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INTRODUCTION 

 
 
 

At the still point of the turning world. Neither flesh nor fleshless; 
Neither from nor towards; at the still point, there the dance is, 
But neither arrest nor movement. And do not call it fixity…1 

I 

One may suppose that normally, at least according to a reconstructive logic, it is 
the promising nature of a complex problematic, rich hermeneutic possibilities, 
barely glimpsed pathways and tantalizing conclusions that lead to the publishing 
of the results of intellectual activity. In this instance, however, it was a kind of 
unease or anxiety over difficulties inherent in aesthetic discourse that prompted 
me to set up this project.  

The turning of academic attention to popular culture, especially popular 
music has been a project of immense liberation. The artificial and pretentious 
discourse that claimed only classical and / or traditional ethnic music was rich 
enough in content and structure to warrant musicological or anthropological 
attention has been laid to rest. It has been shown to be spuriously ideological in 
so far as it appropriated exclusively to itself the term “music”, when in fact it 
was an expression of certain norms and aspirations to power of a complacent 
middle class.  

The decks being cleared though, there is a distinct anxiety about discussing 
the aesthetics of music, whether it is “contemporary music” composed by those 
trained in the classical tradition or popular music written by those who tend to 
learn “orally”, from the recordings of others. Composers like Pierre Boulez, 
John Cage and Morton Feldman tend to discuss the aesthetics of contemporary 
music as a rejection of earlier historical forms. Arch grump, Theodor Adorno is 
probably the most trenchant of all modernist writers in his demand that music 
take on a new rigour in its emphatic rejection of the accreted and false aesthetics 
of the classical music tradition: “Today the only works which really count are 
those which are no longer works at all.”2 And a composer as radical as Yiannis 
Xenakis speaks endlessly and fascinatingly about stochastic clusters and the 
Pythagorean provenance of his music, without ever offering a word on 
aesthetics, as if the sole value of music lay in the fact of its derivation from a set 

                                                                    
1 T. S. Eliot, Four Quartets (London: Faber and Faber, 1979) 5. 
2 Theodor Adorno, Philosophy of Modern Music, 30. 
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of operations and mathematically random mutations. Pythagoras of course built 
a monastic order around the aesthetics of his musica mundana, a music so 
rarified that it eschewed anything as crudely material as sound. Indeed, it is this 
association of aesthetics with cult (or class) belief that haunted the twentieth 
century and blocked the discussion of aesthetics. Certainly with Adorno this 
seems to have been the case: 

Advanced music has no recourse but to insist upon its own ossification without 
concession to that would-be humanitarianism which it sees through, in all its 
attractive and alluring guises, as the mask of inhumanity.3 

Here, Adorno expresses a profound and, as it has turned out, enduring mistrust 
of a socially fixed idea of taste that insists on its universal application as an 
arbitrator of what constitutes acceptable and unacceptable music. For Adorno, 
the “mask of inhumanity” is not just some kind of historic misjudgement. It is a 
lethal delusion that reveals itself as the cruel presumption serving the venal self 
interest of an ascendant social class. The same mistrust of the aesthetic 
characterizes attitudes towards popular music. Simon Frith notes that popular 
culture studies have generally come to accept the appreciation of music as an act 
of consumption, performatively rebuffing Adorno’s anxiety over the demeaning 
role of the culture industry in standardising musical absorption. In so doing, 
however, perhaps reflexively, aesthetic considerations are eliminated from the 
conceptualisation of the cultural value of such music and replaced by notions of 
strategic consumption, resistance and empowerment. Thus, there is a correct 
way to consume, a conclusion Frith is far from content with:  

 
Cultural value is assessed according to measures of true and false consciousness; 
aesthetic issues, the politics of excitement, say, or grace, are subordinated to the 
necessities of ideological interpretation, the call for ‘demystification’”4 

 
Frith suggests here that the study of popular music stands to learn a great deal 
about aesthetics from the more open aesthetic debates that occur in philosophy 
and literature, confident that popular culture studies have nothing to fear. 
However, it would be naïve to suppose that redress of the aesthetic deficit might 
be brought about with reference to other fields less harried by politics. Just as 
was the case in Adorno’s thought, a cursory glance at philosophy and literary 
theory reveals a general mistrust of aesthetics. Terry Eagleton, in his usual 
chiding style, dismisses the Kantian project as an exercise in ideology: 

                                                                    
3 Theodor Adorno, Ibid, 20. 
4 Simon Frith, “Defending Popular Culture from the Populists”, 104. 
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The Kantian subject of aesthetic judgement, who misperceives as a quality of the 
object what is in fact a pleasurable coordination of its own powers, and who 
constitutes in a mechanistic world a figure of idealized unity, resembles the 
infantile narcissist of the Lacanian mirror stage, whose misperceptions Louis 
Althusser has taught us to regard as an indispensable structure of all ideology.”5 

The aesthetic in Kant was seen as a kind of knowledge, one that would bridge 
the gap between sense perception and categorical knowledge, thus bringing 
about the unity of the subject of knowledge.6 It is the devolution of the unity of 
experience onto the abstract representation of the subject that Eagleton finds 
most objectionable in this formulation. This critical position is to be found in 
thinkers like Adorno, who is scathing about the “arrogance of the aesthetic 
subject, which says “we,” while in reality it is still only “I.”7 Composers like 
John Cage also sought to rid their aesthetics of any residue of the subject as a 
central, all-knowing, organizing principle.8 Furthermore, aesthetic judgement in 
Kant derives its rationality from the moral subject, without any consciousness 
on the part of Kant, that this self-regarding subject is conditioned in its ethical 
being by the norms of a historically specific culture and social class. It is 
ultimately the reduction of the Apollonian dimension of aesthetics to the moral 
subject that prompts accusations of narcissism and arrogance. 

