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Abstract 
From the perspective of communication, this paper puts the study of popular 
music in the field of media, communication, and culture, discusses the inte-
raction between popular music, culture and society. It is worth mentioning 
that when people become the audience of a musical work, they not only pay 
attention to its musicality, but also discuss social issues, publicity, and even 
extra-musical information related to the performers of the song. Such extra- 
musical information sometimes goes beyond the musicality of the work and 
affects the public’s judgment on the meaning of the musical work. As a part 
of the cultural industry, popular music is worth studying. This study focuses 
on a specific song, “Zombie”, and analyzes the impact of musical and extra- 
musical factors on its meaning construction. It attempts to provide a broader 
perspective on the interpretation of the music market and tries to bring en-
lightenment to the promotion of the cultural industry. 
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1. Introduction 

At the end of the music video of the Irish rock band The Cranberries’ Zombie, a 
little boy lay on the floor with bruises all over his face, and the black-and-white 
picture creates a sense of depression (The Cranberries TV, 2009). This is the real 
scene taken by the director of the music video, Samuel Bayer, in Northern Irel-
and. The song was published in 1994 and expresses lamentation about the death 
of two children by the Irish Republican Army in the 1993 Warrington bombings 
(Savage, 2018). Through this music, The Cranberries pointed its way to protest 
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against the war, which was strong and high-profile. In fact, it is a very common 
way for celebrities to express their protests against social issues through music. 
As Street (2013) said, “music has long been a site of resistance”, whether in folk 
music or slave labor songs, anti-war or protests against the law, music has been 
making a voice for resistance (Street, 2013). The Cranberries is a famous Irish 
rock band. They entered the music market with the single “Dreams” in 1992. 
With the debut album “Everybody Else Is Doing It, So Why Can’t We?” in 1993, 
they achieved great success. “Zombie” is included in the second album “No Need 
to Argue”, which was released in 1994. The song was written by lead singer Do-
lores O’Riordan, it has been successfully launched in many countries and has 
achieved good results in the music list in Ireland, the United Kingdom, the United 
States, France, Belgium, Austria, Australia, Germany and Canada, and won the 
“best song” of MTV Europe Music Awards, it is worth noting that in 2011 “Zom-
bie” returned to the 94th list in the UK (Wikipedia, 2019b). To date, the music 
has been played more than 900 million times on YouTube (The Cranberries TV, 
2009). 

Whether it has received attention in the early days or regained popularity in 
recent years, it seems that people are attracted not only by its musical factors 
such as melody, lyrics, and singing style, but also by extra-musical factors like 
the message it conveys, the current social issues, and the situation in which the 
song is cited. Together, they construct the meaning of the song, which makes 
people realize that the factors affecting the audience’s understanding of music 
are very complicated. This paper will study the MV of Zombie, analyze the mus-
ical and extra-musical factors reflected in this song discuss how these factors in-
teract to construct the meaning of this song, it attempts to provide a broader 
perspective on the interpretation of the music market, and tries to bring enligh-
tenment to the promotion of the cultural industry. And there will be a conclu-
sion follows these analyses. 

2. Musical Factors in “Zombie” 
2.1. Rock and Roll 

Compared to the other songs of The Cranberries in the early days, the rock style 
of “Zombie” is more obvious. When evaluating them, Buckley (2003) once 
pointed out that their second album had no changes except “Zombie”, whose 
sound is “angry grunge” and the lyrics are aggressive (Buckley, 2003). During 
the performance, O ‘Riordan asked the band to play the drums harder, and she 
clearly positioned the work as rock (Savage, 2018). To some extent, rock means 
the rebellion in the form of music, through distorted guitar, aggressive drum 
beat and the bad attitude of singer (Keightley, 2001). Rock music is not only fun, 
it is always seen as related to “more” things, not only about romantic love, sex, 
rebellion against the system, social problems and lifestyle, but also serious music 
(Christine, 2004). This form of music provides a world view that combines mus-
ical practice with musical preferences, makes aesthetic and ethical judgments in-
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fluence each other (Keightley, 2001). “Zombie” is not only a band’s creation in 
music, but also shows their thinking about social issues, and intuitively expresses 
their anger and grief. It was a kind of rebellion and criticism of the war. Such 
criticism is contagious and can be easily integrated into people’s daily life (Keight- 
ley, 2001). Rock music is considered to be the eager venting method for teenag-
ers (Christgau, 1981), at some point, people use this seriousness and rebellious 
attitude to distinguish themselves and others’ musical tastes. Rock seems to give 
this song a more powerful life, and it also gives the audience a stronger sense of 
impact, making it one of the most powerful works. 

