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This thesis will rhetorically analyze dubstep, a British electronic music genre that has now achieved 

international fame, through two rhetorical frameworks. My interest in this project began with a love 

for the music itself, and developed as I realized how little attention has been paid to electronic music 

genres by rhetorical scholars. These genres are rich with musical sampling and intertextuality, 

making them a great place for collaboration between music theory and rhetorical scholarship.  

 First, this project examines the cultural context that made and shaped the genre using Lloyd 

Bitzer’s rhetorical situation framework to identify dubstep’s rhetorical exigence, audience, and 

constraints. I chose Bitzer’s framework to locate cultural context because of is close examination of 

exigence, audience and constraints in shaping rhetorical bodies. Then I will use Ernest Bormann’s 

fantasy theme analysis to look more closely at the musical texts themselves, analyzing the musical 

narrative through sampled lyrics as products of the previously studied rhetorical situation. 

 Dubstep’s original exigence was to provide an overwhelming experience to overtake the 

body and allow its rhetorical audience (a small electronic music community of producers and 

potential producers) to confront a communal sense of individual anxieties, isolation, and 

disappointment with their urban environment and society. When the music gained fame and the 

audience became wider spread and less culturally connected to its roots, a schism occurred and the 

exigence changed to one of bacchanalian release, as producers made music to let a crowd let loose 

and blow off steam. This shift caused a notable change, and the change can be observed in the 

shifting fantasy themes within the musical texts. The fantasy theme of isolation, for instance, shifted 

from moody and gloomy isolation to violent rejection of societal rules. 

 This project highlights the importance of audience in shaping a rhetorical body, and also 

demonstrates rhetoric’s utility in analyzing electronic music, which is full of intertextual sampling. 
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A high-pitched sound, like a dial tone, sounds for a few seconds, followed by a woman asking 

with uncertainty, “Are we on air?” “Yes you are,” replies a male voice coolly. “Hello, Ma! Uh, 

I’d like to hear a new beat on the request line?” the woman requests. “Okay, you got it comin’ 

up,” the DJ acquiesces. The introductory notes tremble back and forth. They sound inorganic but 

crisp as they continue in a rhythmic and melodic pattern. A faint, electronic feedback starts to 

squeal in the background, imparting an eerie vibe. The notes take on a new pattern—rather than 

alternating between a few notes, the melody starts to flutter upward, but a minor key keeps the 

music’s optimism in check. And then a rumbling bass begins to groan below these sounds, along 

with a repeated drum pattern, followed by a high-pitched screaming sound like faraway white 

noise or even sirens, and finally, the percussive sound of a gun firing and cocking. All of these 

sounds alternate and pattern to form the song “Midnight Request Line” by Skream, which is 

often credited as being the first true dubstep song.  

Dubstep is a genre of bass music (electronic music that places heavy emphasis on bass as 

an aesthetic and rhetorical tool) that is still growing and developing. Its origins are in South 

Croydon in London, England. An offshoot of garage music, the genre first began in the late 

1990s. It has since developed some subgenres, one of which is most well-known; in fact, the 

subgenre has, in some circles, come to be more known than the original genre. Dubstep’s journey 

is made more interesting by the fact that it was a genre that began and developed alongside the 

growth of the internet. The variety of factors that influenced the genre and its development can 

be overwhelming without a structured method of analysis. Rhetorical analysis can, in many 

ways, shed light on the genre’s development and its subgenre’s subsequent splinter.  
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I will use two rhetorical frameworks, Lloyd Bitzer’s Rhetorical Situation and Ernest 

Bormann’s Fantasy Theme Analysis. I will employ the Rhetorical Situation framework to locate 

dubstep in its cultural context (identify the rhetorical purpose served, the audience addressed, 

and the constraints that structure the musical discourse). Then, I will delve deeper with 

Bormann’s framework to examine the fantasy themes in various dubstep songs’ lyrics, placing 

these fantasy themes in their appropriate cultural contexts as previously identified by Bitzer’s 

framework. This multi-dimensional analysis will provide greater insight into dubstep as a genre, 

and also demonstrate the potential rhetorical analysis has for studying electronic music: a set of 

genres that places great emphasis on sampling and intertextuality. 

This paper will illustrate how well Bitzer and Bormann’s frameworks can work together 

to examine rhetoric in two dimensions: first, in a broad cultural dimension, and then in a 

narrower, analytical dimension through close reading of artifacts. Additionally, this paper will 

function as a working example for future rhetorical scholars interested in analyzing musical 

genres. There is great overlap between music theory and rhetorical theory; while techniques and 

tools differ, many goals are the similar and related, and through collaboration, both fields can 

benefit greatly. Music theorists can benefit from the incisive tools rhetorical scholars use to 

inspect verbal artifacts for cultural context, narrative technique, and persuasive functionality. 

Rhetorical scholars can benefit from music theory’s precise attention to style and delivery—two 

of Cicero’s five elements of public speaking. Rhetorical analysis can be diverse and powerful in 

analyzing music with lyrics (especially sampled lyrics, which create multi-layered, intertextual 

rhetorical messages). The final exigence of this study is to demonstrate this analytical power, 

particularly in analyzing electronic music—a set of genres rich in intertextuality, various in 

exigencies and rhetorical functions, and largely ignored by rhetorical theorists thus far. 
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To understand any rhetorical movement, one must first understand its origins and development. 

Dubstep’s origins are of particular interest; the now-highly recognizable genre’s beginnings were 

extremely remote, which makes its journey all the more fascinating. In fact, dubstep’s beginnings 

were not only humble; they were completely underground. One of many English subgenres of 

electronic dance music, a new entry into the “hardcore continuum” as English music critic Simon 

Reynolds calls it, dubstep began as an offshoot of such genres as drum ’n’ bass, two-step, and 

particularly garage. These genres emphasize rhythm and percussion above all else. It was a 

darker, more ominous take on garage music (an earlier electronic music genre popular with more 

sophisticated listeners avoiding raucous, hedonistic music scenes) and during its nascent (early 

1990s) days in South Croydon, England. 

The genre’s hub was an underground club called Forward>>, and pirate radio played a 

big part in its dissemination. In 2002, Neil Jolliffe coined the term “dubstep” in a press release to 

American music magazine XLR8R. He soon after worked with DJ Hatcha to make a compilation 

entitled Dubstep Allstars Vol. 1 (Flatley). Three years after the genre got its name, Skream 

released “Midnight Request Line” in 2005 on the Tempa label. At this time, dubstep was 

beginning to burgeon, and artists were finally working in a cohesive genre space, allowing 

publicity and growth. In early 2006, the genre—now equipped with a name and a codified 

musical brand—got its first formal introduction to mainstream U.K. and the international music 

market at large with Dubstep Warz, a program on BBC Radio 1 hosted by Mary Anne Hobbs. 

The show served as a “cataclysmic birth of the genre internationally,” as it was a short, exciting 

morsel of the sound (Flatley).  
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 While these developments occurred in clubs, another important landmark for the genre 

occurred in cyber space: In late 2005, the genre got its first real digital hub, Dubstep Forum. This 

site served as a digital extension of the music’s scene; producers and fans alike occupied the site, 

making it a real center of communication and dissemination of all things dubstep: production 

techniques, general discussion, and song trading included. The small scale of the scene meant 

that even its digital manifestation would be close-knit and heavily localized (Flatley). This 

established online presence, along with the internet’s effortless mechanisms of information 

exchange, played a pivotal role in the genre’s later development, especially with input from 

across the pond. 

Dubstep’s mainstream introduction to America was far less centralized than its 

beginnings in England. The term “dubstep”’s debut in XLR8R would have been America’s first 

introduction to the genre in 2002. DJ Joe Nice (whose real name is Joe Knights), often credited 

as “America’s Dubstep Ambassador,” first heard dubstep in that same year at the Baltimore club 

Starscape, and began DJing the music soon after. As the genre gained traction in its journey the 

English mainstream with radio programs like Hobbs’ “Dubstep Warz” on BBC Radio 1 in 2006, 

it also began to turn heads stateside. Nice and collaborative DJ Dave Q (David Quintiliani) began 

Dub War, an irregular dubstep club night hosted in New York, in 2005 (Harvell). This would 

give would-be American dubstep fans a chance to hear the genre played live. Nice’s dedication 

to the genre’s roots and ethos manifested in Dub War’s success, bringing many producers of the 

English dubstep vanguard across the pond to play their music to fresh ears.  

As the music gained traction at various club nights in the United States, one soon-to-be 

superstar producer heard the genre for the first time. In 2007 musician Sonny Moore heard 

Burial’s “Archangel” and became “hooked on the possibilities” (Carroll). Three years later, the 
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musician introduced his stage name in his first EP, My Name is Skrillex. His sound was vastly 

different from the genre’s original sound. It was “intense and active, and more appealing to 

American teenagers raised on rock radio” than the original, more subdued and meditative 

dubstep (Gaerig). This style gained immense popularity, and began to see many producers join 

the movement, forming a subgenre with a more aggressive, kinetic aesthetic. Around the same 

time, American audiences began to hear dubstep influences in their popular music. Britney 

Spears’s “Hold it Against Me,” for instance, is a track with an obvious dubstep element—a bass-

heavy breakdown. Rap and hip-hop fans also began to hear rumblings of dubstep: “Hip-hop and 

urban artists are also beginning to mix the genre into their sound. The Jugganauts produced 

“Who Gon’ Stop Me,” a track from Jay-Z and Kanye West’s megasuccessful [sic]Watch the 

Throne album. The masterminds behind the hit say the record is ‘all dubstep,’ and intentionally 

so” (Gibbs, Seay). 

Currently, dubstep is well-known to music listeners (underground and mainstream alike) 

in both the United States and the United Kingdom. The genre’s popularity is clear, but not 

unified. The United States has embraced the aggressive sound of a subgenre first pioneered by 

English producers like Rusko. But unlike those producers, American audiences and producers 

like Skrillex lack the cultural background. While more aggressive English producers certainly 

were playing with a different sound, “many of their original tunes were still heavily rooted in the 

dub aesthetic” (Knomad). (Jamaican dub reggae heavily influenced many English bass music 

genres, imparting a dark, ominous attitude.) The original genre and newer subgenre’s different 

cultural perspectives have led to different understandings and uses of the genre’s stylistic tools, 

making the American subgenre more of a cousin than an offspring of its parent genre.  
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While cultural context is crucial for rhetorical analysis, understanding the stylistic tools is 

equally important. Since in this case the texts examined are pieces of music, understanding the 

sound and its development over time is all the more important. The splinter between the parent 

and child (or cousin) genres is a rhetorical shift that is most obvious when listening to the 

original and new sounds. These diverging sounds can tell scholars a great deal about the 

audiences and rhetorical purposes that made and shaped them. 

