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Abstract 

This study analyzes netlabels as real utopias within the music business. Particularly during the 

days of P2P-sharing platforms, netlabels offered regulatory certain alternatives to music 

produced by the recording industry and soaked with copyright related issues. About two 

decades later and amidst a booming streaming economy, netlabels seem out of sync with 

music business and technological developments. We scrutinize this parallel music world and 

how its real utopian strategies evolve against the fugacity of time.  

 

 

  

 
1 This is the first draft based on preliminary results of still ongoing research. The research is funded by the 
Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft DFG. 
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Introduction 

Since netlabels – music labels that typically exist online only and apply open licensing 

practices, particularly with Creative Commons licenses – emerged as a widespread 

phenomenon in the early 2000s, they have had a rough ride. Netlabels started out as great 

hope for handling issues of the music business’ digital turn and as a viable alternative to the 

established music recording industry with its (major-)label structure (Galuszka 2012c, 

Corvillo-Martínez 2014). They addressed both uncertainties related to music piracy through 

Creative Commons licensing and also visibility gaps in the novel online music consumption 

environments through making available niche music products. However, the phenomenal rise 

of music streaming that in its own way handles the very same issues, rendered netlabels 

redundant. In a streaming music business almost every song is made available factually 

(online visibility) and legally (no or at least less music piracy): who needs the services of 

netlabels anymore? To put the empirical puzzle differently: do netlabels still provide viable 

real utopian alternatives in the recording industry or have they turned into online common 

and waiting rooms providing storage space for digital and niche music? 

To analyse netlabels and their changing position in the developing recording industry, this 

paper draws on sociological literature that theorizes real utopias (Wright 2013a, Wright 

2013b). Real utopias take on a critical stance towards current societal institutions and impose 

a moral layer on prefiguring an idealized future. To overcome fictionality of classical utopias, 

real utopias develop traceable – ‘real’ – pathways to an imagined future. With the case of 

netlabels we suggest that though ‘parallel music worlds’ exist alongside developing market 

practices of the recording industry, they still have to handle industry developments and adapt 

their real utopian practice to institutional change like the transformation to streaming as the 
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main music distribution practice (Dolata 2020, Budzinski and Stöhr 2019). With the case of 

netlabels, our study links the concept of real utopias with the observation that social 

institutions change over time. We therefore ask the exploratory research question: How do 

netlabels handle institutional change of the recording industry with regard to their real 

utopian practices? 

To address this question, we provide evidence in two directions. Since the last comprehensive 

study of the netlabel culture was conducted more than ten years ago and prior to the 

streaming-boom (Galuszka 2012c, Galuszka 2012b), we take a look into the current situation 

of netlabels through a quantitative mapping of active as well as inactive netlabels. 

Furthermore, we draw on interviews with netlabel managers, artists, and music experts to 

investigate how netlabel practice adapts over time and how wider changes in the recording 

industry affect the real utopian practices of netlabels. 

We find that netlabels are in an ambivalent position between providing spaces for real 

utopian activities, but often serving merely as online waiting rooms for niche music – 

potentially ‘being there’ after the music streaming hype. Their approaches to what they 

perceive as an alternative to the recording industry span across a continuum of practices, 

some more, some less linked to the established music business, with the institutional change 

through music streaming potentially “separating the wheat from the chaff” of real utopian 

netlabels. 

 

Real Utopias  

To investigate and analyze the practice of netlabels, we mobilize the concept of “real utopias” 

as introduced by Erin Olin Wright (2011, 2013a, 2013b). Wright underscores two fundamental 
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facts of human condition that is (1) human suffering is the result of the organization of our 

social structures and institutions, and (2) while we live in a social world that generates harms, 

we also have the capacity to imagine alternative worlds where such harms are absent (Wright 

2011: 37). These imagined alternatives are utopias. However, utopias usually lack applicability 

and clear guiding structures of how to come within reach. Real utopias are distinct from mere 

utopias as they offer exactly that: 

“The challenge of envisioning real utopias is to elaborate clear-headed, rigorous, and 

viable alternatives to existing social institutions that both embody our deepest 

aspirations for human flourishing and take seriously the problem of practical design.“ 

(Wright 2011: 37) 

Wright believes sociology and particularly “a sociology of real utopias” is in charge of 

developing strategies “that enable us to make empirically and theoretically sound arguments 

about emancipatory possibilities“ (Wright 2011: 37). He distinguishes two main research 

trajectories for real utopias: on the one hand the analysis of empirical cases that “embody 

emancipatory aspirations and prefigure broader utopian alternatives,“ on the other hand 

theoretical investigations that reflect normative problems within institutional designs (Wright 

2011: 38).  