2.2. Authenticity of Music 

There are many explanations for “serious” in rock music. Authenticity, as the 
most important value of examining music, guides rock culture from the edge to 
the mainstream (Keightley, 2001). Authenticity is regarded as the core of rock 
music, and it is a judgment standard for rock music to evaluate music and musi-
cians. By this standard, rock culture emphasizes the serious attitude towards 
music and is related to the individual dilemma in society (Keightley, 2001; Weins-
tein, 2009). This authenticity is reflected in many aspects, such as the true ex-
pression of emotions, the serious themes involved in the song, original creativity, 
community awareness and even clothing (Keightley, 2001; Weinstein, 2009; Ti-
mothy, 2003). The reason why “Zombie” can be loved by the audience is also in-
separable from the authenticity of its songs. First of all, from the perspective of 
creation, audiences are more likely to accept the musicians who create their own 
songs. The audience usually associates the author with the “self”, believing that 
the songs created by the singer are the true expression of his inner feelings, which 
is one of the criteria used to distinguish art from entertainment (Baumann, 2001; 
Keightley, 2001). The Cranberries completed the creation of this song indepen-
dently, and each lyric is their truest thoughts. In an interview with Classic Rock 
(2017), O’Riordan recalled that she was on tour in the UK when the attack oc-
curred and that there were frequent bombings in London as well. She reminded 
people that these bombs can explode at any time, which may endanger the safety 
of anyone, and people should not ignore such things (Emma, 2017). So, she wrote 
her anger in the lyrics: 

“Another head hangs lowly, child is slowly taken” 
“And the violence caused such silence” 
… 
“But you see it`s not me, it`s not my family” 
“In your head, in your head, they are fighting” 
… 
“We must be mistaken” 
… 
“Zombie, Zombie，Zombie” 

These straightforward lyrics are deeply criticized, and O’Riordan’s singing style 
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adds a stronger color to the expression of this emotion. As Weinstein (2009) 
said, the use of sound in singing is also a reflection of the authenticity of music. 
In the past works, they gained the audience’s love with sweet songs and ethereal 
voices. However, in this work, they used a completely different way of presenta-
tion. The original acoustic guitar was replaced by an electric guitar to produce a 
suitably expansive sound, and the drums were aggravated. O’Riordan’s lilting 
vocals are adjusted to an almost primal howl (Savage, 2018). They use art as a 
form of expression, combining the skills of singing and the application of tech-
nology in artistic concepts, reflecting the originality and authenticity of musicians 
(Timothy, 2003). 

2.3. Music Video 

The expression of authenticity in this work is also reflected in its music video. As 
Lester said, we are moving towards a visually mediated society, and our under-
standing of the world is more by reading images rather than reading texts (Paul, 
2003). The music video of “Zombie” expresses the singer’s intention very intui-
tively, which plays a great role in understanding the song. The Cranberries chose 
Samuel Bayer as the music video director. He filmed the “Smells Like Teen Spi-
rit” music video for the Nirvana. In the music video of “Zombie”, he clipped the 
band’s performances to real video recordings, using a pattern of performance 
and narrative. In the shooting and editing, montage is used to cross-parallel the 
band performance and historical event images, and the two complement each 
other to express the theme, when we see the rock band performance, we also know 
the content of the video. The director applied the real images taken in Ireland to 
the MV, making it a topic of discussion. There are three main subjects, children, 
soldiers with guns and graffiti in the city. The MV uses narrative techniques to 
show people the impact of war on children. This kind of real image is obviously 
much better than the performance of the actor, and it has “authenticity.” This 
authenticity is seen as a value, an emotional perception between the performer 
and the audience (Keightley, 2001). These real images can bring a sense of im-
pact to the audience and evoke resonance. To some extent, it also makes the au-
dience more approve of the attitude of The Cranberries. In the performance of 
the band, it can be divided into two parts. The first part is the scene of the band 
performance, which is the best understood. The band members express their in-
ner anger through exaggerated and powerful actions, accusing the war of suffer-
ing. In another part, the lead singer O’Riordan is covered in gold, standing in 
front of a cross surrounded by silver-coated children. This part of the perfor-
mance echoes the real image in the MV. For example, children in the film play in 
reality, and the children around the cross sit calmly, clasp their hands together, 
and pray silently. In another example, when a soldier armed with a gun attacked 
a child in the second half of the film, the child in another scene was screaming in 
pain. 

