within music genres such as metal, Jake 

finds Spotify recommendations to be much less useful as they exhibit a more superficial 

understanding of nuanced genre and subgenre elements to which he is attuned. It is in 

this way that Jake remarks that he can ‘see’ how the platform is attempting to 

understand and categorise his taste dispositions, but the lack of serendipity and nuanced 

understandings of genre eclecticism leave him unimpressed at these discovery features.  

Jake’s perspective was further solidified in a follow up interview where he directly 

contrasted exploring and discovering music using streaming platforms with his 

experience of encountering music physically on vinyl records in second-hand and reuse 

stores: 

Jake:  Since that interview, I've bought a vinyl player from the tip shop and am 

listening to albums now—lots of classical and blues. Finding something 

at the tip shop or an antique store gives me that oomph. 

Revealing more recent forays into consuming music on vinyl, Jake’s experience of 

physically finding and exploring music in antique stores and tip reuse stores is coded as 

a highly serendipitous way of exploring being exposed and discovering new music. 

Significantly, Jake characterises the chance discovery of classical and blues music in 

these secondary vinyl markets as an embodied experience, yielding an affective 

‘oomph’ at the novel results of his exploration and chance encounters with unexpected 

music. In this way, practices collecting physical music formats such as vinyl records can 

be found to be more conducive to instances of music discovery, with the story of 
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serendipitously finding a record becoming a form of affective relationship connected to 

the item within the collection.  

These experiences of algorithms failing to accurately interpret more nuanced genre 

preferences and understandings were also shared by Ash, who similarly avoids using 

Spotify’s recommendation features due to a lack of control over what is recommended 

to her: 

Ash:  I don’t use daily mix so much, because the algorithm assumes that if you 

like particular types of punk bands that you like all punk bands. I am an 

avid hater of Bad Religion and every time I listen to something like daily 

mix it’s like, ‘let me skip through the eighteen Bad Religion songs I get 

suggested’. I think that’s actually what ruins the cohesiveness of Spotify 

as a collection. It’s that it has an algorithm that won’t listen to me. You 

can see what it is trying to do. There’s a nuance that people have when 

they recommend you something. Like I’ll go a friend as say ‘hey I’m 

feeling a bit shit’ and they say, ‘say no more’ and give me the exact thing 

I need.  

Ash’s experience of Spotify’s recommendation systems highlights difficulties regarding 

the delivery of music suggestions which meet her taste preferences. Here, Ash’s 

specificities regarding punk bands constitutes a unique dimension of her taste which 

eludes the platform’s profiling attempts. While the ability to ‘mute’ or ‘block’ artists 

from suggestions has been integrated into the platform since the time of interviewing 

(The Verge 2019), Ash’s consistent confrontation with Bad Religion in her suggested 

playlists disrupts the ‘cohesiveness’ of Spotify as her collection. As discussed 

previously, the ordering of a collection, concerning what is included or not included, is 

one of the most important elements of collecting (Marshall 2014) and becomes nullified 

by the databases of music streaming services where everything is included. Ash’s 

account is therefore useful in demonstrating the significance of user control in enabling 

a sense of ownership over collections cultivated using music streaming platforms, citing 

limitations in her control over platform recommendation systems in removing particular 
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recommendations as an impediment to her collecting practices. Further, Ash contrasts 

her experience of using recommendation algorithms to the enduring importance of her 

friends for discovering and recommending music, emphasising their nuanced 

understanding of her music taste and ability to comprehend her emotional state as 

important elements of appropriate and quality music recommendations.   

Finally, the salience of Spotify features and affordances encouraging music exploration 

was identified by some participants as the driver of a change in listening habits. Luis 

describes how the combination of a saturation of music availability and algorithmically 

predicted recommendations has seen his everyday music consumption skew towards 

exploration, before locating the role of collecting practices and playlists in facilitating 

instances of music discovery: 

Luis:  Spotify has been interesting. Because there is so much music available to 

you and there’s things like discover weekly. I find that I feel guilty if I 

listen to stuff that I’ve already heard and that I’ve listened to a lot. Like 

I’m listening to a lot of newer music obviously and discovering new 

things through suggested artists and discovery playlists. But I find I’m 

also listening to a lot of music that I don’t like through that, and not 

listening to as much music that are my favourites as much as I used to. 

I’m sifting through music more. It’s been a good and a bad thing.  

Jack:  You do find new things you like though? 

Luis:  If something has a really good intro or feels like something that I might 

be into then I’ll save it into a playlist. But if the intro is absolutely 

terrible or it’s something that’s really not me then ill skip it. I’ve got a 

playlist for songs that I’ve found on discover weekly. So, it’s music 

that’s kind of new to me and that I want to listen to afterwards. I guess 

I’ll kind of assume what kind of song or genre it’s going to be based on 

the intro and kind of either save it or skip it. 

As a relatively new adopter of Spotify, Luis articulates what he identifies as a 

change in his listening habits when using the platform, describing how his 
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everyday music consumption has become more exploratory in nature. Attributing 

this change to the prominence of discovery-oriented features and the sheer amount 

of available and accessible music through Spotify, Luis details how the platform 

encourages him to explore new music in his listening. Luis codes this change as a 

‘a good and a bad thing’ mentioning the feeling of ‘sifting through music more’, 

as while these features have seen new music populate his listening practices, he 

explains how this music is not always to his liking and comes at the expense of 

listening to his ‘favourites’. Explicitly, Luis notes feelings of guilt associated with 

relistening to his favourite songs and music which he has already listened to as it 

does not take actively take advantage of the platform’s highly salient discovery-

oriented features.   

In unpacking the details of his exploratory listening, Luis reveals the importance of 

skipping as a crucial function which allows him to quickly evaluate and ‘sift’ through 

his music recommendations. Luis describes how he makes judgements regarding the 

content of a given song based off of the song’s introductory bars, quickly extrapolating 

whether it falls within his taste preferences or is to be skipped over in order to evaluate 

the next track. These exploratory listening practices underscore the importance of the 

skip button in music streaming listening experiences as a significant component of user 

interactions with music on streaming services (Lamere 2014). Importantly, Luis 

explains how he saves music which ‘feels’ like it resembles his music tastes within a 

playlist which he uses explicitly for collecting and archiving these recommendations for 

listening at a later time. This practice points to the role of music collections in 

cultivating music discoveries and usefully demonstrates Nowak’s (2016b) distinction 

between moments of access and discovery. Indeed, Luis first accesses music before 

archiving it using his playlist designed explicitly for later discovery. It is this manual 

management of one’s music collection which Nowak argues can ‘result in discovering 

music that was already accessed and stored’ (2016b p.143). This type of discovery 

foregrounds the role of personal music collections and will be unpacked in more detail 

in the following sections. In this way, Luis’ account provides an instructive example of 

the role of streaming platform affordances and algorithms which privilege exploration 
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in facilitating instances of music discovery, highlighting a structuring relationship 

between these features and changes in Luis’ own listening habits. 

Indeed, Luis’ account can be also usefully applied to Lüders’ (2019) argument, 

illustrating the dynamic between Spotify’s ‘machine agency’ which pushes user towards 

exploratory features and an enduring ‘will to archive’ among service users. Luis’ 

descriptions find clear parallels with Lüders’ characterisation of listening through music 

streaming services as a process of ‘non-linear finding’, as combinations of algorithmic 

recommendation systems and large cloud-based music databases serve to push users to 

‘always explore further’ (2019 p.11). As Lüders (2019) explains, the cost of 

emphasising exploration as a mode of listening comes with the risk of music becoming 

more transient and listening patterns more ephemeral, erasing connections between 

individual histories and attachment to particular times and places. Luis’ account reveals 

a sensitivity to this risk, demonstrating a similar wariness towards his increasingly 

impatient and compelled exploratory listening as the participants of Lüders’ study. This 

risk of music becoming transient through exploratory listening practices can be 

explained in part by the limitations of the platform in fully remediating the functions of 

digital and physical music collections, particularly in terms of providing traces of music 

listening which prevents accessed music from being lost. As Lüders’ (2019) describes, 

‘finding and playing a song [on Spotify] leaves too little trace for the user, and the 

music is at risk of being lost unless the user actively takes actions to retain it’ (p.11). It 

is here that Luis’ practice of purposefully archiving enjoyable suggestions within a 

custom playlist becomes a necessary act of collection to create a useful trace of his 

listening, forging a sense of individual historicity within the music streaming platform. 

The necessity of such decisive human action to archive music and the lack of features 

for automated logging of music accessed takes on a peculiar nature given the amount of 

data gleaned from users of music streaming services. Lüders (2019) therefore defines 

the act of managing and saving music as described by Luis as constitutive of a certain 

virtue, maintaining the memorial and archival functions of music collections which 

were once satisfied by simply buying an album or digital file in the pre-streaming era.  
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Finally, Luis’ account provides an instructive example in terms of my own argument 

concerning music collections as organising structures for facilitating and analysing 

instances of music discovery. As previously mentioned, Luis’ practices of manually 

archiving automated music recommendations within a playlist provides a useful 

illustration of Nowak’s (2016b) distinction between moments of access and discovery. 

From this perspective, Luis’ account clearly characterises the role of music collections, 

in this case in the form of a playlist on a music streaming platform, as a device for 

cultivating music discoveries. While Luis’ consumption of his Spotify 

recommendations may concern the moment of first access as Luis ‘sifts’ and explores 

his personalised suggestions, this does not resemble a music discovery marked by 

affective response as conceptualised by Nowak (2016b). The moment of discovery can 

instead be understood as a product of Luis’ archiving practices, as he collects music 

recommendations within a playlist explicitly designed for a listening at a later time. 

Here, music collections provide a longitudinal perspective on music discovery, as Luis 

archives music accessed during his exploratory listening in order to listen to them again 

in their entirety, allowing for a potential affective reaction or its gradual realisation. In 

this way, Luis’ interview serves to illuminate the relationship between algorithmic 

recommendation systems and the individual ‘will to archive’ (Lüders 2019) of 

streaming service users in facilitating instances of emergent music discovery.  

5.5 Discovering and Sharing Music within Social 

Milieus 

The affirmation and significance of social relationships based on the reciprocity of 

music recommendations was a prominent feature of informant narratives of discovery. 

As discussed previously in this chapter, the sharing of music recommendations and the 

discovery of new music through friends, family and others constitutes the development 

of reciprocity, trust and shared interpersonal interests within an individual’s social 

milieu. These peer groups and other networks may operate as a measure for what is 

fashionable and appropriate (McLean 2017) and provide avenues to communicate one’s 

aesthetic and cultural dispositions as a form of social distinction (Prieur and Savage 
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2013). The functioning of these social dynamics in regard to the formation of cultural 

tastes has also been transformed by the arrival of online platforms and digital media, 

with social networking sites and other technologies expanding individual networks to 

include fan communities, online forums and content creators and influencers (Verboord 

2019). Describing the role of social milieus and peer groups in structuring music 

discoveries, the position of family members as conduits for music recommendations and 

shared experiences of music discovery were common themes among many of my 

informant accounts:  

Annie:  Dad used to always play the Beatles in the morning on CD when I was 

young. He had a big album collection and I would just go through them. 