A writer on music like Simon Frith is then to be commended for his tenacity 
in entering this mine field. However, there is an element in Kantian aesthetics 
that may be drawn upon to circumvent, for the time being, the thorny problems 
of aesthetic judgement. In a telling phrase that combines both redemptive and 
damning qualities, Kant expresses the salient points of his aesthetic philosophy: 
 

The aesthetic judgement … refers the representation, by which an Object is given, 
solely to the Subject and brings to our notice no quality of the object, but only the 
final form in the determination of the powers of representation engaged upon it.9 

 
Kantian aesthetics conducts an exploration of the structure of representation 
itself and not just its content. Thus the aesthetic may be considered as a branch 
of knowledge that exists alongside the epistemological and the ethical. 
Contemporaries of Kant, like Friedrich Schelling and S. T. Coleridge, in fact, 
                                                                    
5 Terry Eagleton, The Ideology of the Aesthetic, 87. 
6 “For the imagination, in accordance with the laws of association, makes our state of 
contentment dependent on physical conditions. But acting in accordance with the 
principles of the schematism of judgement […] it is at the same time an instrument of 
reason and its ideas.” Immanuel Kant, The Critique of Judgement, 121. 
7 Theodor Adorno, Philosophy of Modern Music, 18. 
8 John Cage, Silence, 171. See also in this publication David Hanner’s and John Wall’s 
“The Material Experience of Abstraction”, 92. 
9 Immanuel Kant, The Critique of Judgement, 71 (my emphasis). 
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believed the aesthetic to underpin all other forms of knowledge, but of course 
neither of these thinkers was able to figure the aesthetic in terms other than 
some kind of transcendental, even semi-divine subject. It took Arthur 
Schopenhauer to disengage the reflexivity of the aesthetic from subjectivity. 
Schopenhauer argued in a way that is similar to poststructuralism that it is 
through representation that there is a reality. Representation itself is structured 
according to the subject / object dichotomy and categorical rules like the 
principle of sufficient reason.10 However, Schopenhauer argues that to insist 
there is no reality which is not at the same time an object of representation is to 
invite serious psychiatric disturbance.11 To accept this would mean that the body 
exists purely in terms of the objectifying categories of rationalist and idealist 
philosophy. Of course we do know our bodies as objects, and the social 
construction of the body occurs through the internalization of representations. 
On the other hand, however, the body constitutes a condition or representation, 
necessary but not sufficient, just as language upon deconstructive analysis 
reveals the body as a kind of trace. For Schopenhauer then the knowledge of the 
body is always also an immediate form of knowledge, unknowable except in 
representation but nonetheless not exhausted by the same representation.12  
 Music in Schopenhauer is nonrepresentational, immediate knowledge, 
meaning that it may be construed as an exploration, amongst other things, of 
sensuous or aesthetic knowledge, the conditions of representation. 
Schopenhauer follows the Kantian system in so far as he aims towards an 
explication of the conditions of knowledge, but he turns the vertigo-prone Kant 
on his head. Where Kant supposes these a priori conditions to be categories of 
knowledge derived from the tradition of Aristotelean logic, Schopenhauer looks 
to music, arguing that it is the a priori form of a sensuous, bodily knowledge 
that conditions all cognitive activity.13  
 One of the criticisms levelled at Schopenhauer’s theory of music is that it 
construes music as a metaphysical entity, whose meaning or function is always 
said to exist in some kind of shadowy, noumenal world beyond the empirical. 
According to Vladimir Jankélévitch, this is to miss the metaphorical dimension 
of music: 

A sonata is like a précis of the human adventure at is bordered by birth and 
death—but is not itself this adventure. The Allegro maestoso and the Adagio—

                                                                    
10 Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Representation Vol. I, 5-6. 
11 “As a serious conviction … [solipsism] could be found only in a madhouse; as such it 
would then need not so much a refutation as a cure.” Arthur Schopenhauer, Ibid, 104.  
12 Arthur Schopenhauer, Ibid, 19-20. 
13 Arthur Schopenhauer, Ibid, 256-257. 
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Schopenhauer wants to write their metaphysics—are like a stylization of the two 
tempos of experienced time, but they are not themselves this time itself.14 