After analyzing Zombie’s music style, lyrics and music video, it is not difficult 
to see that this song conveys strong anti-war sentiment. This has allowed it to 
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gain the support of many like-minded audiences and has also given it an impor-
tant role in political propaganda. However, this effect is not always positive. It 
may become a cohesive song in a specific social issue, or as a commercial pro-
motional song to arouse people’s dissatisfaction. It is worth noting that these ex-
tra-musical factors also affect the audience’s construction of the meaning of this 
musical work. In the next section, extra-musical factors of concern will be dis-
cussed.  

3. Extra-Musical Factors in “Zombie” 
3.1. Musical Works Involving Social Issues 

Langer & Knauth (1953) regarded symbols as the basis for human to understand 
things, which is helpful to understand the world we live in and make a basis for 
our judgment (Palczewski, Ice, & Fritch, 2012). Therefore, symbols become a 
way to understand and recognize things. Based on this analysis, more details can 
be found in this music video. First, the color symbolism refers to the use of color 
as a symbol in various cultures (Wikipedia, 2019a). Since this understanding of 
color is based on different social and cultural environments, it has different 
meanings (Smith, Whitfield, & Wiltshire, 1990), and the background of the song 
needs to be considered in the interpretation. The music video is mainly in black 
and white tones with a small number of color lenses, which are dominated by 
blue and red. The black and white tones emphasize the seriousness of the music 
video, consistent with the theme of the song, and also express the band and di-
rector’s mourning for the two innocent children who have just passed away (Jill, 
1997). Red usually symbolizes blood and violence (Jill, 1997), expressing the 
damage caused by war. As a cool color, blue gives the audience a cold, melan-
choly feeling (Jill, 1997). Secondly, there is such a scene in the MV: a person is 
leading a dog, and the dog is eating the bones on the side of the road. Connect 
this scene with the scenes of soldiers with guns, graffiti of the war and children 
injured in music video, as if to convey to the audience that war will eventually 
consume human beings. The contrast between black and color, joy and death 
highlights the “Zombie” thinking about war and life. 

The success of “Zombie” is partly due to the impact of specific social envi-
ronment. As mentioned in the lyrics “It’s the same old theme since 1916”, in 
fact, since the Easter of 1916, the dispute between UK and Ireland has run 
through the entire century. During this period, the Irish Revolutionary War, The 
Troubles, Bloody Sunday and other events broke out. The public is deeply aware 
of how terrible the damage caused by war, so it is more yearning for peace. The 
emergence of “Zombie” provided a channel for the public to express emotions. 
The Frankfurt School believes that music is a source of strength, a positive resis-
tance code, and the public uses music to shape individual and collective identity 
(Street, 2013). O’Riordan said in explaining the song that she did not indicate 
any terrorist organization in it, which is a song with humanity. In other words, 
the message conveyed by this song is against all terrorist attacks or wars and is 
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not limited to the Irish bombings. This has largely allowed this work to reach a 
wider audience. In the BBC report, it was pointed out that in 1990s, this song 
was a gift for people in Bosnia and Rwanda. However, in recent years it also be-
longs to the civilians who suffered terrorist attacks in Manchester, Paris and 
Egypt (Savage, 2018). As Street said, music is a form of social solidarity. Some 
critics regard music as the pinnacle of society and even a model of human soli-
darity (Hesmondhalgh, 2013). In fact, there are many musicians who express 
their attitudes towards social issues through music. For example, FKA twigs ex-
presses her attitude towards feminism through M3LL1SSX (Fairclough, 2017). 
However, the audience does not always pay tribute to such works. Beyoncé, who 
is also actively promoting feminism, is considered to be too commercialistic. She 
understands what the public wants her to show, so she tries her best to cater to 
the audience and encourage more people to support feminism. As a result, she 
can also benefit from it (Fairclough, 2017). It can be seen that when creating 
such musical works involving social issues, the motivation for creation is also 
one of the criteria for the audience to evaluate works. 