To explore real utopias, Wright suggests to take four steps that build on each other. The first 

step is about specifying the moral principles that enable us to judge a social institution, which 

is essentially about evaluating a problematic situation against the backdrop of multiple 

evaluative logics as also the theory of conventions proposes (Boltanski and Thévenot 1999). 

Wright focuses on the principles of equality, democracy, and sustainability to question social 

institutions “how well they realize these values” (Wright 2013b: 13). In the second step, 
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Wright uses these principles as standards to diagnose and criticize existing institutions. 

Building on emerging critique, the third step is about developing viable alternatives that need 

to balance desirability, viability, and achievability in order to be real utopias and not just 

utopian. While viability is questioning whether a utopian state can be sustainable, 

achievability asks a viable alternative which steps need to be taken to reach it. The fourth 

step, then, generates a “theory of transformation for realizing” alternatives (Wright 2013b: 

9). To underscore the transformative character of real utopias, Wright furthermore 

introduces two forms of how alternatives operate: ameliorative reforms, which improve flaws 

in existing institutions; and effective real utopias which rather “envision the contours of an 

alternative social world“ (Wright 2013b: 17) and look for social innovations to move towards 

it. This bears resemblance to the differentiation between incremental and radical innovation, 

which is, however, conceived of in rather gradual and not absolute terms (Ettlie et al. 1984). 

Still, this links to an intriguing characteristic of Wright’s real utopias: their conception in the 

plural. There is not one real utopia, but multiple real utopias. Yet, Wright does not clarify, 

whether there is one real utopia per societal institution (with potentially multiple alternative 

instantiations that all link or add up to the same real utopia) or whether there are 

concurring/competing alternatives to the very same societal issue. One further way of looking 

at multiple alternatives is from a perspective of time. Multiple real utopias could emerge from 

changes over time in diagnosing and criticizing social institutions. Developments of a social 

institution shift what we perceive as viable and achievable steps towards an alternative. 

When this happens, parts of the field actively engaged in real utopian practice will become 

more realistic than others who might remain what they earlier considered as a real utopia. A 

phenomenon well known in the socio-economic analysis of path dependence of organizations 

in situations of institutional change (Schneiberg 2007).  
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Building on this it is questionable whether real utopias ever become reality. When ‘utopia’ is 

a moving target, real utopias might be bound to remain – even though real – utopias. Real 

utopias in that sense rather provide ‘mirrors of otherness’, function as guides or guardians of 

potential alternatives. Bearing this in mind, we can ask what happens with real utopian 

alternatives when the societal problem it envisioned to tackle changes over time. 

Real utopias in art 

Following Wright, we should find real utopias in every societal institution, where problems 

with dominant conditions arise and alternatives are envisioned and implemented. One social 

institution that links well with real utopias and where also institutional change plays a 

significant role, is art. Art can be seen as the societal institution prone to realize utopias, which 

manifests in the exclamation of l’art pour l’art that sociological analysis positions in the center 

of the art field’s emergence, explicitly connected to the emergence of the field of literature 

(Bourdieu 1996). Art for art’s sake, in a way, is a (real) utopia itself, separating artistic activities 

and valuations completely from the commercial and economic needs of capitalism. Artists 

have often strived for utopian ways of living, utopian projects like artist colonies are 

exemplary for attempts to realize utopias (Greene 2011). Yet, the institutionalized economic 

disinterestedness has shifted massively in the 20th century with the development of cultural 

industries (Horkheimer and Adorno 2010 [1944]) and later on the normalization of the close-

knit relationship between art and commerce in the creative industries (Blythe 2001, 

Cunningham 2002), which questions whether we can interpret art in general as oriented 

towards the moral principles of equality, democracy, and sustainability.  