So, I was like “this is my collection as well” and he would let me put 

stuff on. A lot of 60s stuff mainly.  

Jack:  Do you listen to music alone nowadays? 

Annie:  I mostly listen to Spotify by myself yeah. But Dad will still put on his 

albums and I’ll listen to them. It’s how I grew up listening to music, it’s 

nostalgic in that way. Sometimes I’ll play my stuff out loud, because 

sometimes earphones kind of shut you off. I have some speakers at home, 

and I’ll play them, Mum and Dad just have to deal with it. A lot of the 

time they get into it and we talk about it. Like they are into artists I never 

thought they would be into because I play my stuff out loud. 

Family members were characterised as important private influences in the formation of 

individual music tastes and were often described in relation to early instances of music 

discovery and shared listening experiences. Reflecting on early music discoveries, 

Annie recalls routinely sharing in music listening with her family and her feelings of 

joint ownership over her father’s CD collection, highlighting the roles of the collection 

and shared listening in shaping the development of her own music tastes. Annie’s 

spontaneous reference to her father in guiding the early trajectory of her music tastes 

echoes findings by Werner and Johansson (2016) concerning the characterisation of 

fathers as music experts which reflects, ‘male constructions of the ideal music and 

technology user’ in terms of influence and guidance (p.177). Annie’s account also 
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points to the affective intersections of music discovery with individual memory, 

referring to shared music listening with her family as a nostalgic practice. Significantly, 

Annie describes her current participation in these instances of social listening by playing 

her own music aloud around her parents, allowing them to listen, share and discover 

music in line with her own music tastes. Further resonating with Werner and 

Johansson’s study, Annie’s use of music streaming services can be approached as a 

destabilisation of the ‘hierarchy of expertise in the family’ represented by younger 

generations and their mastery over new music technologies (2016 p.186). Annie’s 

account provides a useful example of the multi-layered and shifting subject positions in 

understandings of gender and expertise in contemporary music consumption related to 

age and generational differences. 

As Verboord (2019) contends, the arrival of social networking sites and online 

platforms has seen the expansion of individual peer networks and social milieus to 

include relevant others, fan communities, online forums, independent content creators 

and influencers alongside traditional cultural mediators in radio, television and print 

industries. This was reflected in the accounts of my participants who detailed the 

influence of online blogs, websites and content creators on the formation of their music 

tastes and in introducing them to new music:   

Jack:  You mostly rely on friends then, for turning you onto new stuff? 

Simon:  Yeah, I would say friends, but also Anthony Fantano on TheNeedleDrop 

on YouTube. He has interesting tastes and I don’t agree with all of his 

scores. But he totally listens to everything, including cool new stuff that’s 

not as popular. Like he listened to like Code Orange before they were 

enormous.  

While he predominantly relies on his friends for music recommendations, Simon 

explains that his tastes and discoveries are also guided by online content creators and 

music reviewers. Indeed, despite not agreeing with the scores of his music reviews, 

online content creators such as Anthony Fantano and his TheNeedleDrop YouTube 

channel are coded by Simon as an important way of becoming aware of new music 
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releases. Rather than the reciprocal relationships which characterise recommendations 

within an individual’s immediate peer group, content creators and other influencers 

resemble the position of the highly informed ‘cultural mavens’ (Rogers 2003) who 

provide expertise regarding new and underground music which might fall outside of the 

awareness of one’s immediate social milieu. In this way, Simon’s account aligns with 

Verboord’s (2019) claim that younger consumers are increasingly less connected to 

established cultural mediators but more connected to their peers as traditional media 

continue to lose ground to websites, social media networks and other new media 

platforms.  

Individual friendship circles and closely-knit peer groups were characterised as the most 

important conduit for music discoveries when describing the role of social milieus in 

structuring the formation of one’s music taste. This was clearly reflected in Dominic’s 

account, who predominantly discovered music through his immediate friendship circle:  

Dominic:  I mostly discover music through friends. Like, I probably don’t go 

looking for new music myself as much as I should. I have what's 

familiar to me and that's enough to sustain me, but whenever something 

new is introduced to me and I love it, that's usually through the social 

space. I don't discover bands through Spotify. The Daily Mix stuff is 

songs that I already listen to and then kind of vaguely similar songs that 

I'm not that interested in. I have picked up a few bands off of Discover 

Weekly, I think. Nothing truly spectacular. The things that are really 

close to my heart from it having been shared to me in social situations. 

Broadly, Dominic stresses his reliance on his friends over other technological and 

cultural mediators for discovering new music. In stark contrast to Spotify’s own 

emphasis on exploration and discovery, Dominic explains his satisfaction with the 

music which is currently familiar to him. While this would seem to negate any need for 

exploration, Dominic does indicate a sense that solo music exploration and discovery is 

something to be desired, explaining how he does not seek out new music as he should. 

Dominic dismisses Spotify’s Daily Mix and Discover Weekly features in terms of music 
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discovery, explaining how these algorithmic recommendation features are typically 

irrelevant or unimpressive. Instead, Dominic’s discovery is firmly oriented by his social 

milieu in his immediate circle of friends. Discoveries which Dominic holds ‘close to his 

heart’ are those which are introduced by his friends, pointing to the affective dimensions 

of sharing and discovering music in a ‘social space’.  

Expanding on this role of friendship and social circles in facilitating music discovery, 

Dominic’s account articulates the importance of shared music experiences in creating 

and sustaining interpersonal relationships through shared interests and tastes:  

Dominic:  If you hang out with a bunch of people who have the same interests, you 

can have a shared listening experience. I thought this before, when I have 

listened to music I haven't heard before with my friends, I look upon that 

more favourably than something I just pick up off Spotify. I do remember 

being like “what was that sick song we listened to last night?” and I 

would look it up. Whereas you don't have that kind of intimacy with the 

Discover Weekly algorithmic stuff. It's a bit cold. I guess part of that is if 

everyone in the room is enjoying this song that I don't like socially, I 

should probably catch up so I can join in. Do you know what I mean? 

Maybe that’s a part of that.  

The notion of shared music taste among one’s friendship group is key to the functioning 

of social milieus in structuring the formation of music taste. It is this sense of shared 

music taste among his social peer group and participation in shared listening activities 

which elevates Dominic’s experience of new music above the comparably ‘cold’ 

recommendations of music streaming platforms, pointing to the role of interpersonal 

intimacy and affect in facilitating music discoveries. Crucially, Dominic explicitly 

mentions that discoveries in this setting may be related less to the music content itself, 

and more to the sociality of music listening and the establishing of shared music tastes 

within social milieus and peer groups. In this way, Dominic’s perspective highlights the 

role of music in social gatherings as a resource for social ‘occasioning’ (DeNora 2000 

p.110), as music chosen in such contexts concerns the understanding, negotiation and 
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evaluation of tastes and values. As Brown and Sellen write, music taste becomes a way 

for ‘understanding and portraying the identity of friends within these networks’ (2006 

p.6).  

The sharing of music then, may be defined as a way to create and sustain interpersonal 

relationships with friends and community in the physical world. Given the proliferation 

of online platforms and technologies however, these sharing practices increasingly 

occur in a digital context. Brown and Sellen (2006) found that music collections 

comprised of conventional music media formats functioned as useful resources for 

friendship groups regarding music discoveries, as browsing each other’s collections 

served as a way to explore and access new music to listen to. They hypothesise that 

collection of music using digital platforms and technologies may function similarly, 

with the browsing of other’s online collections providing a valuable way to explore and 

discover music. The sharing of music online between friends, online communities and 

others was a prominent feature of some informant descriptions of their Spotify use. Josh 

explained how he uses playlists as a way to collect music on Spotify and share them 

with others:  

Josh:  I started creating playlists as a way to keep track of albums that I was 

recommended by friends or albums that I’ve come across on Spotify that 

I want to come back to in the future. I put them into playlists separated 

by genre, so I have soul, blues, jazz, hip-hop, classical and reggae. I 

started doing that for myself, but then it became a convenient way of 

sharing music with mates as well. A lot of the albums that have been 

recommended for me are good recommendations to friends. I have my 

playlists on public so anyone can access them. I’ve also whored a few out 

on Reddit, so a couple of them have some followers. I think my jazz 

playlist had 666 followers at one point. The idea of it is that you listen to 

the playlist, and if a song comes on that sparks your interest, then you go 

into the album that the song comes from and listen to the album. Because 

every song that I’ve put into the playlists have something going for them, 

they are all worth exploring. Because I had so many albums being 
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recommended to me, I’m always finding new music to listen to in those 

playlists.  

Josh’s account demonstrates how his appropriation of playlists on Spotify as music 

collections resembles the functioning of conventional music collections regarding the 

recommendation of music within his social milieu. Emerging out of a need to organise 

the volume of music recommendations from his friends and through Spotify’s 

recommendation features, Josh describes how these playlists are not only useful for his 

own music exploration but can be made public for similar uses by his friends and other 

Spotify users. This would seem to resemble the browsing and sharing of physical music 

collections in terms of discovery within one’s social milieu, the primary difference 

being that Josh’s playlists do not consist of music he necessarily knows and likes, but of 

music he has been recommended from other sources. Josh’s digital collections can 

therefore be characterised as a collating of recommendations, functioning as a kind of 

meta-aggregator of his own recommendations and intermediary in distributing access to 

them through online portals and platforms. Following Verboord’s (2019) argument 

regarding the expansion of social circles through the internet, Josh’s collected music is 

also able to reach ‘like-minded strangers’, through sharing on online forums and fan 

communities, with his own jazz playlist accruing a number of followers after being 

circulated on the popular online forum, Reddit. In this way, Josh’s account provides a 

useful example of music sharing practices oriented by curated playlist collections 

among friends, social milieus and online communities in the context of online music 

streaming platforms. 

The differences in the dynamic between offline and online music sharing and 

recommendations also featured prominently in Pat’s interview, as he detailed how the 

ease of sharing music online has reconfigured the position of physical media as an 

important way to share and recommend music:  

Jack:  Do you share music? 

Pat:  Yeah. It’s funny, I just got into a band called Mom Jeans. I shared this 

song called “Edward 40hands” on Spotify. You can share things on 



207 

 

Spotify and then forward it to Instagram, it comes up with the album 

cover and it’s got a link and you can just hit play. I’ve shared a lot of 

music like that. If I like a band, I’m going to tell everyone about it. The 

way it works is really cool and I’ll often hit links up when other people 

are sharing to see what they are listening to.  

Jack:  How about in person? 