However jarring dubstep (the original or the subgenre) might be to a newcomer, the genre 

does have specific musical characteristics that distinguish it. Dubstep is a genre of electronic 

dance music, “EDM.” As explained by Arne Eigenfeldt and Philippe Pasquier in “Towards a 

Generative Electronica,” EDM is “a diverse collection of genres whose primary function is as 

dance music.” The scholars go on to say that common characteristics of EDM include a constant 

beat, repeating rhythmic motives, and four-beat measures grouped in eight-measure phrases. 

Details that distinguish one EDM genre from another include specific beat patterns used, 

overarching formal structure, and the presence and specific location of the breakdown—the 

“release of tension usually associated with the dropout of the beat.” Dubstep’s tempo range was 

the tightest of the four EDM genres Eigenfeldt and Pasquier studied, at 137-142 beats per minute 

as a general rule. 2-step drums are another prominent feature in this genre, creating a jerky, 

“half-time feel,” as these scholars and others tend to call it (i.e. replicating the sound of cut time, 

for traditional musicians). Emphasis also falls on the third beat of the measure rather than the 

second and fourth. A distinct difference between dubstep and other electronic music genres is the 

use of interweaving sounds; dubstep (or, at least, earlier dubstep) generally had a sparse sonic 
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profile, with less interweaving filler sounds and samples than other electronic dance music 

genres.  

The most important aspect of dubstep is its use of bass. The bass and percussion are 

always prominent features, and through their sound and use often define the music’s theme, or 

even message. Skream’s use of muffled gunshots that are almost too distorted to recognize is a 

perfect example, setting up a “sense of foreboding that doesn’t totally deliver” (Flatley). Also 

important is the sonic depth of the bass in original dubstep: “…you had to have sub-bass; that 

register of frequencies below 60 Hz, where the human body can’t quite hear but will certainly 

feel. These producers intended their songs to be felt, oftentimes more than heard” (Knomad).  

The structural rules of dubstep in its original form were relatively loose, allowing for 

great experimentation. The few rules that existed served a highly defining purpose, however. 

“Herein lied [sic] the beauty of the sound. There was no formula for a “banger” of a tune, and the 

only ‘rules’ of the genre allowed for many experimentations on the sound” (Knomad). The tight 

window of acceptable tempos made songs easy to mix and transition into one another on a 

turntable pitch fader, allowing a great deal of experimentation and combination in live 

performances at clubs. These qualities defined dubstep at its first codified state in England, as the 

music began its journey out to the international music scene. But this was not true for long; a 

new sound soon emerged. 

High-pitched electric notes play quietly over a man’s stern voice. “When your spirit is 

floating down that tunnel towards the light, you know what's behind the light?” he asks 

menacingly. “It's not God; it's me. And I'm gonna kick your poncy soul all the way back down 

the tunnel ’til you choke on your own fucked up ribs. Now, WAKE THE FUCK UP!” Bass takes 

over immediately, with a high-pitched flourish sounding over it, almost like someone whistling 
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dismissively. The bass continues, following a quarter-note pattern with only two notes. 

Occasionally, the man’s voice punctuates it by exclaiming, “Fuck!” Percussion plays over it, 

along with synthesized instrumentals following a simple, repetitive mid-range melody almost 

like an old cartoon theme song. The song is eerily playful, but also markedly violent and 

testosterone-heavy. Occasionally, the song relaxes, and at one point a man’s voice admits, “I 

haven’t got a clue what’s going on!” before the bass returns, once again giving the song a dark, 

aggressive yet decisive direction. Mid-range synthesized robotic sounds, the playful melody, and 

dialogue interweave over an almost completely continuous bass pattern which pulses until the 

very end, when the man says “Fuck!” one last time as the song fades out almost as abruptly as it 

began. This is “Cockney Thug” by Rusko, often credited as being the man to usher in a new 

subgenre of dubstep, which now bears the derogatory moniker “brostep
1
” (Reitmulder).  

 Some of the most basic structural elements Eigenfeldt and Pasquier describe remain 

constant, if not heightened, in brostep. The tempo remains generally the same, but brostep is 

more likely to feature basic 4/4 time, with emphasis on the second and fourth beats in a 

measure—although some artists and songs continue to stress the third beat as was originally 

common. The bass is still the prominent, driving feature, and is often even more pronounced in 

brostep, due to the canonic use of the exaggerated wobble bass. 

While those basic structural devices remain the same, others did change. The sonic 

profile of brostep is less sparse and meditative than its original counterpart; far more samples and 

sonic layers clutter the music, rendering it more like other genres within the EDM family. 

                                                           
1
 “Brostep” refers to fraternity brothers, often called “bros,” with whom the subgenre is seen as most popular. 

Rhetorically, the affiliation implies that characteristics stereotypical of fraternity brothers are also true of the 

music and its scene. These characteristics include: a disinterest in intellectual exploration; a mindless dedication to 

popular trends; popularity in the United States, as this particular fraternity culture is most prevalent in the United 

States; the sexual objectification and intellectual disregard toward women stereotypically associated with this 

fraternity culture. 



Bradley | 14 

 

Brostep also makes far more use of the middle register, rather than sticking to the booming sub-

bass sounds of its parent genre that allowed audiences to “feel” the music. Robotic noises, 

samples of people yelling, and other chaotic sounds impart an aggressive, violently disorienting 

atmosphere rather than one of calmer disillusionment. The most important development 

following the genre’s alteration is the increased importance and aggression of the “bass drop.” 

This feature was already common in dubstep—the dropping out of all other sound, perhaps even 

a silent pause, before the bass comes back, often more forcefully than before. In brostep, bass 

drops have become a required, almost abusive, sudden tearing and pounding at listeners’ ears at 

full force—a competitive feature that seeks to outdo all of those that came before it—whereas 

previously it was a stylistic tool used to forward the song’s message. 

The structural features that have changed have largely evolved with the ethos of the 

music; as the genre began to reach younger, less educated audiences, the intent of new producers 

within that audience shifted. Dubstep was no longer an electronic music genre used to express 

and explore isolation with moody, dark, sparse sound. It became a competitive arena, wherein 

fresh producers would battle it out with bass to see who could produce the rawest, most 

aggressively evocative sound to subvert isolation—to make people listen, or at least hear. The 

original form’s most dark features were embraced and used to express aggression, rather than 

submission. The use of syncopated rhythms and booming, overwhelming bass began as an 

aesthetic device of uncertainty, groove, and calm—in many ways it was a carry-over from dark, 

ominous Jamaican dub music. As dubstep began its journey toward brostep, wobble bass became 

a vehicle for violent, jarring expression. This louder, higher-frequency, more kinetic bass 

combines with the cluttered middle register to create a sensation of disorienting claustrophobia, 

wherein listeners begin to feel the need to assert their presence and body, through some motion 
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or action. Movements seen in clubs when brostep plays are often violent, arrhythmic, and 

downright strange out of context, whereas early dubstep evoked more personal reactions, such as 

head nodding. The experience went from personal and in some ways transcendental to collective, 

aggressive, and confrontational. 

 Many balk at these changes to the genre, bemoaning brostep’s departure from dubstep’s 

original intent and meaning. While this is superficially true, a closer look reveals that the music’s 

purpose remains the same. Dubstep and brostep are two approaches to reconciling isolation and 

disenfranchisement. While the former represents and contemplates the experience, the latter 

faces it head-on. While one is meant to inspire a mental confrontation with its subject, the other 

seeks to motivate a direct confrontation—sonic and physical.  

The different approach can be attributed to a variety of factors. First is the influence of 

nation and culture. Dubstep is, in its original form, a deeply English genre. In terms of musical 

structure and style, dubstep was an offshoot of U.K. garage that “slowed the sound way down 

while looking to dub reggae’s dystopian worldview for inspiration” (Gaerig). This worldview 

imparted dubstep’s dark attitude, which conjured “the bleakest Rastafarian-imagined scenes of 

industrialized society slowly consuming itself” (Keast). Newer dubstep, while pioneered by 

English producers like Rusko and Caspa, gained exponentially more momentum in the United 

States, where it was well received by those who had grown up on heavy, aggressive sounds like 

rock and metal—and many of whom had never listened to dub reggae. This removal from its 

original musical background combined with a change in time; while the genre had begun amidst 

the dread and uncertainty of the new millennium, and developed in the first five years of the 

2000s, it gained real traction in mainstream America at the start of a new decade in the 2010s. 

The separation of time certainly would have played a role, as the new millennium was hardly an 
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uncertainty anymore. A final factor to consider is the age and education level of the listeners. 

English dubstep was popular among listeners who had either graduated from university or were 

in the process of receiving their degree (Reynolds, “Noughties”). This would place them in their 

early- to mid-twenties, and likely in the middle class. The subgenre’s popularity has largely 

burgeoned among a younger crowd—from high school to undergraduate students. Its following 

gathers not only in clubs, but increasingly at outdoor festivals popular among students (Gaerig). 

These younger, less educated listeners love the genre for reasons completely separated from its 

original philosophy, instead connecting with the genre’s most aggressive bass element. This has 

shaped the subgenres philosophy and sound in a necessarily distinctive way from its parent 

genre. 

 

�	��	�����	�����
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Using Lloyd Bitzer’s “The Rhetorical Situation” as a framework for analysis can reveal the way 

audiences have shaped this genre and subgenre to sound so different. Rhetorical situation 

analysis locates rhetorical work within its cultural context, and identifies the audience for which 

the work is created, along with the exigence (issue or concern that the rhetorical piece addresses 

for that audience) and constraints or limitations within which the work must operate. By placing 

these two genres in their cultural contexts and analyzing them in light of these backgrounds, it is 

simple to identify the motivating factors behind the two different sounds. From there, it is simply 

a matter of identifying how the sounds execute the intent.  

 To analyze how the sounds interact with the music’s intent and message, I will employ 

Ernest Bormann’s fantasy theme analysis. This rhetorical framework parses out various symbols 

(usually linguistic) for various themes and ideological tropes, and examines how they intersect 
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and interweave to create a rhetorical vision shared by the audience. In this theory, a “fantasy” is 

a collaborative, shared, and creative interpretation of real events and/or issues that fulfills a 

group’s psychological or rhetorical need. Groups of strangers respond well to fantasies that 

highlight their commonalities by eliciting similar, strong reactions from everyone. A “fantasy 

theme” is the dramatizing message, made from multiple rhetorical symbols, that elicits the 

enthusiastic reactions. Successful fantasy themes are consistent with the audience’s present 

situation—pertinent to the group’s relationship with its environment. As the group fantasies 

continue over time, some groups develop fantasy types—stock scenarios that can be called upon 

frequently to express points that the group often refers to or finds highly important. 