To investigate real utopias in art, it is reasonable to take a deeper dive into specific niches of 

artistic activity and expression. Within the art fields like the music economy, the film industry, 



 7 

or the book market, that follow commercial and capitalist reasoning, we find what we could 

call ‘parallel‘ art worlds (Becker 2008 [1982]) that engage with real utopias of artistic activity 

and expression. With regard to the music economy, Wright himself brings up the example of 

“internet-based reciprocity economy in music” as an empirical manifestation of a real utopia 

(Wright 2013b: 20). Wright argues that the music business fosters a dichotomous situation 

where musicians either live an affluent “life of stars or starve.” However, the internet provides 

spaces that might allow musicians to earn middle-class income. He explains that  

“the idea is that musicians create websites for their music with free downloads, and 

then ask people to pay whatever they want. Through this mechanism musicians 

establish a direct relation to fans based on norms of reciprocity and cooperation 

rather than ordinary commodified exchange.“ (Wright 2013b: 20) 

Though Wright does not explicitly mention the netlabel culture, his descriptions are 

reminiscent of the early days of netlabels as well. We regard this netlabel culture that serves 

this study as an empirical case, as one ‘parallel music world’ that exists alongside the 

dominant recording industry. 

The real utopian art world of netlabels 

Before we turn to the netlabel culture as fostering real utopian alternatives in the music 

business, it is useful to first evaluate the institution of the record industry against Wright’s 

principles of equality, democracy, and sustainability. We focus here on the recording industry, 

the parts of the music business associated with the production and distribution of recorded 

music (Hull 2004), because labels usually take on the task of handling recorded music, many 

of the most powerful actors in the music economy like the major labels traditionally focus on 

these activities, and the most pressing issues that withstand a more equal, democratic, and 
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probably also sustainable music business in the digital age are related to the recording 

industry (Boag 2004, Arditi 2014).  

As also Wrights depiction of the music business above indicates, the recording industry is 

anything but a social institution oriented towards the promotion of equality. Like creative 

industries in general, also the recording industry is basically a winner-take-all (or at least 

most) market, where very few ‘winners‘ cumulate economic success as well as artistic 

appreciation (Frank and Cook 2010). This has not changed in the streaming economy, though 

our knowledge about the effects of this change within the recording industry is still 

ambivalent at best, with more individual artists earn from recorded music, while at the same 

time inequalities between artists rise (Hesmondhalgh 2021). 

Similarly, the labels of the recording industry have traditionally been the gatekeepers to the 

markets of the music economy. Gatekeepers structure the business, promoting potentially 

commercial successful market participants/artefacts at the cost of less commercially viable 

ones (Hirsch 1969). We have witnessed a surge in relevance of DIY artists in the wake of digital 

technological opportunities (Hracs 2012) that came with hopes of recording industry’s 

democratization (Leyshon 2009). However, it is still the established (major) labels who 

dominate particularly the marketing of recorded music. 

Moreover, the main (or only) business model of the recording industry that builds on the 

exploitation of copyrights has been criticized for its detrimental effects as well. Typically, the 

recording industry monopolizes access to cultural products via copyright protection in order 

to secure return of investments and to exclude competition from the market. However, it 

remains doubtful whether monopolizing cultural artefacts and its smallest parts (see for 
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instance for the practice of sampling Hondros 2020a, Hondros 2020b) can be sustainable in 

an inclusive, equal, and democratic manner. 

Netlabels, as alternatives to the labels of the recording industry, are usually organizations that 

engage with these morally underpinned issues. Though the term ‘netlabel’ does not 

necessarily imply a real utopian approach, in most cases organizations that depict themselves 

as netlabels foster the real utopia of access to knowledge and free culture (Galuszka 2012c, 

Corvillo-Martínez 2014). Usually, but not least, this includes giving away their artistic artefacts 

– single, and more often album releases – for free in cases of digital releases or for almost 

free in cases of haptic releases (on CDs, vinyls, or tapes). Furthermore, their practice very 

often aligns with specific licensing choices that do not follow the recording industry’s ‘all 

rights reserved’ approach, but makes use of giving more leeway in the usage of copyrighted 

material, for instance through Creative Commons licenses. Though netlabels profoundly 

challenge the practice of labels in the recording industry, they have not drawn a lot of 

scholarly attention. Still, there are particularly two empirical studies that have investigated 

netlabels empirically (Galuszka 2012c, Corvillo-Martínez 2014). 