Thus Schopenhauer is accused of forgetting that for all its philosophical a priori 
character of immediacy, music always occurs in a representational medium. It is 
a valid criticism, but to be fair to Schopenhauer he never supposed that 
“immediacy” could be manifested in any other way than as a representation, just 
as for Nietzsche, the Apollonian is the expression of the Dionysian. At a 
philosophical level, music, for Schopenhauer, is always a reflexive 
representation; the most reflexive in fact given that as an expressive form it is 
not tied to signifying categories like metaphor and analogy in the same way 
language is. However, in addition, much rests on what is understood by the term 
“metaphor”. If it is simply the transposition of a number of likenesses from one 
system of expression to another, then Jankélélevitch may be said to have 
misread Schopenhauer. If on the other hand, metaphor is understood as a 
dynamic component in the generation of meaning as Jacques Lacan,15 following 
Roman Jacobsen, proposes then we simply need to remind ourselves, that 
Schopenhauer’s immediacy is not of Platonic transcendence but of the body, 
sensuality, the Will; perhaps more eco-warrior than connoisseur of rarified 
nothingness: “I recognize in the deepest tones of harmony, in the ground-bass, 
the lowest grades of the will’s objectification, inorganic nature, the mass of the 
planet.”16 

French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty may be said to take up the 
Schopenhauerian thesis on music, body and knowledge in his argument that the 
poignancy and radical impact of music is directed towards the body, and on it, 
opens up an original event of ideation. In order to explicate the relation between 
the world of signification and the body, Merleau-Ponty draws on the expressive 
differences between the impact a piece of music may have on a person and its 
subsequent explication in objective form. Marcel Proust’s character, Swann, is 
captivated by a piece of music. It is real to him, substantial and positive, yet it is 
different from the experience of reflective knowledge about music. Merleau-
Ponty argues that the “little” phrase, as Swann calls it, is simultaneously “ideal” 
and “carnal”. If it were not of the body, it would not move us, and detached 
from carnality it would lose its affectivity. But neither is it purely of the body; it 
is of a world of meaning, in the same way as is  

                                                                    
14 Vladimir Jankélévitch, Music and the Ineffable, 14. 
15 Jacques Lacan, Ecrits, 298. 
16 Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Representation, 258. 



INTRODUCTION 

 

xvi 

the first vision, the first pleasure”, an initiation, “an opening of a dimension that 
can never be closed, the establishment of a level in terms of which every other 
experience will henceforth be situated.17 

This level or dimension of experience is that of non-cognitive ideation, or 
perception without cognition, which is conditioned by the perceptual world but 
not reducible to it. On the contrary, while it is expressive of the being of the 
body, it also renders the body and the world of things intelligible. Here we 
encounter the possibility of embarking on a dialectic of body and spirit, which 
in my opinion, would be the best way to destroy both Merleau-Ponty’s and 
Schopenhauer’s insights. Merleau-Ponty, recognising the allure of the regressive 
dialectic and philosophy’s inability to conceive adequately the processes of 
mediation, introduces a subtle logical figure, the chiasm. It is a figure that at 
once accommodates the logic of continuity in mediation, while at the same time 
expressing difference. Hence, to use Merleau-Ponty’s example, when I touch 
something; that something is also touching me; I am touched by the smooth, 
cool warmth of the tea-cup that I drink from, as if the cup had skin. The 
experience of identity and difference in touching-being-touched, seeing-being-
seen renders perception not primarily as either active or passive, as in Berkley, 
but as an opening or fold in the field of experience, a “dehiscence”. This 
intertwining of the elements that constitute perception and thought is in 
Merleau-Ponty’s vocabulary, flesh; a flesh whose structure is chiasmatic, not 
wholly material, not wholly intelligibility: 

There is a strict ideality in experiences that are experiences of the flesh: the 
moments of the sonata, the fragments of the luminous field, adhere to one 
another with a cohesion without concept, which is of the same type as the 
cohesion of the parts of my body with the world. Is my body a thing, is it an 
idea? It is neither, being the measurant of the things. We will therefore have to 
recognize an ideality that is not alien to the flesh that gives it its axes, its depth, 
its dimension.18 

The chiasmic figure, considered as an elemental threshold point intertwining 
intelligible and sensuous form, is an attempt to think the non-signifying 
component of signification, that element of meaning which, in fact, does not 
register on the logic-governed screen of the received practices of signification. 
An approach such as this must deal with the binary oppositions and dualisms 
upon which signifying systems are constructed—mind / body, man / woman, 
good / evil, signifier / signified. The chiasm attempts to neutralise the mutually 
exclusive logic (the so-called excluded middle) and hierarchy implicit in these 

                                                                    
17 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, 151. 
18 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Ibid, 152. 
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distinctions as well as provide a set of pathways for thinking intelligently about 
non-signifying symbolic systems, or at least, their non-signifying dimension.  

