How many of you have used a filesharing program to download music?  How many of you still do it?  Well, I’m here to explain how filesharing is beneficial to music, for both fans and artists.  Technology has always been a driving force for innovation and change, however, this change often involves upsetting the current establishment in whatever field it applies to.  Many of these technologies also unveil a new paradigm, or way of thinking, and in the process, the affected establishments must learn to adapt, or be left behind in the cold wake of obsolescence.  The digital music revolution is one such innovation, and has resulted from a combination of technologies, including such things as the Internet, as well as the advent of the MP3, filesharing applications, portable digital music devices, and burnable media.  The affected establishment in this case is the corporate recording industry, specifically the 5 major labels (Sony, Universal, EMI, BMG, and Warner).  They would like everyone to believe that sharing music is evil and detrimental to their business and is ripping off artists.  However, I will explain how filesharing is ultimately beneficial to artists, fans, and the state of music overall.

First, I’ll give a brief overview of the major events that have led this digital music revolution.  In 1990, a new audio file format was developed, known as the Moving Picture Experts Group, Audio Layer III, or MP3 for short.  The MP3 compresses digital audio files by a factor of 12 to a size that can be easily sent from computer to computer without compromising quality.  Around 1997, a couple of college students got a whiff of this compressed file that could playback songs a couple notches below compact disc quality, but better than that of streaming audio. They also discovered an "Amp" engine that could play the files. They threw a Windows interface on the Amp, called it WinAmp and began to distribute it on the Internet.

Within one year, MP3 became the standard format for listening to songs on the Internet, and their distribution over thousands and thousands of unregulated web sites meant that virtually any song ever recorded was available. Portable devices, spearheaded by RioPort, allowed the songs to move from desktop to portable players the size of a pack of cigarettes.  But this was just the beginning…In 1999, Shawn Fanning, an 18-year-old Northwestern University dropout, wondered if there was a way for computer users to easily swap song files online. He created Napster -- and in early 2000, the file-sharing, peer-to-peer service revolutionized the music industry forever. A year after its release, 60 million people downloaded the free software and adopted it as their one-stop music warehouse.  People from all corners of the globe were sharing music with each other on a mass scale.

Naturally, this didn’t sit well with the RIAA (Recording Industry Association of America), which is the lobbying arm of the 5 major labels.  Artists, labels and publishers were not being compensated by the free trade of song files over the Net, so the RIAA convinced a federal judge to shut Napster down.  However, the proverbial genie was long out his bottle by this point.  The inventors of MP3 had made it easy for people to develop programs and software for it; there was no regulation or encryption that would hinder the advancement or potential of the technology, and no single entity had popularized the free distribution of music like Napster.

So in the wake of Napster’s demise, numerous filesharing applications began to emerge, such as Morpheus, Grokster, I-mesh, WinMX, Limewire, Emule, Soulseek, Direct Connect, and Kazaa…the latter of which became more widely used than even Napster.  These new applications were able to survive lawsuits by learning from Napster’s mistakes, namely not using a centralized server.  In 2003, U.S. District Judge Stephen Wilson ruled that file-sharing networks do not violate copyright law because they cannot be held liable for illegal activity that may take place within their network.  This brings us to today, where the RIAA has shifted their attacks from filesharing networks to individual users, suing those that are found to be sharing large quantities of copyrighted material on various networks.  Still, filesharing goes on as much as it ever has, just in a less-centralized manner.

Filesharing music represents many benefits to the public.  The first being able to preview albums before purchasing.  How many of you have bought an album only to feel ripped off after discovering it had maybe 2 or 3 good tracks?  The Los Angeles Times reports that even record labels have recognized this and are urging artists to put fewer tracks on albums because fans are put off by too many average songs.  Well thanks to filesharing, many music fans no longer experience such disappointment, as they are able to apply the “try before you buy” strategy to their music purchases.  According to the BBC, Market research company Music Programming Ltd, surveyed 500 serial downloaders aged between 13 and 45, and discovered that 87% of those still buy albums when they are commercially released.  The survey also said 41% of its respondents declared themselves "heavy downloaders", but that 34% of them still felt they bought more albums than they did a year ago.  Asked why they download music, the respondents were most likely to say it was "to check out music I've heard about but not listened to yet", and "to help me decide whether to buy the CD".  The survey's findings oppose the music industry's long-standing argument that internet downloading is responsible for a slump in CD sales.  Well perhaps the industry should also be cognizant of the disposable, homogenous “talent” they are signing and putting on the airwaves.