Patryk Galuzska (2012c, 2012b, 2012a) offers the most comprehensive inquiry into the 

netlabel culture. In a series of studies, the author draws on data collected between 2006 and 

2009. He conducted both interviews mostly within the Polish scene and a survey that aimed 

to represent the complete global field of netlabels, gathered around 700 netlabel contacts, 

but noticed the quick turnover of active actors in the field of netlabels. Galuszka analyzes and 

discusses whether netlabels pose a novel actor type in the music business (2012a), netlabels 

as non-profit organizations (2012a), and the potential of netlabels to democratize the 

recording industry (Galuszka 2012b). Across the studies, the author draws fine-grained 
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distinctions between netlabels and typical music labels of the recording industry that make 

aware of the potentially transformative nature of netlabels practice with, among others, more 

equal relationships between labels and artists or more democratic and access-granting 

licenses at the core of what characterizes netlabels. 

Jordi Corvillo-Martínez (2014) provides us with a local deep-dive into the Catalan netlabel 

scene. Using survey data, the author informs about the activity status of netlabels. Active 

netlabels released at least one musical work in the year prior to the investigation, inactive 

labels have not. Corvillo-Martínez stresses the relevance of Creative Commons licenses and 

partly nuances licensing choice as he suggests that the more restrictive non-commercial and 

non-derivative licenses (BY NC-ND) dominate, followed by the rather permissive non-

commercial, share-alike (BY NC-ND) license.  

Though offering valuable insights about the netlabel culture, the analyses both remain quite 

static and do not take into account developments over time. Not least this is due to the simple 

fact that the most disruptive and transformative development, the streaming business, was 

in its infancy (Spotify was founded in 2006). However, Corvillo-Martínez (2014: 2) notes,  

“netlabels do not share uniform or conventional patterns or standards and some of 

them have experienced a kind of transition from being a netlabel to adopt 

characteristics more likely of a commercial record label.“  

Thus, there is good reason to take on a temporal perspective towards netlabels and their 

practice and investigate the developments and adjustments of their activities over time, not 

least with regard to their potential to pose real utopian alternatives to challenge the recording 

industry and its weaknesses. 

 



 11 

Methodology and Analysis 

To give both an empirical account of the development and current situation of the netlabel 

art world as well as investigate netlabels’ handling of their real utopian vision over time, we 

choose a mixed method approach (Kuckartz 2014). Therefore, the study triangulates data 

from different sources (Flick 2010).  

For the overview of the development and the current situation, we draw on the online 

netlabel resource netlabelguide.com. This guide provides lists of “active” (308) and “inactive” 

(417) netlabels, links to social media (usually Facebook and Twitter) as well as music sharing 

platforms (usually Archive.org, Soundcloud and Bandcamp), and genre tagging. Sometimes 

release lists are also added. Both the active and inactive netlabel lists are incomplete, which 

is not least due to the volatile nature of art worlds in general. There are further online 

resources like sonicsquirrel.net that can be used to complete the lists.2 We use these links as 

starting points for intensive desktop research about netlabels categorized as ‘active’. 

By visiting the netlabels’ homepages, their social media and music platform profiles we collect 

data whether or not the netlabel is actually active (which can be any ‘sign of life’ like a release, 

but also a Facebook post or a Tweet), the period the net label was active and the number of 

years active, and the year of the last musical release. Furthermore, we collect whether the 

provided homepage and the links on the homepage are working, information about any 

‘demo policy’ as well as self-descriptions about genres, the netlabel's country of origin, and 

information about the artists releasing on the netlabel. To map the individual development 

for each netlabel, we determine the number of releases for each year and under which license 

 
2 Sonicsquirrel is a platform and distribution channel for netlabels that lists about 4.000 links. However, this 
link list is contaminated widely by links linking to unrelated content.  
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these releases were published. Finally, we collect self-descriptions and additional material 

netlabels provide (for instance particular blog-entries that mention the activity status or 

future plans). At the moment, we have collected data for 50 allegedly active netlabels. 

