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Research Insight: Disco Demolition Night – The End of an Era? Brian F. Wright PhD Student in Musicology, Case Western Reserve University Research Question: Disco – The End of an Era? On July 12, 1979, the Chicago White Sox held a special promotion known as “Disco Demolition Night,” in which local disc jockey Steve Dahl blew up thousands of disco records in center field. This infamous event has long been seen as a turning point in American popular music and is often understood as hastening the demise of mainstream disco. Did “Disco Demolition Night” impact national disco sales? How many disco songs charted in the Top 10 after July 12? And, how quickly did the mainstream popularity of disco decline? Why the Research Insight is Important With “Disco Demolition Night” and the rise of the “disco sucks” movement, 1979 has frequently been described as the year that mainstream disco died. By examining chart data from this year, we can see how this backlash affected disco sales as well as trace disco’s diminishing mainstream popularity. Table 1 shows the top 10 songs in the Billboard Hot 100 from the week of “Disco Demolition Night.” Of these songs, the top three (Anita Ward’s “Ring My Bell” and Donna Summer’s “Bad Girls” and “Hot Stuff”) were disco hits.



Table 1 – Top 10 of the Billboard Hot 100, week ending 14 July 1979
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As shown in Table 2, this number actually doubled in the following week, as Chic, David Naughton, and Earth, Wind & Fire climbed the charts.



Table 2 – Top 10 of the Billboard Hot 100, week ending 21 July 1979



These six songs remained consistently in the Top 10 until mid-September (see Figure 1). As songs like “My Sharona,” “The Devil Went Down to Georgia,” and “Don’t Bring Me Down” rose in popularity, the chart from the week of September 15 became the first to feature no disco songs in the top five positions—Chic’s “Good Times” was the only disco song to chart that week, coming in at #9 (see Table 3).



Figure 1 – Comparison of Popular Disco Songs, 12 July 1979-15 September 1979
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Table 2 – Top 10 of the Billboard Hot 100, week ending 15 September 1979



Using Data to Gain Further Insights into Disco’s Decline The chart from the week of September 22 also contained only one disco song, Herb Alpert’s instrumental “Rise,” and has been repeatedly cited as the moment when disco definitively dropped out of mainstream popularity. However, this claim is not actually substantiated by the chart data. Despite the brief lull in mid-September, this moment was not the death knell of mainstream disco. As illustrated in Figure 2, new disco hits emerged in late 1979:



Figure 2 – Comparison of Popular Disco Songs, 12 July 1979-30 December 1979



For example, the chart from the week of November 4 ARGUABLY featured four disco songs in the Top 10: Herb Alpert’s “Rise,” Michael Jackson’s “Don’t Stop ‘Til You Get Enough,” Donna Summer’s “Dim the Lights,” and Barbra Streisand and Donna Summer’s duet “No More Tears (Enough is Enough).” Additionally, each of these songs was highly successful: “Don’t Stop ‘Til You Get Enough” reached #1 on October 12, “Rise” reached #1 on October 19, “Dim the Lights” reached #2 on November 9, and “No More Tears” reached #1 on November 23.



Academic Rights Press, Ltd. © 2014



Elements of the Insight That Would Not Have Been Possible Without the Data While disco certainly waned in mainstream popularity in the wake of the “disco sucks” movement, the chart data reveals that this decline was not as quick or instantaneous as usually described. For example, Figure 2 demonstrates that “Disco Demolition Night” had little immediate impact on the short-term popularity of disco, and that (contrary to popular belief) there continued to be disco hits well into the end of 1979. The data provided by Music ID thus provides a far more nuanced account of disco’s decline in mainstream popularity. A Reliable Resource Not only does the Music ID platform provide more nuanced data on disco’s mainstream decline, however, it also counters misinformation found in commonly accessed sources. For example, Wikipedia’s “Disco” page erroneously describes the end of mainstream disco, stating that: “On July 21, 1979, the top six records on the U.S. music charts were disco songs. By September 22 there were no disco songs in the US Top 10 chart.”1 As we have seen in the actual chart data, this description is neither literally nor figuratively accurate. The Music ID platform is thus a useful and reliable resource both for verifying specific claims about chart success and for examining fluctuations in musical trends.



1



Wikipedia contributors, "Disco," Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Disco&oldid=608718178 (accessed May 17, 2014). 
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