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Introduction

Reggae Characteristics
Rhythm: A laid back shuffle feel, displayed by a dotted quarter sixteenth 

notes with a guitar upbeat rhythm, known as a “skank,” that was derived and 
slowed down from a later version of Ska known as Rock Steady. 

Melody: Focus on stressed and unstressed characteristics similar to R&B 

melodies, with significant repetition in the chorus.

Vocal Inflection: Characterized by a crying, wailing quality that adds 

tension.

Harmony: The minor key structure is often built around short and circular 

progressions of two to three chords, mainly i-iv-v, often established in the 
skank and reinforced through bass melody. 

Textual Subject Matter: Emphases upon spirituality, love, humanity, 

and governmental oppression.
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This project was designed to approach a discussion about cultural and 
musical appropriation in popular music.  The connection between reggae and 
mainstream rock was perhaps no more evident or lucrative than within the 
musical career trajectory of the wildly popular new wave group, the Police 
(1977–1983), comprised of lead singer/songwriter Sting (Gordon Sumner), 
guitarist Andy Summers, drummer Stewart Copeland, and a promotional 
cadre of behind-the-scenes agents and businessmen. Their particular 
industrial rock model enjoyed startlingly quick, widespread renown and 
success—within only a couple of years of their formation, the Police had 
become the leading rock group of their time and would go on to influence the 
direction of the music marketplace itself, including countless other acts such 
as the then up-and-coming Irish group, U2. While a variety of factors were in 
play during their rise, the inceptive role of the band’s unique music sound—
based in large part on a clear exploration of and debt to reggae style and 
rhythms as directly referenced by the title of their second album, Reggatta de 

Blanc (1979), loosely translated as “White Reggae”—undeniably lay the 
foundation for their dominant appeal and its profitable outcome.  Centered 
around the music of Bob Marley and the Police, this research measures the 
considerable influence of Jamaican reggae upon mainstream rock 
composition and its financial success as well as the level to which this 
appropriation disregards the original cultural and political contexts that gave 
rise to reggae during the 1960s and early 1970s. 
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Police Recording History
“English rock group…originally regarded as part of the burgeoning 

new wave scene. However they always displayed a greater level of 
musicianship than their punk counterparts, and developed a brand of 
melodic, reggae-influenced, energetic rock…. Early hits such as Roxanne 

and Can't Stand Losing You (both 1979) featured Sting's West-Indian style 
voice, sparse clean rhythm guitar lines and reggae-derived bass and drum 
parts, while other tracks from the album Outlandos d'Amour (A&M, 1978), 
including Peanuts and Next to You, were more straightforward rock songs 
propelled by Copeland's energetic drumming. By the time of their second 
album, Regatta De Blanc (A&M, 1979), the Police were arguably the most 
successful band in the UK, seen, with Sting's melodic songs, as successors 
to the Beatles. Message in a Bottle and Walking on the Moon were both UK 
number one hits in 1979. In the early 1980s the Police achieved global 
success with Ghost in the Machine (A&M, 1981), which included the single 
Invisible Sun, a comment on the conflict in Northern Ireland. Their final 
album, Synchronicity (A&M, 1983), contained the most stylistically diverse set 
of songs, but still with the group's unmistakable sound, notably the pop 
standard Every Breath You Take, and Tea in the Sahara which featured 
Summers's impressionistic chordal washes.” (excerpted from David 
Buckley."Police, The." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. 13 Feb. 
2012
<http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/46605>.)
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Ethical Concerns
The appropriation of culturally sensitive music and expression is a 

common, but often overlooked issue in popular music.  It is important to 
understand that Western cultures inherently possess a privilege that can 
be used to take advantage of other societies—especially those 
comprising the so-called “third world.” The Police owe their substantial 
success to this imbalance, directly adapting the distinctive music 
practices of a foreign culture for their own musical purposes and 
recordings to create a sound that was unlike most popular rock groups 
of their time. This appropriation is further troubling in that it stripped the 
Jamaican source material of its definitive social and political 
significance, gaining success instead through an appeal entirely 
unrelated to the region from which the music itself originated.

What are the implications behind this type of success on such a 
mainstream scale? To what extent might one determine those problems 
associated with appropriating a local music grounded in the 
revolutionary racial, political, spiritual climate of a single third world 
country and using that as a launching pad to superstardom and record 
sales otherwise unconcerned with this original context? Who benefits 
from this appropriation, and who suffers?* How faithful or even 
artistically successful is this stylistic adaptation from one culture to 
another? How do the values of the two cultures compare, and what may 
be learned from an examination into the translation of these values from 
a musical standpoint? What does it say about the Western world’s 
entertainment media industry marketing, commodification, and 
consumption that such a borrowing could contribute so fundamentally to 
the success of a group on the level of the Police within a system 
expressly divorced from the culture to which its appeal and style remain 
indebted? Furthermore, how may this particular instance of stylistic 
appropriation contribute valuable insights into the recurring nature of a 
widespread practice that has permeated (and continues to permeate) 
popular music history at large?
*One estimate has current unauthorized Marley music and merchandise the world over valued at 
$600 million/year (Rob Kenner, “The Business of Bob Marley,” Billboard, 4 Feb 2011).

Reggae Influence Throughout the Police Discography

In addition to the skank rhythm featured in the electric guitar, much of the Police sound is predicated upon drumming patterns that offer a free component seen 
in highly rhythmic hi-hat syncopations and accents of the half-time feel with bass drum and snare on beat four that echo reggae approaches to time. Vocals 
register a reggae-inspired wailing aesthetic in the upper register. These qualities are especially present in the earliest Police albums Outlandos d’Amour (1978) 
and Reggatta De Blanc (1979).

Origins of Reggae

The career earning of The Police were considerable. During their highly publicized reunion tour the group’s collective 2008 income reached $115 million 
dollars—$84.9 million from reunion ticket sales alone (roughly $28.3 million per group member for one year’s work).* The remaining income came from renewed 
record sales and the release of new material. 
*Dave Parrack, “The Police are Considerably Richer than You,” Idio Magazine, 26 Sep 2008.

Reunion Tour Earnings

Note the telling absence of reggae elements altogether 
by the time of the group’s final album, Synchronicity

(1983).