There is implicit in music, Jankélévitch reminds us, a propensity to collapse 
the binary system of logic that governs linguistic, cultural and psychological 
signification: 

The musical universe, not signifying any particular meaning, is first of all the 
antipode to any coherent system… Harmony itself is less the rational synthesis 
of opposites than the irrational symbiosis of the heterogeneous… Music, like 
movement or duration, is a continuous miracle that with every step accomplishes 
the impossible. The superimposed voices of polyphony realize a concordia 
discors, of which music alone is capable, because intelligent articulation based 
on reciprocity, because the meshed gears of question and answer in dialogue, 
differ as much from the synchronism of heterogeneous voices in counterpoint as 
the “harmony” one produces by adjudication differs from musical harmony.19 

Thus aesthetic discourse on music may be directed to a structural analysis of the 
musical representation and its relation to other signifying systems. Here, in 
direct contrast to language, music tends not to bring about its harmonic and 
discordant synthesis through the reduction of elements to mutually exclusive, 
irreducible opposites. In fact, according to Jankélévitch, it is not really correct to 
speak of synthesis in relation to music. It is the contention of this paper that the 
“miracle” spoken of in the quote above may be construed in terms of a general 
debate on signification. It is what Schopenhauer meant when he spoke of music 
as an a priori language of the body that is both representational and 
nonrepresentational, a geometry which contains within itself its own fluidity of 
line and plane. It is a geometry of illusion, of parallel universes. Merleau-
Ponty’s chiasm aims at the same ontological space as do a host of other such 
concepts elaborated in early twentieth-century psychology and late twentieth 
century philosophy and literary theory.20 Another more contemporary 
formulation of the same problem may be found in Gilles Deleuze’s and Félix 
Guattari’s concept of “Body without Organs.” 
 The chiasm of course demonstrates the logical circularity of the general 
figure of the logical paradox, where a thing may be simultaneously big and 
small, flesh and spirit, inside and outside, discordant and harmonious. 
Unfortunately, however, the term has a very low level of psychological and 
logical resonance. It smoothes the world into a multiplicity of convergence and 
divergence. It conjures, and this is perhaps unfair to Merleau-Ponty, the calm 
exchanges of positive and negative electrons. This is the disadvantage of 

                                                                    
19 Vladimir Jankélévitch, Music and the Ineffable, 18-19. 
20 For a productive treatment of this history see chapters 1-3 of Merleau-Ponty’s 
Phenomenology of Perception, Trans. Colin Smith (London: Routledge, 1962). 
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designating ontologically significant events with terms that have little to do with 
everyday experience. It lacks intensity. Schopenhauer, in addition to speaking of 
a musical a priori and the force of the Will, also spoke of the psychiatric 
consequences of internalising the view that all is representation, that there is no 
non-signifying element which can not be objectified through the lucid calculus 
of sufficient reason.21 It is the fault-line of this disturbance as much as the a 
priori character of music that must be attended to in aesthetic discourse. For, 
indeed, the structure of contemporary knowledge and society does in fact 
demand the devolution of knowledge onto cognitive capacity and the rendering 
of the body according to categories of epistemology and social-ethical norms. 
The glass bodies and sprung bodies of Descartes’s madmen are not just dramatic 
counter examples to the sanity of the cogito, but logical consequences of the 
intense rigor of the Cartesian system as it seeks to invent the subject of 
knowledge in the image of mathematical abstraction. It is in fact Deleuze and 
Guattari’s “Body without Organs” that conveys the paradoxical qualities, logical 
and existential, necessary for an aesthetic discourse that both collapses the 
binary oppositions of signification and delivers the necessary psychological, 
semantic and social “jolt” implicit in such collapse: 

A BwO is made in such a way that it can be occupied, populated only by 
intensities… The BwO is not a scene, a place, or even a support upon which 
something comes to pass. It has nothing to do with phantasy, there is nothing to 
interpret … it is not space; it is matter that occupies space to a given degree… 
That is why we treat the BwO as the full egg before the extension of the 
organism and the organization of the organs, before the formation of the strata; 
as the intense egg defined by axes and vectors, gradients and thresholds, by 
dynamic tendencies involving energy transformation and kinematic movements 
involving group displacements, by migrations: all independent of accessory 
forms because the organs appear and function here as pure intensities.22  

The concept BwO has been received as something of a moveable feast. Make of 
it what you will! It thus contains the potential for its own meaninglessness. 
However, there are several key points that render it of significance in aesthetic 
discourse. It is an example of “concrete ontology”; that is, it constitutes an 
exploration of the conditions of signification, recognizing that meaning is made 
up of bits and pieces of material that are invested with symbolic vitality, like the 
universe. A word is a thing. A musical note is a sound long before it is ever a 
cognition, as Morton Feldman insisted upon. It is an element in the 
Empedoclean sense, meaningful, but not in the sense that it signifies anything in 
particular. The BwO is a playful convergence onto some kind of nexus that in 

                                                                    
21 Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Representation, 104. 
22 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 153. 
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turn generates meaning by whatever means available to it. It is a metaphor, yes. 
What else could an egg be doing in theoretical discourse? Lewis Carroll was 
familiar with this kind of argument. But in addition, it expresses simply the 
power of metaphor to generate meaning, signification. Moreover, as a 
description, it sounds like music, like Vladimir Jankélévitch’s description of 
music as the collapse of signification. And crucially, as an aesthetic concept, it 
detaches judgement from the self-righteous moral subject and projects it back 
onto the collective, to the “mass of the planet” as Schopenhauer put it. And, as 
much as Schopenhauer has been lambasted for his aesthetic approach, it is not 
possible to conceive of music as metamorphosis, using the terms of a discourse 
that would preclude the possibility of hearing in music the “the mass of the 
planet”, or indeed, as in Deleuze and Guattari’s case, the intensity of a criss-
crossed egg. Kant launched his aesthetic philosophy in the right direction, 
towards an analysis of what is after all the formal qualities of metamorphosis—
the transformative, world-making capacity of representation. But he pulled up 
short, circumscribing his immensely powerful and creative aesthetic discourse 
with the propriety of the Enlightenment citizen. How else would the punctilious 
Kant deal with Echoes, Narcissuses, nymphs, forest spirits and shape-changing 
water? 