Pat:  In the car, I’ll be like “check out this song”, and they are locked in and 

have to hear it ha-ha. If you send someone a link, they might not listen to 

it. I like being shown music in person. The amount of people who send 

me music online – bands from Melbourne who might want to play a gig 

or something – I’ll be like “sick” and then never get around to listening 

to it. Cause it’s just such a disposable thing, a link to a song. But if they 

gave me a CD, I would be more likely to listen to it.  

Like Josh, Pat’s description of his music listening and sharing practices illustrates the 

increased significance of online sharing between consumers in shaping cultural 

information flows and functioning as conduits of discovery for other consumers 

(Verboord 2019). Pat firstly details the use of cross platform features in describing 

practices of online music sharing through Spotify and Instagram, enabling him to 

‘forward’ and make visible what his is currently listening to for his Instagram followers. 

This integration between music streaming platform features and social networking sites 

also allows Pat to explore and discover what music his friends and other members of his 

online milieu are listening to. Through the integration of these social networking 

features, music streaming services position themselves as a requisite for participation in 

a form of musically oriented interaction between friends, others and communities 

online. Given the importance of music among friends as a form of understanding and 

portraying identity (Brown and Sellen 2006), sharing music listened to on music 

streaming platforms becomes an integral part of the presentation of one’s self on the 

internet and participation within social groups and cultural information flows.  

Pat goes on to highlight some key differences between music sharing in offline and 

online contexts, describing the disposability of online music recommendations 
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compared to sharing music in person. Pat characterises online recommendations as 

carrying the potential of being ignored or forgotten, pointing to his own disregard of 

online recommendations from others due to the overwhelming amount of them he 

receives as a gigging musician. Pat suggests that due to this abundance of online 

recommendations from other bands, being shown music using physical media such as a 

CD might make him more likely to listen to it. In this way, the exchange of a CD 

represents a more affective moment of social exchange which constitutes the story 

behind Pat’s ownership and acquisition of the item now in his possession. Novel 

experiences of sharing music recommendations in-person using physical media are 

clearly differentiated from the ephemeral nature of online recommendations and 

subsequently sees Pat become more receptive and approach them in a less disposable 

way. Once again, this relationship with the moments of acquisition and ownership of 

physical music technologies when sharing music may be more conducive to music 

discovery, as Pat describes being more likely to listen to the music and therefore 

experience an affective response.  

The perception of an overwhelming amount of social music recommendations received 

from friends and notions of oversharing music with others was a common feature of 

informant interviews when describing the social nuances of music sharing and 

discovery through one’s social milieu. Annie explicitly discusses the ideas of 

oversharing music recommendations among her friends, revealing some key dynamics 

concerning the reciprocal nature of social music sharing and how taste is understood 

and negotiated within social groups: 

Jack:  Does sharing ever get too much? 

Annie:  Like I’m sharing too much?  

Jack:  Or other people are 

Annie:  Oh yeah, there’s one person ha-ha. They’ll share all these songs, 

YouTube links, and like – they’ll also send me heaps of questions and so 

I have to listen to respond. But also, because I’ve known that their other 

recommendations have not been that good, I kind of put off listening to it 

a bit. But yeah, they’ll send like three different ones. I’ll need to set time 
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out to listen to them. Sometimes it’s worth it, but it’s one of those things 

where they send me something and I’m really feeling what I’m already 

hearing. I just don’t want to stop what I’m listening to.  

Jack:  Are you mindful of doing that yourself? 

Annie:  Yes. Like, I’ll send it and be like “get back to me in a week if you want 

ha-ha”. I don’t say that, but I know that it might take that long. I don’t 

really care though it’s not that urgent. My sister as well. I know she will 

respond faster so I’ll send her new things I find that are more of a “I want 

to talk about this right now” kind of thing.  

Annie’s account illustrates some of the more onerous aspects of exploring and 

discovering music from within one’s social milieu. Given how social networking sites 

and other online technologies have rendered the sharing of music easier and more 

accessible than ever before, social music recommendations have the potential to quickly 

become cumbersome and overwhelming. Annie describes her experience of receiving 

an excess of music recommendations from particular people, explaining how they can 

become arduous not only in requiring time to listen to and evaluate but in responding 

and acknowledging their consumption to the recommender. Despite characterising 

unsolicited music recommendations as a valuable way to find new music in some cases, 

Annie also describes how they may also constitute an interruption of her own listening 

practices, with the evaluation of recommendations taking listening time away from 

music she is already listening to. Annie’s own sharing practices appear to be informed 

by her own experiences of receiving recommendations, as she discusses her 

understanding of how recommendations are often inconvenient and downplays the 

importance of their urgent acknowledgment. However, Annie also mentions that in 

cases where she wants to talk about new music discoveries more urgently, she will send 

music to her sister who typically responds faster to her music recommendations. This 

draws attention not only to the importance of sharing music recommendations in 

creating and sustaining interpersonal relationships, but in sharing in the experience of 

discovery through discussion and negotiation of new music.  
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The social nuances of recommending music to others was also discussed by Jake, who 

similarly highlighted understandings of his friend’s music taste and the importance of 

giving others time to digest and respond when sharing music online:  

Jack:  Do you share music with other people? 

Jake:  Yeah, but I guess it changes because I cater to the other person. It’s about 

sharing something that I’ve had an experience with and hoping that they 

have the same experience. There is a kind of awkward moment though 

when you share music when you are kind of just staring at them for their 

reaction like “do you like it?”  

Jack:  You don’t enjoy that moment? 

Jake:  I do enjoy that exchange, but I don’t know – If someone doesn’t react to 

a song the same way I do. I’ve wasted their time. I know how it feels to 

have your time effectively wasted. Even though it’s not completely 

wasted because you’ve found out something that you don’t like. It helps 

inform what you are going to do in the future. I have to be mindful 

because I can become quite obsessive about it and be continuously 

linking albums to people and I’m aware how much time needs to be 

invested to take it in and that multiple listens might be needed. Like, I’ve 

been at a mate’s house and they will say “Oh have you heard this?” And 

start playing something and then halfway through they will say “what 

about this?” and start playing something else and then they link it all to 

me. It’s like “fuck! I can’t – I need some time”. So, I know what it’s like.  

Jake shares music with other people in the hope that they can experience music in a 

similar way to himself. However, in explaining his approach to sharing music with 

others, he emphasises the importance of tailoring his recommendations to the other 

persons music taste. Brown and Sellen (2006) similarly found that in sharing music 

among friends, individuals functioned as a form of collaborative filter based on mutual 

understandings of each other’s music taste and subsequent opinions of other’s music 

recommendations. As Jake goes on to describe, the catering of recommendations in this 

way is vital in ensuring that he is not wasting his friend’s time with irrelevant music 
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suggestions. Jake’s description finds parallels here with Nowak’s (2016b) 

reconceptualised notion of what constitutes a music discovery, as while an erroneous 

recommendation may not result in the discovery of new and enjoyable music, they 

represent the discovery of disliked music and help to inform future social 

recommendations. Crucially, Jake reveals the importance of allowing time for 

recommendations to be consumed and digested, pointing to his own negative experience 

on the receiving end of a barrage of music suggestions from his friends. This feeling of 

being swamped by an abundance of social music recommendations can be likened in 

some ways to previous descriptions of feeling daunted by the volume of music 

suggestions generated algorithmic recommendations systems in the context of music 

streaming platforms. This need for sufficient time to fully experience a given piece of 

music points to the types of music discoveries in which individuals grow to like content 

over time, necessitating repeated listens in order to realise a particular affective 

response or understand particular sonic or emotional content.  

Jake’s account therefore provides a useful perspective on the social nuances of music 

sharing within one’s social milieu. Moreover, in drawing attention to the time and 

repeated listening required to fully appreciate or enjoy a piece of music, Jake introduces 

space in which to adopt a longitudinal approach to music discoveries which may capture 

their evolution over time. As I argue in the follow sections, moments of discovery can 

be located and unpacked as an intersection of music technologies, personal collections, 

social milieu’s and individual affective response.  

5.6 Growing towards Discovery 

With platform architectures and interfaces emphasising exploration and discovery over 

features for collecting and archiving (Lüders 2019) and the ability to easily skip a song 

becoming an increasingly prominent part of music streaming consumption patterns 

(Lamere 2014), the notion of returning to a song which did not elicit a desired affect 

from the listener becomes increasingly unlikely. In this way, the gradual discovery of 

music which individuals grow to like over time may appear as an antiquated idea 
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conceptualised in an era predating the unending flow of music as an online ‘stream’. 

These ideas were partially supported by some of my participants who described 

practices of streaming music consumption which did not encourage listening to music 

which had been previously accessed. Conversely, other participants detailed a range of 

emergent music discoveries which evolved over time, highlighting different social 

contexts, technologies and practices which encourage sustained music listening in order 

to realise moments of music discovery. In the following section, I will conceptualise 

music discoveries which become realised through repeated listening and concern the 

listener’s gradual sensitisation towards particular sonic or evocative features. In doing 

so, I will highlight the modulating factors of listening context, individual mindset and 

social milieus in facilitating and shaping instances of music discovery which grow and 

evolve over time. I will be focusing primarily on identifying how individuals keep track 

of music during this sampling period as they ‘grow’ towards discovery and the reasons 

why listeners decide to continue returning to particular music content which may not 

have been immediately enjoyable. Specifically, my analysis will locate the position and 

role of personal music collections as a way by which listeners keep track of music 

which they are actively listening to, isolating particular content from the accelerating 

circulation of music streaming platforms into their collections where they may be more 

carefully considered through repeated listening.  

Luis’ account usefully highlights some of these notions, identifying a change in the 

frequency of growing music discoveries he experiences since adopting Spotify and 

highlighting the role of his friends in helping him to stay with music which doesn’t 

immediately resonate with him:  

Luis:  I think I have less growers now with Spotify. I put less effort into 

listening. I still do have them though. The band Royale was one of them. 

I wasn’t really into it but now I really like their first album. I think what 

made me give it the time was that my friend Tom really liked it. There 

were elements that I did like but just overall, I wasn’t massively into it. I 

think sometimes it takes a little while to make sense in your brain, so you 
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can map it out. But yeah, I probably don’t put as much time into albums 

or tracks as I should, so I might be missing out on some things. 

As detailed in his previous characterisation of discovery using streaming services, the 

abundance of music made accessible through these platforms has seen Luis’ music 

consumption practices become more exploratory in nature. Luis explains that this 

change practices has also seen the frequency of growing music discoveries decrease, as 

platform features encouraging the exploration of new music emerge in conflict with 

investments of time and effort into listening required to realise music discoveries which 

emerge over time. In this way, Luis admits that he may be ‘missing out’, on new 

potential music discoveries by not putting ‘as much time into albums or track’ as he 

feels he should be.  

