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“Oh, how the tables have turned” is a fascinating saying. It is usually in reference to an 

ironic situation, something that seems unlikely to occur actually happened, and now everyone is 

reevaluating the scenario. Many a radio listener, music critic, and fellow musician were probably 

saying this to themselves while 16-year-old New Zealand sensation, Lorde, topped the US 

Billboard Hot 100 charts at the number one spot for nine consecutive weeks with her song 

“Royals.” Everyone was asking this question not because Lorde was “the new girl in town,” and 

not just because she’s a teenager with a voice that makes her seem at least 30. People were 

puzzled by this ironic situation because “Royals” was the antithesis of the majority of rap, hip-

hop, and pop songs. Lorde openly rejects music’s “societal norms” in “Royals,” and as everyone 

ponders why this is so, others are realizing that maybe the tables have turned. Lorde’s surprising 

rise to fame in the music world can be attributed to her controversial, yet authentic, lyrics, the 

emotional and psychological effects that “Royals” has had on listeners, and the overall 

commercialization of the music industry. 

 By just listening to “Royals” it is a no brainer as to why it topped the charts over the pop 

powerhouses like Katy Perry and Miley Cyrus. It does not sound even remarkably close to 

Perry’s pop anthem “Roar” or Cyrus’ peppy “We Can’t Stop.” No, Lorde brings a very groovy 

and reserved sound to the table with a melody that is still infectious. But what is interesting is 

getting past hearing how catchy “Royals” is and instead listening to the lyrics. Jonah Weiner said 

it best in his Rolling Stone article, “Her lyrics explore classic teen-pop themes – social anxiety, 

romantic yearning, debilitating ennui, boozesoaked ragers – with an eerie, zoomedout 

detachment.” So while Lorde addresses some of the same themes that are present in other pop 

songs, she doesn’t attack it as an insider. Instead, she takes the controversial route and 

comfortably sings about these themes as a part of the outsider culture. Even Weiner’s article title, 
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“Lorde’s Teenage Dream,” establishes Lorde’s outsider presence by presumably poking fun at 

Katy Perry’s hit from 2010 where Perry talks about a boy making her feel like she’s living in a 

teenage dream. Lorde doesn’t have time to have a “conventional” teenage dream about falling in 

love with a boy and leaving the rest behind. Quite frankly, she’s above that. Lorde, as indicated, 

isn’t caught up in everyone else’s love affair (either with other people, or with raging), but she is, 

however, “in love with being queen.” She wants power and to be able to comment on what she 

deems are the superfluous acts of the party scene. It is apparent from her lyrics that Lorde is not 

longing to fit in with the “royals” who own diamonds, drive Cadillacs, and drink Grey Goose. 

Rather, Lorde is content with an understated and more relaxed fantasy of living without a care 

and not being envious of what others have, but instead taking solace in the simple life.  

 Because these lyrics are about being content and not going to huge raging parties or 

having the most expensive possessions, “Royals” is more relatable to the majority of the listeners 

when compared to a song where everyone is popping bottles, getting high, and acting 

questionably. But what is interesting is that the latter of these things has been ruled the norm in 

the world of pop music. Most songs are concerned about what’s going on up in the club, how to 

get a chick, and how much swag you have, which (surprisingly) is not that relatable to the 

average Joe. In her article “Music in Everyday Life,” Tia DeNora talks about the self-reflexivity 

of music and how people use music to reflect their moods or emotions. Essentially, listening to 

music is a psychological process where the audience is given a lot of agency to be influenced by 

the music. Music is not simply listened to and forgotten, enjoyed for the moment but when the 

moment is over it does not matter. Rather, the practice of listening to music makes the listeners 

social agents, and it does so because, “Music has transformative powers, it ‘does’ things, changes 

things, makes things happen” (DeNora 48). What DeNora is saying is that music acts on the 



Fletke 4 

human mind and body and causes listeners to be aware of the message. This is why Lorde’s 

“Royals” was unstoppably popular. It isn’t just another pop song with a catchy beat and non-

challenging lyrics; instead, “Royals” doesn’t fit the mold. When people listen to it, they have to 

mellow out because the beat is very subdued. This in turn shines a brighter light on the lyrics and 

message of the song. Lorde is putting down the conventional music partying society, which to 

some listeners who agree with her makes her song that much more meaningful. Listeners are able 

to identify more with “Royals” which means they might listen to it more, and even call it “their 

song.” While DeNora talks a lot about how music is an internal expressive outlet, she also 

mentions that, “Music is not simply used to express some internal emotional state. Indeed, that 

music is part of the reflexive constitution of that state; it is a resource for the identification work 

of ‘knowing how one feels’ —a building material of ‘subjectivity’” (57). This means that while a 

song could conjure up internal feelings, music also works to make these feelings concrete, or act 

upon them. In the case of Lorde, listening to “Royals” helped the audience feel like partying in 

excess was not the end all be all, and probably made it seem like they are no longer outsiders to 

the partying world, but rather insiders in a world of people who “aren’t caught up in [other’s] 

love affairs.” 