II 

These introductory remarks are in no way intended to serve as a framework for 
the interpretation of the essays gathered in this publication. It serves rather as a 
point of departure. At the philosophical level, these essays test and utilise the 
assumption that music is less a representational than an existential and highly 
particular perspective on the social-symbolic system. Thus, music does not so 
much reflect society, or a state of affairs, as make a significant contribution to 
the way in which things come to acquire meaning—aesthetic, personal, political, 
ideological, economic and scientific.  

While these essays follow a particular cluster of themes, the musical focus is 
diverse, and covers rap, rock, pop, metal, new music, classical music and music 
video. The specific discourses are oriented towards the politics of composition 
and performance on the one hand, and the interpretation, dissemination and 
institutionalization of musical practices, on the other hand. All of these essays in 
their own pay pick up on the contradictions, paradoxes and impasses that 
characterize the musical form. The most obvious examples of this “unease” 
derive from the fact that this highly aesthetic and deeply personal art form 
normally functions in the context of a multibillion dollar industry, powerful 
social institutions like universities and an environment of political and social 
conflict, prejudice and discrimination. On top of everything else, music is 
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“uplifting”, it gives hope, expresses longing and desire. Perhaps the chief focus 
of these papers, collectively and individually, is that music is eclectic, often 
despite itself, and pulls into its orbit whatever is loosed upon the social sphere, 
from physics, epidemics, racism, psychological breakdown, belief, money and 
ideology.  

The central paradox of the first essay by Dafydd Jones is that of how 
minority linguistic, ethnic and social groups opposed to the standardisation of 
experience may simultaneously invigorate a dominant culture in a dominant 
language without at the same time diminishing the invigorating voice of the 
minority voice. The imperialism of dominant languages like English, for 
example, lives off both the rich contributions of minority languages and cultural 
practices that come its way, and ultimately, as history has shown, destroys them. 
There is such a thing as an imperialist metabolism. Jones argues that in the 
context of Welsh music and the fraught issue of language, the minority voice 
may simply operate as a tolerated guest, able in fact, because of this status, to 
bring about no real change. On the other hand, the stated aim of bringing about 
change in a revolutionary way, in the face of the behemoth, may be a self-
satisfying illusion. Rather, using the concept of minorisation borrowed from 
Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, the minority voice, in Welsh or English, 
sustains itself and brings about real change to the degree that it relieves the 
imperialistic medium of the belief that it is a central organizing principle around 
which minorities cluster, even if to protest. Minority music, therefore, is not 
simply the voice of an ethnic identity threatened with debilitating change. 
Minorities change too, not necessarily according to the dictates of enormous 
concentrations of power, but according to their own sense of who they are and 
will be.  

John MacKay, a former student of Californian composer, Robert Erickson, 
traces the institutional pressures on composers of new music during the 1960s 
and 1970s to concentrate themselves in ever-expanding blocks of influence and 
style, which would vindicate imperialist drift. The counter culture that is often 
spoken of in relation to the California of this period in history is subject to the 
law that sociologists call institutionalization. So, for example, once an ecology 
party enters parliament, it will lose its ability for radical grassroots action, 
because one half is making the policies that the other half opposes. It is also the 
case with music. In order to avoid this kind of situation in music, Erickson 
stayed aloof from “schools” of music, favouring the smaller and more 
spontaneous “scene”, despite its often fleeting nature and institutional 
insecurity. MacKay tells the story of Erickson in a biographical mode, the 
beauty being that it becomes possible to note and plot the myriad of influences 
that perpetually transformed the life of a single individual, where this myriad of 
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influences is preserved in the dynamic “sound snapshot”, which is Erickson’s 
music.  

One of the most knotty issues in music criticism, especially as it is practiced 
in cultural studies, is the reconciliation of artistic creativity and social-political 
efficaciousness with large amounts of money. It is strange that this question 
rarely comes up in relation to other arts, even other kinds of music. While 
Herbert von Karajan became extremely wealthy through music, the quality of 
his ability to interpret and conduct music is never really brought into question, 
although there is dissatisfaction with his cynicism. And it is not imagined that 
because he was rolling in money, Picasso was a lesser painter. In rock music, 
however, it takes very little in the way of success to generate cries of “sellout”. 
Rodney Sharkey investigates this phenomenon, quickly seeing off the 
theoretical arguments both against the influence of capital and in favour of the 
strategic consumption of popular music. The author makes two telling points. 
David Bowie, the subject of the essay, is no innocent actor plying his critical 
trade only to be absorbed by the system in his later years. Bowie is part of the 
system. He reflects it from within, draws on its resources, transforms and 
exploits it. He is at once a social agent and a theatrical figure responding to the 
processes and forces of symbolic change. In this sense, Bowie embodies the 
cultural and semantic practice of metamorphosis. Sharkey’s second point is that 
the precariousness of the study of popular music forces the critic to 
acknowledge the social, intellectual and symbolic conditions under which 
theory is developed for the interpretation of culture. Thus popular music 
criticism is a testing ground not only for the music, but for theory itself, as 
Adorno insisted must be the case in all music criticism, despite his own 
blindspots. 