 While fantasy theme analysis is usually used on purely linguistic rhetoric, I will use it to 

analyze dubstep songs. While I will still be analyzing words and lyrics sampled in the songs, I 

will also be making qualitative observations about their use and the musical style with which 

they are presented—e.g. volume, repetition, key, etc. Fantasy theme analysis has already been 

used to analyze song lyrics. The difference between analyzing lyrics of a traditional song and 

sampled lyrics in a dubstep song is that samples were originally written for a different piece. 

They function like literary allusions, serving a direct purpose with their words, but also an 

indirect purpose by carrying over the symbolism and meaning of their original context.  

Dubstep’s original focus on contemplation of isolation rendered its sound sparse, dark, 

and ominously evocative and compelled quiet, individualistic interaction. Its subgenre’s 

emphasis on aggression and confrontation drives a louder, more violent sound that drives 

listeners to assert themselves physically—both in their own space and against each other. The 

forces behind these reactions are not intangible—they are fantasy themes, and they can easily be 

annotated and decoded. The following pages seek to do just that—to decode dubstep. 
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Rhetorical scholars often begin by locating the text they are examining in its cultural context. 

They believe that they can better understand the text as a whole, and perhaps even shed light 

onto the sources of its specific characteristics by identifying and interrogating the context within 

which the work originated and developed. Lloyd Bitzer was a proponent of this approach, and 

his essay, “The Rhetorical Situation,” is now an extremely well-known and often studied text in 

rhetoric, composition and communication fields. His approach, put simply, instructs critics to 

locate the exigence a text addresses, the audience for whom the exigence is addressed, and the 

constraints imposed by both exigence and audience, which limit and structure the discourse. As 

Bitzer put it: 

 When I ask, “What is a rhetorical situation?” I want to know the nature of those 

contexts in which speakers or writers create rhetorical discourse: How should they 

be described? What are their characteristics? Why and how do they result in the 

creation of rhetoric? Rhetorical works belong to the class of things which obtain 

their character from the circumstances of the historic context in which they occur. 

(1) 

 

����!����	�	������������"��#������
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In identifying the rhetorical situation, Bitzer names three entities that must be located: the 

exigence, audience, and constraints.  

The exigence, Bitzer explains, is an urgent problem that demands change—and that can 

be altered by rhetoric. In most situations, there are multiple exigencies, but not all are rhetorical. 

Bitzer stresses that the rhetorical exigence must be amendable, and the fix must feasibly be 
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accomplished through rhetoric—or even demand rhetoric as its solution. The exigence is what 

gives rise to the rhetorical piece. It also shapes it and serves as the organizational core. He writes, 

“In any rhetorical situation there will be at least one controlling exigence which functions as the 

organizing principle: it specifies the audience to be addressed and the change to be effected” (7).  

The audience, Bitzer stresses, is not just a body of people who are capable of absorbing 

the rhetoric, but who are also capable of effecting the change it demands. Bitzer explains that 

“properly speaking, a rhetorical audience consists only of those persons who are capable of being 

influenced by discourse and of being mediators of change” (8). This mediation of change can 

either be through direct action, as motivated by the discourse, or through engagement in further 

discourse, spreading the message and influencing more audiences toward the change demanded 

within the original discourse.  

Constraints, the final constituent Bitzer discusses, are the factors that limit the approaches 

needed to address the exigence: 

 Standard sources of constraint include beliefs, attitudes, documents, facts, 

traditions, images, interests, motives and the like; and when the orator enters the 

situation, his discourse not only harnesses constraints given by situation but 

provides additional important constraints—for example his personal character, his 

logical proofs, and his style. There are two main classes of constraints: (1) those 

originated or managed by the rhetor and his method (Aristotle called these 

“artistic proofs”), and (2) those other constraints, in the situation, which may be 

operative (Aristotle’s “inartistic proofs”). (7) 

Whether they arise from the situation or the rhetor, constraints are the final shaping mechanism 

in discourse—the final component of the rhetorical situation. They shape the message, and how 
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it reaches the audience. They also affect how the audience interprets the text. Interestingly, while 

they shape the message for the audience, they themselves are shaped by the audience; the 

audience’s cultural context, as Bitzer points out in the beginning of the above quote, can operate 

to limit the way an exigence may be addressed appropriately. This is an important observation, 

because it makes the audience the most powerful constituent of the rhetorical situation: The 

audience shapes the exigence, as people ostensibly participating in it and interacting with it in 

some way, but also shapes the constraints, as a body of potential action that must be 

accommodated and addressed in the most effective manner. A rhetorical exigence may not be 

changed without an audience, and the audience will not be moved unless rhetor addresses the 

constraints germane to their cultural context. Dubstep’s evolution demonstrates what happens 

when a rhetorical audience changes. 

 Bitzer further explains that an exigence can be strong or weak, “depending upon the 

clarity of [the rhetor or other persons’] perception and the degree of their interest in it” (7). The 

unifying principle behind dubstep in its original form was the creation of a relaxed, meditative 

environment. “You could go to a club, throw a hoodie on and feel the bass grumble in your 

stomach while bobbing your head and moving to the beat. And you didn't have to deal with the 

bright colored clothing, the couples grinding and making out on the dance floor and the 

predictable build-ups” (Epstein). The aura of dread and isolation imparted by the dub reggae 

influence directed listeners toward their darkest anxieties and uncertainties. The music’s 

underground popularity was likely related to the cluster of uncertainties facing its listeners, such 

as the anxiety about the new millennium and the emergence of new technologies with 

unknowable implications (such as the internet). These concerns would likely have been most 

highly concentrated among young adult crowds, just emerging from university and seeking out 
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jobs in the “real world” at the close of a new millennium, and the transition to endless (and 

undoubtedly intimidating) possibilities. The creation of meditative space in response to these 

anxieties, while effective enough to drive a rhetorical movement, was a weak exigence by 

Bitzer’s standards; the degree of interest was high, but the rhetors’ and audiences’ perceptions of 

the exigence were not necessarily clear and singular. There was a uniformity in early dubstep 

that maintained this atmosphere of dread and uncertainty for a few years (before dubstep spread 

outside of its birthplace with commercialization and publicity), it had no clear rhetorical goal—

no singularly persuasive drive. Its goals were more subtle—to allow the audience to confront and 

explore their feelings of dread and isolation, and (hopefully) to find some solace or 

reconciliation.  

Although it was released in 2007, “Archangel” by Burial is one of the most recognizable 

(and well recognized) dubstep tracks ever produced, and makes appearances on many “best of 

dubstep” lists, including Spin magazine’s “The 30 Greatest Dubstep Songs of All Time,” on 

which it scored second place (first went to Skream’s “Midnight Request Line,” which I will 

analyze later). Although his music is in some ways a blend of multiple electronic music genres 

including 2-step, garage, ambient, and house music, Burial is often regarded by the fan 

community as one of the few artists who, over time, has remained true to the music’s core 

aesthetic principles—and who has not moved with the newer post-commercialization aesthetics, 

such as the overuse of wobble bass and bass drops. “Archangel” is a canonical dubstep song, and 

is a perfect example of the despair and solitude that form dubstep’s organizational core. 

 The song begins with five seconds of fuzzy white noise, before some faraway sounding 

percussion (including what sounds like a bass drum and muffled stomping of feet) echo in the 

background and play over the white noise. The rhythm is slow and simple, with two bass beats, a 
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mid-range beat, two more bass beats, and one more mid-range beat, followed by a rest before the 

pattern repeats. This percussive element continues for ten seconds, and then an extremely faint 

sample of a black male artist crooning the words, “holding you,” plays, followed by a louder,  

“Couldn’t be alone,” playing over the drums. “Couldn’t be alone,” repeats three times, clearly 

auto-tuned to different pitches and distorted, and also fragmented and syncopated—but with a 

constant rhythm. The faint sample plays again, this time saying, “loving you,” before the same, 

louder, “Couldn’t be alone” pattern plays again. Finally, the faint sample voice sings, “kissing 

you,” before the same call-and-response schema brings the louder sample back, once again 

singing “couldn’t be alone” three times at the same changing pitches. The sample pauses for a 

beat before returning in the same pattern. Burial appropriated these samples from “One Wish,” 

the first single from American singer, songwriter, and producer Ray J’s third album, Raydiation. 

A brief crackling noise, like radio static, begins at 0:30 and disappears within a second, before 

the sample continues its refrain. The music continues a repetitive pattern until 1:17, where the 

sample stops playing and the faint instrumentals in the background crescendo, along with the 

static, which continues to play for a few seconds rather than disappear after one second. The 

instrumentals are legato, synthesized notes in a minor progression. At 1:40 the sample restarts, 

and at 1:55 a new faint sample, “Tell me I,” plays for the first time, with another loud, 

fragmented sample completing the sentence with the single word, “belong.” This sample plays 

three times, followed by the original “Couldn’t be alone” sequence directly afterward. At 2:17 

and 2:37 the “Tell me I belong” sample pattern returns, and as before the “Couldn’t be alone” 

sample sequence ensues afterward. At 2:37, the instrumentals and sample cut out after the last 

sole “belong,” and the drums begin to take prominence again, over another muffled “belong.” At 

2:48 a new sampled refrain begins from the same song, “It’s not why I trust you… If I trust you.” 
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The second half, “If I trust you,” repeats constantly at varying pitches and volumes until 3:02, 

when the drums take over until 3:10 when the “Couldn’t be alone,” sample begins to repeat in its 

previous pattern. “It’s not why I trust you, if I trust you,” can be heard faintly in the background 

at some points. The original “Couldn’t be alone,” sequence returns for one more round before the 

song ends with the vocals cutting out, returning to focus on the percussion as it had in the 

beginning. 

 With each aesthetic choice, Burial’s song addresses and explores dubstep’s core 

exigence—creating a meditative space for listeners’ anxieties and uncertainties (both shared and 

personal). His sampled rhythm and blues song, “One Wish,” tells the story of a man devastated 

by the dissolution of a relationship. While its core relates to love and not societal alienation, the 

manifest document Burial samples is rife with dubstep’s key emotion: isolation. The song’s title 

refers to the voice’s one wish for the love to return and never die—its lyrics capture the despair, 

uncertainty, and abandonment of someone who has lost love.  