To investigate how netlabels handle their real utopian vision over time, we conducted 13 

interviews with netlabel managers (4), musicians releasing (at least some of their) music with 

netlabels (3), and expert informants of the music economy (6). The interviews with netlabel 

actors involved questions about the biography of the netlabel; about releasing practices, 

licensing choices, and how they developed over time; experiences and evaluations of the 

evolution of the netlabel culture within the wider recoding industry; organizations, platforms, 

etc. they collaborate with; and questions regarding organizational, governance, and also 

regulatory ideas for improving the music economy environment for netlabels. In the course 

of the data collection, we started following several of the netlabels on platforms like 

Bandcamp and SoundCloud, particularly those we interviewed. This allows us to notice and 

integrate further activities of some of the labels in our data set. Additionally, we use 

background information of the wider alternative music economy through ethnographic work 

in a grassroot organization dedicated to foster and promote alternative, parallel music worlds.  

We analyse the interviews and the empirical data collected in the overview based on a 

content analytical process (Mayring 2004) informed by the real utopian characteristics 

developed from the literature review above. Furthermore, we add inductive analytical steps 

(see for instance Gioia et al. 2012) that question the evolution of netlabels over time and how 

netlabels handle their real utopian orientation in a changing institutional environment. Our 

analysis results in the differentiation of several dimensions of netlabels’ practice that also 

allow us to draw conclusions about change over time: ‘activity and release practice’; 
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‘integration in the technological environment’, and ‘licensing choice’ that we present in the 

findings section subsequently.  

From these findings we derive two main approaches of how netlabels attempt to realize 

utopia that depict a range of alternatives from ameliorative reforms to real utopias: (1) 

pragmatic embedding in music business practice; (2) reflective relinquishing of music business 

practice. While the literature suggests that netlabels have approached their practice in a 

variety of ways (Galuszka 2012c, Corvillo-Martínez 2014), our findings indicate that 

particularly from a processual perspective both approaches can be interpreted as alterations 

in order to handle institutional change in the music business. 

 

Findings 

During our interviews, netlabel managers regularly felt that the amount of netlabels was 

decreasing. One interviewee mentioned that his netlabel was “like the little brave Gallic 

village that still clings to the idea of Crative Commons.” Looking at our sample, this seems to 

be substantiated. Of the 50 netlabels (that were all part of the “active” list), 22 (44%) are still 

active, 15 (30%) were not active anymore, and for the remaining 13 (26%) it was not clear 

whether they were still active or inactive. Activity was determined by recent releases, but also 

activities like Facebook posts were considered, and all netlabels were categorized as active 

that released their last piece of music at latest in 2019 (of the 22 labels, 10 netlabels released 

in 2022, 5 in 2021, 3 in 2020, and 4 in 2019). We chose 2019 because of the unclear effects 

the Corona pandemic might have on netlabels, but it is not unlikely that several of these 

netlabels will not resume releasing, thus reducing the amount of active netlabels in our 

sample. 
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The activity status in between active and inactive comes with a kind of waiting room 

connotation. Some netlabels frame their active inactivity with reference to hibernating, or as 

an Austrian netlabel puts it on the blog of their homepage: 

“Dear all, Bleak is taking an extended break. As you can see, we did not have many 

releases at all throughout the last year, even the year before was rather quiet. Bleak 

is not gone, we will be back.” 

Even officially inactive netlabels may still be reluctant to avoid activity altogether. Some of 

the netlabels we investigated have not released any music for many years, yet they still post 

on social media for instance in cases one of their prior artists has an upcoming gig. A 

Hungarian netlabel that was operating actively from 2007 until their 100th release in 2016, 

writes in a blog-post in 2020: 

“Release links are broken – we are working on it 

Audioexit may have terminated its operation as a netlabel but our digital releases live 

on…and we would like to make all of them downloadable. You may have noticed that 

the links are broken – this is because we wanted to start with a blank page on 

Bandcamp. However all of our past releases are still available as digital downloads, 

now we just have to wire things again…“ 

In our sample, there are quite a few netlabels with high release counts, at times we found 

that netlabels have released more than 70 albums a year with artists from around the world. 

Other netlabels remain active rather on a local level. One netlabel manager explains that 

though he receives emails from across the world to release music, he usually rather tries to 

stick with a small community and refrains from growth.  
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It's just important to me to do something with fewer people who are fully behind it 

and I know personally, than to somehow release a techno LP every four weeks. 