Despite this however, Luis still experiences growing music discoveries through his 

social milieu. Describing his experience of growing to enjoy the band Royale, Luis 

explains how he found some elements of the band’s music initially appealing but did not 

consider them a new noteworthy discovery. Luis goes on the reveal the importance of 

his social peer group in helping him ‘give it the time’, describing his friend’s enjoyment 

of the band as a good indicator that the music was worthy of his own effort and time 

investments and may grow to become enjoyed over repeated listens. Importantly, Luis’ 

account demonstrates Nowak’s (2016b) conceptualisation of music discoveries as being 

anchored by affective phenomenological moments which enable listeners to interpret, 

define and categorise music. In characterising his experience of growing music 

discovery, Luis explains how he was able to ‘make sense’ and ‘map out’ the album 

through repeated listening over time, realising the moment of discovery in his gradual 

sensitisation to the music content and his ability to interpret and effectively categorise it 

within his repertoire of music preferences.  

Friends and other actors within individuals’ social milieus were common features of 

informant descriptions and experiences of growing music discovery. Will similarly 

explains how his ‘grower’ experience was enabled and supported by his friend who 
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gifted him an album before encouraging him to continue to listen to it despite his 

unremarkable initial impression:  

Will:  My mate gave me a record by Cold Cave, because it was on sale and he 

was like “I love this, and I think you will love it”. On first listen I don’t 

think I really understood it, I thought I wasn’t really me. I spoke to him 

about it and he said y’know “Did you listen to this? and this? and this?”. 

I still didn’t really get it, but I stuck with it and now it’s probably one of 

my favourite records. It’s an electronic synth-y sound.  

Jack:  What made you keep going back to it do you think?  

Will:  I guess the fact that I physically had the record. It came from a person 

that I care about and they typically have good taste and like what I’m into 

most of the time. The fact that they encouraged me ha-ha. It was sort of a 

moment where they knew me better than I knew myself. Like, “No you 

would really like this, give this another shot”. And whether or not on first 

listen I was just in the wrong headspace for it.  

Will’s account provides some useful contributions to my conceptualisation of growing 

music discoveries. Describing his initial impressions of Cold Cave as something which 

he felt did not suit his music taste, Will reveals how his friend’s encouragement and 

guidance in pointing out particular features and elements of the album sustained his 

interest. In ‘sticking with it’ through continued listening, Will explains how he came to 

understand and enjoy the album to the point where he regards it as one of his favourite 

records. Addressing his motivation for continuing to listen to the album more explicitly, 

Will’s account reveals an intersection of materiality, individual mindset and 

interpersonal relationships which allowed for a musical discovery which developed over 

repeated listens.  

Will’s excerpt firstly highlights to the materiality and physical presence of vinyl 

records. The enduring and considerable physical presence of the vinyl record compared 

to other formats encourage repeated listening for Will, functioning as a form of visual 

reminder of music which he is currently sampling. Further, Will describes his 
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acquisition of the record as a gift from someone whose music taste typically resembles 

his own. Echoing findings by Brown and Sellen (2006), this kind of sharing of music 

between friends concerns the negotiation of music tastes where recommendations from 

others are endorsed or disregarded based on previous recommendations. Finally, Will’s 

account also touches upon the role of an individual’s mindset in facilitating and shaping 

instances of music discovery which grow and evolve over time. Explaining his initial 

reluctance to the album, Will describes how his friend ‘knew me better than I knew 

myself’, as his own ‘wrong headspace’ suspended his discovery of the album. Here, 

Will’s excerpt demonstrates how mindset may shape the possibility of a musical 

discovery by modulating the affective or bodily response which sensitises individuals 

and allows them to interpret and define discovered music content (Nowak 2016b).  

As detailed in the previous section concerning music sharing and discovery within 

social milieus, social networking sites and other online forums have broadened the 

musical influence of social milieus to include like-minded strangers of fan communities 

and other alternative online connections (Van Dijck 2013; Verboord 2019). The role of 

online fan communities featured in Luke’s account in facilitating growing musical 

discoveries and sustaining his interest in albums which he struggled to enjoy:  

Jack:  What about something that you’ve grown to like over time?  

Luke:  Opeth’s new stuff. I really liked Sorceress but getting into Heritage was 

hard. I tried really hard with that. I gave that album four full listens and I 

still didn’t like it very much. I kept at it and eventually got the point 

where I could say it was pretty good.  

Jack:  Why did you stick with it for so long?  

Luke: I think I stuck with it for so long because all the reviews came out and 

said that it was good, but it wasn’t an “Opeth” record. Fans online were 

also complaining about the lack of growling and the death metal 

elements. So, it was a notable album for that band. A change in their 

direction and genre. So, I was curious and kept listening to try to get into 

it and now I understand it more and I really like it.  
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In describing his experience of growing to like Opeth’s Heritage album, Luke 

highlights discussions and controversy within fan communities regarding the change in 

the band’s musical direction as an important factor in his own decision to continue 

listening to the album. As described by Van Dijck (2013), social networking sites have 

rendered contact with relevant others and like-minded strangers more frequent and 

ubiquitous, allowing consumers to interact with online fan communities and forums. 

These fan communities are clearly implicated within Luke’s process of growing 

discovery, as the opinions of relevant others and like-minded strangers within fan 

communities sustained his interest in accessing and listening to Heritage until he was 

able to discover it as one of his favourite Opeth albums.  

Like other types of music discovery, the perspectives discussed above highlight the 

salient influence of both an individuals’ social group and contacts with relevant others 

through social networking sites in facilitating experiences of music discovery which 

grow and evolve over time. Following Brown and Sellen (2006), the friendship groups 

described by my participants concerned the establishing of shared music tastes which 

were directly implicated in processes of music exploration and discovery through the 

exchanging of information and in collaboratively filtering recommendations for each 

other. In terms of growing music discoveries, the opinions and recommendations of 

friends weighed heavily on decisions to continue listening to albums which were not 

immediately enjoyable or provided a source of encouragement to ‘stick with’ a new 

music recommendation. Online fan communities function similarly in realising music 

discoveries through generation of hype or controversy which prompts the sustained and 

repeated consumption of music which may have otherwise been abandoned. In this way, 

the salience of social influences on growing music discoveries is consistent with claims 

that social groups and connections will continue to play a significant role in orienting 

practices of music discovery and recommendation despite the increasing use of 

technologies for the exploration and personalised delivery of cultural content (Tepper 

and Hargittai 2009; Hamilton 2019).  

In characterising their experiences of growing music discoveries, some participants 

described the importance of traditional musical gatekeepers and other figures of cultural 
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authority in orienting practices of music exploration and discovery in the streaming era 

of music consumption: 

Jake:  Whether or not something qualifies as a grower for me is usually 

informed by online reviews. Because listening time is precious, and I 

basically don’t want to waste it on shit, I like to consult an authority like 

a critic’s ‘Best Albums’ of certain decade or something. At least If I’m 

gambling on something that has been enjoyed by people who know what 

they are talking about then hopefully there won’t be a huge disconnect 

between what they like and what I like. I might be able to educate myself 

as well. I think if I’m not getting it straight away then maybe I’m not 

hearing something that I should be hearing, and I might discover what’s 

good about it after listening to it ten times. If something is hyped up, then 

I’ll definitely give it a go. I’ll usually like a few songs on an album and 

then grow to like the rest and then eventually I end up likening those 

songs more than the initial few. Exodus by Bob Marley was a grower for 

me. Atrocity Exhibition by Danny Brown was a grower. Oh yeah Beastie 

Boys’ Ill Communication and Paul’s Boutique – both growers for me. So 

yeah, I think for me growers are informed by an authority. Maybe I’m 

being duped and thinking things are good because I’ve been told they are. 

But I do give things time. 

While algorithms and personalised curation systems have become integral components 

of cultural consumption and circulation in the era of music streaming, Jake’s approach 

to exploring and discovering music reveals an enduring role of more traditional cultural 

intermediaries. Jake details how his method for exploring new music relies heavily on 

music critics and music review websites, orienting his listening around critically 

acclaimed albums and ‘best of’ lists. Consulting these trusted intermediaries, Jake 

describes how he is able to mitigate the risks he associates with ‘gambling’ his valuable 

listening time on sampling new music by ensuring his time is spent on music which is 

broadly regarded as being culturally or aesthetically significant. These online reviews 

and rankings play an important role in Jake’s decision to stay with an album and allow 
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for a growing music discovery, explaining how he typically relistens to albums until he 

is able to understand the reasons for their critical acclaim. In these cases, Jake explains 

how this growing process of discovery unfolds across an album, with a handful of tracks 

appearing immediately enjoyable, while others grow to be enjoyed over time.  

Jake’s approach to exploring new music is therefore premised in part on a sense of 

musical canon established in authorised historical accounts alongside the opinions and 

hype generated by music reviewers and critics. In this way, Jake’s account provides a 

useful example of how consumers may rely on traditional cultural gatekeepers alongside 

or instead of algorithmic recommendation systems when exploring the abundance of 

music options made available by streaming services. Structured by cultural critique, 

hype and historical notions of popular music canon, Jake’s exploratory practices provide 

a point of contrast with the processes of ‘non-linear’ exploration directed by 

combinations of algorithmic recommendation systems and large cloud-based music 

databases (Lüders 2019). While algorithmic systems may suggest music which falls 

within a user’s existing taste preferences, the use of critic reviews and retrospective 

‘best of’ lists to structure music exploration and discovery speaks towards self-

education and understanding of a historical perspective on popular music above 

listening for enjoyment alone. While acknowledging the possibility of being ‘duped’ 

into enjoying an album based on its critical acclaim or cultural significance alone, 

Jake’s use of cultural critique and reviews in this way reveals a practice of musical 

exploration which allows for music discoveries which evolve over time through 

sustained listening. Jake’s account therefore represents a challenge to claims that 

traditional media and legitimated intermediaries are losing ground to new online media 

offerings and social networking sites for discovering new music (Verboord 2019). 

Finally, many participants identified their personal music collections as integral 

components in realising music discoveries which evolve and grow over time. In 

describing his experience of growing music discovery, Dominic describes the 

transferring of MP3 music files onto the music collection on his iPod as an important 

action in committing himself to giving new music ‘a good hard listen’:  
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Dominic:   AM by Ovlov was a real grower earlier this year. Obviously, I had 

already heard it and the first time you listen to that album the sound of it 

is pretty ridiculous. But the more you listen to it; you get into that vibe of 

it and it really grows on you. Now I think the whole album is gold, the 

vibe is just great.  

Jack:  What was it that led you to stick with it? The social circle approval 

thing? 

Dominic:  I put it on my iPod. I think I downloaded it but a few months after being 

introduced to it and put the files on my iPod and then listened to them at 

work the full way through a few times and I grew to dig it. It's almost like 

I've made a commitment for myself in the future. If I do take that step of 

putting it on to the iPod, then I know at some time in the future I'm going 

to give it a good hard listen. I'm not just looking it up on Spotify and then 

going on to the next thing. 