The samples themselves, heard separately from the original song, are an even more 

concentrated and on-message exemplar of dubstep’s exigence: “Couldn’t be alone,” the solitary 

word “belong,” and “It’s not why I trust you, if I trust you,” are the only phrases and words are 

consistently audible without straining to hear. These words illustrate the situation dubstep’s 

audience ritually created—a room full of isolated, despaired souls who “couldn’t be alone,” 

seeking to “belong” (or demanding, as the full sample demands, “tell me I belong,”), and whose 

trust is ambivalent and uncertain—marred by a sense of societal coldness and ruthlessness. The 

samples are all characterized by fragmentation that makes them hard to understand at times, 

rendering individual interpretations of the exact words and meanings almost certain, rather than 

simply possible. Dubstep, in many ways a group experience (it was aired on pirate radio and 
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heard live at clubs), was also a highly individualistic one, with isolated radio listeners and 

clubbers more interested in smoking marijuana and lulling themselves into a solitary, meditative 

groove. All of the sounds in the song are either far away (e.g. the drums and melodies, which are 

synthesized to echo and sound faint and distorted), and static is a pervasive aesthetic tool—

always in the background, and often brought to the forefront at the close of samples.  

 Dubstep’s exigence, then, organizes the music rhetorically by limiting sounds to those 

that express the themes of despair, isolation, and uncertainty. One would not, for instance, hear a 

triumphant trumpet or bright, cheerful piano melody unless they were synthesized, syncopated or 

set to a minor key (or used for ironic contrast). Lyrics are likewise limited to those that express 

those themes—or that, out of context, can be recast to that end. Additionally, the need for a slow, 

meditative vibe controls tempo, keeping it slower. Melodies and other musical patterns must be 

relatively simple, and in a way monotonous to the passive ear; the goal is not to startle, but to 

lull. Patterns in early dubstep songs are all very repetitive and simple for this reason. In many 

ways, the music exaggerates one’s feelings of isolation and blandness, concentrating them and 

demanding examination and introspection. 

 Dubstep’s listeners were largely carry-over fans from its parent genre, garage. British 

electronic music is demonstrably fluid and evolutionary, with genres constantly developing, 

changing, and flowing into one another—and the fans often seem to move along with the music 

as it develops. While garage, music heavily associated with bacchanalian release, was largely a 

“weekender scene,” where listeners came out to blow off steam, English music critic Simon 

Reynolds is not convinced that dubstep functioned the same way, commenting, “I don't get the 

sense that the same function of social catharsis was ever really served by dubstep” 

(“Noughties”). To some degree this was true; the exigence in dubstep was not as strong as other 
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genres Reynolds prefers; there was no search for a “cure” to some social feeling of disease. 

Rather, dubstep was a sort of therapy for a wound that was otherwise inaccessible. It was a 

matter of reconciling, not eliminating, the emotions. Catharsis implies a certain purification and 

epiphany-like release. Dubstep, with its slower tempo, instead offered listeners a chance to 

immerse themselves in their darkest fears and thoughts, making sense of them and not 

necessarily eliminating them. The physical and sonic experience was immersive—as immersive 

as the popular drug of choice (marijuana)—rather than cleansing. The audiences were the same 

demographic, but differed in how they wanted to confront their anxieties—through catharsis or 

immersive meditation. 

Dubstep’s audience was largely young, but old enough to either have or be in the process 

of receiving a university education. Reynolds points out that the main dubstep events at 

Forward>>, the genre’s foundational club, were largely Sunday night events, implying the 

audience had flexible schedules, “with a much higher proportion of people who've been through 

(or are still in) higher education, and who work in jobs to do with information, media, design, 

etc.” (“Noughties”). This would also, more subtly, imply that the audience was old enough to be 

able to go out late on Sunday nights—they were either students at university or young 

professionals. This disenchanted youth population showed up at dubstep events to relax, perhaps 

smoke some marijuana, and vibe to the music that left them to (or perhaps facilitated and shaped) 

their thoughts.  

This audience (in the traditional sense of the word, rather than Bitzer’s), upon attending 

dubstep events, would have engaged in a rhetorical activity that would help address their 

exigence of isolation and uncertainty. The music, as discourse, would act as a persuasive 

mechanism, guiding listeners in how (in vague terms such as attitude and outlook) to deal with 
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their problems (which formed a communal exigence). The communal exigence was the 

convergence of shared and related sentiments of uncertainty, isolation, dread, and 

disappointment with a claustrophobic urban society; the audience members shared these feelings, 

which converged into a communal issue with their environment that could be addressed through 

rhetoric. But the main rhetorical audience as far as Bitzer is concerned is actually fellow and 

potential producers of dubstep—those capable of perpetuating persuasion and effecting further 

change through rhetoric. Creation of dubstep itself is forwarded as a way of constructing and 

controlling a reality—which is why the element of “space” is so important, as it invokes the idea 

of foreign, fantastic worlds created by a producer-as-rhetor as a means of escape from an 

uncertain, oppressive reality (Keast). These producers (current and potential) would create these 

realities for their listeners—present and future—further resolving the exigence of isolated, 

uncertain listeners by creating a new reality into which they can escape, immersing themselves in 

their problems for resolution and understanding as mentioned previously. 

The existential dilemmas facing that age group (e.g. how to truly begin being an adult; 

figuring out just what kind of person one is or would like to be; and forming new social 

connections with people at work or outside the university social circle post-graduation; trying to 

establish oneself on the corporate ladder), combined with the dilemmas of the time (increased 

globalization and connectivity with internet; simultaneous alienation between people as 

communication technology allows communication from far away; the vague fear of a new 

millennium), facilitated the success of a genre that allowed its listeners to immerse themselves in 

the groove and meditate. While many still preferred the more active, bacchanalian approach of 

genres like garage, those who preferred a quieter, calmer experience gravitated toward the new 

offshoot. 
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In addition to the constraints mentioned earlier in relation to the exigence, the audience 

and cultural context of the dubstep scene provided some additional limitations. Dubstep’s 

relegation to the underground scene would obviously mean smaller crowds than for 

internationally (or even nationally) known genres, and therefore fewer venues and also a less 

extravagant experience in the venues. While underground clubs like Forward>> were certainly 

crowded, there were no flashing colored lights or gaudy decorations—it was just a room full of 

people with a booming sound system. Listeners did not thrash or jostle each other—they listened 

to the music as they stood in place, in quiet appreciation, perhaps nodding their heads to the beat 

(Epstein). Additionally, the medium itself provides constraints. For instance, composition is 

largely (usually entirely) electronic and highly synthesized, eliminating the use of live 

instruments and often vocals. The music must be dynamic and interesting without many visual 

aspects to live performance; the only person or people on stage will be the various producers, 

unlike rock shows, for instance, where half of the enjoyment from watching live performances 

comes from the movement and style of onstage action. In other words, the music itself must be 

consuming—which further inflates the importance of elements such as sub-bass, which produces 

a full-body experience. 
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The music’s sound remained relatively constant from 2002-2006, when Mary Anne Hobbs began 

hosting Dubstep Warz on BBC Radio 1, the music’s mainstream introduction (both nationally 

and internationally) brought in a new audience, and with it, a rhetorical shift. The first shift is 

fairly obvious: A larger, more mainstream audience meant the “underground” factor was less 

prevalent. Crowds would be bigger, and not necessarily limited to long-time fans of English 



Bradley | 28 

 

electronic music, who would be familiar with the genre’s roots—and therefore less attached to 

them. Younger crowds began to join the scene. A new “ruffneck” element formed within. These 

aggressive, belligerent people were completely opposite of the original, calm, meditative 

audience; they reacted to the genre’s strongest element, the bass, rather than connecting with it. 

They thrashed to it, and wanted it to be more prevalent. With a growing audience, dubstep 

producers began to (however unconsciously) change their sounds to energize larger crowds and 

venues. The drug of choice switched from marijuana to ecstasy or its purer, powdered form, 

“molly,” possibly due to the English smoking ban in clubs (Reynolds, “Rave”). Because of 

dubstep’s lively digital nature, any fringe, altered versions of the genre—whether they be from 

new audience elements within England or outside of it—could actually (and would, actually) 

become the norm. International interest would mean other nations’ sounds would begin to be 

imposed on the genre. The United States had by far the most influence on the new subgenre. 

Fans of the music were used to the harder sounds of rock, metal, and hip-hop. The new form 

would take the music’s most prominent feature—the bass—and exaggerate it, additionally 

adding middle register sounds more characteristic of rock, cluttering the music where it once was 

sparse. 

The exigence, however, would remain intact (for a while); the music would still work to 

address feelings of isolation, uncertainty, and despair. But the new audience (and producers, as 

rhetors) removed from dubstep’s cultural roots and original contents, and with its new roughneck 

element, would alter the constraints. Larger crowds would change the sound to be louder, and 

more aggressive as the noise and energy levels rose inside crammed clubs where physical contact 

was unavoidable. Ecstasy replaced marijuana’s relaxed groove with a high-energy, frenetic need 

for constant movement. Rather than meditate in a quiet club, these audiences increasingly 
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wanted to confront the exigent isolation and despair through physical and sonic aggression—

thrashing and flailing to the raucous music as though they were in mosh pits at rock concerts. 

Rather than darkness, bright colors and high contrast facilitated a move to a new source of 

catharsis; whereas the previous audience found therapy in being swept into a musical tide, the 

new audience reveled in the clash of fighting aggressive, bass-heavy waves. This new music 

would informally receive the not-so-warm nickname “brostep.” 

 Rusko’s “Cockney Thug,” released in 2007 and illustrated in this paper’s introduction, 

exemplifies the shift in the music’s sound—and its new, more violent approach to the exigence. 

The song’s approach is vastly different from that of “Archangel.” The sample at the beginning is 

clearly audible, and not distorted or fragmented; its violent message is to be clearly understood. 

The bass is low and booming—aurally inescapable. It is almost impossible to resist moving 

along to the far more prevalent mid-range percussion, but the rhythm is awkward and urges 

arrhythmic thrashing. The music uses volume and dramatically shifting patterns (and occasional 

complete pauses) to create strong, jarring sonic contrast within the track, startling listeners and 

making any meditation or relaxation impossible. There is a feeling of maniacal playfulness as 

ironically cheerful instrumental melodies play along with repeated uses of the exclamation, 

“Fuck!” and booming bass. The goal here, in short, is not to lull listeners into a meditative state, 

but to facilitate their thrashing against each other in an aggressive, testosterone-heavy pit of flesh 

that constantly clashes violently. 