3.2. The Role of Publicity 

Popular songs have always been one of the means of propaganda (Street, 2013), 
and this kind of propaganda is also reflected in political activities. As Frederick 
(1983) argued that the use of music in western countries has a dual purpose of 
propaganda. Nationalism was aroused in the war. When people hear music that 
reminds them of their hometown, this nationalism was expressed through music 
(Frederick, 1983). Governments or social organizations apply music to their 
propaganda and social activities, using music as part of the framework of action, 
interpreting and expressing the concept of social movements, and giving the 
public a hint through music. This approach demonstrates the cognitive approach 
of social movements proposed by Ron & Andrew (1998). They believe that 
people view the world through a framework according to their preferences. Cul-
ture produces a cognitive practice and becomes a resource for social movements, 
and music is one of the manifestations of culture (Ron & Andrew, 1998). “Zom-
bie” has also been used in political propaganda. Since this song has evoked the 
audience’s resonance, spread around the world, social organizations realized its 
influence and used it to call on human beings to stop wars and call for peace. For 
example, when the 1998 Nobel Peace Prize was awarded to Ulster Unionist lead-
er John Hume and SDLP leader David Trimble to thank them for peacefully 
solving the problems in Northern Ireland, The Cranberries was invited to per-
form “Zombie”. Both the creative background of the song and the content that it 
wants to express are closely linked to the 1998 Nobel Peace Prize. Through this 
example, we can see how music is linked to political issues. However, it can only 
be seen as a form of political propaganda and packaging form that has no subs-
tantive effect (Street, 2013). In other words, the problem is solved by the British 
and Irish governments, not The Cranberries. 
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Music can be used to evoke and express officially recognized emotions and 
identities. When this power is recognized, it cannot be denied that it may also be 
counterproductive. In other words, music can also arouse public rebellion or 
dissatisfaction, which the government does not want to see (Street, 2013). In or-
der to avoid such emotions, music censorship came into being. “Zombie”, for 
example, although this song has topped the list of music in many countries, the 
best result in the UK has stopped at the 14th place, which was probably influ-
enced by the BBC’s decision to ban the song music video. As I mentioned in the 
previous analysis, there are a lot of real images taken from Ireland in the music 
video of this song. Among the images of these riots, there are many scenes that 
the UK government does not want to be seen by the public. The most sensitive 
scene is that a little boy playing with other children with a gun in his hand (The 
Cranberries TV, 2009). This was strongly opposed by the BBC and RTE. Al-
though they did not completely ban the song, they re-edited the music video and 
deleted many scenes, just focusing on the fragments of the band performance 
(Savage, 2018). In this way, the government is trying to shift the focus of public 
attention from the war issue to the song itself to prevent public dissatisfaction. 
However, as a form of expression, music should be protected (Street, 2013). 
Fortunately, its official version has been retained and is still being distributed 
worldwide through YouTube. In an interview with Rip it Up, Hogan (1995) said 
that the move to ban the original video broadcast was clearly a failure (Hogan, 
1995, cited in Savage, 2018). In fact, music involving social issues, especially po-
litical issues, will not only be hindered by the government, but also criticized by 
the public. O’Riordan, the author of “Zombie”, was accused of ignorance, taking 
sides in the conflict. There are many similar events. For example, U2’s “Sunday 
Bloody Sunday” is an expression of anger over the Bloody Sunday event, with 
critics accusing the band of being too partisan; Paul (2003), former member of 
Beatles wrote Give Ireland Back to the Irish was banned by the BBC. 