The rhetorical and performative affect of Heavy Metal is subjected to 
scrutiny in an essay which poses questions arising out of the convergence of the 
self-proclaimed revolutionary aims, fascist rhetoric, and capitalistic means of 
Nordic Metal. İbrahim Beyazoğlu offers an in-depth analysis of the cycle of 
Norwegian Metal from its novel radicalism in the early 1980s, the church-
burning, fascist “other-hating” middle period to the quiet of what turned out to 
be prison for some, wealth for others. He offers an interpretation of the Nordic 
Metal absorption of Norse mythology and the proclamations that would see a 
return to what were perceived to be pagan values, values which are gleaned and 
developed upon slim evidence and highly selective readings of the myths, 
mediated as they are by infantile 1940s fascists like Vidmund Quisling and, 
ironically, their Christian originators. Beyazoğlu examines both the self-
mythologization of the Metal movement in Norway and its complicity in the 
system it purported to loath. Also brought into question here is the capacity of 
critical discourse on popular music to do anything other than build a political 
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alliance with one side or the other of the argument such that critical discourse 
would become an extension of the culture industry, with little real independence 
of mind. For Beyazoğlu, critical independence is not equivalent to a spurious 
impartiality. It comes from the imaginative internalisation of ambiguity and 
radical uncertainty. 
 Contemporary cultural studies is attuned to the environment of conflict in 
which much music is produced. There is no need to rehearse arguments about 
the role of music in countering the mind-numbing propaganda of various 
dictatorial regimes as well as the suffocating emptiness and misinformation of 
not so dictatorial regimes in their bid to manipulate public opinion. Moreover, 
the cathartic quality of music is more and more being drawn into professional 
psychotherapy, not simply to sooth but to bring about transformations in deeply 
traumatized subjects where more orthodox, cognitive methods fail. Vincent 
Meelberg explores accounts of the psychology of trauma, not so much in order 
to advance therapeutic practice, as to interrogate the representational structure of 
music, asking what would be required for music itself to internalise 
characteristics of trauma. It is a venture that is theoretically possible. 
Interestingly, however, once Meelberg has established a “grammar” of trauma at 
the level of musicology, he finds that it is not possible to contrive a music that 
would conform to these requirements, without, that is, getting in with 
Pythagoras and proposing a music that was an embodiment of time itself, a 
music without difference, like an eternity spent in solitary confinement with 
Einstein on the Beach. Alternatively, Meelberg concludes that trauma may be 
expressed or embodied in music through musical anomaly—stray sounds, gaps 
and interruption to the general structure of the musical phrase. 
 The subject of rock music video comes up in Rodney Sharkey’s discussion of 
David Bowie. Sharkey sees Bowie’s innovation in music video in the shift from 
visual narrative to visual symbol and metaphor, a movement not necessarily 
related to a narrative telos that would unfold in a formal sequence. To borrow 
from poetry, Bowie inaugurates the lyric video. Video auteur Chris Cunningham 
operates in a similar visual environment. According to Tristan Fidler, 
Cunningham generates a hermetic spatial world in which his subjects inhere as if 
purely through the forces of the environment, devoid of active, projective 
subjectivity. This “laboratory,” however, is forged from the familiar urban 
environment. As they move through this world, which, temporally, is like a 
stream that flows within a confined space and therefore flows nowhere, always, 
the body of the subject takes on the elemental characteristics of the surrounding 
world. One set of bodies takes on fluid qualities, while another fractures under 
its own brittleness. The argument here is that Cunningham, by infusing the 
digital body with the varied rhythms of music, conjures a drama of the imaginary 
body. The space, subjectivity and body of Cunningham’s film is not necessarily 
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an imaginative counterpart to concrete experience. The imaginary here, as in the 
case of Lacanian psychoanalytic theory, is implicit in the real, not as a possibility 
but as a permanent feature of its construction. Thus the music video constitutes a 
musical form that articulates the embrace of the virtual and the actual, dissolving 
for the duration of the video the binary oppositions that structure the practices of 
signification. In this way Cunningham’s video is the creation of a dream form 
particular to the visual medium and according to the fluid, non-signifying logic 
of music. 
 Jankélévitch says of music that it brings about the dissolution of the subject. 
In Cunningham’s videos the loss of self is irredeemable and traumatic, and the 
body is reduced to an element that is organized externally. There are instances 
when it is the desired outcome of music, when the ego is replaced by the 
materiality of music: “the man robbed of a self … has become nothing more than 
a vibrating string, a sounding pipe.”23 For American composer, Morton Feldman, 
the aim of composition was the return of the material to music so that composer, 
listener or performer could enter into its sonic being unencumbered by symbols 
and historical complexes. Feldman recognises that the relation of sonic material 
and the signifying functions of music are deeply interlocked and so he placed at 
the centre of his compositional method a paradox; namely that the route to the 
material is through the abstract. Feldman does not here refer to mathematical 
abstraction. Rather, in order to return sound to music as he sees it, Feldman 
studies its form, its duration, its production in space and as a thing, its silence. 
David Hanner and John Wall argue silence is a kind of dehiscence, an opening of 
meaning onto the material, in this case the body.  
 In the second of the essays to deal specifically with aesthetics, and the last 
essay in the collection, Paal Fagerheim adopts an approach that would seem to 
be diametrically opposed to that of silence. In fact, the aesthetics of noise and 
silence are intimately related especially in the work of John Cage, for whom 
silence was the eradication of crusty musical convention, the removal of which 
allowed music to be heard as noise. Fagerheim’s analysis of noise insists on the 
social dimension. Here music is eclectic and mimetic of the discordance and 
volume of society. Public Enemy engages directly with the hostile world of 
American social politics. In order to do justice to this, Fagerheim devises a 
method that brings to bear formal musical analysis onto the noise-producing 
frictions of society, and thus is produced, at a theoretical level, a musical 
analysis of society, as if it were music, which it is. Thus Public Enemy produces 
simultaneously the most radical and the most traditional of music, a music whose 
a priori of enunciation inheres in society, its clamour and its silence. 