 But “Cockney Thug” did not end there. Rusko’s contemporary (and, in many ways, 

competitor), Caspa, remixed the song, as did many other producers. Caspa’s version begins with 

some of the instrumentals introduced later in Rusko’s version, but the biggest change in Caspa’s 

version is the much more aggressive, pulsating bass that begins directly after the vocal sample. 
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As the bass takes a brief rest, a distorted voice (presumably Caspa’s) announces his name in a 

long, drawn out “Caaaaspaa,” that descends in a minor second interval. The “Fuck!” sample 

plays just before the bass chases it away—as though Caspa’s remix is actually scaring Rusko’s 

original work. “Well, fuck me,” plays during another break from the bass, clearly insinuating 

defeat. The same electronic, ironically cheerful melody plays occasionally, but another sample is 

added at 1:36, “Friendly ghost, you know I’m the dopest ghost in town… The bitches all love me 

’cause I’m fuckin’ Caspa… Fuckin’ shit.”  

 In short, Caspa’s remix turns up the hyper-masculinity and aggression in its elevated use 

of bass, and also expresses an arrogant, sexual self-satisfaction. Remix is common in any 

electronic music culture, but a key feature of the brostep scene is a sentiment of constant 

competition, wherein the music represents the producer’s masculine power. The goal? To create 

the “dirtiest,” “nastiest,” “heaviest” bass lines and drops possible. In many ways, the wobble bass 

is equated with male power and virility. Reynolds points out that some believe the wobble bass 

riffage is a sonic representation of ejaculation; he also notes that song titles like Caspa’s 

“Custard Chucker” lend some potential validity to such arguments—as do the comments in 

samples, such as the above statement from Caspa (Reynolds, “Guy Ritchie”). Regardless of how 

literally the music’s sounds and stylistic elements represent masculinity, the sound is patently 

testosterone-laden and “macho,” and its newly competitive nature leads artists to constantly 

remix, working to create the strongest, most aggressive and arresting bass lines that defy 

relaxation and trance, and encourage active, violent conflict on the club floors. 
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A Clash Between Two Dubstep Titans, A Schism Between Two Genres 

Around 2011, dubstep saw another rhetorical conflict. After a few years of growing international 

popularity, there was an aesthetic battle, with producers from different backgrounds (and with 

extremely disparate sounds) for dubstep supremacy. The two poster boys for this conflict ended 

up being American dubstep and electronic dance music producer Skrillex and James Blake, an 

English dubstep and electronic (not dance) music producer. The conflict grew between them 

largely because of Blake’s vocal position: 

I think the dubstep that has come over to the US, and certain producers — who I 

can't even be bothered naming — have definitely hit upon a sort of frat-boy 

market where there's this macho-ism being reflected in the sounds and the way the 

music makes you feel. And to me, that is a million miles away from where 

dubstep started. It's a million miles away from the ethos of it. It's been influenced 

so much by electro and rave, into who can make the dirtiest, filthiest bass sound, 

almost like a pissing competition, and that's not really necessary. And I just think 

that largely that is not going to appeal to women. I find that whole side of things 

to be pretty frustrating, because that is a direct misrepresentation of the sound as 

far as I'm concerned. (Pelly) 

Blake’s position places more emphasis on the American aspect of this commercialized, “macho” 

dubstep than I believe is accurate. Producers such as Rusko and Caspa had already begun that 

movement years before Skrillex and other American producers claimed notoriety. The difference 

apparent in a lot of American dubstep was its growing similarity to electronic dance music: wide 

use of samples, an often more danceable, “pop” aesthetic, and its largely university-driven fan 

base. The term “bro”-step came from commercialized popularity and perceived catering to 
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fraternity brothers, as insinuated in Blake’s comment. Contrary to what the moniker suggests, 

however, “brostep” did not only appeal to fraternity brothers; although it is a male-dominated 

fan-base, there are female listeners, too—without whom this genre’s popularity would not have 

claimed supremacy. Given Skrillex’s continued popularity and James Blake’s failure to claim 

lasting, international notoriety, it is easy to say who won. Even clearer is the message of defeat in 

Blake’s interview with the Huffington Post a year later: 

I've been asked a lot about the state of dubstep in America, and everyone wants me to say 

something controversial, but I have no negative feelings toward anything really. There's a 

weird question you have to ask when you're talking about sexuality in music. Not 

sexuality, but gender in music. At the time I had this misconception that girls wouldn't go 

for that because it was so aggressive, but I was wrong. (Emami) 

The popularity of brostep marked what I see as a schism between two genres; while 

commercialized dubstep by such producers as Caspa and Rusko had a distinctly different sound, 

their exigence remained intact. This new branch of dubstep, however, does not consistently 

adhere to themes of isolation, uncertainty, or pessimism with regard to society. In fact, many 

tracks by Skrillex refer to friends, display optimistic attitudes, and exude an aura of confidence. 

Other “brostep” artists such as Bassnectar (American) and Flux Pavilion (English) take their own 

liberties with the genre, as it moves to different audiences and the rhetorical situation loses its 

organization—its one exigence. Bitzer maintains that a rhetorical situation “invites a fitting 

response, a response that fits the situation… A situation which is strong and clear dictates the 

purpose, theme, matter and style of the response,” (10). When a musical genre spreads 

internationally, and across social groups, classes, and ages, its rhetorical situation would 

naturally begin to decentralize—and, eventually, even disintegrate. 
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 Jeremy Gilbert, in a 2009 review of an English electronic music symposium, wrote of the 

London dubstep audience, “Dubstep is an internationally-successful genre whose devotees 

desperately want to belong to a ‘scene’ and to listen to avant-garde music with its roots in 

reggae, jungle and grime.” This strong desire for a cohesive “scene” signals nostalgia of sorts for 

what dubstep used to be—for its old, cohesive rhetorical situation. Bitzer’s explanation of 

rhetorical situation degradation is almost painfully relevant: 

Situations may become weakened in structure due to complexity or disconnectedness. A 

list of causes includes these: (a) a single situation may involve numerous exigencies; (b) 

exigencies in the same situation may be incompatible; (c) two or more simultaneous 

rhetorical situations may compete for our attention, as in some parliamentary debates; (d) 

at a given moment, persons comprising the audience of situation A may also be the 

audience of situations B, C, and D; (e) the rhetorical audience may be scattered, 

uneducated regarding its duties and powers, or it may dissipate; (f) constraints may be 

limited in number and force, and they may be incompatible. (12) 

In regarding dubstep and brostep as one genre, it seems that all list items apply. The 

situation, spread across this newly diverse audience, holds multiple exigencies. The American 

exigence, which is more closely related to the bacchanalian-release associated with garage, 

severely conflicts with the original need for a meditative space. The goal in American dubstep is 

to release tension and relieve anxiety through a bacchanalian excitement of the senses—sight, 

with the rave-like decorations and accessories often characteristic of raves; sound through the 

music; touch through the pounding bass that can still be felt taking over the body and the heat 

and contact of the crowd. Ongoing conflict within the fan base on forums and comment threads 

on articles and YouTube videos suggest ongoing competition between factions of the genre’s 
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fanbase (fans of the original form and fans of the new subgenre), although some fans enjoy both 

sides of the dubstep spectrum. Newer audience members are often uneducated about the genre’s 

origins, and many do not necessarily seek to learn—an all-out abandonment of the genre’s 

original form. With disparate audiences in control of constraints, they become highly variable 

and weak, allowing the genre to disintegrate. 

 Bitzer’s observation continued with a discussion of how rhetorical situations might 

decay. He explained that situations can evolve and come to maturity, and eventually reach a 

“propitious moment for the fitting rhetorical response. After this moment, most situations 

decay… Some situations, on the other hand, persist… They exist as rhetorical responses for us 

precisely because they speak to situations which persist—which are in some measure universal” 

(13). This leaves one final question, with regard to dubstep and its rhetorical situation: What 

happened, and what is happening? Was there a “propitious” moment, and have we reached it? Or 

is dubstep a timeless new form, with a timeless exigence to address?  

 Electronic music, although still fairly new, is not going away. What will happen to 

specific subgenres will be as with all genres: evolution. Dubstep will continue to exist (at least 

for a while) as a musical genre, but as a rhetorical body, its fate could be different. Allegations of 

mindlessness are rampant; many believe the genre to be intellectually disconnected from its 

roots. While traditional dubstep elements live on, and some producers continue to make dubstep 

true to the original form, they no longer form the majority of dubstep today. A schism laid a 

valley between dubstep’s roots and its successor, mainstream aesthetics; a new, somewhat 

sarcastic name was given to this newer form. But ultimately, no matter what derogatory 

nomenclature an offshoot sees, if it forms a majority of the genre’s fan base, it becomes the face 

of that genre. In short, brostep and dubstep are one genre. Although some would like to view the 
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two as separate, the truth is that one eclipsed the other. As for the rhetorical structure, this is 

where things become more complicated. Although some of the old values and aesthetics 

continue, the inconsistency with which they are addressed suggests that the moment, at least for 

now, is gone. In this case, time and a change in audience led to a subgenre that would take over 

its parent genre. The original form continues, but does so in the shadow of its successor. 

Rhetorically, dubstep as it once was is no longer canonical. The new subgenre has begun its own 

rhetorical movement, and will face its own fate as the new face of the genre. 
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SUBJECTIVE INTERPRETATIONS OF REALITY: FANTASY THEME ANALYSIS  

Applying Lloyd Bitzer’s analytical framework and exploring dubstep’s rhetorical situation(s) 

reveals the considerable effect audience can have on a rhetorical movement. The addition of new 

fans drove dubstep in a direction that completely differs from the original work—both in impetus 

and execution. The change in audience altered the structural ideologies that characterized and 

shaped the genre. New audience members had different musical backgrounds, different drugs of 

choice, and different desired experiences when it came from live performance. All of these 

ideological forces had a notable, identifiable impact on the music’s sound. The original and the 

new sound can, like any other musical form, be studied and analyzed. The question is simply 

what framework to use. 

An appropriate framework to analyze dubstep’s musical structure and style would 

involve not only an inventory of frequently used stylistic elements, tropes and motifs, but would 

also interrogate these structural elements rhetorically, determining their meaning and effect with 

relation to the culture and ideology from which the genre grows. One framework that perfectly 

satisfies both these requirements is rhetorical theorist Ernest Bormann’s fantasy theme analysis. 