Even when music fans were not  feeling ripped off from a musical standpoint, they felt it from a financial angle.  In 2002, the 5 major labels agreed to pay $67 million and distribute $75 million in CDs to public and non-profit groups, as part of a class action lawsuit brought against them by 39 states…the industry was charged with keeping consumer CD prices artificially high between 1995 and 2000…a scandal known as “price-fixing”.

Filesharing is also an excellent way for people to find and listen to new artists and music that they would not otherwise have the opportunity to do so.  Radio playlists have become a casualty of corporate agendas.  What drives radio is advertising and money, not music.  Listeners may not realize it, but radio today is largely bought by the record companies. Most rock and Top 40 stations get paid to play the songs they spin.  This relationship is further helped by corporate giants such as Clear Channel, that owns nearly 1,200 radio stations and effectively controls the rock radio market. It also owns SFX Entertainment, the nation's dominant concert-venue owner and touring promoter.  Given this, it’s no wonder consumers are often dissatisfied with what they hear on the airwaves…a lot of good music is left behind, but that’s where the internet and filesharing picks up the slack.  

Many artists outside the mainstream, as well as international acts, are able to gain exposure in countries where promotion has been otherwise nonexistent.  A band such as Nightwish, who hails from Finland and has been releasing albums since 1997, was able to tour the US last summer for the first time.  They experienced great, enthusiastic crowds despite having zero mainstream radio play, and their new album had not even been released in the US at the time.  Band members were quite pleased, and admitted that the positive reaction they received was largely due to exposure through various internet outlets, including filesharing.

There are also many unsigned artists who are using filesharing networks, in addition to their own websites, to distribute their demos and create a grassroots following.  As a result, it has allowed these artists to find another effective method of distribution and marketing, with little to no cost.  Artists on independent labels also use these methods to their advantage.

Filesharing also enables fans to easily find many out-of-print items, albums and special EPs that are no longer being manufactured and sold.  Also, rare tracks, such as alternate versions, remixes, and bonus tracks that are not found on domestic editions of a particular album, can be found with a simple search.  In addition, amateur recordings of live concerts, which are commonly traded amongst fans, can also be found on filesharing networks.

Despite the alarmist attitude of the record industry towards filesharing, I believe the future of music is a bright one.  BMI, one of the 5 major labels, reported revenues of $673 million for the 2004 fiscal year, an increase of 6.8% over the prior year.  BMI President Frances Preston said both the revenues and royalty distributions were the largest in the company's history.  Such news doesn’t exactly amount to a death knell for the music industry now does it?  Though many legal download options have arrived, they often suffer from downfalls such as catalog limitations and file restrictions, resulting in a frustrated consumer.

Speaking from personal experience, I bought approximately 30 albums last year, which was by far more than I had bought in any previous year…and everyone of those purchases were made because I was able to download the album beforehand and give it a few listens to decide whether I really liked it or not.  I was also able to discover so many lesser-known bands that have become some of my alltime favorites, and the result has given me twice the passion for music that I had before, not only in terms of musical appreciation, but it has also translated into album, DVD, and concert ticket purchases as well.

In conclusion, while the record industry continues to follow a heavy-handed, litigation-happy mentality, many consumers, as well as artists who are often mistreated by their labels, are left feeling alienated.  I absolutely agree artists need to be compensated for their work, but I don’t view filesharing as hindering this process, but rather helping it.  The music industry needs to learn how to better adapt to technology, rather than fighting it tooth and nail.  While most technologies have positive and negative consequences, I believe the pros easily outweigh the cons in this digital music realm. 