(Interview Netlabel 1) 

This label manager finds that growth and especially economic growth stands in opposition to 

his own approach to releasing music. He draws connections between his avoidance of any 

economic market-enabling practice and licensing choices that he believes are still not fully 

recognized. 

When you publish under Creative Commons, you have an incredible freedom that 

people are not aware of in this explicitness. When I talk to people who release CDs or 

vinyl, when I look at their album, (...) I realize that they have always a market in mind. 

And I would say that we don't consider this market. That sounds a bit utopian, esoteric, 

but I'm sticking with it. I think that's an important factor. (Interview Netlabel 1) 

 

As we saw above, it is of grave importance for netlabels to keep up an – even microscopical – 

level of potential activity, which is facilitated by integrating one’s activities into the 

technological environment. The importance to remain active is underlined by the finding that 

only in six of our cases links to music files were not working. Individual homepages seem to 

cease relevance. In our sample, 17 homepages that were listed by netlabelguide as active are 

not maintained anymore. Instead of offering releases to be downloaded directly from the 

homepage, which still seems to be preferred particularly by long-established netlabels, many 

netlabels use online media players to make their music available in ways that are – at least 

from the outset – similar to streaming. Particularly, the Internet Archive is used as a platform 
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to host and make available releases, also Bandcamp or SoundCloud. Some netlabels have 

turned to using commercial streaming services in the surge of the streaming economy.  

Since a few years, with the appearing of Spotify and all these streaming platforms, 

even if you say, okay, we are publishing that music, listen to it because it's free, you 

can free download, and then ah okay, but I am using Spotify, it's not on Spotify, it's 

not on Apple, it's not here, it's not there. And then we got really almost depressed of 

that, because I mean, we are giving music for free (…) and from the other side of the 

wall you have then the audience, and the audience were not enjoying that strategy 

too much. (…) And this is why actually we gradually changed our strategy in the recent 

years. Mainly because we were asked by the artist themselves (…) So, that was quite 

a natural evolution from pure netlabel concept, on which we published I think the first 

50 releases, which are all still available for the free download, and then gradually we 

moved to a more, I would say traditional way of publishing, for what concerns the 

digital processes, or the streaming platforms. (Interview Netlabel 2) 

The pressure to release in a way that is compatible with the consumption practice of the 

audience leads netlabels to adapt to the changes in music releasing practice of the wider 

recording industry. The difficulty to withstand these pressures mainly stems from this 

netlabel’s primary goal, which is to  

find strategies to improve the visibility of those artist, which are not famous at all. One 

thing is to go everywhere with streaming platform and that is, I'm not happy about 

that, but this is how it is today and you cannot skip those parts of publishing. 

(Interview Netlabel 2) 
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Other netlabels who can elude this pressure to release with streaming platforms and follow 

a more utopian vision of the recording industry, are still quite dependent on the means and 

platforms provided by the technological environment, particularly Bandcamp, but also the 

Internet Archive is very relevant. 

I think Bandcamp, I think it's great! They have developed a model. You don't need 

sales to get in, you don't need an aggregator, but you can make your account directly 

as a band. They take... What do they take? I think they take 10%, I think it's absolutely 

fair. (…) There would have to be more of such platforms. But most platforms, most 

music blogs don't touch something like that. (Interview Netlabel 1) 

The netlabel manager argues that it is particularly hard for netlabels that still focus on Creative 

Commons licensing to come to terms with the technological, but also with the wider 

ecological environment, which is here indicated with music blogs that have the ability to 

channel attention of niche music consumers. Also, ways to monetize music released with non-

commercial licenses are still widely neglected by collecting societies, which is seen as an 

additional obstacle for netlabels to become economically sustainable. Interestingly, recent 

developments in micro-funding of artistic activity like Patreon seem to play a neglectable role 

for netlabels.  

 

Regarding the licensing choice throughout the netlabel scene there are some indications of 

change. One trajectory we found entails that netlabels tinker with the options provided by 

the Creative Commons licenses, before they turn to avoiding licenses altogether. Others start 

with most restrictive licenses and open up slowly over the years (from NC-ND via NC-SA to 

BY, for instance). Some take another route and also open up for music released with ‘all rights 
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reserved.’ The Swedish dark music netlabel “Antzhill”, for instance, had 24 releases between 

2013 and 2021, with quite stable release numbers and usually releasing three albums per 

year. In 2013 the netlabel started with CC BY-NC-ND and used this license type for a few years. 