Dominic’s account provides a useful perspective on personal music collections as the 

site of growing music discoveries using his experience with Ovlov’s AM. Initially 

describing the albums sound as ‘ridiculous’, Dominic explains how through repeated 

listening he was able to become accustomed to the albums unique sonics and how they 

now constitute a ‘vibe’ which he now enjoys. Dominic identifies the locating of the 

album within his music collection as an important action in facilitating a growing music 

discovery which emerges over time, explaining how it allowed him to listen to the 

album in his own time and eventually grow to enjoy it. Here, Dominic codes the 

transferring of music files into the music collection of his iPod as committing himself to 

listening and spending time with a new album. Dominic concludes by contrasting his 

use of his music collection as the site of commitment to listening to new music to his 

more noncommittal use of Spotify, describing his tendency on the platform to fleetingly 

seek out new music before quickly moving on to the next thing. Dominic’s account is 

useful in illustrating one of the functions of personal music collections in facilitating 

growing music discoveries. Music collections in this context may be characterised as a 

means to slow down music consumption in the face of the accelerating cultural 
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production and circulation and provide a longitudinal perspective on music discovery 

which evolve and change over time. 

Descriptions of personal music collections as a form of musical testing ground were 

common features of informant characterisations when discussing growing music 

discoveries. Such descriptions often concern future commitments to deeper and 

sustained listening in which instances of affective musical discovery may be realised. In 

the following interview extract, I quote Thomas at length as he unpacks his experience 

of growing musical discoveries, long-term relationships with music over time and the 

role of his music collection:  

Jack: Do you experience musical growers often? 

Thomas: I would say most of my music is growing music. Almost always. Cause 

the connection I build to the music I listen to is usually because I’ve 

invested time in it. I’m not the sort of person who likes to listen to 

something straight away and have it become my favourite song and then 

two weeks later I’ve got a new favourite song. I think the enjoyment for 

music for me comes from the investment that you put into it. So, in that 

sense I would say that all music I listen to are growers.  

Jack: How do you go about keeping track of music as they are evolving as 

growers? 

Thomas: You need to make a decision as to if the song is good enough, whether 

it’s conscious or not. If I’m listening to something, there comes a point in 

time where I decide I’m going to invest myself into it. So, if I listen to a 

song and it has a certain appeal for whatever reason, I will choose to 

download that album that the song is from and I’ll listen to that album. If 

it’s something that I consider as something worth investing in, then I’ll 

listen to it over and over again. Sometimes it will be the case that it will 

be music that I’m not really sure about ends up becoming some of the 

greatest stuff, one of my favourites of all time, because of that 

investment, not because I really connected with it 100% straight away.  

Jack: The move from streaming to downloading the files is important? 
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Thomas: Definitely. Cause once you add it to your collection of downloaded 

music, it becomes a part of your music identity. If it ends up being 

something you don’t like, it gets swiftly removed. There’s a transition 

there though, where it goes from a cursory listen in the nether to then like 

“I’m going to buy this bottle of wine” after tasting it.  

Both Thomas’ and Dominic’s accounts provide illustrative examples of growing music 

discoveries facilitated by personal music collections. Like Dominic, Thomas describes 

the role of his personal music collection as a form of testing ground. As discussed in 

Chapter Three, music collections can be understood as a product of the collector’s 

selectivity and subjectivities. These logics become clearly visible as Thomas refers 

explicitly to the decision-making processes involved in choosing to download an album. 

As Thomas explains, the move from streaming an album to downloading it as part of 

one’s collection is symbolic, marking his commitment to repeated and long-term 

consumption and allowing for music content which was firstly appraised as worthy of 

his listening investments to become interpreted and categorised over time. Music 

collections in this context can be found to reflect Nowak’s (2016b) conceptualisation of 

music discovery as being marked by affective processes of musical definition and 

interpretation. Music collections may firstly be approached as an archive of previously 

discovered music which has already been discovered and categorised by the collector’s 

sensibilities. Secondly, music collections contain music content which is currently in the 

process of growing towards the ‘phenomenological act’ of affective discovery in which 

music is subjectively categorised and integrated within the collector’s music taste 

preferences through sustained repeated listening (Nowak 2016b).  

This role of personal music collections as the site of past and emerging affect laden 

music discoveries is further demonstrated in Thomas’ reflection on the identity work 

implicated in practices of music collection. Describing the situating of new music into 

his collection as becoming part of his ‘music identity’, Thomas explains how in cases of 

growing music discovery where music is found to be something he dislikes, it is ‘swiftly 

removed’ in order to maintain the integrity of his collection. Beyond a useful example 

of the discovery of disliked music, Thomas’ account further illustrates how music 
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collections may be used as an organising concept for the analysis of music discoveries 

from a longitudinal perspective, revealing processes of recategorisation and 

reinterpretation in the management of one’s collection. As I explore in the final analysis 

section, personal music collections play a central role in the rediscovery of music which 

has already been accessed and stored, as collectors recount affective moments of 

discovery with previously discovered music. These perspectives further highlight the 

value of moving beyond the initial impressions of music content and the sociotechnical 

conditions of their emergence, emphasising instead the individual affective responses in 

conceptualising music discoveries (Nowak 2016b).  

5.7 Rediscovery and Remembering with Personal 

Music Collections 

As mentioned previously, rediscovery concerns the reinterpretation and recategorisation 

of previously accessed music content, revealing evolving relationships with music as 

individuals change their opinions and engage in different processes of musical meaning-

making with the same music at different points in time. Following Nowak’s (2016b) 

argument, I have demonstrated in the previous analysis sections how music collections 

are implicated in processes of music rediscovery as the location of music being 

purposefully archived for later consumption, manifesting in my participants’ explicit 

references to ‘listen later’ playlists. In the following section then, I will use my 

informant accounts to unpack the role of personal music collections in facilitating 

instances of music rediscovery in which individuals remember and rediscover music 

which has been forgotten or neglected using their personal music collections. 

Specifically, I will articulate how music collections comprised of different formats may 

accompany individuals throughout their lives and investigate their capacities for 

anchoring and communicating musical memories and moments in one’s life narrative 

and invite their recollection. Such functions are commonly attributed features of music 

collections consisting of physical media formats (Benjamin 1969; DeNora 2000; Giles 

et al. 2007), but scholars have been more hesitant in ascribing collections cultivated 

within the architectures of music streaming platforms the same personal historicity and 
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mnemonic roles (Burkart 2008; Marshall 2014; Kushner 2019). Despite this, Lüders 

(2019) suggests that streaming service users will ‘remain attached to their musical 

preferences and history, organising music into repositories, even if these are not 

physical or based on individual ownership, and even if these repositories are at the risk 

of disappearance if the service closes down’ (p.2). 

In the following interview excerpt, Dominic recounts a memory of musical rediscovery 

marked by a clear example of an affective response to music content, revealing the role 

of his music collection as the site of personal history:  

Dominic:  I don't know if this is going to be relevant to your research or not, but last 

Friday I got really drunk the next day I went out with my girlfriend and 

she left me in the car while she went out to do something. I had that time 

sitting in the parked car alone and so I was like, “ok I'm going to listen to 

something”. I pretty hungover and was flicking through my binder I put 

on all these old albums that I love and had the most emotional response 

to it. I was basically crying. I was blasting it and just it was just so sick. I 

put on Sound Awake after a while and listened to the first five tracks. It 

was just amazing. I don't know what happened, but it was intense. I don’t 

know how to explain it.  

Jack:  How long have you had the CDs in the binder? 

Dominic:  I’ve listened and collected CDs since primary school. I still have a fair 

few of them, but I think a lot of them are packed away. There are a lot of 

copied CDs in the binder which don’t get much love, but I do also have a 

lot of legit CDs in there from back in the day. I listened to Asymmetry the 

other day and that's something I bought in 2013 or so. So, I'm careful to 

make sure it survives. I’m not sure why… I’m not really a CD fan. But I 

guess it has the authenticity to it.  

Dominic recounts a memory of musical rediscovery featuring a clear example of an 

affective response to music content. Like previous informant descriptions of growing 

music discoveries, listening context and individual mindset feature prominently in 
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accounts of music rediscovery. Dominic details the chain of events and his own mental 

and physical condition which led to his affective listening experience of rediscovery in 

his car. As Nowak (2016b) contends, ‘the initial interaction with content matters less 

than the interaction that leaves an affective mark on individuals—the actual discovery’ 

(p.143). Dominic’s account provides a clear illustration of such memorable and 

affective markers of music discovery, as while it is certainly not the first time he has 

listened to the albums in his CD binder, his emotional reaction and sharp vivid 

recollection of his experience speak to an affective moment of rediscovery. For 

Dominic, his experience represents a new layer of meaning and memory tied to albums 

such as Sound Awake, demonstrating the evolving and dynamic relationship between 

listener and music over time.  

Notably, this affective moment of rediscovery can be found to be facilitated by 

Dominic’s CD collection, as he refers explicitly to ‘flicking through’ his CD binder 

when deciding what to listen to. Dominic’s use of CDs for music listening in the car is 

broadly reflective of the age and socioeconomic position of the majority of my 

participants, who generally owned cars from an era where CDs were often the only 

means of playing their own music in their vehicles at the time of interviewing. 

Similarly, the composition of Dominic’s CD collection of ‘old albums’ is reflective of 

his experience of growing up with the format as a primary mode of music consumption. 

Acquired predominantly during his adolescence, Dominic’s use of CDs predates his use 

of digital music players and his subscription to music streaming services. In this way, 

CDs in Dominic’s car collection capture and reflect particular moments in his life 

narrative and musical taste trajectories of his young adolescence. Dominic himself 

touches on the value of certain CDs in his collection, offhandedly referring to their 

‘authenticity’ both in terms of an official retail CDs carrying the album artwork and 

liner notes and also in terms of authentic items within his CD collection which have 

accompanied him throughout part of his lifetime.  

Luis similarly details the sense of personal history captured and reflected in his 

collection of digital music files, describing it as a common point of reference when 

creating playlists on Spotify:  
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Jack:  How about rediscovering music you might have already heard? 

Luis:  All the time. My MP3 collection is like a memory of everything I’ve 

listened to through my life. Like some of the newer stuff isn’t there. But 

when I’m putting a lot of effort into making a new playlist on Spotify and 

I want it to be really good, I’ll refer back to my MP3s to make sure I 

haven’t missed something important that I know needs to be in there. 

Maybe I just haven’t had Spotify long enough yet. I think it’s just a time 

thing. If Spotify is still a thing in five or six years, then I might have 

amassed more music on there to use in a similar way.  

Here, Luis codes his MP3 collection as a personal archive of music he has previously 

discovered, referring to it as a ‘memory of everything I’ve listened to through my life’. 