John Wall 
Eastern Mediterranean University 

                                                                    
23 Vladimir Jankélévitch, Music and the Ineffable, 1. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE INTERNATIONAL LANGUAGE OF SCREAMING: 
HOLEY SPACE AND MINORISATION IN MUSIC  

AND LANGUAGE 

DAFYDD JONES 
 
 
 
Abstract: Certain actions and positions are perceived in the world of music as radical and 
even revolutionary. Of course a single action may be radical at any one time and place, 
reactionary at other times and places, or otherwise totally meaningless. This essay 
interrogates the validity of claims made in the name of radical intervention in musical 
practice, linking the analysis of the politics of music to language and its minorisation, 
itself always a process, a becoming and never an identity. Minorisation, borrowed from 
Deleuze and Guattari, rejects the subject position of spokesperson, and instead critically 
engages with a dominant or standardised cultural, musical or linguistic form, 
deterritorialising the field, opening up pathways, eroding others and ultimately 
determining the hegemonic form as virtual, no longer actual. Welsh band, the Super 
Furry Animals don’t smash their guitars; they operate in a precarious, dynamic space 
where identities and languages are forged and come asunder, between languages, cultures 
and musical constituencies. There is no classical revolution here, no supplanting of the 
old order with the self-evidently moral and cosmic superiority of the new. The old 
binaries are dissolved into ephemera, but remain real nonetheless, and the “minorist” 
reinvigorates the dominant form, while at the same time thwarting its resurgent 
imperialism. Dafydd Jones directs revolutionary cultural activity towards the generation 
of new meaning; semiosis, as opposed to the overthrowing or even subverting of received 
practices.  
 
In the early twentieth century, dada manifesteur Tristan Tzara goaded musicians 
to smash their blind instruments on stage in aggravated provocation of, 
ultimately, state power .1 It is unlikely that Tzara’s haranguing of the audience at 
the Cabaret Voltaire anticipated the instrumental carnage that became a 
tiresomely familiar event on music stages later in the same century, destruction 
predictable to the point that it no longer posed any kind of cultural or political 

                                                                    
1 Tristan Tzara, Seven Dada Manifestos, 16. 
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significance or threat, and impotent as an extravagant oppositional pose. Trying 
to figure out what meant anything in the music that I not only heard but 
crucially saw growing up in the 1970s and 1980s wasn’t easy (and was 
compounded by being geographically located out on a “provincial” limb). In 
one brief but memorable phase at Cardiff’s main music venue, it appeared to 
mean nothing when a series of white Stratocasters were smashed in encore at a 
Ritchie Blackmore’s Rainbow concert; there was, surely, more to it when The 
Vibrators’ John Ellis axed his guitar in my face in 1980; Peter Gabriel cracking 
my head with his searchlight during an unconventional stage entry left me 
slightly off kilter; and when Motorhead came to town, the concert hall roof 
actually caved in—things at that point looked promising.2 In a particular sense, 
those early and eclectic live music forays were concerned with the effect of the 
event, which continually deflected any concern with what the event meant, and 
in their direct and active modes they expressed some nascent physical 
interventionist mode against, yes, state power, doing so in a form that itself 
prefigured an alternative. 
 After the concert hall’s collapse and eventual demolition in the wake of 
Motorhead, there was no obvious successor as a music venue for Anglo-
American hegemony in Cardiff (though such venues were safely reinstituted 
within a decade or so). The possibility of alterity seemed at the time a necessary 
position to maintain, and charting the terra incognita of disused docklands led 
perhaps inevitably to a one-time nonconformist chapel building now barely 
altered for the purposes of live music performance (which, incidentally, was not 
congregational singing) and other “attendant” activities—the seductively named 
and dimly lit Casablanca club, where I remember on one occasion facing 
ejection in no uncertain terms for wearing threatening shoes. The music I heard 
and saw there came from very different places to the other stuff encountered up 
until that point, an alternative and unlicenced hybrid ground that posed 
something radical in its difference. A discussion as to why such alterity seemed 
then, and still seems, a given and necessary part of music will be reserved in this 
essay, in order to establish rather a primary focus on the question of how such 
alterity might be possible within the familiar stalemate of oppositionality 
(occupied by most—increasingly all?—western music today). What follow here 
are considerations that do not arise uniquely in the context of music, but are in 
certain terms exemplified through the musical instances isolated, emergent as 
they are from the seedbed and system of western popular music and all that 
comes with it. To this extent, the appeal at the outset is to cede the impossibility 
of a system that has no outside (the outside being a fundamental requisite of 