 While DeNora would advocate that Lorde is facilitating a world of inclusion, Theodore 

Adorno would take the completely opposite view. In his piece, “On the Fetish Character in 

Music and the Regression of Listening,” Adorno gave listeners no agency whatsoever in adding 

any weight or meaning into a piece of music. Adorno would not give Lorde any respect over 

“Royals” for the sole reason that this song is technically a pop piece and it became a 

commodity— simply something to be sold. He would think that because of its commercial 

success, “Royals” loses its validity in grappling with societal issues or inciting purposeful 
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thinking within the audience. However, maybe his skepticism wouldn’t be because of Lorde, but 

rather the identity of the mass listener. Adorno does not think that listeners of hit songs can be 

influenced or have an emotional response, which is in polar opposition to DeNora. He says, “No 

causal nexus at all can properly be worked out between isolated ‘impressions’ of the hit song and 

its psychological effects on the listener. If indeed individuals today no longer belong to 

themselves, then that also means that they can no longer be ‘influenced’” (Adorno 46). Adorno is 

saying here that the impressions that listeners get from a song have no relationship to the effects 

that they bring, at least in a causal sense. And in that regard, listeners can only hear music, but 

not be influenced by it. If this were the case then it would be interesting to hear his take on why 

Lorde became so popular from a song that challenges the societal norms. If no one was 

influenced by her music or felt empowered by her saying that being an outsider is okay, then 

why was “Royals” number one on the charts for nine consecutive weeks? Adorno would be 

limiting his argument or weakening his defense by hiding behind the commodification of music. 

While it is understandable that some music is made solely to make money, this is not the only 

motivation for every musician. Adorno talks about the difference between a pure performance 

and vulgarized one which has been crippled by trying to make the song marketable: “In spite of 

all talk of new objectivity, the essential function of conformist performances is no longer the 

performance of the ‘pure’ work but the presentation of the vulgarized one with a gesture which 

emphatically but impotently tries to hold the vulgarization at a distance” (Adorno 41). This 

makes sense in certain scenarios, but in no way can be generalized to musicians as a whole. In 

writing and performing “Royals,” Lorde was not conforming to society and the marketplace of 

music; she wanted to simply get her message out. In her interview with Weiner, she said, “It’s 

weird, because, when you’re in the early stages of a project, it’s so pure— you’re like ‘This will 
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never be tainted.’” She continued, “Then you get further on and you’re like, ‘I want people to 

hear this record, so I’ve got to do something to support it,’” (Weiner). In this statement it is clear 

that Lorde was not motivated by making money from her music, rather, as she eloquently 

explains it, “I put my music out with no kind of commercial expectation, and found out I was a 

pop star” (Weiner). Adorno would have to reevaluate his claims about light music or at least 

open his mind to the idea that artists are motivated by more than just money. 

 At this point, it seems like there are two arguments: DeNora’s idea that music has 

psychological effects on listeners and Adorno’s belief that the commodification of music lessens 

its integrity. Susan McClary, however, strikes a balance between the two ends. She states in her 

essay “Same As It Ever Was: Youth Culture and Music” that, “To assess music from the outside 

as though it were but one commodity among many, or as though its meanings resided solely 

within its lyrics, is to fail to locate its pleasures, its means of manipulation and therefore its 

politics” (McClary 38). McClary argues that music is a receptive process and that humans only 

understand it by our embodied cognition— we listen, we feel, and we react. McClary would then 

side with DeNora about how listening to music is an effective process, giving listeners agency. 

At the same time, the commodification of music is a concern of McClary’s as well. Yet McClary 

does not lament this fact, rather she just acknowledges it. She states, “…what feels so intensely 

authentic can be purchased for a price…. It has very often been the music unleashed through and 

sustained by the commercial market…that has succeeded in altering Western culture…” 

(McClary 33-34). In this regard, McClary might actually be an advocate of Lorde because her 

vast success has led to the spreading of this powerful, unconventional, and authentic message to 

be broadcast in the commercial market.  
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McClary’s thoughts about music’s effect on the human body and mind regardless of its 

commodification strikes a balance between DeNora and Adorno. McClary is also more hopeful 

than Adorno when she states, “the fact that a tune is constructed to maximize its ability to make 

money— as this one clearly was —does not mean that its social effects are negligible” (McClary 

36). While this would be enough to make Adorno roll over in his grave, McClary has a point. 

Just because a song is a commercial success does not negate the effects that it has on the 

listeners. Case in point: Lorde’s scenario with “Royals.” Lorde composed this song with the 

intentions of defying societal norms and wanting to have her message heard. The mass listeners 

responded favorably to this unconventional representation of pop music as “Royals” became an 

anthem for the outsiders.  