In this way, Luis explains how he actively uses his MP3 collection in the creation of his 

own playlists on Spotify, not in terms of utility provided by the files in terms of 

listening, but in its historicity as a memory of ‘important’ music from through his 

lifetime. This provides another example of personal music collections facilitating 

significant relationships between individuals and music content over time. This 

perspective also introduces a cross media approach to music collections, in which the 

affordances of various music media formats are seized upon in order to fulfill particular 

roles. In this case, Luis continues to use and value his MP3 collection for its 

retrospective presentation of his music tastes and past music discoveries, while Spotify 

is characterised by its utility as the place where he consumes the music playlists born 

out of his MP3 collection. However, Luis goes on to highlight how the personal 

trajectories captured and reflected by his MP3 collection ends with his adoption of 

Spotify as it omits his latest music interests, usefully suggesting the possibility of his 

Spotify library and playlists providing similar communicative and symbolic functions 

currently afforded by his MP3 collection. Luis’ statement here reflects Lüders’ (2019) 

claims regarding the continued will to archive and collect music among user of music 

streaming services, despite the lack of ownership and risks of losing one’s collection 

with the closure of the service.  
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The compatibility of streaming service platform affordances and the cultivation of 

personal music collections capable of capturing trajectories of the self, communicating 

music discoveries and their evolution over time and the representing life narratives was 

also discussed by Luke, who touches upon limitations concerning the historicity of his 

listening on Spotify:  

Luke:  I mostly listen to metal and a little bit of hip hop. But my work mate is 

into to heaps of 90s stuff, thrash bands, Metallica, Alice in Chains, Jane’s 

Addiction, all that kind of stuff. I knew the names, but I’d never really 

heard much of that stuff. His playlist was punk, ska and that 90s rock. It 

was really only when I got Spotify that I was like, “okay, I’m going to 

get around some of this stuff myself”. I made my own playlists and 

broadened out a bit.  

Jack:  Your collection is mainly that older metal then for the most part? 

Luke:  Yeah mostly. If I listen to an album and I really, really like the album, 

it’s going onto the iPod. The iPod is the top of the pyramid and I would 

say Spotify is like the gateway.  

Jack:   Do you look at your MP3s on your iPod and kind of see a history of your 

taste and listening then? 

Luke:  Definitely. I see like, falling in love with Cannibal Corpse, that period 

when I listened to In Flames religiously all day for a while. All the way 

up until the latest bands I’ve added recently. 

Jack:  Do you have a similar experience with Spotify? 

Luke:  Well Spotify doesn’t keep track of play counts. I don’t like that. I would 

love it to. If Spotify kept track of play counts, then I could sort by plays. 

It’s not even the point that I would listen to it by plays, it’s just the fact 

that I could see what I listen to the most. At the end of the year Spotify 

do release a retrospective thing. But I’d like that every month.  

Following Luis’ account, Luke too describes himself as a collector of digital music files 

who has since adopted Spotify. Luke explains how Spotify has not completely replaced 

the active collection and archiving of music he enjoys. Instead, he codes the platform as 
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a way of ‘broadening out’ his music taste by exploring and discovering new sounds he 

is introduced to through his social surroundings. In the case of a significant music 

discovery through Spotify, Luke describes the practice of acquiring and collecting them 

using his iPod, referring explicitly to the music streaming platform as the ‘gateway’ 

where music is discovered before worthy content reaches the ‘top of the pyramid’ in his 

iPod collection. In unpacking the logic underlying his complimentary use of both digital 

music files and music streaming platforms in exploring and collecting music, Luke 

reveals a limitation in his ability to cultivate experiences of music collection using 

Spotify regarding visibility of track play counts. Importantly, Luke highlights that 

sorting his Spotify library by play count is not about music consumption, but rather 

concerns the data traces and listening metrics which he has come to expect when 

interacting with his MP3 collection and constitute important features when approaching 

music collections as the site of long term relationships with music. As Luke concludes, 

play counts and other listening metrics obviously feature heavily in Spotify’s end of 

year retrospective features, but they are only available when the platform makes them 

visible. It can be argued then, that it is the lack of control in when he may access and 

view such data which Luke finds offends his collecting mentality. Luke’s perspective is 

useful in opening space to suggest that the affordances of music streaming platforms 

provides limited scope for the cultivation of music collections which may accompany 

users throughout their lifetime. Collecting within the context of music streaming 

platforms represents the ceding of collection control to the service, removing access to 

important information including the users own listening metrics which they have come 

to expect when interacting with their music collections and are significant in providing a 

sense of historicity and temporality.   

5.8 Summary 

This chapter has investigated the notion of music discovery at the height of the 

streaming era of music consumption where systems of service personalisation, 

recommendation and access to vast cloud-based music databases orient the practices of 

a significant proportion of music consumers. Music discoveries remain a poorly 
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theorised part of consumption practices, as scholarly inquiries predominantly concern 

the role of social and technological variables which structure the conditions in which 

music discoveries may emerge (Nowak 2016b). I have therefore sought to provide a 

perspective on music discovery, following Nowak’s (2016b) conceptualisation of 

discovery as an affective phenomenological moment and through my own appropriation 

of personal music collections as a lens through which relationships between individuals 

and music content may be observed over time. In this way, I have further contributed to 

the affective conceptualisation of music discoveries (Nowak 2016b) and located the 

position of music collections within the exploratory practices of my interviewees and in 

facilitating long-term engagement with music discoveries.  

Using the accounts and experiences of my participants, I have located the implicit roles 

of personal music collections as a part of the social and technological conditions which 

frame music discoveries and their explicit position in facilitating growing music 

discoveries and communicating dynamic trajectories of identity and the self over time. 

As part of music exploration practices using music streaming platforms, music 

collections manifested in the form of ‘listen later playlists’, in which music found to be 

appealing during a mode of exploratory listening was purposefully archived for later 

consumption. Implicated in the social transmission and negotiation of music taste and 

discovery, personal music collections reflect the music tastes of the collector, 

functioning as a useful resource for friendship groups as browsing each other’s 

collections serves as a way to explore and discover new music.  

Personal music collections were demonstrated to play a crucial role in facilitating 

instances of growing music discovery and rediscovery. Given the emphasis of music 

streaming platforms on exploratory modes of music consumption (Lüders 2019), 

acquiring music as part of one’s collection was revealed to be a strategy to slow down 

the accelerating pace of music consumption in the streaming era (Featherstone 2000). 

My participants described being able to discover new music which they otherwise may 

not have by ‘sticking with’ particular music content and continuing to listen to it despite 

the constant flow of personalised music recommendations provided by music streaming 

platforms. In this way, personal music collections allowed for growing music 
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discoveries, as music which was not immediately understood or appreciated could be 

gradually interpreted and understood through repeated consumption and eventually 

become discovered in a moment of affective definition and categorisation within the 

listener’s own repertoire of tastes. This process of growing music discovery also 

foregrounded the enduring importance of social networks, friends, online communities 

(Tepper and Hargittai 2009), as well as cultural intermediaries such as online music 

publications, as they were referred to as the impetus for choosing to give particular 

music content time to grow towards being discovered.  

The cultivation of a personal music collection was also found to invite the rediscovery 

of previously accessed music, revealing evolving relationships with music as 

individuals change their opinions and engage in different processes of musical meaning-

making with the same music at different points in time. Music collections were found to 

be the site of long-term relationships with music which accompanied individuals 

through their lifetime. Rediscovery then, concerns a sense of personal historicity 

embedded within music collections, capturing and reflecting life narratives and 

providing new perspectives on one’s trajectories of music taste and identity. These 

elements of music collections were predominantly discussed in terms of collections 

made up of physical music media and digital music files, with music streaming services 

yet to afford similar retrospective functions due to their relatively new adoption by my 

participants. While my interview sample can be found to broadly support Lüders’ 

(2019) ascertain regarding the continued ‘will to archive’ within streaming platform 

environments, the comments of some participants regarding the ceding of collection 

control to restrictive platform interfaces point to an uneasy position of such services for 

the cultivation of long-term music collections. 





 

 

6   Conclusion 

Returning to the pub, I had once again setup my turntables for another sonic venture 

into the funky disco hits and yacht rock serenades of yesteryear. Attempting to cue the 

first song of the afternoon, I was dismayed to find one of my turntable needles dangling 

flimsily from the tonearm by a metal slither. This rendered half of my DJ equipment 

inoperable, with the right side of my crossfader producing nothing but a faint hum. 

While this was by no means a gig ender—I could still play music using the remaining 

turntable—I could not reconcile the thought of the awkward intermission as I quickly 

fumbled to change records at the end of each song. Committed to delivering the 

seamless auditory experience I desired and was being employed to provide, I rummaged 

through my bag for my laptop and opened Spotify. Plugging into the mixer channel and 

upgrading my account to that of a ‘premium’ service subscriber, I began to hurriedly 

assemble a playlist which would complement my record crate. Below my own 

makeshift playlist, the platform began to curate another list of music algorithmically 

determined to resemble my own, providing a series of welcome song suggestions which 

had not crossed my mind to include. The convenience and instantaneous accessibility 

provided by music streaming services was cast in stark relief by the fragility of my 

inoperable turntable. My DJ equipment became something of a fusing of music media 

technologies, as I cut between the crackles and pops of forty-year-old vinyl singles and 

the lossy compression of the streaming audio codec outputted from my laptop. On 

reflection, it is unlikely that a majority of the pub’s patronage were aware or even cared 

for the change in sound source driving the speakers. As far as the undiscerning ear was 

concerned, they both produced music of a listenable fidelity which suitably filled the 

sunny beer garden. From the perspective of a music collector however, the combination 

solidified a few key differences between the two technologies within my own practices.  

With the vast streaming database at my disposal, I took the opportunity to play some 

songs which I had not yet been able to secure my own vinyl copy of. My ownership of 

these records may have been prohibited by exorbitant cost or the scarcity of limited 

pressing numbers, but the songs they contain were suddenly made readily accessible at 
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the click of a button. This access also permitted me to reliably accommodate every 

strange, obscure, and exotic song request from my audience far beyond what I could 

have achieved with my humble record crate. What my record collection did provide 

however, was a distinct social overtone to such interactions. While responding to song 

requests using Spotify occurred unceremoniously and with an air of surety, to pull the 

record in question from beneath the table was a serendipitous moment which invited the 

mutual study of the sleeve, liner notes and its journey into my possession. These 

interactions emphasize the deeply significant relationships with collected objects which 

are shared by likeminded admirers, with some even returning with excavated selections 

from of their own music collections to be once again placed on the turntable platter. 

Equal parts resistance, novelty, nostalgia and aura, vinyl records appear to endure as a 

symbolic anchor for the social world of music collecting in a way that the familiar 

plastic chassis of the ubiquitous laptop is yet to achieve. It is perhaps for this reason that 

I have not yet abandoned my records and turntables for the convenience of digital DJ 

technologies. Instead, I now carry a spare set of turntable needles in my bag wherever I 

play, ensuring that I can always share the enjoyment of my music collection.  

