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Since people have been able to record sound, there have been people who sought to recreate or alter that sound to better suit their needs. This essentially describes the earliest concept of remixing. Remixing has increased in popularity since the 1970s and has also become much easier. Anybody with a computer (almost everybody, now) has the ability to mix, remix, master and even produce their own music. This accessibility has led to the somewhat simple concept of “mash-ups”. Mash-ups are basically combinations of two separate (often different in genre) audio tracks. Typically, mash-ups involve the music portion of one song combined with the vocal part of another. Perhaps the most popular and common example of a mash-up is DJ Danger Mouse’s combination of Jay-Z’s “The Black Album” with The Beatles’ “White Album” to create “The Grey Album”. As stated earlier, anybody has the ability to create these mash-ups and therefore, the genre gives a lot of agency and freedom to its producers. The best place to find mash-ups is on the internet, and they are usually free. Sometimes you have to look for them and sometimes (in the case of “The Grey Album”) they are very easy to find.

Mash-ups can be seen as cultural appropriation in that they involve a person taking a part of culture (a couple songs) and remaking them into something that fits their ideals. They also offer a non-linear interpretation that hybridizes the style and content of two different songs or recording artists. The style, intent, meaning, and pleasures created will all differ from the intentions of the original artist. The fact that mash-ups are so easy to make allows them the opportunity be classified as popular culture. This is because they contain elements of the forces of domination as well as the opportunity to speak against them. According to Fiske, People are required to challenge and negotiate with everyday life within the dominant social structure. Those who are able to do so are the ones who will appropriate cultural texts in a form of cultural discourse. These are the same people whose allegiances are fluid and variable. This is why creativity is necessarily diverse.

The mash-up is the perfect example of the audience going from being the consumer to becoming the producer. In fact, this may be the most straightforward example of this occurrence with regards to cultural appropriation. As far as pleasures and meanings go, it can’t help but be assumed that pleasures are valued more than meanings for mash-ups. It is difficult to pick out specific meanings that the producer of these mash-ups is trying to convey. This would require in-depth, abstract analysis. So it is the circulation of auditory pleasures that encompasses the cultural economy as far as mash-ups are concerned.

Within the power relations being negotiated, there is a with whom as well as an against whom. This oppositional difference is what allows for change and innovation within the culture. There is a very strong sense of with whom with mash-ups. It becomes increasingly difficult to determine any feelings of against whom. However, in some cases it could be argued that the style of the mash-up as well as the choice of accompaniment on the track may provide with a (subtle) sense of against whom. 

It almost becomes conceivable that producers of the economic commodities (i.e. recording artists) may start to anticipate the actions of such “mash-uppers” and begin producing these commodities accordingly to either encourage these pleasures, or condemn them. However, Fiske would argue that the producer of the economic commodity never has an idea as to how their products may be appropriated by consumer/producers. This is where Fiske illustrates his cultural populist ideas and separates himself from structural thinking by giving autonomy to the audience.

It is hard to see this type of appropriation as “tactical resistance” or evasion. However, this does not mean that they are not a cause for change. There is still a discourse going on between the producer of the economic commodity and the audience. If one really wanted to see how mash-ups can be viewed as a form of resistance one could see them as a threat to the artist’s own integrity in that a normal person was able to transform their hard work into something else in a matter of minutes. It is plausible then, for some artists to have negative feelings towards mash-ups and those who make them. They undermine and devalue the effort and talent required to make the product in the first place. Some economic producers may be insulted when an audience member combines their track with a Britney Spears lyric while another might see it as a form of flattery. It is this possibility of differing opinions that leads to progress and change within the cultural economy. Of course, Fiske sees much more value in arguing and disagreeing with the power-bloc because this secures and opportunity for popular culture to be formed and challenge the financial economy. 

Jenkins believes that those who appropriate cultural texts “perceive themselves as rescuing the show from its producers”. However, it cannot be the case that all cultural appropriation occurs because the audience believes its producers have done a poor job. This is especially evident with mash-ups. It is true that the goal is often to create something that is more than the sum of its parts, but this would be impossible if the parts were not good in the first place. As stated earlier, mash-ups are often a celebration of what is already there. Even when a mash-up is made to illustrate one or both of the track’s poor quality, the producer of the mash-up knows this and tries to play off of it. They are usually using the “bad” song to make a statement about music. They are simply making do with what is available, like Fiske says they should.

Just as in popular news, mash-ups “make no attempt to smooth out contradictions in its discourse”. That is to say that the more contradictory and bizarre the mash-up is, the better. This is why combining tracks from completely separate genres is an effective method to resist the dominant culture. Combining Jay-Z with The Beatles allows for the exploitation of evident differences so that the product can represent the popular culture as accurately as possible.

Jenkins believes that to become a fan, one must translate the economic product into some kind of cultural activity. A true fan is one that takes a product and continues its production in some way or another. This describes those who make mash-ups perfectly. The lines between the producer(s) (Jay-Z and The Beatles) and the consumer (DJ Danger Mouse) should become blurred. This is what has happened, as DJ Danger Mouse is both an audience member and a producer. 

According to Jenkins, appropriation can be a form of extrapolation. This can be evident in mash-ups when the audience/producer may try to “see into the future” and create new genres, styles, or even meanings. Because of its radical nature, it’s difficult for mash-ups to be sold professionally. However, an exception has recently been unveiled. Once again, Jay-Z has done a collaboration, this time with Linkin Park. Not only was it performed live (something relatively uncommon for mash-ups) but it was packaged and sold professionally. This illustrates the acceptance of the popular culture into the “official” culture. According to Fiske, this is a good thing; he wants to see the “culture of the people” narrow the gap between itself and the official culture. This way, allegiances will be more secure and we will be presented with the best conditions for social change.
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