This framework allows close examination of various narrative fantasies held within discourse, 

and arms rhetorical scholars with a specific, prescriptive procedure to analyze these fantasy 

themes, determining not only the discourse producer’s aim, but also his or her rhetorical 

techniques to execute this aim. Further, fantasy theme analysis is adept and delicate in its 

handling of these fantasies. This incisive quality becomes important in analyzing a genre that so 

heavily uses sampling, which creates multi-layered, allusive texts that must be examined within 

their original and current contexts. Bormann’s framework is one of the few frameworks that 

allows rhetorical scholars to work methodically with elements of narrative fantasy, and also to 
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examine the intertextuality within a genre. It is because of these faculties that Bormann’s 

framework is very appropriate for close examination of electronic music genres like dubstep.  

 

A Short Explanation of Fantasy Theme Analysis 

Bormann’s theory finds its foundation in many ideas from Robert Bales’ Personality and 

Interpersonal Behavior. Here Bales outlines the process of group fantasizing, and explains how 

dramatizing communication creates social realities for groups. Bales also provides ways to 

analyze messages to determine a group’s culture, motivation, emotional style, and cohesion. He 

lists twelve categories for content analysis, one of which he called “shows tension release.” This 

category eventually received the new name “dramatizes,” and within this category it is noted that 

some of that content would “chain out through the group”—people grow excited and interrupt 

each other to contribute to the conversation (Bormann 397). Bormann calls this a group fantasy 

event. He defines “fantasy” as a subjective interpretation of reality that serves a group’s 

rhetorical need, adding that they often deal with real things and events. Some groups with zero 

history together also engage in group fantasies, but do not respond to communication within the 

“dramatizes” category. Instead they respond to fantasies whose content highlights their 

commonalities through their reactions. Regardless of a group’s common history or lack thereof, 

the fantasy theme is the dramatizing message that causes the enthusiasm in the first place. 

The process of chaining out spreads from individual fantasizing to speaker-audience 

fantasizing, and then to even larger groups and even mass communities. Over time as people 

share fantasies they become predisposed to prefer certain types of dramatizing over others; some 

prefer fantasies that contrast their own, while others try to corroborate their owns by finding 

others that are consistent. Often the drama in a fantasy chain is consistent with the group’s 
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present situation, pertinent to the group’s relationship with its environment. Some groups 

develop fantasy types, stock scenarios that can be called upon frequently to express points that 

the group often refers to or finds highly important. Bormann uses the example of opposing 

political parties’ negative portrayals of each other; the callous, corrupt conservative and overly 

philanthropic, illogical liberal are both common fantasy types (Bormann 134). 

To answer the question of why people share some fantasies and not others, Bormann 

draws on Bales as a source of contrast. Bales’s theory that individual psychodynamics and group 

concerns is set against Bormann’s idea that really it is the power with which the rhetorician 

presents a fantasy that determines the likelihood the audience will follow it through and let it 

chain out. When a group shares a fantasy it is called coming to a “symbolic convergence,” and 

this is the concept for which Bormann’s Symbolic Convergence Theory is named. It is 

recognition of the shared emotions and sentiments in response to the fantasy, and the feeling that 

comes when all of those reactions meet together. 

Bormann posits that when a group comes to share many fantasy themes, these can codify 

to become a rhetorical vision of their social reality. These themes can be integrated by sharing a 

dramatic message that pulls them together. The rhetorical vision usually can be abbreviated into 

a slogan or label. This abbreviation is a sign of the utmost symbolic maturity within a rhetorical 

community, the group within which the rhetorical vision forms. Some of these communities go 

one step further as the rhetorical vision becomes so powerful and broad that it changes or colors 

every aspect of their social reality. These communities share what are called lifestyle rhetorical 

visions. 

In “Symbolic Convergence Theory: A Communication Formulation,” Bormann 

establishes Symbolic Convergence Theory as a social theory of communication. He begins by 
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drawing a distinction between special and general theories of communication. He explains that 

special communication theories pertain to conventional agreements as to how communication is 

regimented and used (e.g. grammar and syntax). These rules may include rules that establish and 

regulate participation in a certain type of communication, and he says that people may choose to 

obey or disobey them as they see fit. General communication theories, in contrast, deal with 

tendencies in communication—events that cannot be ignored or rejected by participants. These, 

he says, are trans-historical and trans-cultural, like the laws of science (Bormann 130). These are 

not choices. Symbolic Convergence Theory, he continues, is a general communication theory. 

Bormann provides specific instructions for rhetorical critics to make use of these theories 

to learn about groups’ cultures and motivations. First he suggests starting from the assumption 

that words might be more important than facts in the situation that the two do not agree. Next, 

one must collect evidence in the form of manifest content from the community (e.g. writings, 

recordings, and other rhetorical works). Critics must search for patterns of characterizations, 

dramatic situations and actions, and settings that indicate a group’s thoughts are converging into 

a sort of groupthink. There are two main sources of evidence that a group is engaging in a group 

fantasy. First, recurrence of dramatic material such as wordplay and narratives within a group’s 

meetings in different contexts suggests the existence of a pattern of fantasy themes. These can be 

alluded to in different forms and cue the same message to their respective groups. The second 

piece of evidence is the way group members can make vague allusions to symbolic common 

ground (e.g. inside jokes). These are both signs that symbolic convergence has occurred, and 

critics should use them as cues to examine closer. 

The content to be collected, in this case, are songs representative of dubstep. There would 

necessarily be two collections of songs—one collection would contain songs characteristic of 
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dubstep’s sound just after it became a codified genre, and the other would contain songs made 

just after the shift in audience, once the sound changed to reflect the new group fantasy. 

Recurring stylistic tropes would need to be cataloged and interrogated to determine how they 

forward the ideology underpinning dubstep—how they address the rhetorical exigence, and how 

they are limited by the constraints set by the audience. 

Next, Bormann says critics should attempt to creatively reconstruct the rhetorical vision 

from the patterns they observe. Another goal is to compose a description of “dynamic tendencies 

within communication systems that explain why a group consciousness arises, continues, 

declines, and disappears,” and to determine the effect of that group consciousnesses on 

meanings, motives, and communication within a group. This can be achieved by asking more 

specific questions of the content, such as what characters’ roles are, why the chosen setting is 

what it is, etc.. This step was largely accomplished in chapter 1, but will be addressed further in 

this chapter. 

The primary use of this, according to Bormann, is to determine motivations. He contends 

that motivations do not function as they are usually interpreted. Conventionally motivation is 

thought to exist and be expressed in a group’s communication. Bormann holds that instead the 

communication gives rise to the motivation. Dramas imply motives, he says, and by chaining 

into a group’s fantasy, the group’s members gain motivations (Bormann 397): 

Motives do not exist to be expressed in communication but rather arise in the 

expression itself and come to be embedded in the drama of the fantasy themes that 

generated and serve to sustain them. Motives are thus available for direct 

interpretation by a community of scholars engaged in rhetorical criticism. 

(Bormann 406) 
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The rhetorical vision contains an impetus. And with these two forms of dubstep, the impetus 

differs. Upon completion of fantasy theme analysis, I hope to demonstrate the link between the 

ideology (rhetorical vision) and sonic elements, which express the fantasy themes. In 

determining this relationship, I also hope to discover the motivation expressed by each iteration 

of the genre. 

 

Fantasy Theme Analysis of Canonical Tracks 

I selected two songs in each category for analysis. These songs are all canonical, in that they are 

widely accepted (among producers and audience members) as belonging either to the “original” 

dubstep movement or to the newer “brostep” set. They are all products of symbolic convergence, 

as they are widely accepted as part of these genres, which in their own ways comprise 

groupthinks—rhetorical movements. In Rhetorical Criticism: Exploration and Practice, Sonja 

Foss instructs, “The artifact you select for a fantasy-theme analysis should be one where you 

have some evidence that symbolic convergence has taken place—that people have shared fantasy 

themes and a rhetorical vision” (Foss 101). Popularity of the rhetorical work and fame of the 

rhetor are two indicators that Foss suggests signal symbolic convergence and the canonical 

nature of a work. The selected songs share stylistic and thematic patterns that are consistent with 

their respective rhetorical movements, and which express subjective world views that seem to 

revolve around the same ideological cores. 

The first two songs, selected to represent the original dubstep movement, are “Midnight 

Request Line” by Skream and “Archangel” by Burial. The first is often credited as being one of 

the first dubstep songs after the genre was codified. The second is a later song by an artist who is 

often known for being true to the genre’s original ideology and stylistic approach. 



Bradley | 42 

 

In addition to its demonstrative and exemplary expression of dubstep’s core virtues, “Midnight 

Request Line” is also stylistically consistent with these messages in its expression. Instrumental 

music demands a different form of analysis from written speeches, but dubstep can still see 

fruitful results from rhetorical analysis because it usually samples vocal pieces. Foss 

recommends that fantasy theme analysis begin by identifying fantasy themes through characters, 

actions, and settings. In isolating the man-made noises (meaning noises made by people either 

talking or performing actions, rather than synthetic noises or percussion), I have identified the 

few characters in the song and determined their actions and settings. From there, I have linked 

these characters and actions with fantasy themes. The fantasy themes, mentioned previously, are 

the same ideological underpinnings of the genre—isolation, uncertainty and dread: 

Isolation 

Characters Actions Settings 

Caller Requests song  

Deejay Plays song  

We (caller and deejay) Are on air, interact Request line 

 

Uncertainty/dread 

Characters Actions Settings 

Unknown person Shoots, cocks gun  

 

There are few characters in this song; a lot of synthetic melody and percussion form the 

bulk of the song’s sound. This is what makes dubstep, like most instrumental music, 

demonstrative rather than narrative. But here there are three characters: the caller and the deejay 
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(and both of them together), who form the song’s frame narrative, and the unknown person who 

fires and cocks the gun percussively throughout the song. The setting is almost entirely 

unknown—the only setting is the obvious digital setting of the request line, through which caller 

and deejay communicate. Aside from that, the only markers are emotional—eerie, disconcerting 

synthetic noises, one of which sounds like a distant, fast-moving siren that almost always plays 

in connection with the gun sounds. 

The song begins with an unidentified female voice calling into a radio request line to ask 

for “a new beat.” Her first question, “Are we on air?” both identifies the setting of their 

interaction and establishes isolation on multiple levels. The caller and deejay, although they 

interact, are isolated from one another. This also puts another layer of distance between these 

two characters and listeners; not only are we listening to a recording of people speaking, we’re 

listening to a recording of an already-simulated communication—a telephone conversation. The 

close of this interaction occurs with an echo distortion, creating a sense of science fiction-like 

travel from this setting to another, unknown setting. 