Collecting remains a significant practice in our increasingly digital world, our 

relationships with accumulated objects ‘as profound and as significant as our 

relationships to each other, to language, and to time and space, and as complex’ (Pearce 

1994 p.4). The evolution of music technologies continues to raise questions regarding 

our relationships with music through its collection, as while ‘the status of objects may 

be changing […] people’s meaningful attachments to them have only become stronger’ 

(Moist and Banash 2013 p.11). It is in focusing on the production, circulation and 

reproduction of sound recordings as analog objects and digital copies, their materiality 

and cultural histories, as well as the value they represent to individual consumers that 

we may ‘enrich our understanding of cultural practices and change’ (Borschke 2017 

p.8). Music streaming services introduce new ways to collect and consume music 

through the provision of superabundant access and availability, presenting the collector 

with a musical smorgasbord with which to cultivate meaningful music collections. 

Further, the age of digitalisation has transformed conceptions of pre-digital collections 
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as we may now access and interact with them in new ways. The position of physical 

objects such as the vinyl record may be characterised as a reproduction of a ‘lost 

ordinary’ within the lives of largely digital music consumers, supporting ‘profoundly 

emotional and embodied’ experiences of music collecting and consumption (Banash 

2013). It is through an understanding of our complex relationships with shifting 

perceptions of digital and material culture that the image of the music collector in the 

streaming era may be fully understood and the enduring status of material music 

technologies captured beyond their nostalgic ambience.As my own experience above 

demonstrates, the arrival of music streaming platforms represents a significant 

technological shift in the conditions of music consumption, drawing attention to the 

grounded experiences of music consumers and collectors as they appropriate music 

streaming services within existing configurations of practice and relationships with 

legacy music formats and technologies. The advent of music streaming services has 

been a fruitful site of scholarly investigation regarding important transformations 

connected to the usage, value and social meanings attributed to music in contemporary 

life (Johansson et al. 2018; Eriksson et al. 2019). While previous evolutions in music 

technologies, such as the shift from analogue record to the digital CD preserved the 

modes of use and object-relations associated with music collecting, music streaming 

constitutes a radical reconfiguration in the conditions of music consumption. In the 

context of these changing media conditions, practices of music management which 

derive from pre-digital music collecting have been identified using the interfaces and 

features of music streaming services (Hagen 2015; Lüders 2019). However, how these 

platforms may reconfigure and intersect with established configurations of collecting 

practice and relationships with existing music media technologies has seldom been 

explored. This thesis has therefore endeavoured to examine what this latest 

transformation in musical mediation may mean for music collecting more broadly, 

providing one of the first attempts to articulate how shifting understandings of digital 

and material culture shape our meaningful relations with collections when music is 

made abundantly accessible through streaming (see Cunningham, Bainbridge and 

Bainbridge 2017; Cunningham 2019). I have demonstrated how different music 

technologies have been actively integrated, combined and excluded within the practices 
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of my interviewees, revealing the processes of sense-making and individual strategies of 

appropriation, resistance and technological management which shape contemporary 

forms of music collecting. These interviewee accounts highlight how heterogenous 

configurations of coexisting music media technologies are mobilised towards the 

presentation of collector identities, management of musical memories and other social 

processes in everyday life. Identifying the sustained relevance of existing media formats 

alongside new music technologies, this thesis presents a counternarrative to superficial 

readings of media history as ‘a history of obsolescence’ (Tischleder and Wasserman 

2015 p.2) and similarly reductive understandings of significant music media revivals as 

simple exercises in nostalgia and retromania (Reynolds 2012). 

Given the salience of generational perspectives in situating the findings of this project, 

the contributions outlined below may be understood as typical of similarly situated 

music consumers. Firstly, these perspectives and experiences of music collecting in the 

context of streaming music consumption may be shared by others belonging to 

Generation Y as they have common ‘structures of knowledge’ (Mannheim 1971) 

connected to growing up and discovering music during a transitional period of 

unprecedented technological evolution (Nowak and Bennett 2020). Secondly, the self-

making processes bound up in actively managing one’s music and the range of time, 

money and emotional investments involved in cultivating a personal music collection 

are experiences which are unlikely to be shared outside of those who place significant 

value upon music. In this way, the role of music collections as the site of important 

social identity work may be approached as a generalisable feature among engaged 

music consumers for whom music is a highly valued ‘technology of the self’ (DeNora 

2000 p.46).  

The situated nature of this research also highlights some of the limitations of the study 

and opportunities for further scholarly inquiry. For example, qualitative interviewing is 

heavily reliant on the interviewee’s capacity to verbalise, remember and communicate 

with the researcher. Therefore, the reliability of memory and difficulty in verbalising 

abstract feelings, emotions or experiences stand to limit the effectiveness of this method 

of data gathering. Further research focused on the music consumption practices of 
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individuals may therefore choose to combine qualitative interviews with media diaries 

(Berg and Düvel 2012) in order to ameliorate some of these limitations connected to the 

memory recall of interviewees. Similarly, this study has focused explicitly on the 

generational perspectives and experiences of young music collectors. Further research 

on this topic may therefore seek to once again reassess the contours of music collecting 

practices and the music collector with a generational cohort who, for example, do not 

have the same foundational experiences with physical music technologies such as CDs. 

Such perspectives could provide valuable insight into the mediating role of consumption 

practices established with digital and streaming music technologies and how material 

music formats may be perceived and evaluated. Lastly, a comparative investigation of 

collectors of other media items such as books, movies and games could be used to 

triangulate the evolving relationships between practices, materiality and objects in the 

context of widespread digitalisation.   

In seeking to reveal how music streams were actively integrated, combined and 

excluded within the media practices of my interviewees, the conditions of streaming 

platforms were found to be broadly incompatible with existing configurations of music 

collecting and consumption established with previous music technologies. This was 

predominantly attributed to the lack of ownership felt over music streams and reduced 

control over music collections within streaming platform environments when compared 

to collecting experiences associated with previous music media formats and 

technologies. Indeed, adopting a longitudinal approach to the individual collecting 

trajectories of my participants provided a novel perspective regarding the mediating role 

of existing configurations of music practices on the integration of music streaming 

services. Childhood and adolescent encounters with music technologies such as the 

purchasing of a first music CD were found to represent early engagements with key 

collecting logics of music ownership, selectivity and desire. These engagements 

represent the foundation my informant’s collector careers in establishing a ‘will to 

archive’ (Lüders 2019) and disposition towards practices of music collecting at an early 

age as the site of important social identity work and the signalling of taste, status and 

belonging. As Marshall (2019) suggests, much of the value of material music formats 
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may be attributed to the symbolic meanings embedded in their physical affordances and 

solidified within their position in personal music collections. These experiences 

represent some of the earliest musical memories of my participants, signifying the 

entwining of music with biographical narratives. While the music technologies which 

populated these practices changed, evolving into engagements with digital music files, 

portable music players and smartphones, the adoption and performative integration of 

these technologies was found to be mediated by these pre-existing notions of music 

collection, ownership, selectivity, and desiring. Despite their reduced materiality, 

collections of digital music files were found to radiate the same symbolic values 

associated with material music formats through technologies such as iPods for many 

interviewees, enduring as important sites of music ownership and significant identity 

management within social groups.  

The salience of collecting practices established with previous music technologies and 

the social value represented by the ownership of a music collection was found to occupy 

a mediating role regarding the adoption and integration of music streaming services. 

With these services prescribing conditions of access in place of music ownership, 

participants reported difficulties in integrating music streaming services within the 

existing configurations of music collecting practices founded upon the exercising of 

ownership and control as established with previous music technologies within their 

collector careers. Indeed, with the possibilities of ordering, storing and listening set by 

restrictive digital interfaces and actions such as selling, gifting negated by a lack of 

individual ownership, music streaming services resemble a ‘digital enclosure’ for the 

music collector (Burkart 2008). While previous studies concerning music management 

practices within music streaming platforms have located playlists as the site of archiving 

and curation practices which derive from and extend traditional understandings of music 

collecting (Hagen 2015), such practices were not observed among my interview 

participants. In the current era of streaming music consumption then, practices of 

physical music archiving may indeed be a remedy for those who collect music diligently 

(Burkart 2008). However, the evolution of platform features and the digital interfaces of 

music streaming services are likely to continue to raise questions regarding our 
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engagement with the materiality of digital music files and music streams, opening space 

to reinvestigate the status of music collecting and management practices among future 

music consumers.  

Crucially, what defined the music collectors in this study is the enduring recognition of 

the value represented by music ownership and the associated social functions related to 

the cultivation and display of music collections. It is here that Walter Benjamin’s rituals 

of collecting may still be located within contemporary practices of music collecting, as 

the contents of the collection and systems of ordering and demarcation continue to 

reflect the subjectivity, selectivity and passions of the collector. For the collector, the 

collection remains a material biography; an anchor of identity and memory affording a 

sense of self which extends from the past into the future. These practices of active music 

management are reflective of an enduring ‘will to archive’ and the great importance 

placed on music in everyday life (Lüders 2019). This recognition of the value of music 

ownership and social functions of music collections was not an enduring feature in all 

participant accounts, however. A proportion of interviewees described that at the current 

stages of their collector careers, they did not attribute significant value to music in their 

everyday lives. While as Marshall (2019) suggests, these consumers might have 

identified the social value represented by ownership of a music collections at previous 

stages in their collector careers, their current relationships with music in the context of 

music streaming platforms presented as more passive and closer to that of the ‘ordinary’ 

music consumer. For these interviewees, the value of music was less oriented by the 

social functions and identity work driven by the material affordances of recorded music 

objects, and more by the use of music as a background accompaniment to everyday 

routines and the value driven by the accessibility and immediacy of digital mediations. 

In this way, this thesis has provided a timely perspective on the contemporary value of 

music recorded music (Marshall 2019), revealing variability in the nature of musical 

investments and importance placed on music throughout various stages in the collector 

careers of my participants. 

This is not to say that music streaming services have not changed or reconfigured the 

position of music collections for the contemporary music collector. While music 
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streaming services were largely incompatible with the collecting and music 

management practices of my collector participants, such services were consistently 

characterised as the preferred conduit for everyday music consumption. In this way, 

music streaming services were found to have broadly reconfigured the use value 

associated with material music collections as technologies for music listening. As 

Shuker (2010) found, music media differ from most collectibles in terms of their use 

value: ‘While some record collectors will valorise the ‘mint’ condition recording, 

including sealed vinyl, most will make very regular use of the collection to provide a 

literal soundtrack to their lives’ (p.198). It is through their embeddedness within 

practices of music listening that music collections can be found to evade conventional 

definitions of collected items by their removal or exclusion from everyday use (Belk 

2001). Before adopting music streaming services, informant listening practices where 

characterised by an eclectic approach to the use of music technologies (Nowak and 

Bennett 2020), which saw them tied to specific consumption contexts or used to provide 

coherent aesthetic experiences connected to music genres and styles. With the 

introduction of music streaming services into the media repertoires of my participants 

however, these configurations of music technologies and listening contexts; the use of 

CDs for listening in the car, digital music files and smartphones for mobile music 

consumption, and vinyl records for situated domestic consumption, were found to be 

radically reconfigured.  