                                                                    
2 This is not a joke. But to clarify, on 10 January 1982, the roof of the Sophia Gardens 
Pavilion collapsed under the weight of snow. 
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oppositionality), because even when the margin or periphery might disappear, 
there will always be holes out of which all manner of subjects might emerge. 

Holey bombs make holey holes 

The punctured space named “holey” by Gilles Deleuze  and Félix Guattari is 
space that permits movement, but distinctly within demarcations:3 what it allows 
us initially to conceptualise is a spatial resistance to totality, a resistance 
however potentially stifled by structuralist “tolerance” of radical difference. 
Tolerance here is such that it will always and without compromise reimpose the 
regulating authority of the structure if ever any actual threat beyond the gestural 
is sensed, and the freedom to move is, accordingly, virtual. Cultural 
demarcations are at best contingent—at least one among our most influential 
thinkers on “culture” wound up wishing he had never even heard the damned 
word4—and any return on our cultural investment poses particular problems: the 
stakes in the production of culture, for example, are rarely, if ever, visible. The 
assumption that we all, broadly speaking, share the same political stakes 
deliberately gets in the way of specifying or concretising what the stakes might 
be in any given cultural situation, and problematically underlies the generation 
through social mechanisms of what is the both dismissive and exonerating 
“power of oblivion”:5 the immediate response under the conditions that arise 
from such an assumption invariably comes in one form or another of the 
declaration that this problem does not concern me. As an indicator, indeed, of 
the politically marginal status of minority culturally specific production (even 
though your minority may be my dominant), it is framed for discussion 
precisely as a problem that does not concern its nominal “public”, for whom it 
proceeds to circulate as politically impotent and also as culturally phatic, its 
difference tolerated by the cursory nod. 

The difficulty is that the assumption assumes that my stakes are the same as 
yours, and what allows the assumption to be made is a tolerance that is always 

                                                                    
3 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 351–423. 
4 Raymond Williams, Politics and Letters, 154: “Culture: I don’t know how many times I 
wish I’d never heard the damned word.” 
5 The idea of the power of oblivion is developed in the work of French theorist Guy 
Hocquenghem, and his theoretical trilogy Le désir homosexuel (1972), L’Après-Mai des 
faunes (1974), and Le dérive homosexuelle (1977), which together comprise a radical 
critique of Freudian psychoanalytic theory and liberal social theory from a Marxist 
perspective, providing analysis therein of the role of the state and civil society in the 
determination of “identity politics”. Only the first of these three tracts has been translated 
into English, as Homosexual Desire (trans. Danielle Dangoor, London: Allison and 
Busby, 1978).  
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and purely nominal—a virtual tolerance “because real tolerance would be a 
contradiction in terms”. To tolerate, then, would not be to extend the gesture of 
support, but rather to condemn. Pier Paolo Pasolini elucidates the point, 
observing how 

they tell the “tolerated” person to do as he wishes, that he has every right to 
follow his own nature, that the fact that he belongs to a minority does not in the 
least mean inferiority, etc. But his “difference”—or better, his “crime of being 
different”—remains the same both with regard to those who have decided to 
tolerate him and those who have decided to condemn him. No majority will ever 
be able to banish from its consciousness the feeling of the “difference” of 
minorities.6 

 

 
 

Figure 1: Still from Sergei Eisenstein’s Strike 
 

Tolerance then masks the imposition of identity by others upon the individual 
(as different or as belonging to a minority), and though the consequences may at 
turns be dire, it is questionable whether the individual ever finds him- or herself 
in a position practically to exercise the undeniable right to refuse any imposed 
identity. The problematic nature of a contemporary individual identity in a 
hybrid society, however, compounds concerns over imposition and refusal by 
the question of who or which constituency is addressed by the “tolerated” 
person; if a “tolerated” musician, for instance, sings to a specific constituency, 
we ought to ask how he or she has taken account of where that constituency is to 
be found, or how that constituency is to be constructed—because the cultural 
producer is always in a position of constructing the constituency. 
 The minority status of the “tolerated” person is now perhaps a poorly 
defined proposition, constructed just as the constituency is constructed, and one 
that has confused rather than clarified anything for itself in recent years by 
groping around critical theoretical ideas in the hope that the result will pass for a 
                                                                    
6 Pier Paolo Pasolini, “Grenneriello”, 21–22. 