3.3. Music Used in Advertisements 

In many cases, when music is used in advertising, it will raise public discussion 
about the meaning of music. Advertising is often accused of not being loyal to 
the song’s original meaning or changing the meaning of the song through some 
techniques (Klein, 2009). Advertising gives music a new meaning usually through 
four means: picking a part of the music, reinstrumentalizing its score, changing 
the lyrics or mixing with other songs (Klein, 2009). In 2018, a series of videos 
were released on Tik Tok, a short video social app. The contents of those videos 
are various scenes of people’s daily life and are uniformly accompanied with the 
logo of Supreme. The slogan of the event is “All Things Can Supreme”. Once 
these videos were released, it attracted a lot of public follow-up and became one 
of the hot topics at the time. Originally, this was just an ordinary marketing 
campaign. However, when the public discovered that the background music of 
these videos was an excerpt from “Zombie”, it caused a lot of people’s dissatis-
faction. In this video, only the repeated “zombie, zombie, zombie” parts in the 
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song are selected, and the original song is not used, but the remix version is 
made. In the short video of fifteen seconds, it is even difficult to find “Zombie” if 
you do not listen carefully. If people do not know the background of the song, 
but only hear the lyrics, the public may not feel that there is any problem with 
the use of this song. As Meier said, “when popular music is used as a form of 
promotion, what it actually sounds like and says is secondary to what it does” 
(Meier, 2017). This inappropriate use of songs is outside the legal constraints, in 
other words, this kind of behavior requires cultural and moral constraints. 

3.4. Performer’s Influence 

Music is interpreted by the public in conjunction with “non-music” information 
about the performer. A song gets public attention not only because of music it-
self, but also because of any record of the singer’s life (Brackett, 1995).”Zombie” 
has gained worldwide attention again, following the death of O’Riordan, the lead 
singer of The Cranberries. Irish President Michael D Higgins was the first to pay 
tribute, and other tributes followed from the music industry. She has had a huge 
impact on rock and pop music in Ireland and around the world and is hailed as 
the pride of the Irish music industry (de Demelza & Edel, 2018; Ronan, 2018). 
“Zombie” has considered as her most important, successful and meaningful work. 
The background of the song was re-raised, and her creative journey was once 
again displayed in front of the public. From those interviews before her death, 
the public was able to see her motives for creation, and her own evaluation of 
this work, and her response to criticisms (Savage, 2018). All this has deepened 
the audience’s understanding both of her and the song. 

In general, the meaning-making of musical compositions is indeed influenced 
by many extra-musical factors. The results of some of them are consistent with 
the author’s original intention: Zombie’s lyrics and music video are spread as 
anti-war tools, making it a banner in a specific social context. However, when it 
is given a particular meaning, it also causes the audience to resist its use in mea-
ningless and entertaining situations. At the same time, the personal information 
related to the performers has also become an important factor in the audience’s 
interpretation of the work. 

4. Conclusion 

Through the analysis of the song “Zombie” of The Cranberries, it can be seen 
that in the process of shaping the meaning of music not only contains musical 
factors, but also contains many factors other than music. First of all, the music 
style lays the foundation for the song. “Zombie” as a typical rock music reflects 
the seriousness and rebellious spirit of rock. Entertainment is not the only thing 
about rock, its theme can contain many serious social themes, providing the au-
dience with a system of resistance and expressing dissatisfaction. Authenticity is 
the core of rock, which is reflected in whether the song is original, the perfor-
mance of the song and the motivation of the musician. “Zombie” as a classic an-
ti-war song, its creative background is very worthy of attention. This social 
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background will affect the audience’s interpretation of the song. However, no 
matter what kind of works, there will be controversy and criticism. On the one 
hand, because of the socially sensitive issues involved, the government will pro-
hibit the spread of certain music in order to prevent public dissatisfaction. On 
the other hand, the public will also question the political position of musicians. 
Due to the sensitivity of the song itself, improper use in business can also cause 
public resistance, and this problem can only be constrained by culture and mo-
rality. Finally, the record of the musician’s life also affects the audience’s inter-
pretation of the meaning of music.  
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