In 2017 they changed to CC BY-NC-SA, opening up for derivative works and fostering the viral 

potential of the Creative Commons licenses. But in 2020 and onwards they released all the 

seven albums of this period without any licenses at all. However, complicating matters one 

needs to note that not licensing a release individually factually means that it is released under 

copyright – even if the netlabel does not intend to enforce it. This process of opening up is 

explained by a netlabel manager as a form of “letting go” that is particularly a practice in need 

of time. 

It‘s an exercise in letting go, Creative Commons. An exercise in letting go and looking 

what happens. In the first years, where actually only this very restrictive license BY-

NC-ND was used, because you, all of us could not completely give up the control. (...) 

And I'm at the point now that my stuff that I'm releasing with rock band X is BY-SA. 

(...) And I'm a bit about nudging the artists to the point where they also become a bit 

freer in their licenses. But unfortunately it doesn't work for everyone. So, this is also a 

personal development process that you have to do. (Interview Netlabel 1) 

Besides this trajectory of becoming more open, also the opposite direction of integrating even 

more restrictive forms of intellectual property protection can be observed, both in the sample 

and also in the interviews. Interestingly, “nudging” licensing choices in the netlabel culture 

can turn also the other way around.  

If the artist wants to use the stores, Juno Download, Spotify, Apple, all the platforms, 

we propose, not force, but kindly force I would say, to use the all-rights-reserved, 
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because it is, it could be a bit, I mean, contradictory from one side, using commercial 

platforms, like Spotify, I mean they are totally commercial, they make money with 

your music, giving back a very, very small amount. And from the other side, give your 

music for free, with a Creative Commons license. Of course this is a bit contradictory, 

because if someone, for instance, now, Spotify is only a streaming platform, but let's 

think about Apple, or Amazon, or Juno, which also, a part from the streaming, allows 

to download. They put the price, and basically they decide those prices, so one track 

is one euro, and things like that. And of course, you cannot, at the same time use the 

Creative Commons license. In principle you can, but it is very contradictory. (Interview 

Netlabel 2) 

This contradiction between all rights reserved and Creative Commons licenses can have a 

further twist that comes with a particularly permissive stance towards all available forms of 

intellectual property management. 

I'm still a big proponent of Creative Commons licenses, particularly where it has to be, 

or who benefits from it. I'm not dogmatic, so, who thinks that she or he wants to use 

all-rights-reserved, nice and good, yes. But I am now very convinced of the fact that 

one should sit on the NC-ND as a minimum, as the minimum compromise. Because 

that's what everyone does. (Interview Tape-Label) 

This statement emphasizes the difficult situation netlabels have to deal with in the music 

streaming business. On the one hand, the tape-label manager suggests any available license 

is fine with him, while on the other hand opting for a minimum compromise that he later on 

in the interview integrates into classical sharing practice of copying (like burning a CD). In a 

way, it seems, he suggests that even a formal ‘all rights reserved’ license can be understood 
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in practice in an NC-ND manner. Other netlabel managers are probably more realistic when 

it comes to the ability of Creative Commons licenses in the music business, but they also see 

some good coming from the changes that the netlabel culture with its free music approach 

has gone through. 

At some point you get to where you look reality in the eye and I have the impression 

that Creative Commons works in a lot of places if you say: I don't really care. And these 

dreams, this idea that we had at the beginning, that with Creative Commons we clean 

up the music business, yes, and revolutionize and free knowledge, free music, free 

culture for free people (laughs). I think that's a nice idea, but we as humanity are not 

there yet. And then a bit of a hangover set in and interestingly enough, I have the 

feeling that now a bit that the wheat separated from the chaff. (Interview Netlabel 1) 

 

We suggest that these findings allow us to contextualize two approaches of how netlabels 

handle the recording industry in real utopian ways. To the dimensions discussed we added as 

a kind of summary the main ‘alternative angle’ of the approach.  