Music streaming services were coded as highly convenient for everyday listening, in the 

provision of flexible access to highly abundant music databases from a range of devices 

and alleviating limitations of previous listening configurations. Digital music files were 

no longer required to be stored locally on a smartphone for mobile music consumption, 

erasing restrictions imposed by finite storage capacity and making more music available 

for listening. Similarly, music streaming services allowed for participants to listen to 

music they own on vinyl and CD in contexts without the necessity of a turntable of CD 

player. This saw listening practices established around music collections give way to 

streaming music consumption for everyday listening. No longer embedded within 

everyday practices, this reconfiguration of the use value associated with music 
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collections represented a point of tension for some interviewees. As Shuker (2010) 

suggests, the ‘very regular’ use of music collections as the site of music listening is to 

emphasise the central place of a love of music and the pleasures of music consumption 

in animating practices of music collecting (p.198). The neglecting of the use value 

represented by music collections then, represented an affront to the entire idea of music 

collecting for a proportion of my participants and even saw explicit strategies employed 

to include them alongside music streaming in their listening practices.  

Even for those informant collectors who found the reconfigured position of their music 

collections less problematic, music collections were still characterised as the site of 

significance for the self and auxiliary listening practices. As discussed in the section 

above, as a product of music ownership, collections remained the site of active meaning 

making regarding music as a ‘technology of the self’ (DeNora 2000) and important 

social resource for identity work. Music collections of various material technologies 

also maintained relevance where they remained the only format with which specific 

music genres or styles could be owned and listened to. Finally, through the cultivation 

of a personal music collection, participants were able to mitigate the lack of control 

experienced when using music streaming platforms. Indeed, while the promise of music 

streaming services resembles that of the ‘celestial jukebox’ (Burkart and McCourt 2006) 

in providing the instantaneous availability of almost any recording, omissions in music 

catalogues and databases were highlighted as a distinct limitation of music streaming 

experiences for many interviewees. Personal music collections were therefore coded as 

a way for participants to access these missing albums and artists, restoring a sense of 

control over their music listening experience in what they can and cannot listen to. 

Despite maintaining use value in a number of auxiliary roles, music collections were 

found to be broadly repositioned closer to conventional definitions of collections in their 

removal from everyday use in the era of streaming music consumption.  

Finally, this thesis has introduced a perspective on the role of collections in processes of 

music discovery. Music discovery remains weakly theorised, with scholarly inquiries 

predominantly focusing on the social and technological conditions which frame them. 

Through the lens of music collecting practices, I have contributed to early 
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conceptualisations of music discoveries as a phenomenological moment concerning the 

affective responses of the listener. This perspective shifts the analytical focus from the 

‘origins of discovery’ concerned with the moment music content is first accessed 

towards the moment in which it ‘leaves an affective mark on individuals’ (Nowak 

2016b p.143). Such affective moments allow for music to be interpreted, categorised 

and remembered by listeners within their own repertoire of music tastes and provides an 

important conceptual delineation between ‘access’ and ‘discovery’ in defining music 

discoveries. It is following this conceptualisation that I identify music collections as the 

site of evolving long-term relationships with music which capture and demonstrate the 

dynamic trajectory of affective music discoveries. Indeed, music collections were found 

to play a salient role in the longitudinal conceptualisation of music discoveries as the 

site of growing discoveries which emerge over time and instances of music rediscovery.  

In facilitating growing music discoveries, practices of music collecting were identified 

as a strategy to slow down the pace of their consumption and facilitate music 

discoveries which develop over repeated listens. While algorithms and personalised 

recommendation playlists were described as useful for exploring and discovering new 

music using streaming services, these features were also recognised as the source of 

ephemeral music experiences by some participants. Inundated with music 

recommendations and the conditions of musical abundance, some participants described 

a change in their listening patterns characterised by impatience, a loss of focus and 

tendencies to skip quickly through songs in order to listen to the next suggestion. In this 

way, these affordances of streaming platforms were found to discourage instances of 

affective music discovery which emerge over repeated listens. This saw strategies of 

music management deployed by participants designed to ‘give music time’, moving 

particular recommendations into their music collections as an action of commitment to 

future listening and affective evaluation. As a ‘testing ground’ or way of ‘sticking with’ 

music, these strategies saw music which was not immediately understood or appreciated 

to be gradually interpreted before being discovered in a moment of affective definition 

and categorisation. Importantly, when deciding which music recommendations to invest 

time into, participants tended to evaluate suggestions from friends as more reputable 
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than algorithmic suggestions when choosing which music to save for, pointing to an 

enduring role of social milieus in structuring music taste.  

As the site of long-term relationships with music which often accompanied interviewees 

throughout their lifetime, music collections also played an important role in the 

rediscovery of music. Instances of rediscovery reveal how individual relationships and 

perspectives on music evolve, as collectors engage in affective processes of redefinition 

and reinterpretation with the same music at different points throughout their lives. This 

is to reexperience the personal histories embedded within music collections, reflecting 

on life narratives and producing new perspectives on past trajectories of music taste and 

identity. Interviewee discussions of rediscovery were limited to collections of material 

music media formats and digital music files, as music streaming services were yet to 

afford similar retrospective functions due to their relatively new adoption. Similarly, 

given the reduced control over music collections prescribed by restrictive platform 

interfaces, some interviewees expressed uneasiness regarding the cultivation of long-

term music collections using music streaming services. In this way, this thesis builds 

upon Nowak’s (2016b) conceptualisation of affective music discovery and extends 

understanding of music collecting practices into the streaming era, highlighting the role 

of music collections and practices of active music management in conceptualising 

growing discoveries which emerge and evolve over time and in facilitating the 

rediscovery of previously discovered music content. 

This thesis began with Walter Benjamin’s celebration of the figure of the collector and 

the unique ‘aura’ of collected objects, elements of which have appeared in various 

forms throughout the accounts of the interviewees in this thesis. Concluding his 

thoughts, Benjamin acknowledges that his passion for collecting is ‘behind the times’, 

affirming that ‘time is running out’ for the collector he described (1969 p.66), although 

he never specifies why this is. It is suggested however, that given his emphasis on 

ownership as central to collecting, it is not difficult to connect Benjamin’s predictions 

with his own thoughts on mechanical reproduction (Boon 2013). As many scholars have 

noted (Dibbell 2004; Moist 2008; Marshall 2014), Benjamin never connected his 

writings on collecting with his perhaps most influential essay on The Work of Art in an 
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Age of Mechanical Reproduction, in which he contends that the aura of an object 

becomes diluted when it can be mechanically copied. Noting the conception of these 

essays amid a possible socialist revolution, Boon (2013) highlights the tension held 

between the pleasures of private ownership and emancipatory potentials of mechanical 

reproduction in Benjamin’s writings. Indeed, while it is the technology of mass 

reproduction that creates the copies of books whose aura and historical traces nourish 

Benjamin’s collector, the reproduction of these copies also gradually dissolves this aura 

and therefore their collectability. For the music collector in the era of streaming music 

consumption, the transition from collectable product to access-based service sees the 

aura and traces of the discrete music object further obscured. Boon determined that 

while, ‘Benjamin saw the potential of a mass art, as well as that of a publicly held 

collection such as that of a museum or library’ it is unclear if he foresaw the current 

‘struggle between publicly and privately held collections for the attention of the masses’ 

(2013 p.24).  

Turning to streaming music consumption then, Boon (2013) writes that it is impossible 

that privately held databases in which the user pays for access but enjoys no ownership 

could be the final word on collections. Conversely however, others have indicated 

towards the likely disappearance of collecting as celebrated by Benjamin, as platforms 

such as Spotify continue to shape and transform how music is discovered, appropriated 

and managed through the everyday media practices of music listeners (Marshall 2014). 

The current configuration of the streaming era has been described as ‘a victory of 

industry interest over those of collectors’, as these services see the restriction and 

disruption of music practices established with previous technologies (Steirer 2014 p.80). 

While the arrangements of music access over ownership prescribed by streaming 

services have been broadly embraced by music consumers in their pragmatic and 

everyday music engagements, the music media landscape remains a ‘heterogenous 

technological ecology’ in which music technologies of various eras coexist and intersect 

(Roy 2015 p.1). Particularly for those whom music constitutes a critical emotional 

resource and technology of the self (DeNora 2000), physical music formats and digital 

music files continue to maintain a relevant position alongside streaming services within 



243 

 

configurations of music practices. These formats occupied roles which extended beyond 

their function in reproducing recorded sound into their position as a collection of 

cultural objects which anchor and reflect the subjectivities, biography, and identity of 

the collector. The continuation of such practices suggests an enduring relevance of 

Benjamin’s collector into the current era of streaming music consumption. Observing 

the global shifts which have transpired even in the time this thesis was written, the 

image of the collector and their intimate relationship with collected objects may indeed 

be found to wield a newfound relevance.  

In his definition of the contemporary record collector in the early 2000s, Shuker 

(2004) touches upon the popular image of vinyl record collectors as socially 

incompetent individuals who would sooner lose themselves in their collections 

than engage in social relationships. While ultimately refuting this image in favour 

of a more nuanced perceptive on the social components of record collecting, the 

immersive potentials of personal music collections as reflected in popular fiction 

such as Nick Hornby’s High Fidelity may take on new relevance in the 

contemporary context:  

Collecting can provide a sense of escapism and a private refuge from both 

the wider world and the immediate domestic environment, albeit 

temporarily. In High Fidelity, Rob Fleming in times of stress re-catalogues 

his album collection: 'Is it so wrong, wanting to be at home with your record 

collection? It's not like collecting records is like collecting stamps, or beer 

mats, or antique thimbles. There's a whole world in here, a nicer, dirtier, 

more violent, more colourful, sleazier, more dangerous, more loving world 

than the world I live in. (Shuker 2004 p. 326) 

At the time of writing this thesis, many of the worlds cities were plunged into lockdown 

as a result of the global COVID-19 pandemic. In Australia, like many countries, many 

were quarantined within their homes to slow the spread of the disease. Permitted to 

leave only for essential goods, services and personal exercise, social contact became 

something of a luxury for many, available only through the mediated channels of our 
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digital lives. In light of such conditions, Hornby’s characterisation of music collections 

‘a whole world’ of experiences which may be explored without leaving one’s home 

takes on a powerful new emphasis. For those still restricted to their homes even now, 

the sense of escapism and private refuge afforded by a music collection might have 

become a valuable source of comfort, not in spite of social contact as Hornby suggests, 

but in place of it. With the latest reports from music retailers recording a significant 

uptick in vinyl record sales during the global pandemic (Turbet 2020), there still may be 

time left for the collector in the streaming era yet.
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