The requested song is eerie. Electronic melodies quiver in minor-key melodies, mirroring 

the uncertainty of the listeners. The beginning melody is an adapted version of the theme song of 

the 2002 movie Catch Me If You Can, points out redfire, a user on dubstepforum.com. The 

movie follows, “A true story about Frank Abagnale Jr., who, before his 19th birthday, 

successfully conned millions of dollars' worth of checks as a Pan Am pilot, doctor, and legal 

prosecutor” (IMDB.com). Use of this sample implies the relation of Abagnale’s story to the song 

and its listeners. Abagnale, in many ways, was a hero within the structure of dubstep’s 

ideology—a man who found a way to manipulate an unfair, uncertain society. Even when 

Abagnale is caught, he eventually receives permission to serve the rest of his prison time 
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working for the check fraud department of the FBI. He found his own way to interact with 

society, and although he is eventually caught and punished, his developed skills and savvy 

allowed him to eventually find his place within society—as a law-abiding member. Bass 

rumbles, creating sonic tension and a sense of foreboding, discussed in the previous chapter. 

Then gun noises begin, muffled almost to the point of being indistinguishable. The gun handler 

is an unknown figure—a character who forwards uncertainty and dread already evoked by the 

sonic atmosphere. A lack of setting throughout the song played on the “request line” produces 

both a sense of isolation and also a great deal of uncertainty, and the gun sounds create dread, in 

combination with other synthetic, atmospheric sounds. 

These fantasy themes, when read along with the context of the song’s instrumental 

accompaniment, form a specific rhetorical vision: that while we are all isolated and perhaps 

uncertain about our environments, contemplatively confronting these uncertainties is necessary; 

staying true to one’s principles and embracing self-preservation are crucial. The frame structure 

of the song implies withdrawing into oneself through music—the transcendental power of music 

to create simulated worlds to explore oneself. 

Burial’s “Archangel” is even sparser than “Midnight Request Line,” with mention of only 

two characters, the vocalist and a lover (or perhaps past lover). 

Isolation 

Characters Actions Settings 

You (lover)   

 

Uncertainty/Desire for Connection 

Characters Actions Settings 
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I (vocalist) Hold you, fail to be alone, 

love you, kiss you, ask lover 

to “tell me I belong” 

 

 

There is even less sense of “place” in this song, with no environmental markers. There is 

only percussion and slow-building melody and static. These aesthetic choices create an 

immediate sense of loneliness, further facilitated by the lack of setting. The vocalist is a very 

active character, who describes holding, loving, and kissing the lover. The vocalist also begs the 

lover to “Tell me I belong.” The lover provides no response, framing the song as one man’s plea 

to a stolid, cold woman. He is never told he belongs; his trust is not encouraged. She does not 

hold, love, or kiss him. Her unwillingness or inability to respond create a sense of isolation that 

is greatly different from Skream’s imagined isolation. While Skream’s is a societal lament, 

Burial describes a more intimate lament. This song exudes melancholy, rather than Skream’s 

anti-social melancholia. The source of despair is this isolation created by romantic desertion. The 

nature of the uncertainty here is also a more intimate and precise: the vocalist is uncertain 

whether or not his feelings are returned. The desire to connect is clear with pleas like “Tell me I 

belong,” but also clearly insecure and uncertain, with comments like “It’s not why I trust you, if I 

trust you.” The song’s last sample, repeated multiple times and playing at the very end of the 

song, is “Holding you.” The sample is set to percussion, playing the same constant rhythm. This 

implies that while the pain of lost love will never leave, it will eventually meld into one’s 

identity as he or she learns to move on, reclaiming his or her usual rhythm of life. 

The rhetorical vision here is related to, but slightly different from, Skream’s. Burial suggests 

mentally confronting one’s isolaton and uncertainty (albeit romantic, not antisocial), but also 
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encourages face-to-face confrontation with the source of the issue—in this case, the lover. The 

confrontation, it is important to note, is still purely emotional and nonviolent. But this is not a 

story of manipulation; it is a story of true emotional honesty. Both visions contain mental 

confrontation, but while one suggests withdrawing into oneself and suggests manipulation as a 

means of self-preservation vis a vis Frank Abangale’s narrative, the other suggests complete 

emotional honesty. 

These two songs illustrate two perspectives on early dubstep’s rhetorical vision. The 

other two songs, which represent the later branch of dubstep, are “Rock ’n’ Roll (Will Take You 

to the Mountain)” by Skrillex and the “Cockney Thug” remix by Caspa. Skrillex’s “Rock ’n’ 

Roll” is one of his most characteristically dubstep/brostep tracks, and addresses the prejudice the 

genre (and electronic music in general) faces as inferior to “real” music. Caspa’s remix of 

Rusko’s “Cockney Thug” illustrates the competitive nature of the subgenre, and also the hyper-

masculinity that so concerned James Blake at its beginning. 

Skrillex’s “Rock ’n’ Roll (Will Take You to the Mountain)” released on his second EP, 

Scary Monsters and Nice Sprites. Although it is not as popular as the hit song by the same title as 

the album, this is one of his most character-rich songs, which also features an interesting aspect 

of genre-centric introspection. The main characters are the vocalist’s friends, referred to in 

conjunction with the vocalist as “we” in the constantly repeated introductory verse, “Hello again, 

to all my friends, together we can play some rock ’n’ roll.” Additionally, the vocalist participates 

as a character with the line, “singing with you.” “You” is brought back once more, and told he or 

she can “eat shit and fucking—fuck you.” Another speaker mentions Tim Smith, and among 

various praises, it is said Tim Smith will “take you to the mountain.” Finally, a third speaker 
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describes musicians at a convention, referring to them as “technicians” and saying that they are 

not artists because they cannot play the guitar. 

Encouragement of camaraderie within dubstep community 

Characters Actions Settings 

We Can play some rock ’n’ roll  

Vocalist Singing with you  

Tim Smith Will take you to the mountain  

 

Alienation/isolation of dubstep producers from musical community 

Characters Actions Settings 

You Can eat shit and fucking—

fuck you 

 

Technicians Making noise, are not 

musicians, cannot play guitar 

Musical convention 

 

The song contains two central fantasy themes. The first is the need for camaraderie and 

collaboration within the dubstep community. The introductory line, ending with “together we can 

play some rock ’n’ roll,” is encouraging, and the line also refers to fellow producers as “my 

friends.” According to various sources on the internet, the sample pertaining to Tim Smith is a 

recorded telephone message from a cab driver the artist knew well. Tim Smith, Skrillex’s 

manager, would “take him to the mountain,” according to the driver, called Captain Ahab. This 

rumor is corroborated by the end of the music video, where a picture of the man appears with the 

caption “You will be missed.” Regardless of the charming story’s validity, the sample is an 
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affirming message. This spirit of collaboration and friendly camaraderie contrasts sharply against 

a vicious insult, “You can eat shit and fucking—fuck you.” While it is not directed at anyone in 

particular, it can be assumed that this is a reaction to a later sample of an interloper at an 

electronic musical convention, who expresses his opinion that the producers there are not artists 

or musicians. This violent confrontation of problems characterizes brostep in contrast with 

dubstep. The rhetorical vision here is clear: artistic isolation is a huge problem, and the best way 

to confront it is through friendly support within the isolated community, as well as vicious 

confrontation with detractors. The cerebral, gentle aspect of the original form is basically 

abandoned. 

This spirit of violent confrontation is almost always present in brostep, and interestingly 

enough, there is also often heated competitions between producers that completely flies in the 

face of Skrillex’s previous message. Many artists compete to produce the harshest, “dirtiest” 

dubstep bass lines. Caspa’s “Cockney Thug” remix is almost entirely dedicated to this spirit of 

hyper-masculine competition. There are many characters in conflict here: Rusko’s original 

speaker is in conflict with “you,” and also with Caspa and his remix of the song. Intentional 

placement of the original speaker saying “fuck me,” in a clearly intimidated manner is Caspa’s 

way of implying the original speaker’s defeat. There is also brief mention of women, “the 

bitches,” and that they love Caspa (this is used another signal that he is winning this competition 

between men). 

 

Spiritual isolation/endangerment 

Characters Actions Settings 

I/me (Rusko’s original Tell you something Down the tunnel 
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speaker) 

Your spirit Floating down The tunnel 

 

Masculine competition 

Characters Actions Settings 

I/me (Rusko’s original 

speaker) 

Kick your poncy soul Down the tunnel 

You Choke on your own fucked up 

ribs 

 

I (Caspa) Am the dopest ghost in town  

The bitches Love me  

 

The first fantasy theme is spiritual isolation and endangerment. An isolated victim is 

threatened, as is their spirit (presumably once they have been killed). But rather than emotional 

or situational uncertainty, the second fantasy theme here is masculine competition. Competition, 

however, implies a certain level of uncertainty—an insecurity as to who is superior, as well as 

the question of who will triumph. But the competitive, confrontational response to the 

uncertainty is actually given privilege over the uncertainty itself. Caspa is asserting himself as 

dominant over Rusko as a dubstep producer, implying his own victory with the repetition of 

“Fuck me,” on Rusko’s behalf, and with self-affirmation including that he is “the dopest ghost in 

town” and “The bitches all love me ’cause I’m fuckin’ Caspa.” The rhetorical vision here is less 

positive than Skrillex’s: that the best response to isolation and threats (and also impugnation of 

one’s manliness) is to engage in direct confrontation. 
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The rhetorical visions of these four songs perfectly exemplify the schism between 

dubstep’s original form and its new offshoot, brostep. Skream and Burial both address a sense of 

isolation and uncertainty (with regard to society and a lover, respectively) and suggest deep 

contemplation and mental confrontation. The difference is the suggested action: while Skream 

ostensibly suggests a total embrace of self-preservation, possibly through manipulation of society 

and people, Burial suggests total emotional honesty in a heartfelt, nonviolent confrontation. 

Skrillex also acknowledges (artistic) isolation and uncertainty in the form of artistic insecurity. 

His prescription is greater collaboration between artists and direct, vicious confrontation with the 

genre’s dismissal and detractors. Caspa’s sense of isolation is a lawless sense of everyone being 

out for themselves, much like Skream’s sense of self-preservation. There is also a sense of 

competitive uncertainty. Unlike Skrillex, he suggests producers embrace the hyper-masculine 

competition as a way of negating all uncertainty and doubt of one’s capability and masculinity. 