Approach/ 

Dimension 

Pragmatic embedding in 

music business practice 

Reflective relinquishing of 

music business practice 

release practice fostering commerciality abstaining from commerciality 

licensing choice keeping non-commercial sharing 
(NC-ND); extending to copyright 

opening up towards cultural commons 
(BY-SA; BY etc.) 

technological environment integrating platforms widely selecting niche platforms 

alternative angle trading free music for visibility enabling access to knowledge through 
free music 

Table 1: Netlabels’ real utopian approaches 
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Discussion and Conclusion 

In this study we investigate the netlabel culture, its development and current constitution 

against the backdrop of Wright’s (2013a, 2013b) concept of real utopias. Netlabels build on 

utopian visions about the recording industry that they want to put into practice, which makes 

them genuine ‘real utopias’, even though this does not mean that netlabels and their 

approaches to free music have substantial influence on the general recording industry. 

Besides, even though all investigated netlabels still integrate real utopian elements in their 

practice, at least some seem to have become very dependent on the institutional change in 

the recording industry coming with music streaming. 

We find two main approaches within the netlabel culture, the pragmatic embedding in music 

business practice and in opposition (or at the other end of the continuum) the reflective 

relinquishing of music business practice. While the first can be associated with what Wright 

terms ameliorative reforms and thus rather incremental steps away from the social institution 

(or, empirically, even again steps towards it), the second is rather concerned with a more 

fundamental change of institutional practice. 

One might come to the conclusion that the institutional change coming with the advent of 

music streaming forced netlabels to decide which approach they want to choose, and how 

they actually perceive their position in the music business. As the netlabel manager pointed 

out, this could well lead to “separating the chaff from the wheat,” which would not be 

possible without any change in the wider music business. This processual perspective on the 

netlabel culture could also explain why the literature (Galuszka 2012b, Corvillo-Martínez 

2014) until now has not so much looked into differentiation among netlabels, which is, 

however, important to evaluate their practice. 
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Wright (2013b) suggests that real utopias (in the same way as the social institutions they 

criticize) should be evaluated against the moral principles of equality, democracy, and 

sustainability. Across all netlabels, we find the problem of sustainability for particularly 

alternative utopian approaches, which is quite typical for any real utopian alternative, as 

Wright points out. Netlabels remain sustainable only through exterior input of resources of 

those invested in the netlabel in the first place. Though there have been different models 

(e.g., the donation button that actually is a story of its own, because it is effectively not in line 

with non-commercial clauses in Creative Commons licenses) of how to monetize netlabels 

there is still a major gap in any practical implementation that works sustainably. 

It is one proposition of this study, to take into account the temporality of social institutions 

and the potential effects of institutional change on real utopias and how they handle their 

real utopian visions under changing environmental conditions (Schneiberg 2007). We believe 

that the analysis of the netlabel culture from a temporal point of view shows quite well that 

there is merit in approaching real utopias as moving targets. Particularly, licensing choices 

have been revealing about the temporality of what can be considered a real utopian approach 

to the recording industry.  

Many of the netlabels in this study have failed to create sustainable real utopias. Today they 

might rather be evaluated as online waiting rooms for music, at least this seems to be a main 

function for quite a few of these organizations. Is there an upside in providing online waiting 

rooms for music? Manuel Castells (1996: 7) argues that “information that is not 

communicated ceases to be relevant,“ which can be seen as one paradigmatic insight of the 

digitalized cultural and attention economy. Many, if not to say most, of the musical products 

published in the streaming economy tend to have such a destiny, even though we have 
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learned about the economic potential of the long tail. However, music released with netlabels 

might differ from other uncommunicated cultural products as they remain in a state of 

hibernation. Still, it is to be determined if there will ever be an awakening from the long sleep, 

and whether it was a good idea to go to sleep at all, while so many others seem to move more 

quickly than ever. 

This study is aware of several limitations. Our study design develops findings from retrospect. 

Asking netlabel actors about biographical netlabel-experiences does not necessarily reveal 

how a certain development ‘was’, but how it is processed in the aftermath. However, at least 

partially we can attenuate this by drawing on additional descriptive and observational data 

from the netlabels’ homepages and archives. Also, there is still a lack of data as we are still 

collecting information from the netlabels’ homepages. However, collecting data in 

alphabetical order has allowed us to draw a sample that can be considered as random sample. 

Finally, it is possible that we miss current developments in the netlabel culture as there might 

be netlabel organizations that do not use the netlabel-databases that we mostly draw on. To 

some degree we balance this with our qualitative interviews and asking about current 

developments and trends. 
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