The common thread here, in contrast with the previous two, is the embrace of competition and 

vicious, sometimes violent, confrontation. This is ideologically and structurally supported by the 

rhetorical situation, and (we can now see) expressed in tangible ways within the texts through 

fantasy themes that construct a rhetorical vision in tune with the audience’s ideologies. 
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There is a staggeringly pronounced difference between dubstep’s original sound and its 

subgenre’s (brostep’s) sound. Both genres address an audience characterized by isolation, 

uncertainty, and dread. But these audiences are completely different. The former was English 

older, more meditative than aggressive, and fond of smoking marijuana—and, most importantly, 

familiar with (if not fond of) the English electronic music genres and associated subcultures that 

preceded dubstep and its community. The latter was not localized, instead comprised of listeners 

worldwide, connected by the internet, with particular prominence in the United States at outdoor 

music festivals, where rowdy teens raised on rock and roll (and many of whom were rolling on 

ecstasy) gathered for an aggressive, kinetic, bacchanalian release of tension. This new audience 

was also almost completely unfamiliar with the English music and subcultures that preceded and 

created dubstep. This shift in audience also shifted the constraints, necessitating louder music, 

more suited to rowdy crowds of dancing, thrashing, energetic teens with a different sonic 

background. While the exigence of isolation, uncertainty, and discontent continued, it was within 

a different cultural context, and with a different audience. The exigence, already a weak one with 

no targeted, simple problem to address, was not enough to keep the genre true to its roots, 

leading to the burgeoning prominence of dubstep’s rambunctious subgenre, brostep, which 

eclipsed its parent genre with mainstream popularity.  

 Analysis of the fantasy themes contained within dubstep reveals that both the original 

genre and its subgenre center their fantasy themes around isolation and uncertainty, 

corroborating the conclusion found through Bitzer’s framework that the exigence remained 

relatively unchanged. The differing prescriptions for action also signal the change in audience 
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found through analysis of the rhetorical situation. Skream and Burial address societal and 

personal isolation, respectively. Though the approaches suggested by these producers differ (one 

suggests manipulation of society, and the other suggests complete emotional honesty) they are 

the same in their nonviolence. One can question the moral integrity of Skream’s suggestion, or 

the plausibility of Burial’s outlook in other situations, but for better or worse both promote 

nonviolence. This is in complete contrast with the approaches forwarded by both Skrillex and 

Caspa, both of whom promote extreme violence.  

These narrative shifts, exemplified by the fantasy themes, are textual manifestations of 

the schism between two rhetorical situations, spurred by the change in audience. What started as 

a catalyst for physical surrender to paired with mental immersion and contemplation of a 

communal sense of uncertainty, dread, and urban claustrophobia evolved into an experimental 

and aggressive arena for physical confrontation with fellow audience members and mental 

surrender to euphoria. Dubstep’s relatively underground following continues in the shadow of its 

subgenre’s wild, international popularity. The original rhetorical situation, reached its peak 

moment of effectiveness, and is now gone; at its height of rhetorical potency, it reached 

international audiences and spoke to them, and armed a new school of producers with the means 

to mediate rhetorical change in their own communities. In this sense, the rhetorical situation saw 

ultimate success. But the other result of this new international fame is that its reign, and the days 

of its rhetorical power, are over, and a new rhetorical situation has arisen—this time, for its 

subgenre, which has bent the original rules and appropriated its stylistic devices for a different 

audience. 
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I chose to combine Bitzer’s Rhetorical Situation framework with Bormann’s Fantasy Theme 

Analysis because the two approaches are complementary in their scopes. Bitzer’s framework 

functions on a broad scale, placing discourse in its proper context and identifying the key 

constituents: the problem addressed, the audience urged to address it, and the constraints limiting 

the discourse and approaches to addressing the problem. Bormann’s, in contrast, is a close 

reading technique that gives rhetorical scholars precise yet adaptable procedures to examine 

discourse, identifying narrative fantasies and their rhetorical functions in creating a subjective 

interpretation of objective reality to unify and persuade an audience. When used together, these 

frameworks allow an all-encompassing view of discourse, both in a broad sense of context and a 

narrow, interpretive sense.  

 I used Rhetorical Situation first to get an understanding of how dubstep’s development 

and production is structured. A broad understanding of the genre and its cultural context makes 

close reading easier; without understanding the shift in audience, it would be difficult to 

determine why the fantasies within the music’s lyrical narrative changed. Knowing this context 

beforehand, however, when handled carefully to avoid forcing facts to fit theory, can be very 

helpful in discovering the source of the music’s sonic and lyrical shift. The framework, when 

used to interrogate a musical genre, is not without its limitations. Exigence is the most difficult 

constituent in the case of music; music is a highly personal discourse for many, and thus finding 

a cohesive rhetorical exigence can be difficult. But, at least in dubstep’s case, the personal 

exigencies within the audience do coalesce into one communal exigence (as the audience 

converges, all with a feeling of uncertainty, urban claustrophobia, dread, and dissatisfaction), 

which is the one I used in my investigation. Similarly, identifying a musical genre’s rhetorical 
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audience is difficult—especially with a highly personal exigence. But the incredibly close tie 

between listeners and producers within the dubstep community makes the rhetorical audience an 

interesting, if not multi-dimensional, rhetorical audience. Not only are listeners encouraged to 

address their own personal exigencies of isolation and uncertainty, but there is also a great sense 

of community between producers, who are largely producing the music for each other in a 

collaborative environment full of sampling, mixing, and experimentation. Constraints were 

relatively simple; the only complication arose in tracking which constraints were germane to 

which rhetorical situation, and which were present in both. 

 After thorough research of the exigence, audience and constraints of both original 

dubstep and its subgenre, I chose to use Bormann’s fantasy theme analysis for closer 

examination. The precise, procedural instruction Bormann provides facilitates a structured 

approach in an otherwise highly holistic analytical field. This precision and consistency, I 

believe, produces reliable and detailed results. Cataloging fantasy themes, and the characters, 

actions, and settings within, makes close reading of otherwise difficult texts impressively 

straightforward. Such cataloging of narrative also allows significant focus on language in 

music—a form of discourse that is often analyzed with greater emphasis on its instrumental 

mechanics. Finally, the framework’s adept handling of narrative makes it easier to interpret 

fantasies held not only within the song’s direct story, but also the stories invoked by samples—a 

highly used feature of electronic music. Tracking narrative and rhetorical devices across contexts 

is a crucial facet of rhetorical analysis, and can be difficult in pieces that are highly intertextual. 

Bormann’s framework makes this process as simple as it can be. The only limitation of this 

framework is its reliance on narrative structure; it would not be well suited to instrumental music 

for most rhetorical scholars, who are ill equipped to interpret the narrative messages held within 
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instrumental music (although it would present a great opportunity for collaboration with music 

theory). In this study specifically, the framework’s limitation was its inability to interpret such 

stylistic elements as bass drops. The instrumental analysis of dubstep would certainly be a 

worthwhile study in continuance of this project, which found its focus in the verbal, lyrical 

discourse and its structural function in the genre. Such analysis of instrumental music would 

need to use a different framework that can better handle such non-verbal forms of 

communication, or be performed by someone who is well versed in analyzing instrumental 

music. 
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This project is, in many ways, the first of its kind. In all my research, I never found any 

rhetorical analysis of dubstep—or any electronic music genre, for that matter. Rhetorical scholars 

seem to have shirked these genres, ignoring a significant cultural movement that is only growing 

in size with each passing year. Additionally, these genres are all highly intertextual, sampling 

from each other frequently—both in collaborative and competitive contexts. This, combined with 

the strong rhetorical influence of music—particularly on younger generations, which largely 

form the audiences for these genres, make electronic music a very interesting and fruitful area of 

study for rhetorical scholars.  

 In addition to hopefully piquing interest in these genres and demonstrating the powerful 

use of rhetorical frameworks in examining them, this project also leaves room for further 

elaboration and conversation. The instrumental investigation I mentioned earlier could further 

enrich scholarly understanding of dubstep and its development. Dubstep, like rock and roll or 

gangsta rap, is a now-controversial genre that will define a generation of listeners. Often, 
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scholarship occurs decades after the music’s development. This ensures security in results and 

retrospective wisdom, but loses the immediate details that can only be known during the music’s 

development; for dubstep, a genre so steeped in uncertainty, it only seems appropriate to delve 

into this uncertainty of the genre’s future and structure, investigating further and drawing 

whatever conclusions are possible. This captures the genre in its time, allowing future scholars to 

include this knowledge in their retrospection. 

 The knowledge about electronic music is also important on a general level for the same 

reason all knowledge is important; nothing happens in isolation. To fully understand this 

generation of teens and young adults, one must know all about the cultural context in which they 

live—the politics, the economy, the fashion, the environment, and, yes, the music they listen to 

and live shows they attend. Human knowledge is obtained largely through knowledge of all 

auxiliary environmental constituents, and music is special in its ubiquity and also its rhetorical 

power over such large masses. Scholarship on electronic music and its ties with its listeners and 

producers is crucial in understanding this generation of young people, as it is largely being 

identified as the music invented by and for them. This project will hopefully be accompanied by 

other studies in the future—studies that, like the music they investigate, experiment, sample, 

collaborate, and even compete with one another. 
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The following are various tracks relevant to this paper. In addition to songs mentioned in the 

paper are songs for those interested in further listening, by other well-known producers. 

 

Tracks Mentioned 

�

1. “Archangel”—Burial  

2. “Cockney Thug”—Rusko 

3. “Cockney Thug: Remix”—Caspa  

4. “Custard Chucker”—Caspa 

5. “Hold it Against Me”—Britney Spears 

6. “Midnight Request Line”—Skream 

7. “One Wish”—Ray J 

8. “Rock ’n’ Roll”—Skrillex 

9. “Who Gon’ Stop Me”—Jay Z and Kanye West 

 

Tracks for Further Listening 

 

1. “Bass Head”—Bassnectar 

2. “Bully”—Liquid Stranger 

3. “Fire”—Magnetic Man, Ft. Ms. Dynamite 

4. “Haunted”—Digital Mystikz 

5. “I Can’t Stop”—Flux Pavilion 

6. “I Need Air”—Magnetic Man 

7. “Kill Everybody”—Skrillex 

8. “Love Never Dies”—Caspa and Mr. Hudson 

9. “Mud”—Loefah  

10. “Night”—Benga and Coki 

11. “Scary Monsters and Nice Sprites”—Skrillex 

12. “UKF Dubstep Tutorial”—Dubba Jonny 
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